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The central question that this book seeks to answer is whether and how national 
experiences with victory and defeat have lasting effects on the post-war grand strategies 
of nation-states, specifically their propensity to use force and diplomacy? Do victory and 
defeat strongly shape the beliefs of policymakers on the international environment and 
on the efficacy of diplomacy and force? And, if they do, why do these preferences endure 
over time, and under what conditions do they change; why does victory or defeat in one 
war leave a greater and more enduring legacy than another; and why and how do these 
preferences shape actual grand strategic behaviour, even taking international and 
domestic political developments into account?  

In the first chapter, three sets of expectations were introduced to answer the central 
question and its sub-questions. This chapter sets up the theoretical and empirical bases 
for those expectations. I show that the existing literature already has convincing 
arguments on the relationship between wartime experiences of victory and defeat on the 
one hand, and unique and enduring strategic beliefs on the other. There are two 
separate, but related, literatures: one that focuses on the legacies that wars leave, 
another that focuses on the origins of grand strategy. Both are reviewed, and their 
respective strengths and weaknesses discussed. Then, I show how several elements in 
the two literatures reinforce each other, and build my own theoretical contribution onto 
those elements. My contribution accepts the importance of structural constraints at the 
international and at the domestic level, but elaborates on neoclassical realism by arguing 
that beliefs strongly shape the responses of policymakers to these constraints. It draws 
from the positivist version of constructivist theories on the role of beliefs, but argues that 
certain strategic beliefs hierarchically precede others. This places it in line with 
structural and neoclassical realist arguments. Experiences with war matter for both the 
beliefs and structure of domestic relations. The final section of the chapter addresses the 
methodological challenges that are related to an ideational study on the origins of grand 
strategy.  
 

Literature on the legacies of war 
 
The horror that war induces to most of us is arguably only equalled by its grip on our 
imagination. Neither classical history nor literature or other art is imaginable without 
this focus on war and the ‘great men’ who fought them. National histories, until very 
recently, were predominantly accounts of wars against invaders, wars of national 
liberations, or conversely, wars for imperial glory.  

Watershed events such as war are foundational for the identity of the nation-state, and 
consequently should leave a significant imprint on thinking about, and on actual policy. 
As an extreme state of being, war defines and shapes our understanding of ourselves as 
individuals, and of our societies. Wars from the past continue to act as rhetorical 
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signposts in a nation’s debates on the direction of foreign policy. However, establishing 
such a relationship between wartime experiences and decades-enduring grand strategy 
is also deeply problematic and has, so far, been inconclusive. On the one hand, there is 
the breadth and depth of societal and generational wartime experiences, and national 
legacies that are aggregated from a diversity of deeply personal events and 
interpretations. On the other hand, there is the complexity and context of policymaking 
within continuous and competing pressures that make it difficult to establish clear 
causal claims between experiences, beliefs and behaviour. These are very difficult and 
distinctly different challenges. 

In response to the complex of the legacies of war, several distinct research agendas have 
emerged, each with a specific methodological approach. First, there is a 
historiographical tradition of single case studies, which approach the problem through 
the in-depth, often sociological, qualitative analysis of the legacy of a specific war on one 
nation-state, or even on one social group. The collective memory literature largely falls 
under this category. This literature is often less preoccupied with causal claims than with 
establishing the complex outcomes of victim or villain status and the meaning of 
triumph and tragedy. Second, there is a comparative approach which has attempted, 
quantitatively, to establish whether victorious and defeated states are respectively more 
or less likely to initiate conflict in the post-war era. This grouping of literature can be 
termed the war-weariness literature, and it seeks to make clear predictive claims of post-
war behaviour based on war outcome. Third, there are a series of studies to clarify if, 
how and when decision-makers use historical analogies to diagnose events and 
formulate solutions. These authors also seek to make causal claims, but focus on a series 
of moments where uncertainty dominates and tend to make fewer claims on other, 
longer-term strategic choices. Fourth, there is the strategic culture literature, which is 
not exclusively connected to wartime experiences, but does attempt to historicise how 
longer-term national strategic beliefs are shaped.  

In the sections below these four literatures are discussed with their respective 
arguments on the experiences with war on the post-war politics and behaviour, and their 
respective strengths and weaknesses highlighted. These strengths are then applied to the 
literature on international and domestic origins of grand strategy to show how wartime 
legacies decisively shape how states respond to international and domestic pressures 
and constraints. 

 

Collective memory 
 
The first set of literature focuses predominantly on the societal consequences of war in a 
series of historiographical or sociological single case studies that attempt to uncover the 
full complexity of events and their interpretation. Authors argue that past wars provide 
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the foundational myths for the nation-state, giving insight into its weaknesses and 
strengths. The collective memory of such wars, and the myths that are part of that 
memory, figure prominently as signposts of a shared national past (Ashplant, Dawson et 
al. 2000; McMahon 2002; Müller 2002; Schivelbusch 2003; Giesen 2004; Lebow, 
Kansteiner et al. 2006; Winter 2006; Macleod 2008; Riera and Schaffer 2008; 
Echternkamp and Martens 2010; Wieviorka 2010). These national experiences can be 
considered in terms of two axes: one that ranges between victor and loser, the other 
between perpetrator and victim (Lebow in Lebow, Kansteiner et al. 2006, p. 7). While 
victory validates the actions of the victor and defeat undermines the loser, the moral 
‘rightness’ of victim or villain status can transform the meaning of the outcomes. The 
victorious are especially validated when they were also the victims of aggression, 
whereas the defeated become villains especially when they perpetrated aggression. The 
meaning of the experiences is, however, diffuse, constantly renegotiated, instrumentally 
used and abused, and reiterated across generations. History does not directly relate to 
myth (Lévi-Strauss 1978, p.43). To post-war politics it matters whether the wartime 
regime was seen as prudent or as opportunistic: military defeat can spark popular 
mobilisation and revolution, and lead to the loss of power (if not the lives) of traditional 
ruling elites (Kier and Krebs in Kier, Krebs 2010, p.12). 

Conversely, defeat can be mediated in the post war environment. For example, after the 
Civil War, the former Confederate states successfully created the myth of a heroic ‘Lost 
Cause’ that romanticised and celebrated the honour, devotion, and commitment of the 
Confederate soldiers, (McMahon 2002, pp. 167, 171-172). In national myths, the tragic 
hero in defeat often appears in conjunction with a villainous betrayer at the homefront. 
The ‘Dolchstoss Legend’ that emerged in Germany after the First World War is the most 
infamous of these. It blamed German military defeat on a supposed Jewish-Bolshevist 
conspiracy within Germany that stabbed the brave German soldier in the back. Not 
military leaders who held tight to a failing strategy until defeat was inevitable were to 
blame, but Jewish Germans shirking their duty in the trenches, war profiteers, and weak 
social-democrat politicians. Such myths of betrayal display specific troubling, recurring 
themes across societies. The German dagger legend partly consisted of stories of women 
- or effeminate men - spitting upon the veterans returning from the front. Similar stories 
emerged both during the French pullback from Algeria and the American losses in 
Vietnam. These narratives explicitly emphasise the female-dominated decadence of the 
home front, and the moral superiority and virility of the combatants (Lembcke 1998, pp. 
84-91). They thereby offer an escape from a true appraisal of the events and the ideas 
that led to the defeat.  

Only when societies are forced by absolutely crushing defeat, where no recourse of tragic 
heroes or scapegoats exists, does the need to create a new sense of national identity and 
purpose dominate the post-war debates (McMahon 2002, pp. 171-172). Calleo (2002), 
Sheehan (2008), and others have argued that the European experiences in the first half 
of the twentieth century led to the end of military culture in Europe, the rise of the 
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‘civilian state’, as well as a willingness to sacrifice sovereignty in favour of multilateral 
accommodations to the interests of others.  

War does not only impact foreign policy or (de) legitimise certain domestic groups. It 
shapes the extent of participation and contestation within the domestic political order, 
and the overall quality of that order. War and the state created one another, as Tilly 
(1975) famously argued. The concrete effects of war on state developments are diverse 
and often contradictory, ranging from formative and organizing effects, to disintegrative 
effects, and reformative effects (Porter 1994, p. 11). Labour movements are more likely 
to benefit from mass-participation warfare than limited military engagements, because 
the greater demands the state makes gives these movements greater leverage over the 
state. War might benefit society, because mobilization creates strong norms of 
egalitarianism and mobilisation exposes social problems thereby enlightening the state. 
Or it might administratively and fiscally strengthen the state so it is better equipped to 
implement reform. Other arguments combine the interaction between state and society, 
recognising the changing political leverage of certain actors on other, and the conflict 
inherent in any expansion of democratic citizenship following watershed events (Kier in 
Kier and Krebs, 2010, pp. 140-141, p. 159).  

However, while they address the complexity of unique national experiences with war, 
historiographical single case studies are inherently limited in establishing larger 
patterns across nation-states, or the impact of the experiences on foreign policy. There is 
therefore a need for a more systematic and comparative look at what experiences lead to 
what outcomes, but one that incorporates the domestic political dynamics that follow 
victory and defeat.  

