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ΥΠΕΥΘΥΝΗ ΔΗΛΩΣΗ

Δηλώνω υπευθύνως ότι όλα τα στοιχεία σε αυτήν την εργασία τα απέκτησα, τα επεξεργάσθηκα

και τα παρουσιάζω σύμφωνα με τους κανόνες και τις αρχές της ακαδημαϊκής δεοντολογίας, καθώς

και τους νόμους που διέπουν την έρευνα και την πνευματική ιδιοκτησία.

Δηλώνω επίσης υπευθύνως ότι, όπως απαιτείται από αυτούς τους κανόνες, αναφέρομαι και

παραπέμπω στις πηγές όλων των στοιχείων που χρησιμοποιώ και τα οποία δεν συνιστούν

πρωτότυπη δημιουργία μου. Οποιεσδήποτε παραλείψεις ήθελε προκύψουν, οφείλονται σε

ανθρώπινο λάθος σε καμία περίπτωση δεν αποτελούν εσκεμμένη πρόθεση.

Γεωργία Τσιούλη
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Abstract

This thesis explores a historically recurring yet understudied phenomenon in the field of international

relations: the pursuit of naval power by great continental states in the context of high-seas strategic

competition. While most scholarship has focused on the maritime behavior of insular powers—

Britain, the United States, and Japan—this research centers on the rationale and strategic logic that

drove land-centric powers such as Habsburg Spain, Imperial Germany, and the Soviet Union to

develop and employ naval strategies despite their inherent naval disadvantages. Challenging the

dominant narrative that frames these decisions as irrational or prestige-driven, the thesis posits a

theory of rational naval balancing rooted in the interaction of two independent variables: the

magnitude of threat posed by an insular enemy and the degree of naval deficit experienced by the

continental power. The theoretical framework distinguishes three naval strategies: offshore offensive,

high-seas deterrence, and high-seas inertia. Each strategy emerges in response to specific

configurations of threat perception and relative naval capability. The causal logic is traced through

process-tracing and structured focused comparison, while the validity of the theory is tested across

six historical case studies, divided among three powers and covering over four centuries.

Methodologically, the research combines longitudinal analysis, congruence testing, and cross-case

comparison to assess the explanatory power of the theory and avoid pitfalls such as selection bias

and post hoc reasoning. The findings reveal that the decision of continental powers to compete at sea

was rarely irrational; rather, it was often a calculated attempt to prevent third-party involvement in

terrestrial conflicts and to avoid strategic encirclement. From Philip II’s Armada to Germany’s Risk

Fleet and the Soviet Union’s Cold War naval posture, these cases exhibit a consistent pattern: when

insular powers adopt interventionist strategies and geographic proximity enhances their threat

potential, continental powers with naval deficits seek to offset their vulnerability by adopting

expansive naval strategies—even when the cost is high. Moreover, the thesis uncovers permissive

conditions that mediate this relationship, including domestic political unrest, economic constraints,

and the risks of multi-front warfare. These factors help explain deviations from the expected

outcomes and enhance the theory’s applicability to other historical and contemporary cases,

including modern China’s naval rise in East Asia. Ultimately, this research contributes to the

literature on military strategy, international security, and maritime studies by providing a robust

theoretical model that accounts for when and why continental powers go to sea.
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Introduction

Naval security competitions are not rare in military history, and have been occurring for many

millennia, even reaching as far back to the ancient world. The only thing that has changed in these

competitions is the means by which they are conducted due to the technological evolution that has

allowed the transition from the wooden sailing ship to the modern warship that combines

surveillance and reconnaissance systems along with the capacity to remain offshore for long periods

of time and even wage wars in the far seas. Despite all that, there is still no concise or systematic

research on the topic, apart from some documentation of the events by historians, and what research

does exist concerns mainly the naval strategies of the insular powers. In other words, while there is

plenty of information about the naval strategies of maritime powers such as England/Great Britain,

the United States and Japan, not much is being said about continental powers and their naval

strategic choices with regards to the high-seas. The topic is usually approached in a judgmental or

frivolous manner because apart from protecting their trade and potential colonies, it does not make

sense for continental powers to go out in the high seas, and if they do so then they must be irrational

because the costs - according to those arguments - clearly outweigh the benefits. But is this the case?

Are the costs greater and more severe than the benefits? Usually analysts come to this conclusion

because continental states that attempted to balance against large naval powers failed, leading to

catastrophic consequences in the end. In essence, they judge the rationality of the decisions of these

states ex post, namely in hindsight, without taking into account the information available to the

decision-makers at the time they made the decisions and the uncertainty about the future. Since

history is filled with great continental powers confronting insular enemies, is it possible that they

acted irrationally in all of the cases and that there were no strategic reasons that led them to such

behaviour? It follows from the above that there is a huge gap in the International Relations literature

that is waiting to be filled and my research plans to do just that, to provide both the academic and

policy community with a competent explanation of a recurring phenomena: continental powers

balancing against insular powers.

Why is sea power important for continental states? Because it can ultimately affect the course of

a land conflict and decide the war outcome1. Therefore it makes sense for a continental state to

pursue naval strategies that will give it the advantage or at least deprive the strategic advantage from

its insular enemy, since continental states are usually weak at sea. For this reason, they seek to offset

1 Colin Gray, The Leverage of Sea Power: The Strategic Advantage of Navies in War (New York: The Free Press, 1992), 2.
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their naval disadvantages to avoid being exploited by more powerful naval states due to their “highly

unfavorable maritime strategic condition”2. A stronger sea-power can impact the continental state’s

land campaign, as will be argued later, because it has the capability to use the seas in ways that can

degrade the latter’s overall military strategy. Blockades, sea lines interdiction, troop transfer are all

measures that the insular state can take to hamper the war effort of the mainland state which does not

have the naval capacity to resist these actions. Therefore, it must somehow acquire it, and this is

exactly what the naval strategies adopted by the continental powers indicate. Navies are a work of art,

to rephrase Burckhardt3, especially when it comes to non-seapowers that have a long history of land-

focused campaigns and a continentalist mindset. Decoding the rationale that led these powers to

develop blue water navies for the first time can shed light to another aspect of inter-state security

competition, that of naval competition between continental and insular powers which is a very

research-worthy issue.

The thesis is divided into three parts. The first part presents the theory that will be tested in the

case studies and clarifies its independent and dependent variables along with the causal logic. The

purpose of this research is therefore theory-testing in order to elucidate whether the theory works in

the real world and can consequently explain the phenomenon of interest, namely the naval strategies

of great continental powers. In addition, the theory will be placed in the wider international relations

literature to identify the gaps that it aspires to fill while at the same time it will be compared with

competing theories that attempted to explain the same phenomenon of interest. Major continental

powers have two naval strategies for the high seas available to them and a third one which involves

little to no military action on the high seas: an offshore offensive strategy, a high-seas deterrence

strategy, and high-seas inertia, and their ultimate choice depends on the magnitude of treat posed by

their insular enemy and their relative naval capabilities. Why? Because the magnitude of the threat

and their naval capabilities will determine how difficult it will be for them to pursue their territorial

interests without third-party intervention and without increasing the risk of defeat and tilting the cost-

benefit balance against them in the end. In the second part, a case-study analysis will be carried out

by implementing the methods analysed in the first part. Starting from Habsburg Spain, moving on to

Imperial Germany and finally to the Soviet Union, an investigation of primary and secondary sources

will be conducted to gather the appropriate evidence that will confirm the causal relationship, thus

solving the puzzle of why these powers chose certain naval strategies. The methodological mix used

in the case-studies is rich enough to ensure that the theory is thoroughly examined, thereby reducing

2 Milan Vego,Maritime Strategy and Sea Denial: Theory and Practice (Oxon: Routledge, 2019), 14.
3 Andrew Lambert, Seapower States: Maritime Culture, Continental Empires and the Conflict that made the Modern World (New

Haven: Yale University Press, 2018), 228.
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the margin of error and the possibility of erroneous conclusions. Upon completion of the case-study

analysis, the third and final part attempts to compare the findings from the second part and draw

conclusions about the validity of the theory and its usefulness in explaining contemporary Chinese

maritime behaviour. This part is an extremely important and integral element of any qualitative

research that claims to perform cross-case comparisons, as it is here that the inferences of the

research are collected and it is determined whether the theory is competent enough to explain the

phenomenon in general whenever it is observed. Therefore, the cases and their findings will be used

to form the so-called theory implications which relate to the overall theoretical and policy

implications of my theory in international relations.
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1. A Theory of Balancing at Sea

Why would a great continental power attempt to balance against a great insular power? Great

continental powers are states that have large land armies, share land borders with other states, have

land commitments and are not island states. Usually for these states, the majority of their threats are

on land as they tend to share borders with other great powers and thus the risk of invasion is

increased due to their geographical proximity4. Therefore, what motivates these states to balance

against insular states? Why do continental states fear insular states, even though the international

relations literature tends to exacerbate the “benign” characteristics of maritime powers5?

Unfortunately, the international relations scholarship has not come up with a sufficient answer to

those questions yet. However, two works stand out, which sought to theorize the behavior of

continental states in terms of their naval choices, and these are by Charles Glaser and Michelle

Murray. According to Glaser6, who looks into Germany’s naval strategy prior to the First World War,

Germany’s naval buildup was a sub-optimal behavior (irrational) because it did not make sense for

her to challenge British naval power. Germany did not have the resources for such an enterprise nor

did her land commitments (Schlieffen plan) allow her to undertake that task. Thus, her behavior was

sub-optimal because not only did it deprive her of resources that could have been otherwise

committed to the two-front war plan (a major trade off), but also because it was met with a British

response which activated an arms race between the two states. In that sense, Tirpitz misinterpreted

British intentions on the continent and saw them as greedy, which pushed him towards the Risk Fleet.

Generally for Glaser when a continental state with important land commitments tries to challenge a

major insular state that does not have greedy intentions, is irrational. Murray’s argument does not

4 Andrea Bartoletti does an excellent analysis of how geography influences the formation of rivalries and security competitions

between states. Andrea Bartoletti, Escaping the Deadly Embrace: How Encirclement Causes Major Wars (Ithaca: Cornell University

Press, 2022), 17-19.
5 For Levy and Thompson, maritime powers do not cause balancing coalitions like continental powers as the former differ significantly

in terms of their strategic objectives. They argue that in history most coalitions were formed to balance major continental powers

rather than maritime powers. Why? Because states are usually threatened by large armies close to their territory, so they balance

against them. In contrast, maritime powers have shown little interest in what goes on on land, let alone hegemony on land. Thus, high

concentrations of land power lead great powers to form balancing coalitions to deter invasions and ensure their security because land

threats are greater than naval threats. Jack S. Levy and William R. Thompson, “Balancing on Land and at Sea: Do States Ally against

the Leading Global Power?,” International Security 35, no. 1 (2010), pp. 7-43.
6 Charles L. Glaser, “When Are Arms Races Dangerous? Rational versus Suboptimal Arming,” International Security 28, no.4 (2004),

pp. 44-84.
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differ much from Glaser's7. She too sees the German decision on naval armament aimed at British

naval superiority as non-strategic (irrational). In particular, Germany wished to be recognized as a

great power and in order to acquire this identity it was not only enough for Germany to see itself as

such but also for the other great powers to recognize its status (inter-subjectively). In other words,

Germany’s naval buildup did not have strategic motivations but identity seeking motivations.

According to this rationale, Risk theory was advanced in order to demonstrate Britain’s aggressive

intentions and justify the buildup. Even China today is thought (by Murray) to display similar

motivations in her great power journey. Several questions arise as we examine the arguments that

have been made on the subject. Looking at Glaser and Murray's studies, one wonders if all these

great continental powers were really irrational because they decided to increase their naval capacity,

as the phenomenon is seen quite often in history and not just one or two times. Why would they build

a navy when they had land commitments? Did they misinterpret the intentions of the insular states?

Or did they want to be recognized as global powers and therefore naval power was the missing stone

to achieve this? Did they build navies for no strategic reasons? Additionally, Security Studies’

special issue on maritime competition includes several articles that explore the naval aspect of

international relations without, however, answering why a continental state chooses specific naval

strategies related to the high seas8. My theory intends to fill these gaps and prove that continental

states that made decisions to strengthen their navy and balance against their insular enemy were not

irrational. If anything, there were usually strategic reasons that drove them to warship building, a

decision which was directly related to what was happening on land and was neither the whim of a

7 Michelle Murray, “Identity, Insecurity, and Great Power Politics: The Tragedy of German Naval Ambition Before the First World

War,” Security Studies 19, no. 4 (2010), pp. 656-688; Michelle Murray, The struggle for Recognition in International Relations (New

York: Oxford University Press, 2019).
8 Gartzke and Lindsay break down the effects of seapower on international politics, arguing that countries with large navies tend to

influence politics far from home, and even contribute to destabilization in various situations, Erik Gartzke and Jon R. Lindsay, “The

Influence of Sea Power on Politics: Domainand Platform-Specific Attributes of Material Capabilities,” Security Studies 29, no. 4

(2020): pp. 601-636. Mitchell’s article attempts to explain why maritime claims between states occur, the reasons behind their

militarization and the proccesses towards peaceful resolution, Sara McLaughlin Mitchell, “Clashes at Sea: Explaining the Onset,

Militarization, and Resolution of Diplomatic Maritime Claims,” Security Studies 29, no. 4 (2020): pp. 637-670. Caverley and

Dombrowski look into the Sino-American naval competition and the potential for crisis stability, while drawing on the offense-defense

theory debate, arguing that at sea offense is indistinguishable from defense, Jonathan D. Caverley and Peter Dombrowski, “ Cruising

for a Bruising: Maritime Competition in an Anti-Access Age,” Security Studies 29, no, 4 (2020): pp. 671-700. Van Hooft’s article

analyzes US’ strategic options as an insular power, but again from the perspective of american grand strategy, Paul Van Hooft, “All-In

or All-Out: Why Insularity Pushes and Pulls American Grand Strategy to Extremes,” Security Studies 29, no. 4 (2020): pp. 701-729.

Montgomery’s work is similar to Van Hooft’s as he too investigates American strategic options given the rising tensions in Asia, Evan

Braden Montgomery, “Primacy and Punishment: US Grand Strategy, Maritime Power, and Military Options to Manage Decline,”

Security Studies 29, no. 4 (2020): pp. 769-796.
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leader nor the outcome of misinterpreted intentions. Such a theory will also contribute to the

explanation of Chinese naval behaviour, a contemporary and critical issue as it will largely determine

the geopolitical future of Asia. Consequently, the main argument can be summarized as follows. I

find that great continental powers with a naval deficit adopt specific naval strategies to challenge the

insular state that poses a threat to their interests on land. This happens because the continental state

wants to prevent others from meddling in its affairs, since this can increase both the costs and risks

for its campaign on land. If the continental state fails in its attempt to impede the insular state from

becoming involved in its affairs, then it will most likely be compelled to pay way more in blood and

money. Thus, the only rational solution left for the continental state is to balance against its naval

enemy by strengthening its own naval fighting capability because it anticipates its territorial interests

will be greatly undermined. The aim of the research is to test the validity of my theory, that is,

whether the independent variables I propose below lead to specific outcomes through a particular

causal logic. Essentially, I will test whether changes in the independent variables cause changes in

the dependent variable and how. My research will answer two fundamental questions:

1. What influences great continental powers to devise naval strategies which target the high seas,

given that firstly such an undertaking is very expensive, and secondly, that usually the majority

of their threats are on land?

2. Do they take into consideration the costs and benefits that such strategies entail or is their

behavior irrational?

Based on the above, three types of naval strategy are identified:

I. Offshore offensive: This type of naval strategy involves the highest costs and risks for the

continental state because it presupposes a high level of internal balancing while at the same time

entailing a high risk of failure due to the inherent uncertainty of open-seas military operations. In

other words, the state begins to vigorously develop its naval equipment aimed at the high seas,

seeks and/or builds deep water ports to support the operation of its vessels, reallocates a great

amount of its wealth to naval organization (hiring seamen, establishing naval ministries,

bureaucracy). At the strategic level, the objective of the state is either an amphibious assault, a

war at sea, blockades or to challenge the enemy’s command of the seas. It is the riskiest of the

strategies and the costliest endeavour a continental state can engage in and is only adopted when

both independent variables show high values. Can be used for coercive purposes - induce the

adversary to withdraw or stop an action which harms the continental state’s interests.
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II. High-seas deterrence: This type of naval strategy carries moderate costs and risks for the

continental state. It emphasizes deterrence and thus it is aimed at preventing the adversary from

taking action and involving himself in the continental state’s territorial affairs, should the

opportunity occur. Typically, the state in this case also strengthens its naval armament as in the

first strategy and transfers financial resources to its naval sector. However, at the strategic level,

its objective is to act as an effective deterrent by strengthening its presence on the high seas.

Some offensive action may be undertaken (i.e. assaulting enemy commercial ships, surveillance,

demonstrating military force) but only in a limited scope. The continental state at this point will

not contemplate serious offensive action (like in offshore offensive strategy) but will try to

convince its opponent that it has the naval capacity to inflict damage if the latter takes action

against it. This type occurs when the value of one independent variable is high and the other is

low.

III. High-seas inertia: In this type, the continental state does not plan or implement a strategy for
the high seas and arises when the values of both variables are very low or close to zero, or when

one of the two independent variables has a value of zero. This does not mean that the continental

state does not have a Navy or naval strategy in general, but that it is not observed to be pursuing

any of the objectives mentioned in offshore offensive and high seas deterrence above. For

example, it may not be involved in building an open sea navy, or it may already have a navy but

not use it for high seas operations and its strategy may be mainly directed towards coastal

defence, brown/green water operations etc.

The independent variables of the theory are the threat posed by an insular power (TP), and the naval

deficit (ND) of the continental state. TP is the the magnitude of threat posed by an insular power to

the continental state and it is affected by two factors, the geographic landscape and the insular state’s

strategy. Essentially, the geographic landscape refers to how close or far the insular state is from the

continental power and its areas of interest. Just as geographical proximity on land can enhance the

threat of invasion, so too the geographical proximity of a naval power affects the magnitude of the

threat felt by the continental power. In other words, geographic proximity acts as a threat magnifier.

Note, of course, that the insular state may have a great power projection capability well away from

its local waters but close to the area of the continental state, so this also counts in the proximity

calculation. The strategy adopted by the insular power affects the magnitude of the threat felt by the

continental power. The insular power may support an enemy of the continental power

financially/militarily, may have troops there, territory for use or may make alliances to undermine
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the continental power in its struggle. The insular power may also have or plan to establish command

of the sea. These two factors determine the level of threat. Since states cannot know with certainty

the intentions of other states - let alone those of their enemies - they draw inferences from their

actions. Consequently, a strategy that undermines the interests of the continental power in a region

(supporting local rebels, trying to establish control of the sea, making alliances with the enemies of A,

deploying troops, etc.), combined with a geographical landscape favourable to the insular state, make

the threat acute for the continental power. Thus, the variable takes two values:

1. Imminent threat: a combination of favourable to intervention geography with a strategy aimed

at undermining the continental power’s interests in a specific area render the threat very

imminent.