 

War-weariness and war-proneness 
 
The second major set of theories can be summarised as the war-weariness literature. It 
starts from an innately appealing thesis: the generations that grew up immersed in the 
horrors and costs of war would be resistant to, if not inoculated against, new appeals to 
national pride and martial glory: 'A long and severe bout of fighting confers immunity 
on most of those that have experienced it' (Richardson 1960, p. 232). Unsurprisingly, 
the war-weariness thesis was considered particularly relevant in the aftermath of the 
horror and destruction of the two world wars. For example, the sudden and ‘strange’ 
defeat of France in 1940 is often ascribed to a supposed lack of morale and will to fight 
within a French society still dealing with the devastating losses incurred during the First 
World War (Bloch, 1946; Horne 1969). The works that attempts to disentangle the 
process by which national experiences reflect collective memory naturally tend towards 
deep, fine-grained, qualitative analysis, and they are therefore limited in their potential 
for generalisation. In contrast, the war-weariness thesis has greater potential for 
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quantitative empirical testing. As larger datasets cataloguing the duration, costs, and 
outcomes of wars became available, various authors attempted to do just this. However, 
that literature, while established and quite extensive (including Singer and Small 1974; 
Levy 1982; Levy and Morgan 1986; Garnham 1986; Nevin 1996; Pickering 2002), has so 
far not succeeded in generalizing how wars shape the likelihood that nation-states will 
initialise conflicts after victory or defeat. The effects of war that have been found are 
often slight, if not contradictory. 

To illustrate, in one of their earlier articles utilising the Correlates of War (COW) 
dataset, Singer and Small (1974) examined whether states that initiated victorious wars 
were more likely to initiate new wars. While such a trend of contagion appeared in the 
twentieth century, Singer and Small found the opposite for the nineteenth century, 
where states that initiated and lost were in fact more likely to initiate another conflict. In 
a further investigation, Levy (1982) found that the occurrence of great power war 
diminished the overall incidence of war but that these correlations were too small to be 
meaningful. Levy and Morgan (1986) argued that COW’s 1000 battle deaths is too high a 
threshold and that analyses should include lower-intensity actions in the states in the 
periphery. However, their findings were not sufficiently strong to support the hypothesis 
of positive contagion, while the relatively short time intervals between great wars 
contradict the war-weariness hypothesis (Levy and Morgan 1986). Attempting to further 
address unit-level differences by incorporating regime type and generational effects, 
Garnham (1986), in his study of war-proneness and war-weariness, also found no 
statistically significant results. Nevin (1996) added additional complexity, by showing 
that the dampening effect on war-proneness of a loss was offset by one or more wins 
before the loss. Furthermore, losers had a high probability of initiating wars 20-24 years 
after defeat, suggesting a generational effect on revanchism. Pickering (2002) elaborated 
upon the notion of cumulative effects by taking sequences of victory and defeat and 
showed there was indeed an emboldening effect of victory and a dampening effect of 
defeat. (Though this result was later strongly criticised by Wilson and Butler (2007)). 
Subsequent research (Horowitz and Stam 2014) shows that civilian policymakers who 
have served in the military, but have no personal experience with combat, are more 
likely to use force or the threat of force. 

Unfortunately, the study of war-weariness and of particular historical moments of 
wartime experience has shed only faint light on the important issue of the legacies of 
war. There are several reasons why this likely is the case. Most importantly, existing 
research exclusively focuses on military casualties and ignores civilian casualties. 
Relatedly, the ravages left on societies in the wake of invasion and occupation of the 
home territory, such as collaboration, resistance, torture, and starvation, are also not 
taken into account. Due to their direct impact on normative views of state power and 
legitimacy (see also the literature reviewed in the previous section), they should have 
greater consequences on the post-war societal willingness to use force than other limited 
and geographically distant, military engagements. The war-weariness literature has so 
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far been unable to engage with the complex societal effects that emerge from a reading 
of the collective memory literature. Their exclusion makes it questionable whether until 
now the war-weariness thesis has been adequately assessed by the various empirical 
tests. Finally, this literature does not address exactly how and when experiences with 
victory and defeat have direct effects on the decision-making of policymakers.  

 

Decision-making and ‘lessons of the past’ 
 
The third grouping of literature focuses on the manner in which decision-makers learn 
and apply ‘lessons of the past’. Authors have pointed out that policymakers are especially 
likely to invoke past experiences during crisis situations (May 1973; Jervis 1976; Khong 
1992; Levy 1994; Heuser and Buffet in Buffet and Heuser 1998; McMahon 2002; 
Hoogland Noon 2004; Record 2007; Dallek 2010). They argue that the use of historical 
analogies is a particularly attractive way to reduce uncertainty and simplify the choices 
and challenges in an evolving international strategic environment (May 1973; Jervis 
1976, p. 217; Khong 1992).  

These historical myths may have instrumental uses within political rhetoric, catalysing 
consensus where the slow and difficult process of persuasion through rational argument 
might not produce the same result (Heuser and Buffet 1998, pp. 266-267). The use of 
analogy is particularly effective in terms of the predisposition towards adversaries, 
where dealing with one kind of adversary will increase the chances that other 
adversaries will be seen as similar (Jervis 1976, p. 244). The most famous example is the 
myth of Munich. The failure of the appeasement of Hitler over the fate of Czechoslovakia 
in Munich in 1938 is often invoked, specifically by advocates of the use of force against 
contemporary authoritarian regimes, whether in Korea, Suez, the Cuban Missile Crisis, 
Vietnam, the Persian Gulf war, Kosovo, and the Iraq war. Prior biases also increase or 
decrease the chances that the outcomes of crises are perceived as victories or defeats, 
through the sensitivity of observers towards certain framing effects provided by the 
crisis evolution, or the deliberate manipulation of perception (Johnson and Tierney 
2003). 

What is relevant here is how often certain analogies recur and dominate debates, 
regardless of the context or the availability of more appropriate and challenging 
alternative analogies (Khong 1992; McMahon 2002; Hoogland Noon 2004; Dallek 
2010). Greater historical knowledge does not necessarily improve decision-making – a 
dramatic and important experience often provides an analogy that will be applied too 
quickly, easily, and widely. Decision-makers will lose the context of the lesson on which 
the axiom is based (Jervis, 1976, pp. 220, 234). Moreover, as with any myth, whether 
originally used instrumentally by elites or not, there is the risk of blowback from 
propaganda, where subsequent generations of elites believe these myths and fail to 

25 
 

 

 



 
 
realize their instrumental origins (Snyder 1991, p. 41). Consequently, the likelihood of 
re-examination of assumptions decreases, and path-dependency becomes more likely. 

Historical analogies may seem instrumentally convenient for policymakers, but there is 
abundant evidence that policymakers do not only apply these lessons when they are 
convenient. This suggests that the roots of such recurring myths are foremost cognitive. 
Cognitive psychology reveals that actors adopt heuristics to deal with uncertainty and 
depend on biases to deconstruct problems down to more manageable elements. In turn, 
these heuristics can then also serve as powerful tools to communicate policy by 
establishing a common understanding between their users. Schema theory is 
particularly relevant here as both Larson (1992) and Khong (1995) refer to the tendency 
towards top-down processing - information that does not fit the schema is either ignored 
or not given the weight that it deserves. Khong’s comprehensive study on American 
decision-makers during Korea and Vietnam is a particularly good illustration of this 
logic. He found that policymakers invoked largely the same analogies in public debate as 
in private meetings to diagnose, comprehend and communicate policy dilemmas (Khong 
1992). Other processes of diagnostic learning, such as Bayesian updating, might not be 
used as often by policymakers (Levy 1994).1  

The research focusing on the use of analogies in decision-making tends to give the 
greatest attention to moments of crisis. Reiter’s (1994, 1996) analysis of alliance 
behaviour by small states is an example of research that does take into account how 
states adopt long-term strategic preferences based on the results of previous wars. Based 
on the realist assumption that small states have the choice between neutrality or alliance 
when faced with the imminent threat of war, Reiter argues that this choice will be made 
on the basis of analogy to the success or failure that the state experienced with either 
neutrality or alliance in the previous war, and the level of systemic threat has only 
marginal effects on the variable (Reiter 1996). Another exception is Legro’s (2005) work, 
in which he argues that policy failure can lead to profound changes in the manner in 
which elites look at international society. Yet, this work does not explicitly account that 
victory could also change the thinking of elites, except as a reinforcement of earlier 
changes. 

While this is promising in understanding more closely how past events shape specific 
policy decisions, it remains unclear why certain lessons dominate and under what 
conditions they are able to shape policy (Levy 1994). Partly, the inability to draw larger 
conclusions on the translation of experiences into behaviour is a methodological 
problem deriving from the predominant focus on single case studies (acknowledging 
obvious exceptions such Reiter (1994, 1996). This historiographical and anecdotal 

1 Learning should not be equated with the ‘lessons of history’ or historical analogies. It is part of 
learning, but not its sum. (Levy, 1994) 
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approach makes it is difficult to generalise how experiences with threats, allies, and the 
use of force should translate into subsequent strategic paradigms in other contexts.  

 

Strategic culture and ideational explanations 
 
The fourth literature, the one on strategic culture, while not dealing exclusively with the 
legacy of wartime experiences, is relevant because it attempts to historicise enduring 
national patterns of beliefs and explain the cumulative outcome of national strategic 
behaviour. However, it remains inherently difficult to establish whether ideas are 
independent sources of variation, or instrumental or epiphenomenal instead. It is 
generally acknowledged that ideas have an influence over policymaking, but, as Hall 
(1989, p. 4) argues, any attempt to specify how ideas acquire political influence tends 
towards reductionism. It remains difficult to clarify the origins of ideas, who holds them, 
and the conditions under which they change, but not doing so leaves a clear hole at the 
centre of our understanding of public policy. The analysis of the role of ideas as 
independent variables in political decision-making of any kind therefore often goes no 
further than taking stock of publically expressed ideas. 