2. Latent threat: When the strategy of the insular power is such that it does cause fear to the

continental power and can threaten its interests but mainly in the future. The insular enemy has

not yet threatened to degrade the territorial interests of the continental state to such an extent,

that is, it may have adopted a deterrent strategy, it may engage militarily in the areas of interest

of the continental state but not jeopardize its vital interests. Its geographic location may or may

not be conducive to intervention, but its strategy is not so aggressive.

The second independent variable, the naval deficit, is the difference between the naval capability of

the great continental power and that of the insular state. Naval capability can be defined in terms of

the number of vessels which can operate in open waters, ports and bases which offer endurance and

mobility to a fleet, and the fighting force of vessels (armaments of the ships). The variable takes two

values which can be either high or low:

1. High ND: a high naval deficit is comprised of an inferior naval capability in the part of the

continental state against that of his enemy. In other words, we measure the relative naval

capability of the continental state. This deficit results from a comparison of the naval capacity of

the continental state and that of the insular great power, and is high when the number of vessels

which can operate in open waters, the number of ports and bases, and the fighting force of

vessels rank way lower than the equivalents of the naval power.

2. Low ND: the naval deficit is low when there is little difference between the naval capabilities

of the continental state and the insular state. Some constituent parts of the naval capability might

be equivalent between the two states while others may show small differences, for example both

may maintain a similar number of ships and ports and bases but the continental state's ships may

have less fighting force. The point is that for the variable to take this value, the indicators of the

relative naval capacity of the continental power must also have small values.
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The two independent variables developed above trigger the causal mechanism by exerting causal

force on it. The causal mechanism is not simply a set of intervening variables through which the

independent variables lead to the outcome, but a set of steps with causal force. In essence, I will

unfold the causal mechanism to see how its agents lead to the outcome. When the threat posed by an

insular great power is imminent and the continental state’s naval deficit is also high, then the

difficulty of conflict isolation is high. The continental state faces the risk of fighting on more fronts

or of fighting a more powerful opponent due to the involvement of a third power. Thus, it will not be

able to isolate the conflict. As noted above, the insular state has both the capacity and the strategy

required to create troubles for the continental state and its territorial interests, which means that the

latter cannot help but fear its plans will eventually be thwarted. Consequently, the continental state,

by failing to keep third parties out of the conflict, will face high costs and risks as it will be exposed

to defeat. There are several ways whereby the enemy insular state can enhance the costs and risks of

the continental state's territorial campaign such as by backing the continental state's enemy and thus

entangling the latter in a war of attrition or by opening additional fronts for the purpose of making it

difficult for the continental state to concentrate its forces and achieve its military objective. Overall,

the insular power can undermine the continental state’s military strategy and compel the latter to

fight a protracted conflict, which will inevitably absorb more of its resources. Therefore, seeing the

odds of fighting a long and costly war as well as the prospects of defeat and loss of territory, the

continental state is forced to devise and implement a maritime strategy that will be suitable for

dealing with its naval adversary in order to prevent a scenario where its interests are eventually

undermined.

Independent Variables Causal Logic Dependent Variable

Threat posed
by an insular

power

Naval Deficit

Difficulty of
conflict isolation

Costs and risks for
the continental state Naval strategy
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1.1. Methodology and case selection

I employ structured focused comparison9 in combination with congruence, longitudinal analysis, and

process-tracing. In each of the selected cases I ask the same questions (structured) and deal only with

the historical part concerning the phenomenon to be studied, namely naval strategies for the high

seas (focused). These are:

1. What did the naval strategy include?

2. What were the objectives of the naval strategy?

3. Did the continental power have territorial interests at stake? And if so, what were they at the

time?

4. How was the strategic environment of the continental power structured (on land and/or at sea)?

5. How did the continental state perceive the intentions of the enemy naval power?

6. What calculations were the decision-makers of the continental state required to make at the

time (i.e. potential trade-offs)?

By using the congruence method I will examine whether the proposed independent variables are

present when the dependent variable (naval strategy) is present, and vice versa. Were X1 and X2

present when Y occurred? Did the absence of Y coincide with the absence of X1 and X2? The use of

congruence will confirm or dis-confirm the existence of a causal relationship between X and Y, a

technique that resembles the correlational logic10, and therefore not a strong method in itself to prove

causality. Consequently, I will combine congruence with process tracing in each case to open the

black box between the independent variables and the dependent11. With process-tracing I will

essentially test whether the causal mechanism is verified to reinforce the strength of my theory.

Along with process tracing I perform longitudinal analysis to control background conditions which

might influence the outcome. This type of analysis involves observing a unit (a country) over a long

period of time, breaking it in two or more cases, to control factors such as regime type, leadership,

culture and many more. Longitudinal analysis is accused of endogeneity and path dependency issues

because since we are looking at the same unit over time, an event that occurred at t1 might have

9 Alexander L. George and Andrew Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social Sciences (Cambridge, MA: MIT

Press, 2005), ch. 3.
10 Derek Beach and Rasmus Brun Pedersen, Causal Case Study Methods: Foundations and Guidelines for Comparing, Matching, and

Tracing (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2016), 272-273.
11 George and Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social Sciences, 206.
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influenced an event occurring at t212. This is why my research focuses not only on one unit but on

three different units. If it turns out that the factors remain constant but the outcome changes, then the

theory is fortified. In the next stage, I will compare the findings of each case and draw inferences

about the validity of the theory, which means I will do a small-n comparison. Combining cross-case

comparison with within case analysis is one of the strongest methods for creating or testing a middle-

range theory. A middle-range theory is about the interaction between mechanisms in the context of

specific scope conditions, which I will define below13. In other words, the cases are causally

homogeneous as the same outcome arises from the same independent variables, through the same

mechanisms in a similar context (scope conditions)14.

For the theory to work, some background assumptions are required which take the form of

permissive or non-permissive conditions and affect whether the causal relationship manifests itself

even if the values of the independent variables are such that we would expect the corresponding

outcome. I find that when states are confronted with economic constraints, fears of imperial

overstretch, domestic political unrest and dangers of multi-front warfare, they will be prevented from

adopting the naval strategy that the values of the independent variables would suggest. Along with

these assumptions, I propose specific scope conditions, a set of conditions that delimit the scope of

my theory15 and these are:

1. Units under investigations have to be great continental powers

2. One of their adversaries is a powerful insular state

3. There is a strategic territory that the continental state wants to preserve/protect/expand into

The universe of cases involves all those instances where great continental powers attempted to

balance against insular powers, and the units chosen are three states which each provides two case

studies. Cases were chosen based on the values of the independent variables in order to prove that

variation in them leads to variation in the outcomes. Combinations of imminent - high and latent -

high each lead to different naval strategic choices as the value of the causal mechanism also varies.

In this way we avoid the pitfalls that ‘selecting on the dependent variable’ entail. The units are

Habsburg Spain 1559-1603, Imperial Germany 1896-1916, and the Soviet Union 1949-1985, with

the following cases:

12 Beach and Pedersen, Causal Case Study Methods, 233-234.
13 Andrew Bennett, “The mother of all isms: Causal mechanisms and structured pluralism in International

Relations theory,” European Journal of International Relations 19, no. 3 (2013): 470.
14 Beach and Pendersen, Causal Case Study Methods, 246.
15 Beach and Pendersen offer a great overview of what constitutes a ‘case’, ibid., 5.
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 Case 1: Spain 1559-1584

 Case 2: Spain 1585-1603

 Case 3: Germany 1896-1910

 Case 4: Germany 1911-1916

 Case 5: Soviet Union 1949-1961

 Case 6: Soviet Union 1962-1985

There are four reasons that led to the above selection of cases. Firstly, all selected states are

continental powers with large land armies, land commitments and fronts that already took up a lot of

their resources. Secondly, the cases cover a range of about 400 years and are not limited to the latest

100-150 years, which allows me to examine the validity of the theory over time and thus prove that

the theory is neither anachronistic nor strictly contemporary. Additionally, in all of the selected cases,

analysts attribute different causes to the outcome (types of high-seas/blue-water naval strategy) such

as the ideology or beliefs of leaders (navalism or religious obsession in the case of Philip) and the

pursuit of prestige and recognition. Rational reasoning (of the decisions for the navy) is either

downplayed or given second priority when it comes to unraveling a causal pathway. Lastly,

Germany’s cases are considered tough tests for my theory, that is, they are most-likely for competing

theories and least-likely for my theory16, due to the fact that the available evidence seems to support

the causal pathways proposed by the competing theories - that Germany behaved irrationally. My

investigation on primary and secondary sources proves that Germany had all the reasons to resort to

naval buildup and compete with England, because of the threat posed by the latter to German

territorial interests (thwart Schlieffen Plan) and the huge gap between their naval capabilities.

Without doing so, the Germans risked the integrity of the Schlieffen Plan, while allowing the Royal

Navy to use the seas as it wished. Considerations for conflict isolation played a huge part in

Germany’s decision for the Risk Fleet, whose objective was the weakening of British sea power.

When the war began, unrestricted submarine warfare became the only option for a state that firstly,

was witnessing ongoing British involvement in its war effort and, secondly, faced increased

probabilities of defeat on the battlefield.

Sometimes, continental states are confronted with maritime threats that can endanger their vital

interests because insular powers have in most cases achieved command of the seas which means that

they have the ability to exclude the continental state from the use of the seas. As Corbett says, the

16 This type of case is perhaps the strongest test for my theory, as George and Bennett point out, George and Bennett, Case Studies

and Theory Development in the Social Sciences, 121.
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seas are “a means of communication”17, and when they are under the control of one state then that

state can use them as it wishes and even turn the tides in a land battle. Thus, states do not need navies

only for the purpose of protecting their shipping, like Mahan posits18, but also to deter and prevent

other states from securing or using command of the seas against them as the findings from the case

studies suggest. China behaves in the same way today in Asian waters precisely because an

American command of the seas would increase the chances of non-unification with Taiwan as well

as the costs that the Chinese leadership would have to pay if unification were to take place. Therefore,

developing a theory of naval balancing that would take into account the strategic choices of

continental states seems more crucial than ever.

17 Julian S. Corbett, Some Principles of Maritime Strategy (London: Longmans, Green and Co., 1911), 89-90.
18 A. T. Mahan, The Influence of Sea Power Upon History 1660-1783 (Boston: Little, Brown, and Company, 1898), fifteenth edition,

26.
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2. Habsburg Spain 1559-1603

'The Spanish Armada' commonly evokes associations with Philip II of Spain and the overall

greatness of the Habsburg Empire, a connection that is widely recognized by many. The Armada of

1588, one of the biggest naval ventures of its time, has marked the study of the early modern era as

the peak of Anglo-Spanish antagonism. Historians and political scientists alike use the case of Spain

under the reign of Philip II to explore various topics, ranging from the evolution of weapon systems

and military strategies to religious enmities and dynastic claims. It is especially well-suited for

conducting longitudinal analysis or what A. Lijphart termed as ‘cross-historical19’ analysis because

of its richness in potential causal factors. The application of longitudinal analysis, as indicated in

chapter 1, permits the study of a case overtime because it breaks it into more sub-cases in order to

assess whether other factors could be causally related to the outcome. By keeping other conditions

constant (such as regime, leadership etc) and utilizing the ceteris paribus, one is able to analyse

which factor(s) were responsible for the outcome - namely Philip’s choice of naval strategy against

England. At the same time, one is perfectly aware of the potential pitfalls inherent in the before-after

method, and these are none other than the problems of endogeinity and path dependency20.

Specifically, when the same unit is studied overtime, an event that occurred at a given point in time

may have influenced an event that occurred at a later point in time as all events occurred in

essentially the same case study under similar background conditions. This is why, longitudinal

analysis on its own cannot explain much about the causal chain under investigation, and herein lies

the importance of process-tracing as has been indicated in previous chapters. Thus, it will be tested

whether other potential Xs could really be Xs in the equation by assessing their causal depth. This

will be achieved by dividing the study into two successive periods, one starting from 1559 to 1584, a

year before the culmination of English involvement in the Dutch rebellions, and the other from 1585

to 1603 and the Treaty of London which temporarily ended the Anglo-Spanish conflicts. In particular,

we will consider whether economic constraints played any role in Philip’s decision for the

(construction of) Armada, that is, are they sufficient for explaining reluctance prior to 1585? Is it

possible to attribute the outbreak of Anglo-Spanish antagonism to religious differences? Did Philip

19 Lijphart, “Comparative Politics and the Comparative Method,” 686.
20 George and Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social Sciences, 212.
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adopt an offensive naval strategy vis a vis England due to his obsession with monarchia universalis21,

which would indicate the lack of strategic foresight. In each of the sub-cases we will identify Philip’s

strategic environment - what threatened his possessions - and how he and his governors and generals

calculated the costs and benefits of their decisions.

I argue that the two independent variables, Spain’s naval deficit and the threat posed to her

interests by an insular power, were at high values after 1585 and the Treaty of Nonsuch between

Elizabeth I and the Dutch rebels, a fact which made Philip risk it all and proceed with the ‘Enterprise

of England’. Both England’s strategy and geographic position gave her the opportunity to completely

thwart Philip’s efforts in the Netherlands, a struggle which had already cost him high in terms of

resources and time. But why would English involvement lead Philip towards a plan for the conquest

of an off-shore country? As will be demonstrated below, England’s involvement made it difficult for

Spain to isolate the conflict in the Netherlands as the revolutionaries were being increasingly

encouraged by their Protestant patrons to continue the struggle; second, the enhancement of their

military capacity was significantly bolstered through the dispatch of English soldiers and economic

subsidies; and third, with the Treaty of Nonsuch, Elizabeth was given the right to decide who would

be in charge of military and political affairs in the Provinces. However, what should be noted here is

the fact that the permissive condition for Philip’s ‘English Enterprise’ was the mitigation of previous

threats - the crushing defeat of the Ottomans in the Battle of Lepanto in 1571, and the gradual

weakening of France as she plunged into a civil religious war - which facilitated his concentration on

the English threat.

2.1. The Strategic Environment During the Reign of Philip II: 1559-1584

From the onset of his reign, Philip faced multiple threats which endangered the territorial integrity of

the Habsburg Empire, concentrated primarily on two fronts: the Mediterranean, and Northwestern

Europe. The first one was essentially naval in character and required a Mediterranean fleet, the

second one combined both naval and land features making it more politically and militarily complex

as well as too resource-demanding to deal with than the former.

The Mediterranean threat would tie Philip to the area for another twelve years or so, until the

Ottoman defeat at Lepanto in 1571. His focus on dealing with the Ottoman navy partly explains his

21 Beatrice Heuser, “Regina Maris and the Command of the Sea: The Sixteenth Century Origins of Modern Maritime Strategy,”

Journal of Strategic Studies 40, no. 1 (2017): 233. The Habsburg Empire was described as the Empire where the sun never set, due to

its numerous territories across the globe. Hence the "monarchia universalis" or universal empire.
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reluctance to impose violent measures on the Netherlands as soon as the Protestant rebellions erupted

in 1566, especially since these were preceded by the Turkish attack on Malta in 1565 which involved

140 galleys and 30,000 men22. The Ottoman offensives all over the Mediterranean made Philip

implement a type of ‘remote control’23 towards the Netherlands issue which -combined with the

1568 rebellion in Granada and the 1570 Ottoman invasion of Cyprus24- significantly prolonged

Spain’s response time. The amount of florins, soldiers and galleys which flowed to Spain’s

Mediterranean fleet and its operations is remarkable25, causing Philip's Governor in the Netherlands,

the Duke of Alva, to be particularly anxious as his King did not seem to pay adequate attention to the

urgency of the situation there26. Despite the successful confrontation of the Ottoman navy in 1571,

Philip remained preoccupied with the Mediterranean and economic resources continued to flow for

the campaign there. However, he began to realize that the Ottomans' focus on Persia had a direct

impact on their ability to fight due to the resources required on that front27, and so gradually the

Ottoman problem began to diminish for Spain.

Moving on to Northwestern Europe, it should be highlighted that the Dutch rebellions - or the 80

Years War - and the French Wars of Religion are so interconnected and strategically intertwined that

they will inevitably have to be analyzed in tandem. This is because the "France" factor directly

influenced English strategic considerations regarding the development of events in the rebel

provinces, with the English even considering cooperating with Spain in order to prevent the

Netherlands from coming under French rule. Understanding how Elizabeth I viewed the

developments there is crucial, since only then will we be able to trace the stages that led to the

adoption of a strategy aimed at undermining Spanish interests. This strategy ultimately shaped the

magnitude of the threat felt by Philip which, along with his inferior naval capability in the Atlantic,

created dangerous conditions for the outcome the struggle in the Netherlands.

The eruption of the French religious wars in 1562, four years preceding the Dutch Revolt,

elicited a mixed reaction from Philip. On the one hand, the internal turmoil in France favoured Spain

to the point where the former would be forced to devote herself to her domestic problems and put

22 Jan Glete, Warfare at Sea: Maritime conflicts and the transformation of Europe (London: Routledge, 2000), 103.
23 Geoffrey Parker, The Grand Strategy of Philip II (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 123.
24 Ibid., 122.
25 3.6 million florins were directed towards the Mediterranean in 1572, while galleys were the principal fighting vessel used for the

anti-Turkish naval operations. Geoffrey Parker, The Army of Flanders and the Spanish Road 1567-1659 (London: Cambridge

University Press, 1972), 233.
26 Alva urged Philip to give more weight - economic weight - to the events there, which is not unreasonable given that the rebels’

actions directly affected him as Governor. Parker, The Grand Strategy of Philip II, 123.
27 Ibid., 181.
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aside her rivalry with the Habsburgs28. On the other hand, Philip was concerned about the effects that

the French civil wars might have had on the spread of Calvinism in the Netherlands29, where the first

signs of internal unrest and dissatisfaction with Spanish Catholic authority were already beginning to

appear. In Philip’s words “…I know well that something will be risked in this, but certainly much

more will be risked in allowing the heretics to prevail; for if they do, we may be certain that all their

endeavours will be directed against me and my states, so that they will be like them…30”. He was

aware of the risks of spreading a generalized religious turmoil which could invite third actors to take

action. However, all he could do was worry since his top priority throughout the 1560s remained the

Turkish threat, and the Huguenots were not yet a significant problem for his territorial and political

interests.

After the beginning of the revolts in 1566, Philip decided to adopt Alva’s proposal to crush the

rebels as fast as possible. He soon came to realize that a quick victory was an unlikely scenario and

that the cost of campaigning there would increase rapidly year by year31. When the Prince of

Orange32 launched a major offensive in Spring 1568, Alva had to mobilize almost 70,000 troops to

defend the Spanish territories33, and despite the latter’s success, a renewed, more dangerous revolt

broke out in 1572 which marked the outbreak of a war of attrition with the Dutch Provinces34.

Orange, by the end of the 1570s, was trying to draw the French Protestants into the conflict, as his

military efforts in the Provinces were at an impasse35. The Army of Flanders36 had to be constantly

funded and mobilized37, which proved a huge strain for Philip’s finances, and the subsequent

blockade of Middelburg by the rebels determined the fate of the siege of Leiden as it forced the

28 M.S. Anderson, The Origins of the Modern European State System, 1494-1618 (Oxon: Routledge, 1998), 148.
29 Joan M. Davies, “The Duc de Montmorency, Philip II and the House of Savoy: A Neglected Aspect of the Sixteenth-Century French

Civil Wars,” The English Historical Review 105, no. 417 (1990): 886.
30 Philip II’s correspondence to Margaret of Parma in 1562. L. P. Gachard, Correspondence de

Marguerite d’Autriche, duchesse de Parme, avec Philippe II, vol. II, Brussels, I870, lxii-lxiii, quoted in H.G. Koenigsberger, “The

Statecraft of Philip II,” European Studies Review 1, no. 1 (1971): 13.
31 David Kaiser, Politics and War: European Conflict from Philip II to Hitler (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1990), 33.
32 Prince of Orange, or William the Silent, was Philip II’s administrator in the Low Countries who led the revolt until his death in 1584.

“William the Silent,” World History Encyclopedia, accessed January 18, 2024, https://www.worldhistory.org/William_the_Silent/
33 Parker, The Grand Strategy of Philip II, 122.
34 Jan Glete, War and the State in Early Modern Europe: Spain, the Dutch Republic and Sweden as Fiscal-Military States, 1500-1660

(Oxon: Routledge, 2002), 85.
35 Jonathan I. Israel, The Dutch Republic: Its Rise, Greatness, and Fall 1477-1806 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), 208-209.
36 The Army of Flanders was an infantry force comprised of Spanish, Italian, German and Walloon soldiers, which was based at the

Spanish Netherlands. Glete, War and the State in Early Modern Europe, 85.
37 How to balance the needs of the Mediterranean fleet and the Army of Flanders was a matter of constant concern to Philip during the

1570s. Parker, The Army of Flanders and the Spanish Road 1567-1659, 234.

https://www.worldhistory.org/William_the_Silent/
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Spaniards to capitulate in 1574 when they had come so close to victory38. Patience and funds were

running out while both French and English intervention in the conflict was becoming more and more

pronounced when Elizabeth signed a defence alliance with the Huguenots39. But Philip had yet to

entertain the notion of implementing stringent policies against England, a stance reinforced by Alva's

counsel to preserve peace between the two nations40. At this point, the reliability of religious

explanations diminishes, as Philip's strategic considerations prevailed over the Protestant-Catholic

divide. Constants cannot explain variations, and religion was a constant, what changed as will be

shown later, was the type of English strategy towards the rebellions. The years after 1575, however,

would prove decisive for the strategy later adopted against England, which was largely the result of

the escalating struggle in the Netherlands. The ill-equipped and under-funded Army of Flanders

mutinied in 157641 and the Duke of Anjou was to make his first appearance in the Netherlands after

1578. Anjou sought to draw the English even further into the conflict42 and was able to do so when

Elizabeth began to fund the army with which he would invade the Provinces in 158343. However,

Elizabeth and her ministers did not wish to support Anjou to the extent that he could later establish

absolute French control of the Provinces and build a very powerful army that would threaten English

interests44. England's policy was clearly within the context of balance of power. For the security of

the island it is imperative that no single power in Europe should be permitted to dominate the

Continent45. Therefore Queen Elisabeth was very cautious and reserved in her movements at least

until Anjou's death in 1584 and the gradual weakening of France. At a certain point, she found

herself favoring the evolving situation in the Netherlands. This inclination arose because neither of

her adversaries at the time, France nor Spain, appeared capable of achieving dominance. However,

by the late 1570s, Philip's power began to surge, compelling her to reassess her stance towards the

revolts and adopt a firmer position. Spain’s finances were being greatly improved by the flow of

38 Israel, The Dutch Republic: Its Rise, Greatness, and Fall 1477-1806, 180-181.
39 Parker, The Grand Strategy of Philip II, 163.
40 Ibid., 164.
41 Parker, The Army of Flanders and the Spanish Road 1567-1659, 235.
42 The Duke of Anjou, the son of King Henry II of France, requested Elizabeth’s hand in marriage in 1572. Davies, “The Duc de

Montmorency, Philip II and the House of Savoy: A Neglected Aspect of the Sixteenth-Century French Civil Wars,” 888.
43 Anderson, The Origins of the Modern European State System, 1494-1618, 176.
44 If French forces managed to defeat the Spanish ones, then France would gain leverage against England by seizing parts of the

Provinces, hence becoming stronger and perhaps bolder in her foreign policy. Charles Wilson, Queen Elizabeth and the Revolt of the

Netherlands (California: University of California Press, 1970), 28.
45 The Queen put it will when she realized that soon there would be no one to resist Spain as the French efforts began to fail,

“Whenever the last day of France came it would also be the eve of the destruction of England.” Herbert Richmond, Statesmen and Sea

Power (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1946), 17-18.
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silver from America and the Spanish Indies46, and the already extensive Habsburg Empire was to be

joined by the Kingdom of Portugal after the succession crisis of 1578. Thus, the situation began to

turn in Philip's favour as he now had in his possession Portugal's significant naval arsenal47, Anjou

and Orange were dead, and the new Governor Duke of Parma could now begin his siege of

Antwerp48, a strategic location and deep-water port.

46 H. G. Koenigsberger, “WESTERN EUROPE AND THE POWER OF SPAIN,” in The New Cambridge Modern History Volume III:

The Counter-Reformation and Price Revolution 1559-1610, ed. R. B. Wernham (London: Cambridge University Press, 1968), 296.
47 R. A. Stradling, The Armada of Flanders Spanish Maritime Policy and European War, 1568-1668 (Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, 1992), 6.
48 Richard Bonney, The European Dynastic States 1494-1660 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), 160.
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Map 1. Source: Parker, The Dutch Revolt, 143.
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2.1.2. The forming of causal conditions

In the early 1580s the causal conditions that would lead to the emergence of the so-called 'Enterprise

of England' began to take shape. Starting from the first independent variable - the threat posed by an

insular state - as analyzed in chapter ... two factors influence its magnitude; the geographic landscape,

and the strategy of the insular state vis-à-vis the territorial interests of the continental state. In the

matter of landscape, England was very close to Spain's area of interest, the Netherlands, giving the

former the ability both to intervene relatively easily if she wished, and to project power on the

surrounding waterways. This proximity maximized the threat for Spain as it provided the English

with opportunities to undermine Philip’s position in the struggle. The second factor, the chosen

strategy, fluctuated in terms of intensity. Starting with a rather mild form of intervention in the 1570s

and moving to a more moderate one, Elizabeth, as was mentioned above, relied mainly on the

financial support of the anti-Spanish forces there - both of the Anjou army and the rebels. England's

support for the rebellions had not yet reached its zenith, and apart from the participation of English

volunteers in the Protestant front49, commitments were kept at a low level. Philip's views of English

intervention on the other hand were quite restrained despite his suspicions, so his moves against the

English revolved around attempts to support the Scottish rebels50 and around the pursuit of English

ships that were harassing the Spanish colonies51. There was still no plan of invasion as there were no

strategic reasons for such an undertaking and this is evidenced by the fact that despite pressure from

some of his advisors in the early 1580s52, Philip did not adopt their proposals. The front in the

Netherlands showed optimistic signs as the French interventions had been disorganized, while the

English involvement had not had a significant impact on the Spanish war effort yet. Because of these

events, isolating the conflict in the Netherlands was more feasible for Philip, thereby significantly

reducing both the costs and risks of the military campaign there

In terms of naval power, prior to 1580, Spain’s ocean-going capabilities were extremely limited.

The Mediterranean theatre which was for a long time Spain’s main naval front, did not require the

same type of vessels as the open-seas. The galley-type of warship was used for the clashes with the

Ottomans, a lighter vessel which was not suitable for oceans53. In the period before 1580, the total

49 Anderson, The Origins of the Modern European State System, 1494-1618, 176.
50 Parker, The Grand Strategy of Philip II, 159.
51 Bonney, The European Dynastic States 1494-1660, 140.
52 Koenigsberger, “WESTERN EUROPE AND THE POWER OF SPAIN,” 296.
53 Lawrence V. Mott, “Iberian Naval Power, 1000-1650,” inWar at Sea in the Middle Ages and Renaissance, eds. John B. Hattendorf

and Richard W. Unger (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2003), 113-114.
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number of warships did not exceed twenty54, most of which were always in the Mediterranean. As

events unfolded in the Netherlands, the need for a permanent Atlantic fleet consisting of the so-called

galleons emerged55. Galleons were designed for war at sea, they could carry more gunpowder than

galleys, they were heavier and thus more suitable for the meteorological conditions of the Atlantic56.

Spain’s finances as well as concentration on the Ottomans delayed advancements in galleon building,

and if it was not for the union with Portugal, Philip’s naval arsenal would have remained

strategically inferior to that of his enemy. On the other hand, England’s naval power at the time was

not particularly worthwhile, and its strategic use was therefore limited, for example for an effective

command of the sea. Nevertheless, her total number of warships increased steadily throughout the

1570s and 1580s and at certain points it was 50% higher than the Spanish one57. Moreover, the Royal

navy had two components that mainland Spain lacked in its naval sector: greater organization58, and

the ability to concentrate its power in the Channel. Concentrating naval force in the Atlantic was a

huge handicap for Spain since her forces were dispersed and lacked access to port infrastructure.

Making a rough comparison, in the Atlantic theatre and especially in the Channel, Spain was at a

disadvantage compared to England as the former had neither the appropriate ships, a permanent and

organized fleet, nor the suitable ports.

54 George Modelski and William R. Thompson, Seapower in Global Politics, 1494-1993 (London: The Macmillan Press, 1988), 63.
55 Glete, War and the State in Early Modern Europe, 87-88.
56 Isabel Vicente Maroto , “The Art of Shipbuilding in Spain’s Golden Century,” in History of Technology, eds. Ian Inkster and Angel

Calvo, Volume 30 (New York: Continuum International Publishing Group, 2011), 80.
57 Modelski and Thompson, Seapower in Global Politics, 1494-1993, 63.
58 Colin Gray argues that England’s navy was closer to the idea of a “Royal Navy” than was Spain’s at the time, precisely because the

latter was a predominantly continental power. Gray, The Leverage of Sea Power, 143.
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2.2. The ‘Enterprise of England’ 1585-1603

2.2.1. The first attempt 1585-1588

The Spanish military successes in the Netherlands, combined with the improvement of the Empire's

finances, had a decisive influence on England's strategic calculations. The acquisition of Portugal

meant that Philip would now have access to the port of Lisbon which overlooked the Atlantic Ocean,

thus facilitating the defence of the Spanish colonies while ensuring an uninterrupted flow of the

silver which financed all his military operations in the Netherlands. The siege of Antwerp by the

forces of Parma in conjunction with the assaulting of Spanish ships by English privateers created a

favourable financial situation for Philip, as the major financial houses were unable to invest their

money due to the dangerous situation abroad, so they used it to provide cheap government loans59.

King Phillip was therefore fully focused on the front in the Netherlands and the impact was

beginning to manifest. Both he and his advisers were closely monitoring English movements but it

was not yet time for decisive action against Elizabeth. The benchmark for the assembly of the

Armada and the invasion plan is set following the fall of Antwerp to Parma. The rebel military forces

were in a desperate state60, Philip's army had captured almost all the central cities61 and there was no

French presence in the field to counter the Spanish forces. Philip was very close to establishing

absolute control over the Low Countries, which spelled danger for England. All this forced the rebels

to turn to England and try to involve Elizabeth even more in their struggle62. Therefore, in 1585,

Elizabeth made a move that was unprecedented for the English involvement in the Netherlands,

which also satisfied her ministers who had been insisting all these years on tougher measures against

Spain63. In August 1585 the Treaty of Nonsuch was signed between the Dutch rebels and England64,

which envisaged the transfer of 6,000 soldiers to the Netherlands, coverage of part of the rebel

army's defence budget, and finally participation in the governance of the rebel provinces65. For their

part, the Republic would give control of their strategic ports to England66. In other words, England

59 Koenigsberger, “WESTERN EUROPE AND THE POWER OF SPAIN,” 296-297.
60 Israel, The Dutch Republic: Its Rise, Greatness, and Fall 1477-1806, 212.
61 Parker, The Army of Flanders and the Spanish Road 1567-1659, 242.
62 Israel, The Dutch Republic: Its Rise, Greatness, and Fall 1477-1806, 219-220.
63 Anderson, The Origins of the Modern European State System, 1494-1618, 177.
64 Initially, the Dutch had offered Elizabeth the sovereignty of the Provinces, which she refused due to the requirements of such a huge

commitment. Instead, she agreed on providing protection by signing the Treaty. R. B. Wernham, Before the Armada: The Growth of

English Foreign Policy 1485-1588 (London: Jonathan Cape, 1966), 371.
65 Parker, The Grand Strategy of Philip II, 176.
66 Ibid.
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declared war on Spain after deciding to a full-scale engagement in the Netherlands by using military

means. Consequently, the threat to Philip has been considerably amplified, risking this time the

complete degradation of his interests - control of the Netherlands and oppression of the rebellion -

and the prolonging of the conflict in the Netherlands until the Spanish military forces and the

finances of the empire were exhausted. Nevertheless, British involvement was not demonstrated only

by the Treaty. What followed after 1585 was the escalation of English activity in the Spanish

colonies when Sir Francis Drake under the Queen's command sailed to the West Indies and seized

two very important cities there for Spain, causing a major blow to the supply of silver67. Later on, he

struck Spanish ships in Cadiz, an extremely important port for Spain68. Essentially, Elizabeth was

trying in every way to prevent Philip from fully dominating the Netherlands, intervening both

directly, through military engagement in the conflict, and indirectly, by damaging Spain

economically and harming its sea lines of communication.

What was Philip's reaction to English actions and what was their impact on the Dutch front?

Philip's approach to any third party involvement in his affairs in the Netherlands is illustrated in his

following words: ‘…if ill-intentioned people should think of taking advantage of the troubles [in the

Netherlands] in order to attack my estates and disturb the peace, they will be restrained when they

see that I am ready!’69. The conclusion reached by both King Phillip and his advisers was that unless

the English were thrown out of the Netherlands, Spain could not hope for victory there70.

Preparations were therefore undertaken for the “Enterprise of England” which involved

strengthening and concentrating the Spanish navy in the Atlantic, and devising a plan for an

amphibious assault through the English Channel71. Philip thought that without English support, the

Dutch rebels would be compelled to back down, finally bringing an end to more than twenty years of

struggle there. English involvement was not only enhancing the rebels’ military capacity but their

morale as well, since religion was capable of strengthening the zeal of the combatants. Elizabeth’s

intentions were thus clear-cut for Philip; she aimed to overthrow Spanish authority in the

Netherlands, disrupt his trade with the New World, weaken Habsburg power, increase Protestant

influence, and establish a foothold in Europe to check Spanish aggression. Sometimes it is argued by

historians that Philip was so obsessed with prestige and royal authority that these virtues were the

67 Bonney, The European Dynastic States 1494-1660, 140.
68 Heuser, “Regina Maris and the Command of the Sea, 240.
69 Parker, The Grand Strategy of Philip II, 5-6.
70 Bonney, The European Dynastic States 1494-1660, 140.
71 Garrett Mattingly, The Armada (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1959), 77.
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ones which guided his foreign policy and pushed him to the limits regarding England72. While

undoubtedly, one can not exclude the sentimental factor when looking into historical cases, it would

be wrong to assume that what played the determining role in the decision to tackle England was of a

psychological nature. Throughout the period from the beginning of his reign, Philip and his advisors

took into account the trade-offs of their decisions, as well as the costs and risks involved in such a

serious undertaking as the invasion of England. This is why the Enterprise was not pursued earlier

and emerged only after his enemy had made the decisive move against him. Therefore, causal

priority must be given to strategic factors rather than to the individual psychology of the monarch, in

order to explain his chosen strategy.

So what did the plan for the 'Enterprise of England' involve? The driving force behind the plan

was the formation of an Invincible Armada, which began to materialize in 158673. Philip used

Portugal's naval power to assemble the appropriate warships to sail into the Channel. The Invincible

Armada was comprised of 20 galleons, 47 armed merchantmen, four galleasses, four galleys, 21

transports and 31 small vessels, and it was the biggest fleet ever created in Europe up until then74.

Fundamentally, the fleet was built for warfare at sea, in fact on the high seas, and was an extremely

risky endeavour due to the existence of many unpredictable factors regarding amphibious landings.

However, the Armada's objective was not clear from the first conception of the idea since many

different proposals were put on the table by Philip and his advisors as to where the landing would

take place, whether the Armada would meet with the Army of Flanders first and then set sail, or

when the operation would precisely begin. One scenario, for example, was for the Armada to face

the English navy while moving forces across the Channel for the purpose of conquest75. Another

scenario was to launch a diversionary strike into Ireland in order to concentrate the English forces

there and leave the mainland defenseless76. However, Philip knew that England’s conquest would

cost him high in terms of defence if he eventually succeeded, and therefore the safest and least costly

option would be to put in power a friendly regime, that is, a Catholic leader like Mary Stuart77. Philip

may have been planning to invade England but Elizabeth found out about his plans, thus depriving

72 David Kaiser, among others, suggests that the Armada did not have a clear strategic objective and was the reflection of Philip's

personal ambitions. Even Parker, despite the importance he places on the strategic reasons of the Anglo-Spanish conflict, argues that

Philip's personal beliefs and perceptions largely guided his choices of strategy. Kaiser, Politics and War: European Conflict from

Philip II to Hitler, 39-40; Parker, The Grand Strategy of Philip II, 114.
73 Parker, The Army of Flanders and the Spanish Road 1567-1659, 243-244.
74 Glete, Warfare at Sea: Maritime conflicts and the transformation of Europe, 158.
75 Parker, The Grand Strategy of Philip II, 182.
76 Ibid.
77 Ibid., 186.
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him of the element of surprise. Soon after Philip’s plans became known to Elizabeth, she started

allocating resources to the navy and proceeded to strengthen the forts on the south coast78. She also

intensified the offensives against Spanish vessels on the high seas79. This led Philip to abandon the

diversionary attack scenario and concentrate on meeting the Armada with the Army of Flanders to

cross the Channel, attacking every enemy ship in their path80. Eventually, the Armada's intended

meeting with the Army of Flanders was impeded by Dutch blockades in the southern provinces,

leading to the complete thwarting of the plan81. Thus the Armada was wrecked in 1588 without

accomplishing its objective to invade England and put an end to the English intervention in the

Netherlands as well as in the Spanish colonies and the important sea lines of communication.