Strategic culture explanations attempt to show engrained national beliefs regarding 
strategy. This literature has developed in four waves since the late 1970s (Johnston 
1998; Lantis 2006; Glenn 2009), each of which reflects different positions on the 
difficulties of treating ideas as an important element in strategy-making. When Snyder 
(1977) and Gray (1981) introduced the notion of ‘national policy styles’ in the late 1970s, 
they considered them as largely epiphenomenal: nationally specific strategic language 
and symbols merely intervene in, rather than explain, strategic behaviour. In the 1980s, 
the post-structuralist school treated culture as an instrument of social actors engaged in 
selling their policies to a sceptical public. It is only the third wave of 
positivist/conventional constructivist, which includes authors such as Legro (1995), 
Katzenstein (1996), Berger (1998), Duffield (1998), Johnston (1998), Kier (1997), and 
Tannenwald (1996, 2005), that conceptualised strategic culture in a manner that is 
closest to the positivist research agenda of realism. These authors accorded independent 
explanatory power to ideas, though they acknowledged problems in isolating strategic 
culture as a variable. They define strategic culture as an integrated system of symbols 
(Johnston 1996, p. 222) that acts to establish and maintain pervasive and long-lasting 
strategic preferences at cognitive, evaluative and affective levels that mediate behaviour 
(Berger 1998, pp. 16, 23-25; Duffield 1998, p. 23). At the cognitive level, strategic culture 
consists of empirical and causal beliefs on the nature of the international system, 
whether conflict is inevitable or avoidable, the possibilities for conflict or cooperation, 
the character and nature of other states (Duffield 1998, pp. 23-25; Johnston 1996, pp. 
222-223; Berger 1998, p. 16). At the evaluative level, it contains values, norms, and 
moral judgments of political goals (Berger 1998, p. 16); specifically of the national 
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interest (Duffield 1998, pp. 23-25), and causal beliefs about which instruments, 
particularly military force, are most efficacious to achieve desired outcomes (Duffield 
1998, pp. 23-25; Johnston 1996, pp. 222-223). At the expressive or affective level, it 
deals with issues such as national identity and ideology (Duffield 1998, pp. 23-25); 
where it strongly conditions the ability of states to mobilize the national resources for 
military or broader strategic purposes (Berger 1998, p. 16). The fourth wave of 
interpretivist scholars viewed the search for falsifiable generalized statements as 
inherently flawed (Glenn 2009). Its research agenda instead reemphasises the 
instrumental uses of cultural symbols. Scholars argued for the need for the 
defamilarisation, denaturalisation, and the problematisation of the conventionalist 
state-centric bias, and an emphasis on the legitimization of the use of military force 
through narratives on threats (Weldes, Laffey et al. 1999, p. 20; Kirchner and Sperling 
2007; Lock 2010). Lock (2010) argues that the conventional constructivist authors 
obfuscate the agency of the actors involved in constructing the narratives. The role of 
language is crucial here: while conventional constructivists assume language 
corresponds to strategic culture, the interpretative, critical constructivists instead 
consider language as constituting strategic culture through its use (Lock 2010).  

The broadness of the concept, in spite of the intellectually intuitive and accessible 
appeal, has led to the critique that it is too vague and difficult to delineate, as well as 
essentialist and static, to be empirically tested (Gray 1999; Johnston 1999; Poore 2003). 
Scholars from the first, and positivist, generation of strategic culture scholars took issue 
with the attempts of the third wave of positivist-constructivist scholars to isolate 
strategic culture as an explanatory variable, with Gray (1999) criticising Johnston (1999) 
for attempting to do so. In a later piece, Gray (2003) argues it is a methodologically 
nearly impossible enterprise if one seeks falsifiable theory, because culture is pervasive. 
Yet, attempts to concretise strategic culture (Cornish and Edwards 2005; Meyer 2005) 
or more closely integrate it with neoclassical realism (Glenn 2009, 2014) show promise, 
building on the work of Berger (1998) and Duffield (1998) who were explicit about the 
role of institutions in underlining the influence of ideas (though considering them 
separate). 

The general criticism of strategic culture perspectives remains that, in their focus on 
language, they tend to remain underdeveloped on why certain beliefs come to dominate 
certain policy debates, which actors own which beliefs, and the conditions under which 
these beliefs change. Distinguishing how much explanatory power lies in the ideational 
realm, and how much in structural constraints, is further undermined by the 
methodological approach of the strategic culture studies. Like the collective memory and 
analogical approaches, strategic culture literature predominantly, and understandably, 
consists of dense single case studies to achieve leverage over the innate intangibility of 
ideas. However, this limits the ability to establish whether patterns exist across states.  
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Theoretical gaps 
 
In summary, these four literatures recognise several key features of the relationship 
between wartime experiences with victory and defeat and strategic behaviour. First, that 
wars are foundational to the identity of nation-states and leave long-lasting collective 
memories and myths. Victory legitimises some actors, while defeat undermines others. 
The meaning of these experiences is itself politicised and part of on-going domestic 
political competition. Second, although the evidence is contradictory, victory and defeat 
seem to have some effect on the propensity of states to initiate wars. Third, that the past 
is present in the consideration of policymakers, as a means of reducing the uncertainty 
under which they operate. Fourth, that the policymakers of nation-states tend to hold 
strategic worldviews, beliefs and biases that are unique and endure across decades.  

What these literatures lack, however, is a comprehensive argument for when, how, and 
why wars shape specific beliefs; how and why beliefs are translated into behaviour; why 
they endure over time; and the conditions under which they again change. Extensive 
studies by historians tracing the legacies of particular wars for particular regimes exist, 
but there is little comparative work that establishes case to case patterns (Kier and Krebs 
in Kier and Krebs, 2010, p.2). The relationship between victory and defeat on post-war 
propensity to initiate war is not clear. Problematically, none of the comparative studies 
has taken into account the full range of experiences, treating war outcomes as simple, 
dichotomous variables. Civilian casualties are ignored, as are experiences that might 
bring the costs of war directly to the homefront. National experiences with, for example, 
occupation should drastically change the perception of the costs of war. How war 
experiences might impact other elements of strategy that could function as a partial 
alternative to force, such as diplomacy, has also been ignored in the comparative studies. 
Nor has sufficient attention been paid to the formation of long-term grand strategy, 
instead emphasising decision-making during foreign policy crises. The strong focus on 
language in strategic culture also fails to adequately address how language, beliefs, 
structural constraints, and behaviour relate to one another. 

To understand the importance of beliefs, the range of strategic options available to 
actors needs to be clear. How experiences with war shape the beliefs of policymakers 
must be seen in light of the relationships between actors in those national contexts. 
These are themselves, as seen in the collective memory studies and suggested by the 
war-weariness literature, shaped by the experiences with war. To build such an 
argument, it is necessary to contrast and compare states with clearly different wartime 
experiences, but otherwise similar backgrounds.  
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Literature on the origins of grand strategy 
 
This section reviews the major literatures on the origins of grand strategy. Just as the 
dominant debates within the international relations and foreign policy literature, these 
literatures either focus on the structure of the international environment that constrains 
state behaviour, or on preferences within nation-states at the societal level that define 
the national interest. The theoretical approaches can be further distinguished as to 
whether they are based on realist and liberal assumptions: realist assumptions about the 
need to maximise power or security, and liberal assumptions about interdependence 
between societies and shared values. The theories about the role of the structure of the 
international environment also contain those institutionalist perspectives that 
emphasise the expanding role of institutions to reduce the uncertainty in interactions 
between states. The theories that emphasise the domestic level also contain literature on 
domestic institutions and interests, such as civil-military relations, organisational and 
bureaucratic politics. In the section, I further define the methodological problems of the 
analysis of strategic beliefs, specifically because strategy is impossible to divorce from 
dynamic interactions and context. 

After these literatures have been reviewed, I argue for the appropriateness of a 
neoclassical realist approach when studying grand strategy, due to the attention it pays 
to both the international and the domestic structure. Yet, shortcomings exist within the 
neoclassical realist literature with regards to the origins of domestic structure, and the 
conditions of their change. In order to address weaknesses within neoclassical realism, I 
will elaborate my own approach in fourth section of the chapter.  

 

International structure 
 
The elaborated version of neoclassical realism I introduce in the fourth section of this 
chapter takes several of the key assumptions and arguments of neoclassical realism as its 
starting point, which in turn are built on those of structural realism. The most important 
of these arguments is that states respond to the international distribution of military 
capabilities through balancing behaviour, which takes the form of external and/or 
internal balancing against powerful or threatening states, or bandwagoning with them. 
External balancing is the formation of alliances with other states, while internal 
balancing is the construction of military capabilities (Waltz 1979, p. 168). Structuralist 
realist explanations fall into two camps: the offensive realist paradigm that stresses 
states seek to maximise their power (Waltz 1979; Mearsheimer 1990 and 2001; Layne 
1993), and the defensive realist paradigm that stresses states seek to maintain and 
maximise their own security (Posen 1984; Snyder 1985; Walt 1987; Van Evera 1999). 
Whether conflict is endemic or avoidable depends on whether states respond to 
imbalances of power, as the offensive realists argue (Waltz 1979, Mearsheimer 2001), or 
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instead to specific combinations of capabilities and perceived intentions that define 
balances of threats, as defensive realists argue (Walt 1987, Van Evera 1999).  

In offensive realism, states either seek regional hegemony or try to prevent other states 
from achieving it. Military capabilities can be increased through spending. The choice 
for an offensive, defensive, or deterrent doctrine depends on the power of the state itself 
and its adversaries, and whether it is a status quo or revisionist state. External balancing 
strategies include balancing with other states against the would-be hegemon, 
bandwagoning with the future hegemon, or by passing the buck to other states to do so 
(Mearsheimer 2001). Maritime states, such as the US and the UK, that are protected by 
‘the stopping power of water’ from direct threats (Mearsheimer 2001) are able to act as 
an off-shore balancer and pass the buck towards continental states. The UK’s strategy 
throughout Europe’s modern history bears this out, as it kept out of continental affairs 
except when it appeared a single state would dominate the mainland. The US could 
avoid entangling itself in European affairs, except when dealing with the possibility of a 
single state dominating the Eurasian continent. In contrast, France could not afford 
itself the luxury of off-shore balancing and instead sought balancing coalitions in both 
world wars. When offensive realism has failed to predict the lack of balancing behaviour 
against the US after the end of the Cold War, new iterations of the approach argued that, 
due to the extremely imbalanced distribution of power within the international system, 
other states have simply given up on balancing the US (Layne 2009).  