Map 2. Philip II’s empire and its allies. Source: Parker, The Grand Strategy of Philip II, 3.

78 Ibid., 193.
79 Ibid.
80 Colin Martin and Geoffrey Parker, The Spanish Armada (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1988), 4.
81 Parker, The Army of Flanders and the Spanish Road 1567-1659, 244.
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2.2.2. The causal relationship

In order to understand how the theory functions in the case of Spain and display how the variables

and the mechanism work, the causal relationship that develops from 1585 onwards needs to be

presented in detail. As the English intervention in the Netherlands grew and Philip's relative naval

capacity in the North Sea remained inferior to that of the English, isolating the conflict in the

Provinces became increasingly difficult. Philip was forced to deal with an amplified rebel force

relentlessly supported by the English but also to cope with Drake's mounting damage to his colonies,

ports and merchant ships. Essentially, he was battling on many fronts in parallel, the main one being

the Netherlands but without this meaning that the others did not affect the progress of the struggle

with the rebels. The war of attrition that had already begun in 1572 did not seem to be ending

anytime soon, let alone when the English decided to become more actively involved. All this meant

of course that Spain would have to pay a high price for the preservation of her territories, which led

to the adoption of the type 1 naval strategy. Of course, Philip may have failed in his first invasion

attempt, but the Armada served more than just that purpose. The mere threat of invasion and the

presence of such a fleet in the Channel could have acted as a coercive mechanism against the

English82 so that they would change their behaviour and abandon their efforts in the Netherlands. At

the same time, economic constraints continued to plague Spain, especially with Drake's attacks on

Spanish sea lines. Nevertheless, the preparation of the plan took place precisely because, unlike in

the 1570s, Philip's threat environment necessitated aggressive measures for the defense of his

territories. This proves that the financial situation of the empire is not a sufficient explanation for the

absence of the Armada plan before 1585, but that greater causal weight should be given to the

strategic environment of the continental state since this will largely determine its strategic choices.

In the aftermath of 1588, despite the defeat at sea, Philip's invasion plans were not abandoned and

his naval strategy remained relatively unchanged. What changed was the structure of Spain's

strategic environment, that is, the resurgence of France. The war with France was reinvigorated

between 1595 and 1598, despite Philip’s efforts to place his daughter Isabella Clara Eugenia on the

french throne earlier in 158683. While attempts for peace were made by Spain towards the new King

82 Koenigsberger, “The Statecraft of Philip II,” 17-18.
83 Koenigsberger, “WESTERN EUROPE AND THE POWER OF SPAIN,” 310.
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of France Henry IV84, these failed miserably as Philip conquered more and more territory along the

Franco-Spanish border85. The conquest of the city of Amiens, very close to Paris, provoked French

retaliation in 159786. At the same time, preparations were being made for an invasion of England

again, the two Armadas of 1596 and 1597, which failed due to severe weather conditions87. Philip

was adamant in his demands from the English and insisted on their disengagement from the

Netherlands88. It did not help that the English continued to attack the Iberian Peninsula in 1589 and

1596, respectively89. The creation of the Armada of 1598 did not take place, which marked the

gradual abandonment of the adopted naval strategy, and this was because the French territorial gains

against Spain in 1597 forced Philip to sign the Treaty of Vernins in 1598, which gave Henry IV

possession of all the territories he had conquered90. After the death of Philip II and his succession by

Philip III, the Enterprise of England was pursued briefly, but soon, in 1603, the Treaty of London

was signed following pledges by the new English King James I91. Spain was so economically and

militarily exhausted that its options were limited and the revival of the Enterprise risked the viability

of the empire as a whole. The Provinces achieved autonomy and entered a path of impressive

economic growth with Amsterdam becoming the commercial and financial centre of Europe for

many years afterwards92. However, how were events on the front with France linked to the inevitable

abandonment of naval strategy 1, despite the fact that the English involvement was continuing and

intensifying? Is it an anomaly in the theory?

Permissive conditions, as was shown earlier in the chapter, affect how the causal relationship will

play out because even if our independent variables are at high values, the outcome may not be as

anticipated. The conditions that allowed the construction of naval strategy 1 in 1585 were the

absence of imminent threats in Philip's immediate environment, namely the Ottomans and France.

With the re-emergence of the French threat and its culmination from 1595 onwards, it is observed

that Philip's naval strategy slowly changed in order to be able to successfully defend on land, given

that Spain was immersed in continuous conflicts for over fifty consecutive years and its resources

84 Edward Tenace, “A Strategy of Reaction: The Armadas of 1596 and 1597 and the Spanish Struggle for European Hegemony,” The

English Historical Review 118, no. 478 (2003): 871.
85 Ibid.
86 Ibid.
87 Ibid., 877.
88 Ibid., 857.
89 Koenigsberger, “WESTERN EUROPE AND THE POWER OF SPAIN,” 308.
90 Koenigsberger, “The Statecraft of Philip II,” 21.
91 Koenigsberger, “WESTERN EUROPE AND THE POWER OF SPAIN,” 309.
92 Ibid., 311.
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were not endless. In fact, Philip had failed to isolate any of his conflicts on the continent, and the

costs and risks were growing dangerously high as the fronts were largely interdependent, especially

when his three enemies - England, France, the Netherlands - joined a triple alliance in 159693.

Having already lost important territory along his frontier with France in 1597 and observing the

advances of the rebels in the Low Countries, Philip's options would be either to continue his parallel

war efforts everywhere at once, risking collapse, or to back down in order to save his existing

territories even if it meant that the independence for the Provinces would come soon. At this point

one realizes the tragedy of great power politics, since when such a large empire has to defend so

many territories at once, creating security dilemmas for those around it as it does so, it will be

confronted at least once in its lifetime with many enemies simultaneously, resulting in inevitable

losses.

Map. 3 Source: “Spanish Armada,” Britannica, accessed January 20, 2024, https://www.britannica.com/topic/Armada-Spanish-naval-

fleet

93 Tenace, “A Strategy of Reaction,” 871.
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3. Imperial Germany 1896-1916

The First World War, the period before its outbreak and its subsequent stage are to a large extent

driving forces in the development of International Relations for a number of reasons. Firstly, one can

not stress enough the war’s contribution to theory development, theories which formed what we now

call the Realist School of thought. From alliance politics, security dilemma, and preventive war, to

domestic politics, crisis management and decision making, the war of 1914 has generated a rich

historiography94 regarding causes and effects. Secondly, not only in a theoretical framework but also

on a tactical level, the First World War constitutes a basis for the study of the tactics used by armies

on the battlefield and weapon systems, while the so-called trench warfare emerges, giving birth to

attrition warfare. At the same time, in the naval field, a new type of warship emerged, the

Dreadnought, which marked the Anglo-German arms race. We also witness the rise and fall of great

powers and the formation of the European balance of power, especially from 1870 onwards (Franco-

Prussian War). Austria-Hungary and the Ottoman Empire fall into decay, Germany appears

increasingly powerful after defeating France in 1870, Russia intervenes more and more in the

Balkans and Central Asia, while Japan is on its way to great power status. We can therefore see the

foundations of the first war of global proportions being laid since the numerous crises that broke out

between 1870 and 1914 in Africa, Asia and the Balkans will provoke the forging of alliances and

enmities between the great powers. One of the emerging hostilities is the Anglo-German rivalry

beginning in the end of the 19th century, which is directly linked to the changes in the strategic

environment of Europe and the goals of German strategy.

In terms of naval strategy, Germany’s case constitutes one of the most “misunderstood” great

power behaviors, as historians and political scientists alike do not trace any rational (or strategic)

reasoning. Some of the most prominent theorizations of German naval behavior before the war are

Michelle Murray’s and Charles Glaser’s analysis on the causes of the German naval armament

program starting from 1898 onwards, with the passage of the first Naval Law under then Admiral

Alfred von Tirpitz. It is interesting to note that neither characterizes German moves against Britain as

rational mainly because these moves ended up provoking a needless arms race which Germany was

bound to lose anyway. More specifically, from Glaser's95 perspective, Germany’s naval buildup was

94 Kier A. Lieber, “The New History of World War I and What It Means for International Relations Theory,” International Security 32,

no. 2 (2007): pp. 155-191.
95 Charles L. Glaser, “When Are Arms Races Dangerous? Rational versus Suboptimal Arming,” International Security 28, no. 4

(2004): pp. 44-84.
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a suboptimal behavior (irrational) because it did not make sense for her to challenge British naval

power. Germany did not have the resources for such an enterprise nor did her land commitments

(Schlieffen plan) allow her to undertake that task. Thus, her behavior was suboptimal because not

only did it deprive her of resources that could have been otherwise committed to the two-front war

strategy (a major trade off), but also because it was met with a British response which activated an

arms race between the two states. Since Tirpitz misinterpreted British intentions (perceived them as

greedy), it was only natural that there would be great suspicion in the Reichstag about any British

move. Generally for Glaser when a continental state with important land commitments tries to

challenge a great naval power that does not have greedy intentions, this state is irrational. Murray’s96

argument does not differ much from Glaser's. She too sees the German decision on naval armament

aimed at British naval superiority as non-strategic (irrational). In particular, Germany wished to be

recognized as a great power and in order to acquire this identity it was not only enough for Germany

to see itself as such but also for the other great powers to recognize its status (intersubjectively). In

other words, Germany’s naval buildup did not have strategic motivations but identity seeking

motivations. According to this rationale, risk theory was advanced in order to demonstrate Britain’s

aggressive intentions and justify the buildup. This type of argument is very similar to the Weltpolitik

‘camp’ which supports that Germany aimed to increase its influence in world affairs and become a

world power like the other great powers that maintained colonies in different parts of the world97. On

the other hand, even two of the most distinguished neorealist figures, Mearsheimer and Rosato,

assume that it was wrong of Germany to challenge Britain because the former had no “credible

theory” to base its strategy on98. On the same spirit, Kennedy judges Germany’s Risk Fleet plan

since there was no way for her to challenge British naval superiority99. What all these explanations

have in common is that the causes of German behaviour are thought to be rooted in the personal

96 Michelle Murray, “Identity, Insecurity, and Great Power Politics:The Tragedy of German Naval Ambition Before the First World

War,” Security Studies 19, no. 4 (2010): pp. 656-688; Michelle Murray, The Struggle for Recognition in International Politics: Status,

Revisionism, and Rising Powers (New York: Oxford University Press, 2019), ch. 4 and 5.
97 Among others, Christopher Clark, The Sleepwalkers: How Europe Went to War in 1914 (London: Penguin Group, 2012), 150-151;

Matthew S. Seligmann, “The Anglo-German Naval Race, 1898-1914,” in Arms Races in International Politics, eds. Thomas Mahken,

Joseph Maiolo, and David Stevenson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 22; Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics,

188.
98 Rationality is explained in their new book in the context of credible theories. Only when states rely on credible theories do they

behave rationally. One credible theory is the balance of power theory, which is why the British were, according to them, rational in

dealing with German aggression. John J. Mearsheimer and Sebastian Rosato, How States Think: The Rationality of Foreign Policy

(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2023), ch. 7.
99 Paul Kennedy, Strategy and Diplomacy 1870-1945 (Aylesbury: Hazell Watson and Viney, 1983), 151.
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beliefs of Tirpitz and Kaiser, which are an indication of the zeitgeist of navalism that seems to have

dominated German decision-making circles.

It is very easy to judge German behaviour a posteriori and conclude that the German rulers acted

irrationally, without a coherent strategy and without considering the costs and benefits of their

decisions. Indeed, the fact that there was a great deal of division between the Admiralty and the

German General Staff over the difficulties of the Tirpitz plan and the consequences it would have on

the Schlieffen plan100 seems to confirm the claims about the lack of a cohesive Grand Strategy.

Otherwise, why would it make sense for a continental state like Germany, committed to securing

itself against its land adversaries - Russia and France -, to challenge the strongest naval power on its

own element of advantage? The Americans however did it, and their behavior was never considered

irrational by analysts, since they managed to induce Britain to accommodate their actions instead of

balancing against them101. Why could not the Germans do the same since, as will be shown below,

there were legitimate reasons behind their plan to challenge British naval superiority? Then again,

why was Britain’s response to Germany’s naval strategy considered more logical and predictable

than Germany’s response to Britain’s growing intervention in the continent? What were the Germans

to do while the most powerful and proximate insular state was allying itself with its two archenemies

while denying neutrality in case of a continental war? Could the Germans know British intentions

beforehand, even if the latter constantly assured them that their actions were not directed against

German interests? These questions make any attempt to examine the rationality of German decisions

ex post risky. The Germans feared that in the event of war on the Continent the British would use

their naval power to blockade the German coasts and interdict their sea lines of communication

(SLOCs), which would be of vital importance during their war effort102. Furthermore, seeing

Bismarck's strategy fail103 while the major powers resolved their differences especially after the

Russo-Japanese War, a three-front war would have been devastating to the survival of the Reichstag.

Therefore, the Schlieffen plan was constructed to confront France and Russia simultaneously on land,

100 Alfred von Schlieffen, Chief of the German General Staff, flatly refused to sacrifice army corps for the sake of Tirpitz's naval plan.

Paul M. Kennedy, “The Development of German Naval Operations Plans against England, 1896-1914,” in The War Plans of the Great

Powers 1880-1914, ed. Paul M. Kennedy (Winchester, MA: Allen & Unwin, 1985), 181.
101 On the different British responses towards the American and German naval strategies with the turn of the century see Steven R.

Rock, “Risk theory reconsidered: American success and German failure in the coercion of Britain, 1890-1914,” Journal of Strategic

Studies 11, no. 3 (1988): pp. 342-364. Additionally, Tirpitz was aware of England’s treatment of America’s fleet expansion. See, Rear

Admiral Tirpitz to Admiral von Stosch on the political function and significance of naval power in Germany’s relations with England,

February 13, 1896, Bundesarchiv-Militärarchiv Freiburg, Nachlaß Tirpitz N 253/321, trans. Adam Blauhut.
102 Paul Kennedy, The Rise of the Anglo-German Antagonism 1860-1914 (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1980), 274.
103 Bismarck intended to embroil the great powers in disputes and conflicts so that Germany could calmly continue its rise. Andrea

Bartoletti, Escaping the Deadly Embrace: How Encirclement Causes Major Wars (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2022), 104.
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while the Risk Fleet would prevent the British from going against Germany and force them to come

to her side because of the destructive power of the German Navy. The logic behind the Risk Fleet

was that the British would be unable to confront the German Navy without risking their naval

supremacy (their command of the sea) in the North Sea, and so despite German losses, the British

would become vulnerable vis-a-vis other great powers 104. Consequently, the High Seas Fleet would

serve deterrent purposes on the one hand, and coercive purposes on the other. This began to change

when the war broke out and the British imposed a blockade and sent the British Expeditionary Force

(BEF) to help the French. In other words, when the British turned from a latent threat to an imminent

threat, it was decided to start the unrestricted submarine warfare (USW) as a type of counter-

blockade strategy. This strategy was ultimately abandoned after the Americans threatened to

intervene in 1916 when ships carrying American passengers had already been sunk without prior

warning by the German U-boats. Essentially, USW represented a switch from a fleet-in-being to

fighting action on the high seas against the British.

Therefore, the case of Germany will be divided into two sub-cases, one covering the period from

1896 to 1910, and the second from 1911 to 1916. The first period begins from the appearance of the

Kruger Telegram and the British response to it, which triggered a cycle of debates around the Naval

Law presented by Tirpitz in 1896 until its adoption in 1898. It includes all the changes in Germany's

threat environment, such as the Entente Cordiale and the Anglo-Russian Convention, and ends just

before the Second Moroccan Crisis which will push the British closer to the French. The second

period also covers the first two years of the war to see how an offshore offensive strategy emerged

and what its consequences were for the British. The argument is that in the first period the naval

deficit variable was high due to the clear difference in naval power between Germany and Britain,

while the threat variable was low as it was still in a latent stage, which justifies the choice of a high-

seas deterrence strategy, since the difficulty of conflict isolation was still at a moderate level for

Germany. This changes when the threat goes from latent to imminent as a result of a shift in British

strategy, so isolating the conflict and avoiding fighting on three fronts becomes harder for Germany,

which is now ready to risk more in order to throw the British out of the war. The same questions will

be answered in these case studies, namely what was the continental state’s naval strategy, how was

its strategic environment structured and what were its interests at stake, how did it perceive the

intentions of the insular state and what calculations were decision makers compelled to make. We

will prove that there was a coherent strategic plan that took into account the cost-benefit factor and

104 Rock, “Risk theory reconsidered: American success and German failure in the coercion of Britain, 1890-1914,” 343.
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was a response to the growing British threat, since Germany did not have the naval capabilities to

prevent an insular state from meddling in its affairs.

3.1. The first period 1896-1910

3.1.1. Germany’s Threat Environment

The beginning of the deterioration of Anglo-German relations can be traced to the British reaction to

the Kruger Telegram sent by the Kaiser (on January 3, 1896) to congratulate the President of the

Transvaal Republic when the latter repelled the Jameson Raid105. It was evident that the Germans

were not expecting a strong reaction and this is shown by the astonishment they felt when the British

announced, firstly, the formation of the British Flying Squadron - a force ready to go anywhere - and

secondly, when Sir Francis Bertie (the assistant under-secretary) stated that “should it come to war

with Germany, the entire English nation would be behind it, and a blockade of Hamburg and Bremen

and the annihilation of German commerce on the high seas would be child’s play for the English

fleet”106. The result was the opening of a round of debates and arguments about the prospects of war

against England, something rather primitive considering that the only war scenarios which had been

explored up to that time were those involving France and Russia. From 1896 to 1898, the Bundestag

would discuss the Naval Law presented by Tirpitz, a plan aimed at building warships so that

Germany could keep pace with Britain’s increasing naval capability (by 1897 Britain already had 24

battleships)107. In a memo from Tirpitz to Admiral von Stosch, it is argued that the Transvaal crisis

could “be useful to us if it opened the eyes of our misguided parliamentarians.”108. The entire

document is stressing the potential for war against Britain, the weaknesses of the German navy and

how would Britain use her naval power to inflict damage upon Germany. The part concerning

Germany becoming a global power with transatlantic interests takes up very little space in the

105 The Raid had not been authorized by the British Government. Clark, The Sleepwalkers: How Europe Went to War in 1914, 146.
106 Ibid., 149.
107 The navy bill would not focus on cruisers due to their high building costs. This is an example of careful planning and rational

thinking since Tirpitz was aware that these types of warships would deprive valuable resources from other equally important military

fields. Jonathan Steinberg, Yesterday’s Deterrent: Tirpitz and the Birth of the German Battle Fleet (New York: The Macmillan

Company, 1965), 127, 159.
108 Rear Admiral Tirpitz to Admiral von Stosch on the political function and significance of naval power in Germany’s relations with

England (February 13, 1896) Bundesarchiv-Militärarchiv Freiburg, Nachlaß Tirpitz N 253/321, trans. Adam Blauhut.
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document and indicates that this was not Tirpitz's main objective. At this point, one can easily infer

that the entire navy bill was one man’s ‘obsession’ (namely Tirpitz’s obsession), but the numerous

debates until its adoption in 1898 indicate otherwise.

From the British point of view, the leading position in the strategic agenda belonged to Russia and

its actions in the Far East and Central Asia. British statesmen were preoccupied with two issues, first,

Russia’s increasing influence in China109 and secondly, its railways in Central Asia, which could

pose a direct threat to India110. The growing Japanese power benefited Britain, which was

desperately looking for someone to pass the buck to and check Russian foreign ventures, hence the

birth of the Anglo-Japanese alliance in 1902111. Despite devoting resources and political capital to

the Far East, the British could not ignore Germany’s new naval strategic focus, and this is evident

from the growing Germanophobia that began to take hold in both Foreign Office and Admiralty

circles112. Admiral Fisher’s words that Germany constitutes ‘the only probable enemy’ as of 1903

suggest that the emergence of the German High Seas Fleet had begun to create fear and uncertainty

about British security113, which will force Britain to abandon its isolationist focus and embark on a

strategy to contain German naval power. The Russo-Japanese war of 1904-1905 and Russia's

subsequent defeat, freed Britain from the fear of a Russian assault on India on the one hand, but on

the other, it altered the European balance of power by providing windows of opportunity for

Germany to overrun France without fearing Russian intervention. In view of the growing German

naval power, Britain took the following two steps. Firstly she strengthened her fleet in home waters,

and secondly she formed the Entente Cordiale in 1904 with France, which resolved the colonial

disputes between the two countries114 and allowed the transfer of British ships from the

Mediterranean to the North Sea, the Channel and the Atlantic115. At this point, German hopes for an

Anglo-French dispute collapsed, just as Bismarck's strategy slowly collapsed since the major powers

could no longer remain occupied on a single front each. Furthermore, German efforts to create a rift

109 Robert K. Massie, Dreadnought: Britain, Germany and the Coming of the Great War (London: Vintage Books, 2007), 242-243.
110 Clark, The Sleepwalkers: How Europe Went to War in 1914, 138.
111 J. P. T. Bury, “Diplomatic History 1900-1912,” in The New Cambridge Modern History Volume XII: The Shifting Balance of

World Forces 1898-1945, ed. C. L. Mowat (London: Cambridge University Press, 1968), 124-125.
112 The Admiralty had even proposed the purchase of a secret naval base in the North Sea in order to check german naval capabilities.

Kennedy, The Rise of the Anglo-German Antagonism 1860-1914, 252.
113 Stacy Bergstrom Haldi,Why Wars Widen: A Theory of Predation and Balancing (London: Frank Cass Publishers, 2003), 132.
114 Kennedy, “The Development of German Naval Operations Plans against England, 1896-1914,” 181.
115 Beatrice Heuser, The Evolution of Strategy: Thinking War from Antiquity to the Present (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,

2010), 246.
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between England and Russia failed as well at the Dodger Bank Incident of 1904-1905116, and in 1907

the Anglo-Russian Convention comes into being, ending the rivalry between England and Russia in

Central Asia. The original goal may not have been to create an anti-German bloc, but things were

perceived differently in Berlin. Bismarck’s strategy to entangle the great powers in disputes and

tensions started going astray, as Britain managed her differences with her enemies. What Germany

saw was the formation of a network of alliances between the great powers, which obviously excluded

her, and thus began feeling encircled. There was no way decision-makers in Berlin could be sure that

if a war broke out in Europe, those alliances would not be turned against her. Thus, a naval strategy

which would anticipate conflict and involvement of the British in the conflict with various ways, was

of crucial importance.

3.1.2. German Naval Strategy: A rational approach

How did these two British actions influence German strategic thinking? Initially, they sparked

debates over the direction of naval strategy and brought Schlieffen and Tirpitz to a clash of interests.

It is logical in a state for there to be a divide between the Army and the Navy as both try to influence

foreign policy making and draw funds and equipment to their respective organizations. Schlieffen for

example, constantly downplayed the British threat and tried to focus the Kaiser’s attention to the

violation of the neutrality of Belgium and Holland by the German right wing which would form a

line extending from Verdun to Dunkirk by 35 army corps117. According to Schlieffen, for the

Germans to be able to threaten the French with encirclement, they would need to take control of the

Belgian-French border118. In his memorandum he makes no mention at all of a possible landing of

the British Army on either the German or French coasts in support of the French war effort119. By

contrast, the Admiralty began to regard a British attack as “inevitable” and “imminent” in September

1904 while at the same time considering the possibility of France being drawn into the conflict in the

event of a British attack120. Tirpitz pushed for the two army corps to be retained on the Danish border

in case of a British landing there, while Schlieffen denied such a commitment from his army and

116 When Russia attacked a British ship because it thought it was a Japanese vessel and risked the outbreak of an Anglo-Russian war.

Richard Ned Lebow, “Accidents and Crises: The Dodger Bank Affair,” Naval War College Review 31, no. 1 (1978): pp. 66-75.
117 Alfred Count von Schlieffen, “The Schlieffen Plan” (1905), reprinted in Gerhard Ritter, Der Schlieffenplan: Kritik eines Mythos

[The Schlieffen Plan: Analysis of a Myth], Munich, 1956, pp. 145-60, trans. Adam Blauhut.
118 Ibid.
119 L. C. F. Turner, “The Significance of the Schlieffen Plan,” in The War Plans of the Great Powers 1880-1914, 204.
120 Norman Rich and M. H. Fisher, The Holstein Papers, Vol. IV (London: Cambridge University Press, 1963), 317-318.



41

despite the emergence of the Entente, the latter remained adamant to his demands121. However, the

final decision would favour the navy as in a meeting between the Kaiser, Chancellor Bernhard von

Bülow, Tirpitz and Schlieffen in December 1904, it was decided that the two army corps would

eventually be stationed on the Danish border122 and a fleet-in-being strategy would be adopted.

Essentially, the Imperial Navy would wait for the British fleet to sail to Heligoland Bight to confront

it where it would have a strategic advantage123, in order to destroy a sufficient number of ships and

make Britain vulnerable in the North Sea. This kind of strategy was a waiting strategy of inaction as

it would not be activated unless the British made the first move, and its ultimate objective was to

prevent England from hampering Germany's war effort on the Continent by imposing a blockade,

cutting off her vital maritime supply lines, and landing her army in Europe. However, things were

not that straightforward, especially regarding the German naval capability, as the news that the

British were preparing to launch a new type of warship, larger and heavier, capable of operating on

the high seas, created pressure both in the Admiralty and in the Reichstag in general to keep

Germany from losing the arms race. The HMS Dreadnought launched by Britain enhanced the Royal

Navy’s fighting capacity and skyrocketed Germany’s naval budget124, which had been so carefully

designed by Tirpitz in the earlier years. Furthermore, this evolution compelled the Germans to look

for deep water ports since dreadnoughts required deeper harbors which she did not possess125. All

this put a strain in the Reichstag’s finances, which combined with the new navy bill of 1906 could

risk financial collapse. However, it did not cause the abandonment of the balancing effort against

Britain. On the contrary, Germany launched its own first dreadnoughts between 1906-1908, the

famous Nassau Class126 to compete with the British dreadnoughts and ensure that the efforts of all

these years would not be in vain. At the same time, procedures for widening the Kaiser-Wilhelm

Canal were to be undertaken so the dreadnoughts could cross it to avoid the time-consuming route

around Denmark and the dangers of being intercepted127.

The toughening of German naval strategy was accelerated by the Anglo-Russian Convention in

1907, which ended the Anglo-Russian rivalry128, and placed Britain in an advantageous position as

121 Kennedy, “The Development of German Naval Operations Plans against England, 1896-1914,” 181.
122 Ibid.
123 Rock, “Risk theory reconsidered: American success and German failure in the coercion of Britain, 1890-1914,” 344.
124 Seligmann, “The Anglo-German Naval Race, 1898-1914,” 29, 32.
125 Ibid., 33.
126 Arthur J. Marder, From the Dreadnought to Scapa Flow Volume 1: The Road to War 1904-1914 (London: Oxford University Press,

1961), 441.
127 Kennedy, “The Development of German Naval Operations Plans against England, 1896-1914,” 185.
128 Bartoletti, Escaping the Deadly Embrace: How Encirclement Causes Major Wars, 111.
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she was able to resolve her colonial disputes to some extent and concentrate on German movements.

This turn of events gave Germany every reason to continue the arms race and increased the

probability of being encircled by the France-Russia-Britain triad. The feeling of fear and uncertainty

could not be allayed, especially when the British firmly refused to remain neutral, as their German

counterparts demanded, in case a war broke out in Europe and Germany was involved129. Hence the

fact that all negotiations on naval arms limitations fell through as the Kaiser flatly rejected any

scenario of naval disarmament130, while for their part the British did not agree to limit either the

number of their active warships or to restrict the rate of construction of new ones131. As the British

were becoming more and more involved with Germany’s adversaries - resolving differences and

signing treaties - a plan for dealing effectively with the British threat had to be constructed, in other

words, the British had to be deterred from using their naval power to inflict damage on the German

war effort. Deterrence at sea was the chosen strategy, which envisaged internal balancing, building a

navy specifically aimed at matching British naval capabilities, and the alignment of means at

Germany's disposal with the objectives on the high seas - effective deterrence.

Map 4. The Schlieffen Plan - Source: Turner, “The Significance of the Schlieffen Plan,” 216.

129 Kennedy, The Rise of the Anglo-German Antagonism 1860-1914, 418.
130 Ibid., 442.
131 Seligmann, “The Anglo-German Naval Race, 1898-1914,” 32-33.
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3.1.3. Causal Conditions

Considering therefore how the strategic environment of the period 1896-1910 and the content of

German naval strategy were shaped, we conclude that there is a direct link between the two. To

begin with, the independent variables of the theory took the following values: the naval deficit was

high due to the apparent difference in naval capabilities between the Royal Navy and the Imperial

Navy, while the threat was in latent form. As for the latter, despite the fact that Britain's geographical

proximity to the German coasts would enhance the Reichstag's sense of threat, British strategy still

did not risk undermining German territorial interests. The British did not commit themselves

militarily to any of the treaties they signed with France or Russia, nor did they undertake offensive

operations against the German navy during that period. This would wait, as we shall see below, for

the war to begin. For these reasons, the difficulty of conflict isolation was moderate (since the

Germans believed that the British could eventually be deterred) and so too were the costs and risks

for Germany (there was nothing highly at stake - no military involvement of Britain apart from

treatises and conventions). Germany's interests on land were not yet undermined, hence the strategy

of deterrence on the high seas was chosen in order to prevent such a scenario from ever occurring.

Germany’s choice was a rational one because she inferred intentions from actions and looked at

British naval capabilities to make calculations. In fact, the “Copenhagen Complex”132 frightened the

Germans so much that they felt there was little room for error, as the uncertainty about future British

moves was now well established in the German decision-making circle. Proximity of England to

Germany combined with an offensive strategy could seriously endanger defeat in a continental war

and throw to waste the Schlieffen plan. The British had to be deterred from further actions, and

forced either into neutrality or into Germany’s side. Even if British moves at the onset of the 20th

century were not directed entirely against Germany because the former was more concerned about

Russia and France, German decision makers could not have known, nor could they risk inertia. They

knew that England’s command of the sea would provide her with opportunities to blockade German

coasts, interdict sea lines, and transfer troops to Europe, but these were all hypothetical scenarios that

had not yet taken place. Consequently, deterring Britain on the high seas was the priority of the

German Naval Command, and part of German Grand Strategy in general because it anticipated

British intervention.

132 The Germans feared a surprise british attack, just like the one in 1807 when the British bombed Copenhagen out of sudden.

Margaret Macmillan, The War that Ended Peace: The Road to 1914 (New York: Random House, 2013), 129.
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Table 1. Completed and in-service dreadnoughts and battle cruisers for the period 1903-1916

Country Dreadnoughts Battle Cruisers

Great Britain 34 10

Germany 19 8
The data is from Marder, From the Dreadnought to Scapa Flow Volume 1, 439-442.

3.2. The second period 1911-1916: Anglo-German rivalry and the path to war

The years that follow are crucial for the development of the Anglo-German rivalry, especially as

regards Germany and her naval strategy. As we shall see, despite attempts at negotiations between

the two countries regarding the implementation of Germany's new Navy Bill, whose discussion came

to the fore because of the Agadir crisis, these ended in deadlock. When France sent soldiers to Fez in

April 1911, a crisis was triggered which threatened to turn into a war133. The Germans responded by

sending their warship Panther in order to force negotiations with the French so that the latter would

agree giving Germany parts of equatorial Africa in return for Morocco134. The Germans were careful

not to provoke Britain, so they chose Agadir as their destination135. However, this did not stop the

British from being alarmed at the possibility of a German naval base in Morocco, and although the

crisis was resolved, the German domestic sphere was divided over the strategic priorities of the

Reichstag136. Therefore, what the Agadir crisis produced was a number of impacts upon the

evolution of Anglo-German relations as firstly, Britain moved closer to France137, and secondly, the

Haldane mission was launched. While discussions about Germany's new naval armament programme

were unfolding, the British sent Lord Haldane to Berlin to negotiate with the Kaiser and the other

decision-makers about the progress of the arms race. Haldane was instructed to request the halting of

the new navy bill, but the Germans, with most naturally Tirpitz, were only willing to cooperate if the

133 Raymond James Sontag, European Diplomatic History 1871-1932 (New York: The Century Co., 1933), 153.
134 Ibid., 156.
135 Ibid.
136 The division concerned whether more money should be allocated to the army instead of the navy, given that no matter how much

buildup Germany did, it was always at least one step behind English naval capabilities.
137 Seligmann, “The Anglo-German Naval Race, 1898–1914,” 35.
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British promised to remain neutral in case of a continental war involving Germany138. The mission

was a failure of course, since the British could not ensure non-intervention, and the Germans in turn

were unable to abandon the arms race because of this. As a result, the British hardened their stance,

by augmenting their naval capabilities139 and transferring their ships from the Mediterranean to the

North Sea140, thereby achieving a remarkable buildup of naval force in the surrounding waters. This

resulted in new directives to be given towards the German navy by the Kaiser, directives which

would prepare the high seas fleet for the possibility of war with Britain141. The German Bight was

chosen as the place to conduct the war, while the fleet was to attack relentlessly the blockading

forces of the British142. However, the Germans would not sacrifice their high seas fleet in the war, so

the task was assigned to the U-boats and torpedo boats143. Basically the Germans calculated the risks

involved in the eventual destruction of their high seas fleet as it would leave them powerless in the

future, since building such a fleet requires a lot of money and time. Despite the aggressive tone of the

new parameters of German naval strategy, it would not be activated until the British took action and

became actively involved in a continental war, meaning that the threat remained latent. The Germans,

essentially, were preparing their response for the moment when the threat would go from latent to

imminent.

Three British strategic moves triggered the implementation of a German offshore offensive

strategy; the BEF, the blockade, and the war zone declaration of the North Sea. More specifically, in

April 6 of 1914 the British dispatched the BEF to France with around 30,000 soldiers to aid the

French resisting forces there144. In the meantime, the British blockade, a traditional strategy, sought

to make the German war effort more difficult and deprive Germany of vital resources (such as

foodstuffs, copper and others)145. Finally, the creation of the war zone meant that only vessels

138 It is interesting to note here that in Haldane’s diary it is mentioned that the Chancellor did not like the phrase ‘balance-of-power’. G.

P. Gooch and Harold Temperley (eds.), British Documents on the Origins of the War 1898-1914: Vol. IV Anglo-German Tension,

Armaments and Negotiations, 1907-12 (London: Johnson Reprint Company, 1930), 677. Also see Haldi, Why Wars Widen: A Theory

of Predation and Balancing, 132.
139 Britain decided for every one German ship built to build two of her own. Sontag, European Diplomatic History 1871-1932, 171.
140 Williamson Murray, “A Whale against an Elephant: Britain and Germany,” in Great Strategic Rivalries: From the Classical World

to the Cold War, ed. James Lacey (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 372.
141 Kennedy, “The Development of German Naval Operations Plans against England, 1896-1914,” 188.
142 Ibid.
143 Chief of Admiralty Staff von Pohl recommended in May 1914 to use only the u-boats and the torpedo boats due to the numerical

inferiority of the high seas fleet. Ibid.
144 Kennedy, The Rise of the Anglo-German Antagonism 1860-1914, 462.
145 Murray, “A Whale against an Elephant: Britain and Germany,” 378.
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licensed by the Royal Navy could sail in the North Sea146. In effect it was as if Britain was exploiting

her command of the sea it held in the North Sea against Germany. So what was Germany’s response?