Defensive realism takes a more subdued approach to the distribution of power, arguing 
it is the balance of threat in the system that provokes external and internal balancing 
(Walt 1987). Since states seek to maximize security, the reduction of uncertainty can 
stave off the initiation of aggression. Posen, for example, argues that the doctrinal 
choices of Great Britain, France, and Germany in the decades before the Second World 
War were driven by shifts in the European balance of power. The attempts at buck-
passing by the British and the French and German expansionism are in line with balance 
of power theory (Posen 1984, pp. 228-235). The absence of overt balancing behaviour on 
the part of the European states after the end of the Cold War may reflect the lack of a 
perception of threat from the US (Posen 2006), although they might still be soft 
balancing against the US through alternative means (Pape 2005). Perhaps, it is precisely 
the maritime nature of American power that makes it less threatening to land-based 
powers due to its innate constraints on occupying armies (Levy and Thompson 2010). In 
contrast, historically speaking, land-based powers inherently are threatening to one 
another with their long borders and large land armies. Yet, the distinction between 
offensive and defensive realism is difficult to maintain, because the maximization of 
power security might in practice be de facto equivalent (Mearsheimer 2001, pp. 20-21).  

However, neither offensive or defensive realism purports to offer arguments for the 
speed and intensity of balancing behaviour, and why states can over-, under-, non, or 
appropriately balance in similar circumstances (Schweller 2006, 2009). The offensive 
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realists tend to consider such matters as belonging to foreign policy rather than 
international politics (Waltz 1979, pp. 121-122; 1996; Mearsheimer 2001, pp. 10-12). 
Realist theories are predominantly systemic and predict structural outcomes, rather 
than specific foreign policies. Yet, the distinction between international politics and 
foreign policy is often difficult to maintain, as both structural realist theories generate 
general predictions on state behaviour. Structural realist have also written foreign policy 
prescriptions (Elman 1996). However, due to the pre-eminence of power and its 
understanding of the military roots of strategy, realism offers the baseline approach to 
the origins of the grand strategies of states.  

Institutionalism offers an alternative group of theories that looks to structural features 
of the international environment in shaping the strategic responses of states. It 
emphasises the reduction of uncertainty among states through information sharing, and 
the lowering of transaction costs to solve collective action problems (Keohane 1998). 
Institutions therefore lessen the persistent insecurity caused by the lack of a sovereign to 
enforce order in anarchical regional or global order, which makes institutionalism a 
complementary, rather than rival, theory to structural realism. Institutions do not 
negate the importance of power (Weitsman 2013, p. 2). Competing approaches stress 
either the rationalist or constructivist aspects of this process, but agree that institutions 
have a socializing role and lead to the internalization of new roles and interests (Checkel 
2005). Wallander (2000) argues that as institutions, alliances themselves make a 
difference in the capacity of states to coordinate their policies and mount credible 
deterrence or defence. Institutions persist because they are costly to create and less 
costly to maintain, so member-states remain useful despite changed circumstances. In 
order to achieve assurance and prevent misperception, states design political-military 
security institutions to foster integration and interdependence among the members so 
that they can reveal that they have neither the intention nor the capacity to pose a threat 
to one another (Wallander 2000). Other works, such as Risse-Kappen (1995), emphasise 
the liberalist and constructivist aspects of cooperation through international institutions 
such as NATO (see also Katzenstein 1996 for discussion of ideas and institutions). Yet, 
though liberalism and institutionalism are often lumped together, they are distinct 
explanations (Moravcisk 1997). 

Institutionalists have advanced an alternative set of structural explanations for the 
puzzling persistence of stable and cooperative relations among the industrial 
democracies after the Cold War. Ikenberry argues that this was possible due to a 
combination of: strategic restraint of the US to reassure weaker states that it would not 
abandon or dominate them; institutions that create constraints on state action that serve 
to reduce the returns to power; shared values; the firm embedding of the rules and 
institutions in wider structures of politics and society, with these institutions delivering 
an increasing return (Ikenberry 1998). In an environment dominated by instability, 
NATO’s experience and assets as an institution for cooperation and integration among 
members could be expanded to foster assurance among the members, and prevent the 
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renationalization of defence policies (Wallander 2000). International institutions are 
clearly an important part of understanding security policies, especially in the post-Cold 
War environment, but they complement realist or liberalist outlooks rather than replace 
them, since the origins of institutions lie in the policies of constituent states. 

 

Domestic level 
 
Liberalism does not deny that states can exhibit conflict-seeking behaviour, but argues 
that this is not an inevitable result of the structure of the international system. States 
first define their preferences at the domestic level and only then do they act upon the 
international stage (Moravcsik 1997). Therefore it has certain advantages over 
structuralist theories when explaining foreign policy behaviour. States represent a 
subset of domestic society, whose views constitute state preferences, and liberal theory 
analytically precedes both realism and institutionalism because it defines the conditions 
under which their assumptions hold. Most importantly, liberal theorists argue that they, 
whether they are ideational, commercial or republican liberalists - do have an argument 
about change, which is seen to derive from economic, political, and social 
modernization, unlike structural explanations (Moravcsik 1997). For example, 
Trubowitz (2011) argues that assessments of domestic political costs explain when 
American policymakers pursued expansive or restrained policies internationally. With 
regards to international conflict, liberal peace theorists argue that as a consequence of 
increased trade, economic interdependence, and the growing number of democracies, at 
the aggregated international level, the incentives for states to use force are declining 
(Doyle 1983; Maoz and Russett 1993; Russett and O’Neal 2001). Indeed, whether due 
the increasing number of democracies and international organisations, as liberal peace 
theory argues, or to the greater importance of trade and interdependence, as capitalist 
peace theory argues, the empirical record for over six decades has shown a significant 
decrease in the severity of war (Gleditsch 2008). 

Liberalists argue that the liberal nature of US superpower affects the behaviour of 
potential major competitors in Europe and Asia. Liberal elites tend to perceive a 
relatively broad overlap of interest between their own state and other liberal states, 
which means that most of Western Europe and Japan de facto acquiesce to American 
power. This is a consequence of the self-restraint shown by the US after the Second 
World War, when constrained itself through the multilateral institutions it set up 
(Ikenberry 2001). Consequently, no coalition has formed to counterbalance US power. 
According to liberal theorists, this is likely to also apply to China as it becomes wealthier 
and gains a greater stake in global markets (Owen 2002; Ikenberry 2008). For 
arguments on the origins of grand strategy, this means that liberal democracies are 
likelier to be aligned and allied with one another, and coordinate their foreign policies to 
maintain liberal democratic, and capitalist, global order.  
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Most of the tenets of liberal peace theory are widely accepted and they have been 
appropriated to justify interventions by democracies against authoritarian states 
(Gleditsch 2008): authoritarian regimes are inherent threats to a liberal global order. 
Expanding the number of states that are democracies, promises to not just treat the 
symptoms of international disorder, but to address the disease. Authors therefore 
recognise that American grand strategy has sought to expand the sphere that belongs to 
liberal democracies (Owen 2000; Dueck 2006; Layne 2006; Miller 2012).  

 

Other theories 
 
There are other, non-liberal, approaches that seek to explain state behaviour and 
systemic outcomes through unit-level causes. Literature on grand strategy, and military 
doctrine specifically, argue that organisational pressures and bureaucratic politics of the 
agencies involved in the making of security policy shape the preferences of the state as a 
whole. Bureaucratic agencies are engaged in a constant struggle over attention and 
limited resources from the highest level policymakers (Allison and Halperin 1972). 
Particularly relevant is the struggle between the services of the armed forces for 
resources and the nature of the state’s military doctrine. Moreover, the institutional 
interests of the services can lead to genuinely different beliefs on threats and the 
importance of the particular military instrument. For example, Wolfe (1984) argues that 
the close relations between American air force officers and the top of the Republican 
Party during the Cold War lead to a doctrine that emphasised the role of missile 
bombers based upon a view of their efficacy. Posen (1984) considers whether the 
organisational interests of the British, French, and German armed forces explain their 
respective preferences for offensive or defensive doctrines in the years preceding the 
Second World War. Snyder (1991) argues that internationalist economic interests in the 
US formed logrolling coalitions with more isolationist groups to gain the consensus to 
pursue the maximalist Cold War grand strategy. These theories were the precursors of 
neoclassical realism, and will be treated with greater attention below. 

 

Theoretical gaps 
 
Both groups of explanations – at the international and at the domestic level - have 
distinct shortcomings. Structural realist authors seem to have provoked the greatest 
criticism from scholars over the past two decades, who consider it deterministic. 
Structural realist explanations are not intended to explain specific policy decisions and 
therefore do not function well as theories of foreign policy (Waltz 1979, pp. 121-122; 
1996; Mearsheimer 2001, pp. 10-12). One of the major criticisms levelled against realism 
is its failure to predict the end of the cold war (for example: Keohane, Owen, et al. 1993; 
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Lebow 1994; Risse-Kappen 1994), though Schweller and Wohlforth (2000) disagree and 
argue that power was a precondition for that change. In contrast to the realist prediction 
that the European states would renew their strategic rivalries when the external threat of 
the Soviet Union was removed and the US removed its forces from Europe – the former 
happened, the latter did not (Mearsheimer 1990), the post-Cold War period 
demonstrated an accelerated process of integration and diminished sovereignty within 
Europe (Katzenstein 1996; Duffield 1999). Specifically, Germany´s post-Cold War 
behaviour is often used to illustrate the shortcomings of structural realist assumptions. 
A reunified Germany could have chosen to weaken its existing alliance ties with NATO 
and the WEU and to project power in a more traditional sense in its traditional 
hinterland of Central and Eastern Europe (Duffield 1999). Instead, it further integrated 
itself in multilateral institutions to constrain its capabilities. Similarly, as Mueller notes, 
focusing on capabilities did not explain the competition between the US and the 
People´s Republic of China during the Cold War from the 1940s to 1970s, when nuclear-
armed Britain, if it had become communist, would have formed a more imminent threat 
to the US than China (Mueller 1993, p. 52). In response to Posen’s argument on the 
interwar European balance of power and choices on military doctrine, Kier found that 
France´s relative weakness during the interwar period vis-à-vis Germany led to an 
offensively oriented doctrine during the 1920s and defensive doctrine in the 1930s. Both 
were rational responses to the same incentives of the system, yet diametrically opposite 
in execution (Kier 1997, p. 12). Structural realists have responded to these critiques on 
the explanatory shortcomings of structural realism over the past decades. Layne (2009) 
argued for an elaborated structural realism, where the extreme distribution of power in 
the international system that unipolarity represents reshapes the calculations of their 
interests by states and the manner in which they interact with one another. However, 
the structure of the international environment is indeterminate to explain the speed, 
intensity, and direction of the response. 

Institutionalism has its own drawbacks that suggest it functions better as a 
complementary than as a primary causal explanation. Berger (1998) argues that in the 
post-Cold War period Germany and Japan have resisted the institutional pressures from 
the US and other allies to expand their global military roles. This behaviour might seem 
consistent with liberalist predictions, yet Germany´s and Japan´s timidity in assuming 
greater military responsibilities within the framework of international institutions opens 
them up to the charge of free riding and threatens to undermine the very security 
regimes upon which they have come to depend (Berger 1998). 

Liberalist theories also demonstrate clear shortcomings in their explanatory power. 
Liberalism often does not only inadequately explain the variation among democratic 
regimes in attitudes towards the use of force, it also does not adequately predict the 
behaviour of authoritarian regimes. As Legro (1995, p. 2) argues, during the Second 
World War the Nazi regime attempted to make agreements with Britain on submarine 
attacks against civilian ships, strategic bombing of civilian targets, and chemical warfare. 
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Such a show of restraint by one of the most genocidal regimes and one of the worst 
offenders of human rights in the twentieth century cannot be explained through regime 
type. Equally surprising is the international consensus on restraint vis-à-vis the use of 
biological, chemical and nuclear weapons, that has largely survived because it is broadly 
supported by states, including authoritarian states (Tannenwald 1996; 2005). Decisions 
like these, with high strategic stakes, suggest that a more comprehensive argument is 
needed on how actors respond to structural constraints and threats.  

There are specific analytical difficulties in studies of the origins of grand strategy. The 
fact that strategy can only meaningful exist in relations to specific political, geographic, 
and other contexts. That creates methodological problems, because studies will tend to 
take the form of historical narratives of single states in specific eras (Luttwak 1976, 
2009; Johnston 1995;Parker 1998; Gaddis 2005; Dueck 2006; Layne 2006; Samuels 
2007; Art 2009; Luttwak 2009), or collections of cases (Kennedy 1991; Murray, 
Sinnreich, et all., 2011). A few exceptions offer structured comparisons (Posen 1984; 
Narizny 2007). It is also unsurprising that a large part of these studies focus on the 
strategic decisions of the US, including recommendations (Posen and Ross 1996; Gaddis 
2005; Dueck 2006; Layne 2006; Art 2009; Kupchan and Trubowitz 2010; Miller 2010; 
Posen 2014).  

The broadness of the concept of grand strategy also provides difficulties in delineating 
motives of grand strategy from outcomes, or, wrongly equating strategy with success or 
failure (Narizny 2007, pp. 8-9). Intentions are difficult to assess, because contingency is 
always a factor, and strategy has ‘no inherent meaning or value’ (Gray 2010, p. 38). 
Strategies cannot be divorced from the specific contexts (historical, geographic, social-
cultural) for which they were designed (Gaddis 2005, p. 380; Gray 2010, p. 20). As 
Johnston argues, the ‘categories of political goals or ends may require different labels 
than categories of grand strategy’ (Johnston, 1995, pp. 110-111).2  

For these reasons, neoclassical realist approaches are a natural fit – and have become 
the dominant approach - in studies on grand strategy. My own definition of grand 

2 As Narizny observes, the multidimensional nature of the concept leads most scholars to 
operationalize grand strategy along the dimension most relevant to their own research (Narizny 
2007, p. 11).Authors generally distinguish between grand strategic types, including but not limited 
to: accomodationist, defensive, and expansionist (Johnston 1995); isolationism, selective 
engagement, cooperative security, and primacy (Posen and Ross 1996); aggressive or defensive 
realist, and aggressive or defensive liberalist (Dueck 2005); liberal internationalist (Kupchan and 
Trubowitz 2010); defensive and offensive realist, and defensive and offensive liberalist (Miller 
2010), and others. What is to be explained quickly becomes part of the explanation. If the ideas 
making up a strategic culture shape the grand strategy and strategic behaviour of state, then it is 
problematic to include behaviour as part of strategic culture. Cultural explanations are often 
accused of post-hoc tautological explanation: a certain cultural belief can always be found after the 
fact that explains a given action (Legro, 1995, p.30).  
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strategy reflects this. 3  Neoclassical realists take the constraints of the international 
environment seriously, but also the role of domestic ideas, interests, and institutions. 
There are problems with the broadness of the approach, and its arguments on origins 
and change, and those will be highlighted in the next section. Then I will discuss how my 
elaborated approach to neoclassical realism takes those concerns seriously, and 
incorporates experiences with war as the driving force behind both beliefs and domestic 
relations. 

 

Neoclassical realism  
 
Neoclassical realists agree with structural realists that over the long term the relative 
power distribution between states and threats will trigger responses. At the same time 
they reject the atomic model of structural realism, as well as the liberal or democratic 
peace theorists that underappreciate the international distribution of power in favour of 
unit-level variation (Lobell 2009, pp. 2-3). Instead, the domestic distribution of power 
and unit-level intervening variables such as perceptions, interest groups, social ideas, 
constitutions, and civil-military relations, determine how pressures from the 
international system are translated into strategy (Rynning 2002; Rosecrance 1993; 
Christensen 1996; Rose 1998; Zakaria 1999; Dueck 2005, 2006; Layne 2006; Schweller 
2004, 2006; Lobell 2009; Ripsman 2009; Taliaferro 2009; Dyson 2010; Menon 2012; 
Toje 2012). Within neoclassical realist approaches, policymakers pursue a broader range 
of interests than solely security, though the survival of the state is paramount. This 
range of interests can represent perceived comprehensive state interests or the narrow 
interests of socioeconomic elites (Snyder 1991; Lobell 2009, pp. 57, 61). Assessing the 
capabilities and intentions of other states is difficult for policymakers, and this applies to 
adversaries, allies, and neutrals. To achieve survival and other interests, policymakers 
depend on both external and internal balancing, building either alliances or military 
capabilities. They can also resort to other instruments such as development aid and 
financial incentives, trade missions, intelligence, propaganda, knowledge and 
technology exchange. External and internal balancing are complementary and 
interdependent, and policymakers strive for coherence between political ends and the 
various means. No single mean suffices to achieve the ends of any strategy. Policymakers 
also have a range of domestic instruments at their disposal. The historically most 
prominent is the latent and actualized use of force by the state to coerce internal and 
transnational groups to keep order. To mobilise and extract resources from the society, 
states need to build legitimacy through ideology, nationalism, and other symbols 
(Zakaria 1999; Berger 1998, p. 16). 

3 Drawing on Posen (1984, p.1), Art (2009), and Luttwak (2001), I define grand strategy as the 
complex whole of diplomatic, military, and other instruments a state uses to achieve desired ends, 
in response to both its international and domestic environment. 
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Rathbun (2008) emphasises that neoclassical realist studies are a necessary extension of 
structural realism, specifically in their attention to balancing behaviour. For example, 
Schweller (2006) has made a significant contribution in his extensive argument on over-
, under-, non-, and appropriate balancing as depending on the autonomy of 
policymakers. Rathbun (2008) argues that neoclassical realism can make a substantial 
contribution by pointing out exactly those cases where states do not correctly interpret 
and respond to the distribution of threats in the international environment. Yet, most of 
the literature belonging to this perspective does not offer an argument for the origins of 
the domestic structural features, or how they are legitimised, or the conditions under 
which they change. 

In sum, structural realists argue that states respond to the distribution of power or of 
threats in the international system through external balancing (alliance formation) 
and/or internal balancing (mobilization of military capabilities). They do not, however, 
explain long delays in - or lack of - balancing behaviour by states, or alternatively when 
states overextend their resources. In turn, neoclassical realists argue that balancing 
behaviour is mediated by the domestic distribution of power, and prevailing ideas, 
institutions and interests. Yet, they do not offer an overarching argument for the origins 
of the domestic ideas, interests, and institutions, or why, when, and the conditions 
under which they change. Similarly, strategic culture theorists offer explanations for 
specific national styles of force and diplomacy, and of the underlying systems of symbols 
that policymakers utilise, but do not explain when, where and why these should impact 
actual behaviour, or what larger cross-national patterns exist between states. This leaves 
us with explanations for strategic behaviour that are convincing for individual cases, but 
also ad hoc, nationally specific, and non-parsimonious.  