In April 1915, the German navy began its unrestricted submarine warfare against enemy vessels,

which involved the sinking of any type of ship without prior warning. The peak of the sinking was

reached in August, with 42 British merchant ships equivalent to 135,000 tons being lost in the depths

of the sea, which combined with 7 more who fell victim to German mines the figure reached 49 in

total147. British losses started becoming unbearable, and although the sinking of the Lusitania ship

caused a reaction in the US because of the American casualties, the U-boat campaign continued and

escalated148. Germany's resolve is summed up in the words of Admiral von Holtzendorff;

“Among our enemies, Italy’s and France’s economies have been shaken so badly that they are

only being kept alive by England’s energy and enterprise. If we were to break England’s backbone,

then the war would immediately be decided in our favor. England’s backbone is its shipping, which

brings to the islands of Great Britain the imports necessary to maintain daily life and the war

industries, and which ensures its solvency abroad.”149

The Germans believed that only by throwing the British out of the war would the situation turn to

their advantage, as the enemy economies of France and Italy would be so affected by the disruption

of their lifelines with Britain that they would be defeated at the front. In other words, if the British

disengaged then Germany would isolate the conflict successfully, increasing the chances of a quick

victory. Furthermore, Holtzendorff points out that by the time the Americans would threaten to

intervene as a result of the USW, Germany would have been able to end the war successfully and

force peace terms on the Allies150. However, things did not go as German decision-makers had

planned after UB-29 torpedoed a French vessel where once again American lives were lost, which

led Washington to send an ultimatum to Berlin and cause the termination of the campaign151. The

above facts therefore suggest that decision-makers may make calculations and have strategic reasons

for making certain decisions, but this does not mean that they will achieve their goals, especially

146 Michael Howard, The First World War (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 88.
147 Arthur J. Marder, From the Dreadnought to Scapa Flow Volume II: The War Years: To the Eve of Jutland 1914-1916 (London:

Oxford University Press, 1965), 345.
148 Ibid., 344, 347.
149Admiral von Holtzendorff to Field Marshall von Hindenburg (December 22, 1916), reprinted in Herbert Michaelis and Ernst

Schraepler, eds., Ursachen und Folgen: vom deutschen Zusammenbruch 1918 und 1945 bis zur staatlichen Neuordnung Deutschlands

in der Gegenwart; eine Urkunden- und Dokumentensammlung zur Zeitgeschichte [Causes and Consequences: from the German

Collapse in 1918 and 1945 to the New State Organization of Germany in the Present: A Collection of Sources and Documents on

Contemporary History], 29 vols. Berlin: Dokumenten-Verlag, 1959-1979, vol. 2, p. 137-41, trans. Jeffrey Verhey.
150 Ibid.
151 Marder, From the Dreadnought to Scapa Flow Volume II, 348.
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when there are unpredictable factors that cannot be calculated in advance (such as the exact timing

and content of the enemy's response to the state's actions).

3.3. Conclusions

“Had Germany’s High Seas Fleet been able to isolate the continental campaigning grounds from

overseas intervention, the Central Powers certainly would have triumphed.152” Colin Gray is right to

stress the impact of the intervention of a maritime power on the outcome of a continental conflict,

and his words are very reminiscent of Holtzendorff's. Conflict isolation is a serious matter for a

continental state who has both land and maritime enemies in its neighbourhood as it knows that if it

fails to isolate the land front then its hopes of a quick victory will wane thereby causing terrible costs

and risks. Similarly Williamson Murray concludes that the Germans lost the war because of British

intervention as the former underestimated British naval capabilities resulting in them being trapped

in a war of attrition153. Whether it was due to British involvement or not, one thing is for certain,

Germany's naval strategies were the result of rational calculations and the evaluation of the

information available at the time about their insular enemy. This is evidenced by the fact that in the

first period of analysis, when the British were still not severely threatening German interests on the

continent, the latter opted for a deterrent strategy, whereas in the second period, when the British

made their military involvement clear and risked the integrity of the Schlieffen Plan, deterrence

turned into offense. What would happen if the Germans did not build the Risk Fleet, did not raise

funds for the navy and instead concentrated on the land army? Would this create a strategic

advantage during the conflict, or would it give the British even more leeway and freedom of

maneuver to use their naval weaponry - imposing blockades and disrupting the flow of goods while

transporting soldiers without risk - and bring Germany to its knees before the second year of the

conflict was even over? As Holtzendorff pointed out, British naval power also supported Germany's

other enemies, acting as a wartime supplier and thus strengthening their military capacity at the front.

German decision-makers were aware of this even before the war when they were considering war

scenarios and discussing the German response in the event of British involvement. The Germans

were not irrational, they simply could not do otherwise without risking their territorial interests.

Permissive conditions, as was demonstrated in the previous chapter, affect how the causal

relationship will play out because even if our independent variables are at high values, the outcome

may not be as anticipated. In the case of Germany, what led to the abandonment of the offshore

152 Gray, The Leverage of Sea Power, 178.
153 Murray, “A Whale against an Elephant: Britain and Germany,” ch. 12.
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offensive strategy was the possibility of facing not only one but two maritime powers at the same

time - namely the United States. If this occurred, it would be disastrous for Germany’s war effort as

it would mean fighting four enemies simultaneously which would eventually bring about the total

exhaustion of German war-fighting capabilities. Non-permissive conditions therefore - the threat of

American involvement - caused Germany to rethink its priorities and focus on the continental front

instead of pursuing endlessly an offensive naval strategy against the British.

Map 5. A map showing the German Bight as well as Germany’s two naval bases, Cuxhaven and Wilhelmshaven. Source: Marie

Gerber, Anette Ganske, et al, “Climatology Categorisation of Meteorological Conditions for Storm Tide Episodes in the German

Bight,” Meteorologische Zeitschrift 25, no. 4 (2016): 2.
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4. The Soviet Union during the Cold War 1949-1985

The Cold War, which lasted from 1949 until the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, provided fertile

ground for the development of international relations theories, just like the First World War.154 The

Cold War was characterized by an arms race, which was different from those that preceded it, as it

ranged on two levels: conventional and nuclear. Therefore, it had a significant impact on strategic

thinking. More specifically, the emergence of nuclear weapons impacted the way individuals

reflected over strategy and distorted views regarding the form of a future war between superpowers.

Shortly after the Hiroshima bombing, Bernard Brodie had already announced that the atomic bomb

changed everything the military strategist had known about the conduct of military operations155.

Further analysis of nuclear weapons and their implications for strategic thinking and conventional

war/security competition will be provided in the next chapter, yet it should be noted here that the

reasoning around nuclear weapons especially in the early Cold War was particularly immature. Both

Soviet and American decision-makers in the early days focused too much on nuclear weapons and

nuclear strikes, retaliatory capability and splendid first-strike capability, at the expense of the

conventional side of the competition which was often sidelined. However, as they gained more

experience in this new kind of security competition, traditional approaches to warfare and crisis

management came to the fore again. The superpowers continued to compete with each other on a

conventional level; they did not ‘forget’ their military strategies and did not use the “ultimate

weapon” in the numerous crises that erupted both in the Third World and in Europe. Nuclear

deterrence seems to have achieved its goal of preventing a nuclear World War III. However, as

already mentioned, the security competition persisted and the Soviet-American naval rivalry was one

of its aspects.

Unfortunately, unlike Germany’s case, not much has been written about Soviet naval strategy, and

the few publications that do exist either revolve around the technical characteristics of the Soviet

154 Among others, during the Cold War, pioneering works emerged that attempted to explain, describe and predict the behaviour of

great powers, such as deterrence theory, game theory, bargaining theory, and theories of cooperation among states. For deterrence see

Thomas C. Schelling, Arms and Influence (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1961); Glenn H. Snyder, Deterrence and Defense:

Toward a Theory of National Security (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1961); For game theory see Thomas Schelling (ed.),

Choice and Consequence (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1984); For theories regarding cooperation see Robert Axelrod, The

Evolution of Cooperation (New York: Basic Books, 1984); Robert Keohane, After Hegemony (Princeton: Princeton University Press,

1984); For bargaining see James D. Fearon, “Rationalist Explanations for War,” International Organization 49, no. 3 (1995): pp. 379-

414.
155 Bernard Brodie, “War in the Atomic Age,” in The Absolute Weapon: Atomic Power and World Order, ed. Bernard Brodie (New

Haven: Yale Institute of International Studies, 1946).
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fleet, or, once again, describe the efforts for an oceanic navy as a bid for gaining a global power

status. It is the latter articulation that raises concerns for the present writer, precisely because an

oceanic navy accompanied by a naval strategy for its deployment is an extremely expensive and

risky endeavour for a largely landlocked power like the Soviet Union. In fact, for the first time in

Russia's history, the building of a full-fledged high-seas navy has taken place, as the fleets it had

maintained in the various theatres (Baltic, North Sea, Pacific, and Black Sea) throughout the

previous years and before the October Revolution had neither the characteristics nor the capabilities

for operations in distant waters. The purpose of the current sub-chapter is to investigate the causes

behind the Soviet leadership's decision to build a blue-water navy for the first time and to devise a

strategy to use its newly-acquired naval capabilities against those of the Americans. The first part

will present the threat environment of the Soviet Union from 1949 to 1960 and just before the

eruption of the Cuban Missile Crisis. The formation of NATO, the achievement of nuclear

superiority by the West, the establishment of the People's Republic of China (PRC), and the Berlin

crisis are taking place during this period. This time-span will be used to address the following

question: Why did the Soviets not adopt the corresponding naval strategy that the theory would

predict? It will be shown that a number of non-permissive conditions prevented both Stalin and

Khrushchev from pursuing an oceanic navy, despite strong suspicion of American intentions and

Soviet naval vulnerability. The second period begins with the Cuban Missile Crisis and runs up to

1985. Here Brezhnev and Commander-in-Chief Sergey Gorshkov adopted the offshore offensive

strategy, and the Soviet Union embarked on a path of greater naval buildup. The following questions

will be raised: What pushed the Soviets towards this shift in naval strategy? What were the

objectives of the new ‘balanced fleet’? What did the naval construction program involve? Essentially,

the Cuban crisis demonstrated Soviet naval weakness and brought to the fore the need for a naval

strategy capable of challenging the Americans and preventing them from meddling in a future

territorial war (either in Europe or in the Asian heartland). It was time to reverse the political status-

quo - namely the Army-dominated decision-making circle - and focus on internal naval balancing.

The Soviets came to realize that nuclear capabilities alone were not enough to deter a great

insular power from sending troops, effecting a blockade, interdicting sea lines and overall

undermining their war effort. The costs of staying idle outweighed the benefits, since it would give

the USA complete freedom of movement throughout the oceans and the ability to use their naval

capabilities to damage the Soviet war effort. Thus, only if the Soviets challenged American

command of the seas could they prevent US intervention in a conflict, by resorting to sea denial. The

final section will analyze in more detail how the causal conditions of the theory, namely the values of

the variables and the content of the causal logic, were formed, and will prove that the theory can
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explain Soviet naval behavior during the Cold War and that once again, rationality dominated

decision-making.

4.1. The first period 1949-1961: The Soviet Union’s threat environment

Before approaching the issue of USSR’s naval strategy, two events must be mentioned. They have

taken place in the state’s immediate neighbourhood and would influence the formulation of the wider

Soviet strategy, both in the short and long term. Firstly, NATO was established in 1949 and

embraced the states of Western Europe, and secondly, the Chinese civil war had been concluded and

the People's Republic of China was established, a new state sharing long borders with the Soviet

Union. However, the latter will not yet be of concern to the Soviet leadership, at least not until the

rise of Khrushchev. At the top of the Soviet agenda was the new Western alliance, West Germany’s

rearmament and their potential impact on Central and Eastern Europe, an area to which the Soviets

attached great strategic importance, since they linked it to the security of the Russian mainland.

Russian leaders had always been fearful of an invasion and thought that the best way to counter that

fear was through expansion156. NATO was bringing back what the Russians and later the Soviets had

been trying so hard to prevent and had experienced in their recent past - twice with Germany and

once with Japan - a militarily powerful alliance of enemy states proximate to Russia. Apart from the

alliance, the USA had made sure to enhance its naval capabilities and to position its fleet in the

Mediterranean with the creation of the US 6th Fleet in 1948. The same fleet’s area of operation grew

even larger after Eisenhower assumed leadership157. During that time, Stalin concentrated upon

securing communist gains after the Second World War, while trying to legitimize his authority

within the Soviet politburo158. He reorganized the army, increased the firepower of the armed forces,

while in the meantime, he supported exiled Communist regimes as part of his socialist campaign159.

Despite recognizing that the USSR was in need of an ocean-going fleet160, due to USA’s growing

naval power and commitments to Europe, Moscow was not in a position to embark on such a large

armament programme. Essentially, Stalin and his advisors were faced with the common dilemma of

“guns versus butter”, and the reason is rooted in the fact that the economic devastation after the end

of the war was huge. Combined with the numerous losses in human lives, it imposed a prohibitive

156 Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, 190.
157 Robert B. Rogers, “Trends in Soviet Naval Strategy,” Naval War College Review 21, no. 6 (1969): 23.
158 David M. Glantz, The Military Strategy of the Soviet Union: A History (London: Frank Cass, 1992), 169.
159 Ibid., 172.
160 Bryan Ranft and Geoffrey Till, The Sea in Soviet Strategy (London: The Macmillan Press, 1983), 88.
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cost on the implementation of a proper naval strategy161. The Soviets had to weigh the costs and

benefits of deciding on constructing an ocean-going fleet, which involved the allocation of resources

from the recovery of the Soviet economy to naval armament, taking into account the risk of

downgrading the land army which was responsible for defending the Soviet border and supporting

the newly-constituted communist regimes162 in the immediate neighbourhood. Consequently, and

until Stalin's death in 1953, an ocean-going fleet remained more of an idea; a theory floating around

with no evidence of practical application since the priority was to defend against a possible Western

invasion. Therefore, the task of the Soviet navy primarily concerned the formation of a 500-mile

defensive zone from the Soviet coast and no more than that163.

Stalin may had indulged in strengthening Soviet military capabilities and achieving social unity,

but his successor, Khrushchev, was intimidated by the destructiveness of nuclear weapons, a fact that

tainted both his foreign policy and his choices of internal balancing. Even though the West’s nuclear

monopoly had been broken in 1949 with the detonation of the first Soviet atomic bomb164, the Soviet

Union remained technologically backwards and ‘nuclearly’ inferior compared to the US. This was

known to Khrushchev, for whom conventional military capabilities no longer had much of a role in

the outcome of a war as it would be mainly nuclear and would simulate a nuclear holocaust165. For

this reason, the Soviets at that time were concentrating on the doctrinal and strategic implications of

the new weapons166. They established the Strategic Missile Force in 1959 and studied nuclear

technology relentlessly while developing long-range rockets167. In evaluating the external

environment, Khrushchev identified two acute threats to Soviet security, the potential acquisition of

nuclear weapons by the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) and by the PRC168. It was mainly the

first possibility that frightened the Soviet leader and the General Staff, as the FRG could draw the US

and the USSR into a nuclear war169. Sino-Soviet relations followed in the same vein, and they began

161 The “New School” of the Navy claimed that there was no need for an ocean-going fleet and its demands were being kept modest in

terms of funds and equipment to ensure that its proposals would pass the acceptance of the Army-dominated decision-making circle.

Ibid. 85-86.
162 The Red Army was assisting the exiled communist regimes after they came back to their respective lands. Glantz, The Military

Strategy of the Soviet Union: A History, 172.
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to deteriorate as Mao disagreed with Khrushchev over two issues: the form of Communism, and

nuclear weapons170. The latter in particular was an anathema to Khrushchev, who believed that by

extending the Soviet nuclear umbrella to the PRC, Chinese interests would be satisfied171.

Apparently, Mao did not agree to his country being dependent on the USSR's nuclear power, so he

sought to acquire nuclear weapons on his own, which contributed to the Sino-Soviet split in 1960172.

Khrushchev may not have been able to prevent the PRC from becoming a nuclear power, but he was

able to pressure the West on the West German issue in 1958, hence the ultimatum to the Kennedy

administration in 1961 which demanded the demilitarization of the FRG173. Kennedy's refusal led to

the construction of the Berlin Wall in 1961 and Germany had thenceforth been completely divided in

half.

Taking into account all the above developments, it is clear that during Khrushchev's leadership,

the USSR was mainly concerned with how to achieve nuclear superiority or at least parity with the

US in order to ameliorate the uncertainty and fear of the consequences of a nuclear war. The navy

followed the sentiment of the era, as for Khrushchev its role was mainly about economic

development rather than military contribution174. Indeed, all of the armed forces looked strategically

unimportant to his eyes because they could not possibly be of any value in a battlefield filled with

nuclear missiles. But why did the Soviets not adopt the corresponding naval strategy that the theory

would predict? Accordingly, in this period there are two non-permissive conditions which prevent

the causal relationship from manifesting itself, and these are the post-war economic constraints and

the myths of the nuclear revolution. In other words, despite the obvious imminent threat posed by the

US to Soviet territorial interests, the adoption of the appropriate naval strategy as the theory predicts

is missing, since nuclear weapons sort of ‘de-validate’ the causal relationship. This is indeed the case

if one studies the USSR only from 1953 to 1959. However, the essence of longitudinal analysis is to

counter potential errors that can occur by concentrating only on studying a few years from a case and

ignoring the before and after parts. Especially the 'after' part proves that the causal relationship exists,

and that the Soviets devised a ‘blue water’ strategy precisely because they realized, firstly, how weak

they were against the US -especially after the Cuban Missile Crisis- and secondly, that nuclear

170 Ibid., 270.
171 Ibid., 271.
172 Ibid.
173 James G. Hershberg, “The Cuban missile crisis,” in The Cambridge History of the Cold War Volume II: Crises and Détente, eds.

Melvyn P. Leffler and Odd Arne Westad (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 67.
174 Ranft and Till, The Sea in Soviet Strategy, 91.
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deterrence was not enough on its own, but that naval deterrence had to become part of conventional

deterrence.

Map 6. The Soviet Union’s territories in Eastern Europe after the war. Source: “The Cold War origins, 1941-1948 - AQA: Reactions to
Soviet expansion,” BBC, accessed March 27, 2024, https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/zt8ncwx/revision/6

4.2. The second period 1962-1985: The new Soviet naval strategy

The Soviet Union, like Habsburg Spain and Imperial Germany, had to confront multiple threats

simultaneously, one of which came from a maritime power. These were China on land, which in the

late 1960s constituted a most likely war scenario175, and the USA at sea together with its network of

alliances in Western Europe. Therefore, the reason behind the selection of this period of is that

during this time both the greatest naval build-up and the new ideas about the naval objectives in the

175 Michael MccGwire, “The Rationale for the Development of Soviet Seapower,” in Soviet Strategy, eds. John Baylis and Gerald

Segal (London: Croom Helm, 1981), 231.

https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/zt8ncwx/revision/6
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oceans are accumulated. First of all, before analyzing the content of the Soviet naval strategy, which

mainly concerns the writings of Admiral Sergey Gorshkov and the words of Brezhnev, the events

that led to the decision of concentrating on the oceans as opposed to coastal defence should be

mentioned. The primary reason for the revision of naval strategy was the Cuban Missile Crisis of

1962, in which the Soviets “learned the true meaning of sea-power”176 because of their inability to

intervene. Conventional forces came back to the fore and overshadowed the nuclear revolution

theory, but this did not mean that the fear of US nuclear power had disappeared completely, at least

not until nuclear parity was achieved in the late 1960s177. Especially during the crisis and until 1964,

when Khrushchev was ousted from power, the development of the Polaris system -whose missiles'

range kept increasing (1,200 nautical miles in 1961, 1,600 in 1962 and 2,500 in 1964)- forced the

Soviet Navy to find ways to counter Western SSBNs178. At the same time, the strike range of the US

carriers was growing, resulting in Soviet surface ships becoming more and more vulnerable to pre-

emptive strikes as the latter's missiles were unable to reach the carriers179. Indeed, according to the

Soviet perspective, these carriers were an indication that the West was trying to control the oceans

and encircle the Soviet Union180. The US bases in North America and the Atlantic transit routes181

certainly intensified the sense of threat even more. It was therefore inevitable that the Soviets would

react to the “threat from the sea”182 despite the fact that it took them a few years to realize that

Washington could exploit its naval inferiority to such an extent in order to turn the tables in a conflict.