Table 1 summarises the three most important arguments on grand strategy – structural 
realism, neoclassical realism, and strategic culture - and highlights their strengths and 
weaknesses. It compares these to the strengths and weaknesses of experience driven 
realism, the elaborated version of neoclassical realism introduced in the next section of 
the chapter in which both beliefs and relations are shaped by experiences with war. 
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Theory  
 

Structural 
realism 

Strategic culture Neoclassical 
realism 

Elaborated 
Neoclassical 
Realism 

Drivers of 
behaviour of 
actors 

Distribution of 
power; relative 
material 
capabilities  

Beliefs and 
identities of actors  

Distribution of 
power; mediated 
by national 
institutions; 
interests and 
ideas 

Victory and 
defeat in war 
shape beliefs and 
Trinitarian 
relations; 
manner in which 
states respond to 
distribution of 
power and 
threats 

Theoretical 
assumptions 
about actors 

Nation-state is a 
unitary actor 
acting in national 
interest; actors 
are broadly 
rational 

Beliefs and 
identities of 
nation-state and 
society; language 
acts constitute 
meaning; actors 
may or may not be 
rational 

Nation-state is not 
a unitary actor; 
institutions; 
interests and 
ideas; actors are 
bounded rational 

Nation-state is 
not a unitary 
actor; 
institutions; 
interests and 
ideas; actors are 
bounded rational 

Primary 
means of 
actors 

Balancing 
through alliances 
and military 
capabilities 

Diplomacy; force; 
rhetoric 

Balancing through 
alliances and 
military 
capabilities 

Balancing 
through alliances 
and military 
capabilities; 
diplomacy; force 

Variants Defensive 
realism 
(maximizing 
security); 
Offensive realism 
(maximizing 
power) 

Conventional 
constructivism; 
Postmodern 
constructivism / 
interpretivism 

State autonomy; 
Institutions and 
organisational 
interests;  
Civil-military 
relations; 
Political economic 
interests 

NA 

Analytical 
strengths 

Parsimony; 
predictive in the 
long term 

Nationally specific 
behaviour; 
understanding 
behaviour and 
choices 

Nationally specific 
behaviour; speed 
and quality of 
balancing 
behaviour, of 
adaptation and 
change 

Origin and 
nature of beliefs; 
change; and 
durability; speed 
and quality of 
balancing 

Analytical 
weaknesses 

Speed and 
quality of 
balancing 
behaviour; 
reductive 

Origins of 
identities; 
explaining change; 
poorly delineated; 
limited predictive 
abilities; non-
parsimonious; 
neglect material 
circumstances 

Origins of ideas 
and institutions; 
explaining 
change; limited 
parsimony 

Mediocre 
parsimony 

Table 1. Theories of Grand Strategy: Strengths and Weaknesses 
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The argument: experience driven realism  
 
There is a need for a more streamlined and parsimonious version of neoclassical realism 
that accommodates the understanding of how strategic beliefs interact with specific 
domestic institutions to shape the responses of states to the international environment. I 
offer as a solution a theory of grand strategy that synthesises neoclassical realism with 
the cognitive, institutional, and rhetorical lessons that the legacies of war bring upon 
nation-states. I do this by incorporating elements of strategic culture into the 
neoclassical realist framework. Based on my theoretical and empirical readings of the 
relevant literatures and historical records, the beliefs and domestic institutional 
relations that derive from experiences with war can build upon the specifications in the 
neoclassical realist approach, while streamlining a more parsimonious basic theory. In 
doing so, it can significantly improve upon both structuralist and essentialist theories 
(see table 1 for a comparison with the other theories).  

My synthesis of neoclassical realism and the legacies of war can be articulated in the 
form of three sets of expectations, which were already referenced in the introduction. 
The first set presents the crude version of the argument, and looks at the general effects 
of victory and defeat on the propensity of policymakers to use diplomacy and force, and 
combinations diplomacy and force. These are derived more directly from the literature 
on the legacies of war and can be stated in a fairly brief and succinct manner. The second 
set provides the nuanced version of the argument, taking into account the specific 
qualities of the national experiences with war and the actors involved, to clarify how 
wartime experiences alter internal and external balancing behaviour in grand strategy. 
The third and final set of expectations address how wartime experiences affect 
‘Trinitarian’ relations between the state (executive), military and society. 

 

Expectation one: victory and defeat shape the use of force and 
diplomacy 
 
Force 

States that are victorious in war become more willing to use force afterwards, as the 
benefits of war outweigh the costs and victory justifies the sacrifices. Furthermore, I also 
argue that a large victory in a total war is more likely to leave enduring effects with 
regards to the propensity to use force than a smaller defeat in a limited war. The 
components of this expectation are distilled fairly directly from the war-weariness 
literature. They take into account how costs of war change the calculations of whether 
states are likelier to use force or other means in the post-war environment.  
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Diplomacy 

States that have been defeated in war become more willing to engage in multilateral 
diplomacy afterwards. The failure of force to achieve security or national ends, and the 
human and financial costs of attempting this, are likely to lead to reconsiderations of the 
benefits of sovereignty. Here too, I argue that a large defeat in a total war is more likely 
to leave enduring effects regarding the propensity to use multilateral diplomacy. The 
second expectation is less directly derived from the existing literature, which suggests, 
but has rarely tested, how victory and defeat affect the propensity of states to use 
diplomacy.  

Force and diplomacy 

Finally, victories in war lead to the combination of a higher willingness to use force and 
a lower willingness to engage in multilateral diplomacy, while defeats in war lead to the 
combination of a higher willingness to engage in multilateral diplomacy and a lower 
willingness to use force. This expectation is related to, but distinct from, the first two as 
it argues that increased willingness to use diplomacy substitutes for the decreased 
willingness to use force, and vice versa. While both victorious and defeated states can be 
willing to use force and diplomacy because of their material capabilities or their regime 
type, I argue that the relationship between force and diplomacy depends on their 
wartime experiences. 

These first three expectations derive in varying degrees from the literature on the 
legacies of war. However, they not only seek to address gaps in the literature regarding 
the consequences of war, but also to clarify what constitutes victory and defeat beyond 
simply the outcomes of conflicts. The focus is on a broader range of experiences and 
costs. The three expectations also reflect the neoclassical realist foundation of the book. 
The nation-state is assumed to be the central actor in international relations and its 
relative material capabilities vis-à-vis those of other states provide the structural 
constraints within it can be expected to operate. States primarily respond to the 
international environment through their force composition and alliances. Yet, it is 
uniquely national wartime experiences that are argued to significantly shape decisions 
on diplomacy and force. The first three expectations still only represent the cruder 
version of the overall argument of the book that wartime experiences shape grand 
strategy, that the experiences of victory and defeat are specifically likely to be important, 
and are likely to be so for a long time. 
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Expectation two: victory and defeat shape internal and external 
balancing behaviour 
 
The second set of expectations offers the more nuanced version of the argument, and 
focus particularly on the implications for balancing behaviour. These expectations take 
into account the specific qualities of the national experiences of war and the actors 
involved. The expectation specific qualities of past wars – such, as the nature of the 
adversary or the threats confronted, the type of conflict, the level of military readiness, 
the innovation of military technology, and the type of warfare and weapons used – alter 
the way victory or defeat play out in specific post-war preferences towards the force 
posture. The success and failure of pre-war and wartime alliances and post-war 
settlements also mediate the way victory or defeat affect specific post-war preferences 
towards alliances and multilateral diplomacy. In realist terms, this second set of 
expectations focus on how experiences with war shape respectively the internal and 
external balancing strategies of states. I will develop these expectations in turn.  

Hierarchies of core and peripheral beliefs 

A major proposition of the elaborated version of neoclassical realism is that civilian and 
military policymakers hold nationally specific and enduring beliefs that explain 
persistent patterns in grand strategic behaviour. However, not all beliefs are important 
enough to do so with the same intensity or with the same persistence. This hierarchical 
approach to beliefs draws from the structural realist and neoclassical realist assumption 
that states must first and foremost ensure state survival in the regional or global order 
and that they can do so through alliances and force posture – respectively external and 
internal balancing. The consequences of these choices are high-impact, long-term and 
difficult to reverse for reasons of credibility, coherence, and investment, and they 
therefore precede all other choices. Beliefs on alliances and force posture constitute the 
core beliefs of policymakers. 

Policymakers also hold peripheral beliefs about what constitutes appropriate behaviour 
in contingencies that follow from a chosen strategy. These beliefs suggest scripts for the 
possibility of negotiations, the effectiveness of interventions, the application of 
compellence and deterrence, the importance of credibility, and the necessity of 
sovereignty. Peripheral beliefs are more malleable than core beliefs. Core and peripheral 
beliefs differ in how likely they are to change over time and the extent to which they are 
affected by systemic changes. This conceptualisation of beliefs draws from similar 
distinctions between categories of beliefs as Goldstein and Keohane (1993) outlined 
where worldviews sit at the first and highest level of abstraction. Worldviews define 
what actors believe the ‘universe of possibilities for action’, while the second and third 
categories of principled and causal beliefs are what actors believe on how they can 
achieve their goals (Goldstein and Keohane 1993, pp. 8-11).  
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The making of strategy implies that policymakers must maximise among trade-offs in 
the pursuit of numerous irreconcilable ends that have severe possible costs: failure to 
balance appropriately fatally endangers the survival of the state. The environment is 
indeterminate, and this implies that under the same structural conditions policymakers 
can pursue diverging, but still reasonable, ends. While building the alliances for external 
balancing, policymakers might achieve either security, influence, or autonomy, but never 
all three, as choices for one or more will ensure losses of another. Policymakers risk 
either entanglement by allies in conflicts not in their state’s interest, or abandonment 
when an ally refuses to come to the state’s assistance when its interests are threatened 
(Snyder 1984; Christensen and Snyder 1990; Christensen 1997; Weitsman 1997; Morrow 
2000). Trade-offs are also apparent when building military capabilities for internal 
balancing strategies: policymakers must choose between specialized and all-purpose 
forces (Posen 1984; Biddle 2004), between ‘guns and butter’, and between readiness, 
credibility and provocation.  