Apart from the Russo-Japanese war, which involved a bilateral conflict, Russia has a rich history of

interventions by great insular powers and has strongly experienced the effects of these interventions

on the outcome of wars. These include the Crimean war (1853-1856) where Britain intervened and

Russia had to give up its Black Sea fleet aspirations, the eighth Turkish war (1876-1877) where

again Britain prevented Russia from gaining control of the Straits, and lastly the Russian civil war

during which western forces supported counter-revolutionary forces183. Russia has experienced the

inability to isolate conflicts that it was engaged into, whether these were civil or inter-state wars.

When Brezhnev came to power in 1964, it was recognised that naval prowess contributes both to the

176 Rogers, “Trends in Soviet Naval Strategy,” 26.
177 It was after that time that MAD (Mutual Assured Destruction) was realized by both sides. Ulrich Weisser, “Soviet Naval Policy and

Atlantic Strategy,” RUSI 122, no. 4 (1977): 60.
178 MccGwire, “The Rationale for the Development of Soviet Seapower,” 218.
179 Ranft and Till, The Sea in Soviet Strategy, 156.
180 Ibid., 158.
181 MccGwire, “The Rationale for the Development of Soviet Seapower,” 224.
182 Ranft and Till, The Sea in Soviet Strategy, 94.
183 Michael MccGwire, “Naval Power and Soviet Global Strategy,” International Security 3, no. 4 (1979): 135.
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control of the conflict duration and to the ability of the state to deter third parties from interfering184.

The Soviets had to take into account scenarios where supply routes would fall victim to disruption,

either at sea or on land, during the war, as well as the consequences of such events on the war-

fighting capacity of the Red Army185. A capable navy ought to be able to be anywhere in the world

defending Soviet interests, as a senior Soviet Admiral put it in 1966186, marking the entry into a new

era characterized by greater Soviet naval aggression and demonstration of naval power without

implying that the Soviets were seeking war or that they would indiscriminately challenge the West

whenever the opportunity presented itself187.

How did the Soviets perceive US intentions? Brezhnev's answers to a reporter from the SPD

newspaper Vorwärts addressed this issue188. Brezhnev claimed that the Americans threatened the

Soviet Union, not vice versa. That the latter was willing to discuss and negotiate force posture in

Eastern Europe, while NATO talked so easily about a nuclear war. More generally he presented a

situation where the Soviets were merely defending themselves against the Western threat, and the

building of the ‘Oceanic’ Navy was the manifestation of that defense. Additionally, most of the

reports of the Central Committee of the Communist Party189 showed that the USSR was the defender

and the USA the aggressor and that the Russians did everything necessary to defend against the

aggressive military capabilities of the West. It was claimed that the USSR did not seek war and

would never start one against the West or any other country unless it was provoked. The same

sentiment can be observed in German documents before the First World War, in the sense that “we

are only reacting to what you are doing, we are not provoking nor seeking war”. Thus, the Brezhnev

doctrine of 1968 stated that the Soviet Union would have the right to intervene militarily wherever it

was needed to support the socialist system, which presupposed an adequate navy190. What did the

naval strategy include and what were its objectives? The Soviets decided on an offshore offensive, a

type of strategy which concerns in this case the command of the seas, and since they did not have it,

they decided to dispute it with those who commanded the oceans, namely the United States. The

Soviets managed to overcome their geographical constrains191 and build a formidable naval force that

could challenge the US navy. They emphasized combined-arms operations, as naval strategy was

184 Weisser, “Soviet Naval Policy and Atlantic Strategy,” 63.
185 MccGwire, “Naval Power and Soviet Global Strategy,” 175.
186 Rogers, “Trends in Soviet Naval Strategy,” 18.
187 James H. Anderson, “A New Global Paradigm: The United States versus Russia,” in Great Strategic Rivalries, 513.
188 L. I. Brezhnev, Selected Speeches and Writings on Foreign Affairs, (Oxford: Pergamon Press, 1979), 70-74.
189 Ibid., several reports in chapter 2.
190 Glantz, The Military Strategy of the Soviet Union: A History, 205.
191 Rogers, “Trends in Soviet Naval Strategy,” 19.
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neither independent of military doctrine on land nor detached from the broader military strategy192.

Land and naval operations would work in tandem during a conflict, and sea control would constitute

the primary objective of the Navy193. The Kresta II, Kara, Krivak, and Kiev class warships were

designed specifically to match the American SSNs, with anti-submarine missiles indicating the

importance of ASW in the new Soviet strategy194. In 1970, the Soviet Union conducted its first

global naval exercise, the Okean-70195, thus showing off its ocean-going capabilities as well as its

ability to be anywhere in the world, or wherever the US was. Admiral Gorshkov in his book The Sea

Power of the State states that military doctrine is very important as it guides the objectives of the

fleet in order for the state to have a homogeneous strategy196. He also mentions the role of the

military-economic nexus in the development of the navy as it will determine whether such a

development is possible197, demonstrating once again how expensive the building of an ocean-going

navy is, especially from the standpoint of a land power. Logistical capabilities are also an integral

part of a powerful ocean-going navy because “[they] ensur[e] the control of forces many thousands

of kilometers away”198. Gorshkov was the man who sealed the new Soviet naval strategy, a ‘Tirpitz

no. 2’ in other words, who was responsible for the new guidelines of the shipbuilding program. He

drew parallels with past conflicts where intervention from the sea largely determined their outcomes,

such as the Great Northern War, the War of American Independence, the Sino-Japanese war and

many more, since he recognized that in many cases naval power had the final say199. It was during

wartime that, according to Gorshkov, a strong navy could impede the adversary from meddling with

its operations and thus escape from dire situations such as the Korean and Vietnam wars during

which the US utilized their naval power in order to crash targets on land200.

As the build-up unfolded, the Soviet Union was gaining more and more sophisticated

capabilities in the oceans, and the naval exercise Okean-75, which took place in 1975, showed that it

could thenceforth concentrate all the fleets from the four separate theaters (Baltic, North Sea, Black

Sea, Pacific) wherever it was necessary201. Having ocean-going capabilities was of crucial

192 MccGwire, “Naval Power and Soviet Global Strategy,” 176.
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199 Ranft and Till, The Sea in Soviet Strategy, 168.
200 Ibid., 147.
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importance to the Soviet war effort since its railway system would become extremely vulnerable

during a conflict, meaning that most of its war supplies would have to cross the sea in order to reach

the battlefield202, and a SLOC interdiction campaign in this case would damage the Soviets greatly.

Additionally, in the 1970s China was considered a NATO “ally”203, thereby increasing the possibility

of US intervention in a Sino-Soviet conflict. Therefore, the Soviets needed a capable navy which

could both deter the US, and challenge its command of the seas, since the benefits of doing so

outweighed the costs considering the consequences that a successful intervention would have not

only on the outcome of the conflict but also post-conflict (possibility of revolution, domestic unrest

and questioning of Communist Party's legitimacy). The US Navy for example had way more surface

ships (239), seamen (694,000) as well as attack carriers (16 and 1 nuclear, which the Soviets had

none) than the Soviets in 1970204. The former also had amphibious assault ships (97) and longer

range missiles than the Soviets whose Serb ones were indeed similar to the US Polaris205, but Polaris

systems were the predecessors of the current American Poseidon systems. There was still a gap

between the two superpowers in terms of naval might and the Soviets knew they would have to go to

great lengths so as to balance against American naval power206, hence the build-up continued into the

1980s under the leadership of Gorshkov again207. The Soviets used and tested their new capabilities

by providing support in third-party conflicts (Syria, Egypt)208 and by preventing the USA from

intervening in third-world conflicts (in Angola and Bangladesh)209.

202 Ranft and Till, The Sea in Soviet Strategy, 191.
203 Andrei A. Kokoshin, Soviet Strategic Thought, 1917-91 (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1998), 127.
204 IISS, “The United States and the Soviet Union,” The Military Balance 70, no. 1 (1970): 4
205 Ibid.
206 That is why they emhpasized command and control as part of their logistics capabilities. Edward N. Luttwak, The Grand Strategy

of the Soviet Union (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1983), 218.
207 Critical Intelligence Agency and Department of the U.S. Navy, Soviet Navy: Intelligence and Analysis during the Cold War, 17.
208 MccGwire, “Naval Power and Soviet Global Strategy,” 180.
209 C. G. Jacobsen, “Soviet Strategy: The Naval Dimension,” Naval War College Review 40, no. 2 (1987): 22.



59

Table 2. Soviet Sea Power 1961-1970

*75,000 in the Naval Air Force

** the first type’s range was 100 miles and the second’s 400 miles

Data derived from IISS, “The Soviet Union,” The Military Balance 61, no. 1 (1961): 5-6; IISS, “The

United States and the Soviet Union,” 5. At a quantitative ‘glance’, no noticeable changes in the naval

arsenal of the Soviet Union can be seen, apart from the dramatic increase in the number of nuclear

submarines from 1961 to 1970. However, in the context of qualitative analysis, there were

advancements in the range of its missiles while the seamen were more professionally trained than

before. All of its equipment became more capable, powerful, and sustainable despite numerical

reduction. It was clearly a ‘quality over quantity’ naval build-up.

4.3 The formation of causal conditions

In this section the causal relationship, meaning the values of the variables and the content of causal

logic, will be presented in more detail from a theoretical point of view. Starting with the independent

variables, these were present in both periods of analysis, 1949-1960 and 1961-1985, which by the

principle of congruence the corresponding value of the dependent variable should have been also

present. The first independent variable, the threat posed by an insular power, had an extreme value

for the following reasons. Firstly, the geographical proximity of the US naval forces was such that it

magnified the already existing sense of threat in the Soviet Union. USA had the ability to project

force in Europe and have troops ready there in case of emergency. Second, US strategy revolved

around the containment of Soviet power, and thus involved strengthening the states of Western

Europe to enable them to resist Soviet influence, while at the same time the Americans were building

their nuclear and conventional arsenal as an effective deterrent against the USSR. These two factors,

as indicated in chapter two, determine the level of threat felt by the continental power under

investigation, which in this case was imminent. Moving on to the naval deficit, especially between

1949 and 1960, the naval capabilities of the Soviets were far inferior as they had neither the

Men Cruisers Destroyers Submarines Fleet Missiles Aircraft

Carriers

1961 500,000 25 130 430 (6 atomic) 2 types** none

1970 475,000* 22 99 370 (80

nuclear)

Serb, Sark, SS-

N-6

none
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appropriate weapons nor the appropriate bases like the USA. The fighting force of their ships, which

were mostly intended for coastal defense and their non-existent naval bases were the exact opposite

of those of the US. Based on the above, the Soviet leaders while thinking rationally, that is, weighing

costs and benefits, should have reacted by building an ocean-going navy and challenging the US on

the high seas because the difficulty of conflict isolation was too high. If a war broke out in Europe it

would not remain confined to the European NATO countries as the US would use their command of

the sea to transfer troops, equipment, supplies to their allies and to ‘chase’ Soviet ships at sea as well

as to cut off the flow of supplies. However, the decision for an offshore offensive strategy was taken

much later, in 1964, and this was because the non-permissive conditions mentioned did not allow the

leaders in Kremlin to seriously consider such a strategy. Economic constraints in the case of Stalin

and later the nuclear revolution, dulled the minds of Khrushchev and his staff and as a result the

balancing of US naval power was put on hold. In some cases, it takes more time for the activation of

the influence of certain factors on strategic decisions, and the case of the Soviet Union shows that a

state's poor performance during a crisis can force it to rethink its strategic approach. By building

their navy and devising an oceanic strategy, the Soviets could decrease the difficulty of conflict

isolation because the US would be unable to undermine to such an extent the Soviet military strategy

on the battlefield and turn the conflict into a war of attrition to test who will last longer. However,

this did not mean that such a naval strategy was without costs and risks for the Soviet Union. Those

costs were directly linked to the allocation of resources in the naval sector and the trade offs that

would inevitably be created, as well as the risk of a clash at sea between the superpowers. But, given

the circumstances, the Soviets were willing to accept the costs and risks involved in such a decision

precisely because it is dangerous for a state to ignore the pressures of its threat environment.
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5. Findings and Implications

While in the previous chapters a cross-case within-unit comparison was applied, which means that

units (Spain, Germany and the USSR) were selected and each one was divided into two case studies

that were compared with each other, in this chapter a cross-case cross-unit comparison will be

carried out. In other words, a cross-unit comparison will be performed using the structured focused

comparison technique, as discussed in chapter 2, to verify the theory. Additionally, after comparing

the findings, this chapter will examine the implications of the theory for the Sino-American naval

competition that has been unfolding in Asia for over a decade.

5.1. Great powers and their threat environment

From 1559 to 1584 Philip faced multiple threats simultaneously, one concentrated on the

Mediterranean and the other on Northern-western Europe. The Ottomans tied Philip to the

Mediterranean for almost 12 years until their defeat in the Battle of Lepanto in 1571, so his bulk of

his naval forces remained there. In North-western Europe, the French religious wars had began in

1562 but the Huguenots were not yet a significant problem, compared with the Turks. In the

Netherlands, the revolts erupted in 1566 which in 1572 they turned into a war of attrition. From then

onwards he was countering both the rebels and French involvement, since the Protestants in France

were trying to draw English involvement and establish a foothold in the Netherlands. Therefore, so

far 3 threats are identified, of which one is declining, while the other two are escalating. However,

the French threat also diminishes in the late 1570s with the Spanish victories on the Dutch front,

which means that only the rebellion remains to be dealt with. From 1584 onwards English

involvement in the Netherlands emerges, and so by 1603 and the Treaty of London, Philip's focus

will be on dealing with the English. Similarly, from 1896 onwards, Germany had to face the growing

British threat along with the emergence of alliances between the latter and France and Russia. The

Kruger telegram signaled danger to Berlin as it did not expect the British to react in this way, after all

it was at this time that Tirpitz's Naval Law was presented. By 1910, the Entente Cordiale first and

Anglo-Russian Convention later, led to greater naval build up in home waters for Britain as she

managed to settle her differences with her archenemies. Its strategy therefore began to focus on the

German threat, marking the beginning of the Anglo-German naval arms race. For Germany, Britain

risked the integrity of the Schlieffen Plan. In the second period, the Second Moroccan Crisis of 1911

began a chain of events that further intensified the British threat, and despite attempts at

rapprochement between the two, Britain's denial of neutrality in the event of war on the continent
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frustrated German decision-makers. The threat environment became accute with the outbreak of war

as British involvement became clear militarily with the BEF, the blockade and the war declaration

zone of the North Sea. The German war effort was being undermined by British support for the

resistance forces. The Soviet Union was no different from the previous two powers, as she too was

faced with more than one enemy, one of whom was the most powerful, while being hunted by an

imminent recent past. The greatest threat in the first period was America and the creation of NATO

as well as the possibility of West Germany's rearmament. The Soviets feared that the efforts to

expand communism in Eastern Europe would be completely undermined by the presence of NATO.

They also feared that the possibilities of invasion would rise considerably and that a nuclear war

would be inevitable. The case of Germany in particular, where the Western powers occupied the

western part of Germany, magnified the sense of threat especially if the FRG acquired nuclear

weapons. Coupled with the expansion and strengthening of US naval capabilities, an acute threat

environment was formed, which was further exacerbated in the late 1950s with the Sino-Soviet split.

The Soviets had to face, first, America and its alliance in Europe, and second, an emerging China

that refused to depend militarily on Russia. The same situation can be observed in the second period,

except that firstly, from the Cuban Missile Crisis onwards American naval capabilities became even

more refined, increasing the already existing gap with their Soviet counterparts, and secondly, the

nuclear parity achieved in the late 1960s significantly allayed the fear of a nuclear strike and led to a

focus on conventional naval capabilities.

All great powers had interests at stake which they tried to secure because of the threat posed by

their insular enemy. For Philip’s Spain and after 1572, the most important interest at stake was the

integrity of the Spanish Netherlands, which had fallen into rebellion and was threatened with

independence and secession from the Habsburg Empire. The French involvement in the struggle

complicated matters even more because it endangered Spanish interests there. After the Treaty of

Nonsuch, Spanish territorial interests were in danger of falling pray to English involvement which

strengthened the resistance of the rebels and transformed the conflict into a war of attrition for the

Spanish. Now England became the unequivocal threat to Spain's territorial interests. Germany for its

part, had always been fearful of encirclement, and its geographic position was not particularly

helpful in appeasing this fear. Sharing borders with Russia, a great power, with France, another great

power, and being across the strongest maritime power, Britain, created the urgent need to protect and

defend the German Empire against potential rivals. Its interests involved the weakening of its

territorial neighbors through war, as the Schlieffen Plan demonstrated, and further expansion at their

cost. British strategy, however, risked the fulfillment of these interests as Germany did not want to

fight a three-front war as opposed to a two-front war since it would significantly increase the
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probability of defeat. Russia was also trying to secure itself against an invasion and to expand. Its

aim was to prevent the emergence of a powerful state or an alliance of powerful states in its

neighbourhood. The NATO alliance threatened Russian territorial interests as it would now be much

easier for the Americans to intervene in a continental war, or even start one themselves. Also, their

naval power would enable them, because of their command of the seas as well, to damage Russian

lifelines and degrade the overall war effort. Furthermore, the Americans could very easily transport

soldiers, equipment and supplies to Europe, making the conflict unlikely to remain isolated. China on

the other hand bordered Russia for many miles and a border war was not unlikely. The latter's

rapprochement with the West gave the impression that it would become a NATO ally, and thus in the

event of a conflict with the Soviet Union the Americans might come to its side.