This conceptualisation of strategic beliefs as hierarchical and composed of trade-offs is 
important because, while strategic culture might be ‘all the way down’ (Gray 1999), not 
all of it is equally relevant. The view that language is constitutive risks obfuscating the 
differences in weight and impact of certain choices, where beliefs might play decisive 
roles, and where expressed ideas are used selectively and instrumentally. Giving 
language too central a role and overemphasising key phrases and symbols, risks 
obfuscating where ideas play decisive roles in the responses of policymakers, and where 
they simply underline responses that were to be expected given the environment. The 
frequency of expressed ideas is not particularly helpful, as core beliefs are less likely to 
be prominently or frequently discussed. Having addressed problems of conceptualising 
beliefs, the origins of hierarchies of beliefs and the conditions under which they change 
still remain unclear. 

Core beliefs: external and internal balancing 

Experiences with and in war shape the core and peripheral strategic beliefs. Specifically 
the systemic nature of total wars offers lessons on the fundamental assumptions that 
policymakers base their decisions on: the quality of alliances in general, and certain 
allies in particular; on the effectiveness of offensive, defence, or deterrent force postures 
vis-à-vis the nature of threats; and how to interpret when and how other actors threaten 
the survival of the state and the international system by upsetting the balances of power 
and threat. In line with Reiter’s (1996) argument that choices for alliance or neutrality of 
small European states depended on the success or failure of alliance or neutrality during 
the First and Second World War, it is argued here that the willingness to accept 
entanglement and engage in multilateral diplomacy depends on experiences with 
entanglement, with abandonment by allies, or isolation that interact with experiences 
with victory and defeat. States that have experienced any of these are likely to design 
their post-war strategies with an eye towards avoiding repeating the same risks and 
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threats, if the environment allows them to choose. The consequences of wartime and 
pre-war experiences for the core beliefs of policymakers can be phrased in the form of 
the following four expectations. First, pre-war failure of policymakers to understand 
whether they are living in a balance of power or a balance of threat world will lead to a 
post-war reprioritisation between the two. Second, the (complete or partial) failure of 
wartime or pre-war alliances or the failure of non-alliances (isolation, autonomy and 
neutrality) will lead to a post-war preference for the alternative. Third, the failure of a 
wartime or pre-war force posture will lead to a post-war belief that prefers the 
alternative, whether this means moving from an offensive to a defensive or deterrent 
posture, or vice versa. It will also address specific problems with integration and 
innovation (Posen 1984, p.1). Fourth, the success of wartime or pre-war alliances or 
non-alliances and force posture is likely to validate these choices for post-war beliefs. 

Peripheral beliefs: how to use diplomacy and force 

Wars also leave peripheral beliefs that deal less with the what of grand strategy than 
with the how: the importance of credibility; the diplomatic ability to negotiate with, 
threaten, appease, or defeat threats; the speed and decisiveness of response; the 
willingness to surrender sovereignty in other domains4; the type of warfare and weapons 
to be used and the types of conflict to be fought, and the applicability of national values. 
It is precisely this second group of peripheral beliefs that is most discussed in the 
literature on the lessons of history and the diagnostic and rhetorical use of analogies by 
policymakers to reduce uncertainty (May 1973; Jervis 1976, p. 217; Larson 1985; Khong 
1992).  

It is wars that function as the major catalyst of change in strategic beliefs, absent radical 
changes in the distribution of power in the environment 5 or domestic revolutions. 
Lacking clear signals on how to solve trade-offs between roughly equally plausible 
alternatives, the dominant role that total wars play in creating enduring beliefs among 
policymakers becomes apparent, and why these are only affected in a lesser degree by 
later, more limited wars and conflicts. However, to explain the particular 
institutionalisation of these beliefs and how and when they are translated into 
behaviour, we must look at who holds which beliefs and why these actors are in the 
position to translate them into policy.  

 

  

4 For example, victory is likelier to inform an assertive approach to negotiations with other states 
than defeat. 
5 In any case, radical changes in the distribution of power are likely to be the consequence of 
systemic war between major powers. 
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Expectation three: victory and defeat shape the three-way relations 
between state, society, and the armed forces 
 
The third and final set of expectations argues that the specific wartime experiences 
affect, in distinct and contrasting ways, the perspectives, legitimacy, and institutional 
influence of particular actors involved in the development of national strategy. 
Specifically, I group the actors within a nation-state as follows: its civilian-political 
policymakers, its military policymakers, and its civilians/society. The relations between 
this trinity of state, society, and armed forces define whose strategic beliefs and 
institutional preferences can shape grand strategy.6 Figure 1 is an illustration of the 
three-way relationship between them. 

The conditions and boundaries under which strategic beliefs can be pursued and endure 
depend on the relative legitimacy and institutional influence of the nation-state’s civilian 
policymakers, its military policymakers, and its civilians, or as they will be referred to 
from here on: state, society, and armed forces. Each of the three groups holds strategic 
beliefs that are inherent to its role. The relative legitimacy and influence of each of the 
groups will result in different combinations of Trinitarian relations, some of which will 
create greater manoeuvre space than others for certain actors to pursue their particular 
preferences and beliefs. The result defines the overall direction and coherence of the 
nation state’s grand strategy. 

State  

As the central foreign policy executive, the state’s civilian policymakers have control over 
the nation-state’s alliance choices and thereby are the primary group of actors to shape 
external balancing behaviour. The state has the most external orientation and is the 
most likely to pursue internationally activist policies. It also has access to the broadest 
range of instruments: foremost alliances and military force, but also financial aid, public 
diplomacy, and trade agreements. Simultaneously, civilian policymakers must conceive 
of the entire national interest (Christensen 1996, p. 18) and adjudicate between external 
and internal concerns such as general welfare. They must manage the state’s financial 
resources, mobilize and extract resources and are therefore more dependent than the 
armed forces on societal legitimacy to pursue their preferences and beliefs. The 
expectation is that the greater the relative influence and legitimacy of civilian 
policymakers (Zakaria 1999; Rynning 2002; Schweller 2006), the more they will be able 
to pursue their preferred strategy. If the state enjoys too little influence and legitimacy, 

6 The importance of institutions as a mediating factor between ideas and policy outcomes has been 
noted (Goldstein and Keohane 1993, pp. 20-24). I use it in largely the same sense as (Goldstein and 
Keohane 1993), namely that institutions reflect ideas as much interests. Even if they do reflect 
interests, the nature of the process of institutionalisation means that is likelier that they have 
lasting consequences for the persistence of ideas. 
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the likely result is underbalancing, while if it enjoys too much, the result is likely to be 
overbalancing in the form of excessive commitments abroad. 

 

Figure 1. Trinitarian relations 

 
Armed Forces 

The armed forces shape the quality of military force in national strategy, and the 
political success of any internal balancing strategy depends on their contribution. The 
state may set their financial constraints, but the functional specialization of the armed 
forces, and the informational asymmetry between military and civilian policymakers this 
creates, gives them a unique advantage and freedom to develop the force posture. 
Without clear external threats, civilians will endorse what the armed forces suggest, as 
long as it is compatible with domestic priorities. It takes a more challenging 
international environment to bring to power a civilian leadership that is knowledgeable 
about national security affairs and willing to take a more active role (Desch 1999, pp. 13-
14; Kier 1997, p. 5; Ripsman 2009, p. 186).7 Despite the advantages that derive from 
their functional specialization, the armed forces are limited in the pursuit of their 
preferences by institutional arrangements and their legitimacy. These in turn are 
defined by the risk of interference of the armed forces in domestic politics. Society may 
distrust the armed forces if these have been politicized and have settled domestic 
struggles between societal groups. 8  The armed forces, if they believe civilian 

7 Yet, security from invasion and prosperity will, in principle, minimize the influence the role of the 
military (Andreski 1968 (1954), p. 126). 
8 Such internal use of the armed forces has been mostly seen in the past five decades in Latin 
America, Africa and the Middle East, but European armed forces have at various times in history 
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policymakers are endangering national security, will either isolate themselves or 
intervene directly in the state (Andreski 1968 (1954), p. 126; Ambler 1966; Posen 1984; 
Kier 1997; Desch 1999). The expectation is that the better the relations between the state 
and the armed forces, the greater their legitimacy, the more the armed forces will be able 
to successfully innovate their doctrine and integrate it with the political goals and other 
instruments of national grand strategy (Posen 1984).9 If the armed forces enjoy too little 
influence and autonomy, the likely result is underbalancing or insufficient military 
capabilities to support alliance commitments, while if they enjoy too much, the result is 
likely to be overbalancing in the form of a militarised strategy that is incompatible with 
the alliance commitments or out of place with the threats the state is facing.10 