5.2. Decoding intentions and constructing naval strategies

The issue of decoding intentions cannot be stressed enough in international relations, since it remains

a persistent problem that plagues states and guides their strategic choices. Philip perceived English

intentions with great suspicion, despite efforts for a settlement before the Treaty. He was determined

that the English aimed at undermining his war efforts in the Netherlands in order to wrest the

territories from the direct control of the Habsburgs and extend their influence so that they could more

easily check Spanish aggression on the continent. His suspicions were confirmed by the Treaty of

1585 as now the English intentions were clearer than ever and even risked the integrity of

Catholicism in Europe. Uncertainty and fear also characterized the German perception of British

intentions. In both periods, suspicion was at a high level as the Germans slowly saw the British

resolving their differences and allying themselves with German enemies. They could not know in

advance whether these alliances would not be turned against them in the event of war, despite the

fact that the rationale behind the formation of those alliances was not primarily anti-German. Nor

could they have known what the British would do with their powerful fleet, which was growing

stronger and stronger and concentrating in the surrounding waters. This was not helped by the

statements of the British decision makers which threatened, however rhetorically, the Germans with

blockades, while their refusal to remain neutral confirmed German suspicions even more. Similarly,

the Soviets viewed American intentions with enormous suspicion and great uncertainty about what

the Americans intended to do in the future, despite negotiations for arms limitations. The a latter’s

naval capacity building, their alliance in Europe and their ability to be everywhere (where crises

broke out in the Third World) along with their performance in the Vietnam War and the Korean War,

made the Soviets assume the worst case scenario. The failure to coerce the West during the Berlin
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crisis and the inability to intervene in the Cuban crisis led them to believe that the American resolve

was great and that its subsequent impact on a future conflict would be decisive.

In three of the six case studies, states chose the naval strategy 1, and these are Spain after 1585,

Germany in 1914, and the Soviet Union after 1964. In all these cases it is observed that specific

events arose that pushed these states to the most costly and risky naval strategy, which concerned the

timing when the threat posed by their insular enemy turned from latent to imminent, in combination

with their already existing naval deficit. Philip’s naval strategy was called the ‘Enterprise of England’

and it was a highly offensive strategy whose objective was to invade England (an amphibious

assault). Its means would be the Invincible Armada, an assembly of warships in which the new ships

the galleons, whose primary role was war at sea, would be the cornerstone of the strategic plan. The

Armada would meet the Army of Flanders and sail into the Channel with the intention of landing on

the English coast. The same pattern would be followed by the Armadas of 1596 and 1598

respectively, despite their failure again. Essentially the aim was to overwhelm the adversary,

Elizabeth, and force her to back down and end her support to the Dutch rebels. For Germany, after

the British made the decisive moves against them, the aggressive naval strategy of unrestricted

submarine warfare went into action, and the Germans indiscriminately hit any vessel in their path.

The aim was to inflict so much damage to the adversary that his war effort on the continent would

collapse, as the Germans were convinced they would win the war if they kicked the British out. This

strategy was abandoned when the Americans threatened to enter the war. The ultimate objective of

the USSR’s naval strategy was to challenge American command of the seas, and Gorshkov was the

man who brought this to the fore during the Brezhnev era. By doing so the Soviets would ensure that

in case of a continental war, the Americans would encounter more obstacles to using the oceans as

they would like, and as a result their final contribution in favour of the West in the conflict would be

greatly reduced. Their strategy included building up their conventional and nuclear naval arsenal,

focusing more on quality over quantity. Land and naval operations would work in tandem during a

conflict, and their new classes of warships, along with the enhancing of ASW capabilities, were

designed to match American naval capabilities. They also conducted two naval exercises which

demonstrated the Soviet capability to concentrate all of its forces wherever it was needed.

In one of six cases, the state chose high seas deterrence precisely because despite its high naval

deficit, the threat posed by its insular enemy remained latent for a few years, and thus the fears

regarding the inability to isolate a conflict were being kept at low levels. This state was Germany

from 1896 until the outbreak of war. German naval strategy during that period, was aimed at

deterring the British on the high seas in order to ensure that they would not become involved in a

continental war. The naval budget increased, with the introduction of the 1906 navy bill, and the first
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German dreadnoughts appeared after 1906. The German naval arsenal was growing considerably and

was aimed at matching British naval capabilities. As part of the naval strategy was the placement of

2 army corps in the Danish border, despite Schlieffen's disagreement, to deal with a possible British

landing there. The Germans would anticipate the British to sail to Heligoland Bight and confront

them there, weaken them and expose them to the other major powers - the Risk Fleet interpretation.

However, in the remaining two cases, states “chose” inaction due to the existence of non-permissive

conditions, or background assumptions. Economic constraints, fears of imperial overstretch,

domestic political unrest, the nuclear revolution and the dangers of multi-front warfare are some of

the conditions that prevented states from adopting certain naval strategies and which can be observed

in cases of inaction.

5.3. Do decision-makers calculate costs, benefits, and risks?

Philip and his advisors had to take into account the trade-offs of their decisions as they had to deal

with more than one front at once. Focusing on the Mediterranean meant neglecting the Dutch

rebellion, hence the remote control that Philip sought in the early days of the revolt. Money,

equipment and men were directed to the Mediterranean front while the Duke of Parma, who was

stationed in the Netherlands and exercised control, tried to suppress the rebels. The potential costs if

the Spanish did not adequately deal with the Turks in the Mediterranean were greater than the failure

to deal with a few rebels here and there especially in the early stages of the rebellion. Afterwards

however, the tides had turned, and the rebellion worsened and various actors threatened to become

involved, first the French and finally the English. The risks of a failed suppression and the costs of

the secession of the Spanish Netherlands escalated dangerously. The decision to invade England

provided for great benefits to the empire should Philip succeed in overthrowing Elizabeth's regime,

since it would mean throwing out a troublesome rival and confirming Spanish rule in the Netherlands,

while advances in the New World would run undisturbed. The risk and cost, however, was the

shifting of tremendous amounts of resources into building the Armada and the uncertainty of

amphibious assault, as it is one thing to move troops on land and another to move an entire fleet

across the seas. However the benefits clearly outweighed the costs because Philip had no other

option available, and backing down in the Netherlands was impossible for him. The Germans also

had to confront many dilemmas when they were devising their naval strategies. First, there was the

inevitable conflict of interest between the General Staff and Admiralty over the allocation of

resources and the strategic priorities of the Reichstag. As mentioned in the chapter, the General Staff

did not view the British so malevolently in the first period, unlike Tirpitz and his staff. Nevertheless,
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after consultations with the Kaiser, the Chancellor and the Bundestag, it was decided to give proper

attention to the fleet as they saw the British threat growing as well as the deficit between German

naval capabilities and their British counterparts. They could not risk inaction as its costs outweighed

the benefits of not adopting the naval strategy (such as financial releaf and concentration on the land

army). Therefore, despite the financial strain imposed on Germany by the advent of the

Dreadnoughts and the near financial collapse when the second Navy Bill was proposed in 1911,

Berlin could simply not abandon the arms race with London. They had to calculate in advance the

potential British moves in case of war, always under the influence of the “Copenhagen Complex”.

Fighting a war of attrition was an anathema to the Germans, who wanted to crush the French and

Russian forces in a short time, and British involvement would turn the conflict into a contest of who

would last longer. Similarly, when the war began, the British were endangering the German war

effort and this is why they had to be stopped with one way or another. Adopting an offensive naval

strategy however risked the effectiveness of German military strategy as a whole, as simultaneous

combat on land and sea significantly increases the potential for the collapse of the overall war effort

of the state when the opponents are great powers. But the benefits of throwing the British out of the

fight would be enormous as it would, in German terms, lead to a quick victory. However, with the

threat of the US entering the war they had to decide whether to continue the campaign increasing the

risk of American involvement, or abandon it to avoid a four-front war. The Soviets on the other hand

had to calculate the trade-offs between the internal reconstruction of the state and investment in the

maritime sector. The Red Army's support of the newly established communist regimes also left no

room for an oceanic navy. The advent of nuclear weapons and the Soviet Union's nuclear inferiority

further complicated matters because they pushed strategic thinking toward the overriding of

conventional capabilities and belief in MAD. The Cuban Missile Crisis demonstrated the enormous

costs that would be imposed on the Soviet Union if it did not create a navy capable of dealing with

the US, costs which revolved around the increased chances of defeat in the event of war and the

inability of the Soviets to intervene where they deemed necessary for their interests without the

presence of the Americans. On the other hand, the benefits would be significant as the difficulty of

conflict isolation would be reduced, thereby diminishing the potential for the Americans to degrade

Soviet military strategy. However, undertaking type 1 strategy is risky due to, first, the huge

allocation of resources involved in the process of upgrading the navy, and, second, because it

tightens the already security competition between the superpowers. Nevertheless, strategic reasoning

prevailed as it was irrational for the Soviets not to balance against American naval power, given the

potential consequences of a reverse decision.
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Table 3. Cases and Outcomes

Cases ND TP DCI Strategic Outcomes

Spain

1559-1584

High Latent Moderate Inaction1

Spain

1585-1603

High Imminent High Planning of amphibious assault

and big naval build-up.

Germany

1896-1913

High Latent Moderate High-seas deterrence strategy

accompanied by internal naval

balancing.

Germany

1914-1916

High Imminent High USW, highly offensive strategy.

Sought the destruction of enemy

vessels

Soviet Union

1949-1963

High Imminent High Inaction2

Soviet Union

1964-1985

High Imminent High Great naval build-up.

Challenged enemy’s command

of the seas.
ND = Naval deficit

TP = Threat posed by and insular power

DCI = Difficulty of conflict isolation
1Non-permissive conditions: Multi-front exposure, more imminent threats to face.
2 Non-permissive conditions: Economic constraints, nuclear revolution.
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5.4. Theory implications: The Sino-American naval competition

China lives in a dangerous environment, considering that it borders a great power in the North

(Russia), a rising power who is also an old foe in the South (India), is situated opposite an archenemy

(Japan) and faces the presence of the strongest great power (USA) in its neighbourhood. Its situation

can be likened to that of all three units under investigation - Spain, Germany and the USSR. For now,

however, Russia is a potential threat which may or may not manifest itself in the future, given that,

particularly since the war in Ukraine, relations between the two states have become tighter and the

West is largely to blame for this. Therefore, that leaves India, Japan and the United States on the list

of threats. The Sino-Indian security competition is not new and can be traced back to the Cold War,

as both states continue to disagree on border issues as well as maritime superiority in the Indian

Ocean. As far as Japan is concerned, its past with China is tainted by invasions and WWII memories

of Japanese exploitation of Chinese weakness, with Japan being seen as the 'Asian child' of the US

by the PRC. The Chinese are uncomfortable with the fact that at some point in the future, Japan

might revise its constitution and abolish the terms of demilitarization to revive its militaristic past.

Finally, the biggest thorn is the US and its presence in the Asia-Pacific region, together with its bases,

its alliances and its power projection capability in general. For China, the US has the potential to

intervene in any conflict involving Chinese interests, with Taiwan being the number one, and the

realization of this possibility appears after the Taiwan Strait crisis of 1995-1996. Thus, the United

States constitutes the most important naval threat to Chinese interests in the neighborhood, and the

most core interest for China is its reunification with Taiwan under the “one country, two systems”

regime210. Of course, Chinese interests are not only about Taiwan but also about territorial claims in

the South China Sea, the acquisition of the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands in the East China Sea, the

successful expansion of its borders at the expense of India, and the protection of its vital sea lines in

the Indian Ocean.

The '95-'96 crisis mobilized China regarding the possibility of US intervention in the unification

effort with Taiwan when the then Taiwan president Lee Teng-hui decided to visit the US, thereby

causing an escalation in relations between the two countries211. Despite China's fears about the

possibility of Taiwan pulling the Americans in, what intimidated the Chinese most was the 1999

210 The Taiwan Affairs Office of the State Council and The State Council Information Office, The Taiwan Question and China's

Reunification in the New Era The People's Republic of China, August 10, 2022,

https://english.www.gov.cn/archive/whitepaper/202208/10/content_WS62f34f46c6d02e533532f0ac.html
211 Andrew Scobell, “Show of Force: Chinese Soldiers, Statesmen, and the 1995-1996 Taiwan Strait Crisis,” Political Science

Quarterly 115, no. 2 (2000): 227.

https://english.www.gov.cn/archive/whitepaper/202208/10/content_WS62f34f46c6d02e533532f0ac.html
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Kosovo war which demonstrated American resolve and willingness to intervene in a conflict212. The

Chinese made analogies with Taiwan and realized that only by confronting their military weakness

could they take on an opponent as powerful as the US213. Several events during the last 20 years

further intensified the sense of threat to China, such as when the Pentagon announced in 2012 that by

2020 it would station 60% of the US Navy in the Pacific214 and when the Americans supported Japan

in 2013 on the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands issue against China215. Coupled with the discussions of a

possible blockade and SLOC interdiction becoming relatively "public" in US academic and military

circles216, a dark picture emerges regarding US intentions, which, according to the Chinese, are none

other than containment of China. The Chinese, therefore, had to construct an effective deterrence

strategy that would prevent the Americans from interfering, while at the same time anticipating

intervention in case deterrence fails. This effort was most evident in China’s naval domain, which for

the first time stressed the importance of far-seas operations217. The 2014 strategy called China to

prepare for maritime military struggle218 and ever since, the navy’s primary task would not only be to

fight wars but also to deter wars219. Chinese sources emphasize deterrence which can be briefly

described in 4 words: self-defense, limited, flexible, and effective220. As they point out, “Any enemy,

including powerful enemies, must be convinced that any aggression and interference against China

will receive due retaliation”221. In other words, China will greatly raise the costs of aggression should

the aggressor take action and make third-party interference extremely costly and risky. All the above

mostly, but not exclusively, refer to Taiwan as the 2022 White Paper demonstrates: “Relying on

external forces will achieve nothing for Taiwan's separatists, and using Taiwan to contain China is

212 M. Taylor Fravel, Active Defense: China’s Military Strategy since 1949 (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2019), 223.
213 Ibid.
214 Rosato, Intentions in Great Power Politics, 244.
215 Ibid., 245.
216 Fiona S. Cunningham, “The Maritime Rung on the Escalation Ladder: Naval Blockades in a US-China Conflict,” Security Studies

29, no. 4 (2020): pp. 730-768. Even if the blockade is not effective, and as scholars like Mearsheimer point out, when it targets a major

power, it will cause some damage to the Chinese war effort. That is, it may not lead to defeat, but it may contribute, among other

things, to the abandonment of the military operation.
217 Joel Wuthnow and M. Taylor Fravel, “China’s military strategy for a ‘new era’: Some change, more continuity, and tantalizing

hints,” Journal of Strategic Studies 46, no. 6 (2023): 1156.
218 Ibid.
219 Xiao Tianliang (ed.), The Science of Military Strategy, trans. CASI (Montgomery: China Aerospace Studies Institute, 2022), 133.
220 Ibid.
221 Ibid., 134.



70

doomed to fail. The wheel of history rolls on towards national reunification, and it will not be

stopped by any individual or any force...”222

China’s naval strategy reflects its threat environment, and it is a strategy of deterrence on the high

seas which includes remarkable naval build-up and increases in the naval budget. The aim of the

strategy is to prevent the US from intervening in a conflict and as a result to degrade Chinese

military strategy by turning the conflict into a war of attrition for the PRC. The US can in a variety of

ways impede the Chinese war effort, such as with a blockade, by moving troops into Taiwan to

support the Taiwanese armed forces, and by striking Chinese warships. All this may not lead to

defeat, but it will exhaust China to some extent, and instead of expecting to fight a quick war, it will

find itself trapped in a protracted conflict with enhanced costs. Certainly the A2/AD zone enhances

reconnaissance and monitoring of distant waters and early detection of enemy vessels either in the air

or at sea223, but Chinese leaders cannot help but worry about how a conflict with de facto US

intervention will play out as there is the so-called fog of war. That is why, as shown in the table

below, the PRC's current naval equipment is nothing like that of 20 years ago. The Chinese have

tried hard to narrow the gap between their own naval capabilities and those of the US because they

have now come to accept that the US will definitely intervene in Taiwan, they anticipate it224.

Table 4. China’s naval capabilities 2004-2023

2004 2023

Defence spending USD 207bn USD 219,5bn

Submarines 69 (1 SSBN, 68 tactical) 59 (6 SSBN, 53 tactical)

Aircraft carriers none 2

Cruisers none 8

Destroyers 21 42

Frigates 42 49

Logistics and support 163 vessels 167 vessels

Data derived from: IISS, “East Asia and Australasia,” The Military Balance 105, no. 1 (2005): 270-273; IISS,

“Asia,” The Military Balance 124, no. 1 (2024): 253-259. China has been investing in improving the quality

222 The Taiwan Affairs Office of the State Council and The State Council Information Office, The Taiwan Question and China's

Reunification in the New Era The People's Republic of China.
223 Tianliang, The Science of Military Strategy, 360.
224 Jessica Chen Weiss, “The China Trap: U.S. Foreign Policy and the Perilous Logic of Zero-Sum Competition,” Foreign Affairs 101,

no. 5 (2022): 49.
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of its naval arsenal as most countries are now doing, which is why in certain areas such as submarines, frigates

and logistics and support ships there is no sign of any great numerical increase over the last 20 years.

In contrast, the US spent 860bn dollars in defense, in 2023, almost 4 times China’s defence spending.

Its fleet is comprised of 66 submarines (14 SSBN and 52 tactical), 11 aircraft carriers, 15 cruisers, 73

destroyers, 23 frigates and 16 logistics and support vessels225. Of all these, around 60% is allocated

to the US Pacific fleet226, which might not seem much when compared with China’s fleet, but one

should take into account American allies in Asia (South Korea, Australia and New Zealand, Japan,

Philippines and Thailand) who can assist American naval power when the need arises. So what are

the implications of the theory? In previous years, and especially in the first decade of the 2000s, the

Chinese naval deficit was very high, while the threat posed by the US was and remains for the time

being at a latent stage because American strategy in the region has not yet pushed the Chinese to

such an extent that they would contemplate offensive action. If and when that moment comes, China

will probably switch to an offshore offensive strategy and deploy her navy in order to throw the

Americans out, in other words the Chinese are preparing for the moment when the threat turns from

latent to imminent. Therefore, according to the theory, the Chinese and the Americans might clash at

sea if the former find it difficult to isolate the conflict from third-party interventions if they feel that

the success of their war effort is at stake. Cost-benefit calculations are evident in the Chinese

decision-making since the costs that China would be forced to pay if it did not devise a naval strategy

as such would concern primarily the possibility of losing Taiwan, and secondarily the reduced ability

to pursue its overseas interests. Therefore, China is thinking in the same way that Habsburg Spain,

Imperial Germany and the Soviet Union were thinking when they decided to balance against their

insular enemies as any rational actor would.

225 IISS, “North America,” The Military Balance 124, no. 1 (2024): 39-41.
226 Xavier Vavasseur, “Interview with Admiral Sam Paparo, PACFLEET commander, on the United States Pacific Fleet,” Naval News,

February 11, 2023, https://www.navalnews.com/interviews/2023/02/video-interview-with-admiral-paparo-on-u-s-pacific-fleet/

https://www.navalnews.com/interviews/2023/02/video-interview-with-admiral-paparo-on-u-s-pacific-fleet/
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