Society 

Societal actors do not play a direct role in strategic choices and shape grand strategy 
primarily by the autonomy they grant or withhold from civilian policymakers, and, to a 
lesser degree, military policymakers. Instead, they comply or abstain from extraction 
and mobilisation of financial and human resources for activist policies. This in turn 
enables or constrains the intensity of national external and internal balancing 
behaviour. In democratic societies, the legislature has a certain level of discretion or 
authority over the ratification of treaties, the level of spending, the acquisition of major 
military material, and it has varying degrees of control over when and where the 
executive decides to use military force (Wagner 2006). The more institutionally 
powerful the legislature, the more the state depends on creating a domestic consensus. 
Similarly, the more vulnerable the positions of the incumbent members of the legislature 
are to replacement, the more they will be sensitive to public opinion, interest groups or 
logrolling coalitions of such groups (Snyder 1991). In authoritarian states, the state will 
still need to gain the support of domestic interest groups or coalitions to attain the 
necessary resources. What is important here is that, even in the most democratic states, 
the legislature generally offers only minimal ideational input into force posture and 
alliance formation. Societal actors lack the required specialised knowledge, and 
generally do not have a great deal of interest in foreign policy. This gives the foreign 

played similar roles in domestic politics. In particular, maritime powers tended to be different than 
continental powers. In the latter, armies were close to the metropole and could dominate the 
population while the armies of maritime powers were always far away and navies can hardly be 
repurposed for suppression of urban revolt (Andreski 1968 (1954), p. 125). 
9 Failure on the battlefield in particular can cause doctrinal innovation (Posen 1984, p. 59) within 
the armed forces, and these lessons will be more narrow and specialized than those of the civilian 
policymakers, and more difficult to absorb for the state as a whole. Defeat can also lead civilian 
policymakers to seek greater control over doctrinal developments and reign in the autonomy of the 
armed forces. 
10 It must be emphasised that, in contrast to popular assumptions, the armed forces do not 
necessarily advocate actual aggressive policies. They might instead have a more restrained, if 
understood as realpolitik, outlook on the use of force (Feaver and Gelpi 2011). Their emphasis on 
military preparedness will, however, make the use of aggressive policies more likely. 
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policy executive a great deal of de facto leeway in creating policy. The relative legitimacy 
matters here too, as, for example, the public may distrust dealings of professional 
diplomats, which are by their nature specialized, abstract, and secretive. Armed forces 
are to an extent more populist, ‘of the people’, specifically in the case of mass 
conscription or large professional armies, while civilian policymakers tend to mirror the 
societal elite. 11  The expectation is therefore that societal distrust of the state 12  will 
impede its external balancing efforts, and distrust of the armed forces13 will impede the 
quality of the internal balancing efforts. Abundance of trust will allow the state and the 
armed forces to pursue their desired policies. 

The interaction between the institutional influence and legitimacy of each relative to the 
others therefore defines the strategic coherence, and the presence and integration of 
specific instruments. The ’nation state’s ability to commit to long-term strategy, such as 
alliance obligations, and to maintain a shared political understanding on the benefits 
and limits of the use of force depends on this coherence.  

The concept of the Trinitarian relationship is not intended as a simplistic reification of 
what are internally diverse groups of actors, and the separation between them cannot 
always be explicitly demarcated. This trinity is based on Clausewitz’ conceptualisation of 
war as driven by the forces of the government, people and the army.14 The Trinitarian 

11 In absolute size, its (mostly male) members historically have formed a sizeable and visible 
section within society, whether consisting professional or volunteer forces, unlike the civilian elites 
who are involved in policymaking. It is true that, in contemporary democracies, their roles and 
tasks have become quite broad, the constraints on possible interventions in domestic politics are 
quite strong and their size and composition have become more diverse. Globally and historically, 
however, this has very much been an exception. Even now, the armed forces retain their 
specialized and unique role and therefore stand apart from the rest of the state’s policymaking 
apparatus. 
12 See, for example, the condemnation by American liberals of ‘secret deals’ after the First World 
War 
13 Perceived or actual partisanship on the part of the armed forces in domestic politics will affect 
their broad legitimacy and the autonomy they are granted. See Kier (1997) for an excellent 
discussion of political polarisation in interwar France undermining innovation and political-
military integration. 
14 Clausewitz 1976: via Summers and others (Summers 1995; Strachan 2005). Clausewitz 
introduced three elements/elemental forces as shaping war: (1) primordial violence, hatred, and 
enmity; (2) friction and the play of chance and probability; (3) and war as an instrument of policy. 
He connected these forces to three sets of human actors, respectively the people, the army and its 
commander and the government. The forces and actors are, however, not equivalent and cannot be 
equated in one-to-one relationships (Clausewitz 1976; Bassford 1995 and Villacres). The closer 
association or equation of these three elements to actors as people, army, government seems to 
have originated in Harry Summer’s influential study on Vietnam (Bassford and Villacres 1995). 
The Clausewitzian trinity has been critiqued as outdated and limited (Van Creveld 1991, p. ix; 
Keegan 1993, p. 1), but such critiques deny the versatility of the Clausewitzian concept and how 
well it endures in different contexts precisely because it acknowledges both the rational and 
irrational element within politics.  
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conceptualisation provides a major heuristic to understand why and how certain ideas 
on strategy dominate, and how and why they will be able to do so over time. The 
Clausewitz concept endures well in different contexts, because it accepts force as both a 
rational and an irrational element of politics. Clausewitz deliberately references the 
religious meaning of the word trinity where it conveys that the three forces intrinsic to 
war are separate yet part of an indivisible whole (Echevarria 2007). 

The approach draws from the strengths of the neoclassical arguments on the autonomy 
of the foreign policy executive vis-à-vis society (Zakaria 1999, Rynning 2002; Dueck 
2006; Ripsman 2009; Taliaferro 2009). It also draws from the literature that focuses on 
civil-military relations and organisational features of the armed forces (Huntington 
1957; Posen 1984; Snyder 1985; Van Evera 1985; Kier 1997; Desch 1999). However, 
there is no comprehensive argument on the origins of these specific national contexts. 

Experiences with war 

Experiences with war shape the distribution of legitimacy and institutional influence 
between state, society, and the armed forces, and they determine the manoeuvre space 
of actors. In particular, victories and defeats in total war define Trinitarian relations, as 
they offer judgments on the fitness of national security institutions, and on the abilities 
of the actors involved. Moreover, lessons are likely to differ depending on the roles of 
those who have experienced them (Jervis, 1976, p. 240). 

This yields the following two expectations. 

The first is that defeat will either strongly weaken or strengthen the civilian and military 
policymakers of the executive, depending on whether they were perceived as responsible 
for the defeat. This effect is qualified by the totality of defeat. If defeats are total, they 
will discredit the entire existing institutional relationship and constrain post-war 
policymakers, and lead to a more complete reappraisal of strategic beliefs. Defeats will 
divide and undermine societal support for civilian and military policymakers, and limit 
more internationally activist policies (see the war-weariness thesis: Levy and Morgan 
1986; Nevin 1996). If defeats are not total, they will undermine the actors associated 
with the failed policy or those actors who are perceived to have insufficiently supported 
the policy (see also the stab-in-the-back myth). When the armed forces are considered 
culpable, defeat will lead civilian policymakers to reign in their autonomy and seek 
greater control over doctrinal developments. When civilian policymakers are perceived 
to have failed to set attainable political goals, the armed forces will seek their own path 
and thereby impede the coherence of post-war strategy. Perceived lack of support from 
(groups within society) can further alienate the armed forces. When society becomes 
divided over who to blame, defeat is likely to fuel more aggressive, revanchist, and 
nationalist sentiments. The experience of defeat therefore functions as a two-step 
process: (1) the replacement of the previous strategic paradigm; (2A) the reinforcement 
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of the post-war strategic paradigm by new experiences with war and conflict; or, failing a 
successful replacement, (2B) a renewed, more ferocious attempt at the previous strategic 
paradigm that includes persecution of those held responsible for the previous failure. 

The second expectation is that victory will strengthen the autonomy of the executive and 
the legitimacy of the armed forces and diminish institutional checks and balances. This 
effect, however, is often more moderate than that of defeat. Victory enables more 
ambitious and activist policies as ambitions of civilian elites are likely to have been 
increased, as is the military’s ability to develop an offensive doctrine. Victory can deliver 
a high level of legitimacy and influence to the armed forces that makes it problematic to 
pursue adequate civilian state oversight and control. Victory will validate and strengthen 
the societal groups associated with it. However, even when the nation-state as a whole 
emerges victorious, the perceived failure of certain pre-war civilian and/or military elites 
to adequately predict or prepare for the conflict, or the lack of support of certain societal 
groups, is likely to undermine the influence and legitimacy of these groups. Post-war 
national politics will be politicised between ‘winners’ and ‘losers’.  

Beliefs and Trinitarian relations, total and limited war 

The process by which experiences with war shape both beliefs and Trinitarian relations, 
and the interaction between them, is visualised in figure 2. This interaction produces a 
set of possible combinations for the direction of grand strategy, and the speed, intensity, 
and coherence of its execution. 

Crucially, the recognition that experiences with respectively total and limited war will 
impact beliefs and relations differently, explains the speed and intensity of change in 
grand strategy. In the case of the former, all three parts of the trinity are impacted as the 
nation-state as a whole must muster its cumulative resources for national survival. In 
the case of limited war, no such demands for mobilisation and extraction are made, and 
with limited societal costs the experience will therefore only impact specific beliefs and 
the relative legitimacy and influence of actors, depending on the outcome. After limited 
wars the partial lessons on strategic beliefs and relations are overlaid over the dominant 
core beliefs and relations left by total war experiences. Lessons from limited wars are 
more likely to matter when they reinforce existing ideas and institutions, than when they 
undermine them. 

 

50 
 

 

 



 
 

 

Figure 2. Elaborated Neoclassical Realism: How Experiences with War shape Strategic Beliefs 

and Trinitarian Relations 

That total wars leave enduring legacies does not mean they are perpetuated into 
eternity, but experience driven realism offers a plausible argument why specific 
combinations of ideas and beliefs endure over generations. The international system 
rarely sends unambiguous signals to policymakers, whether they are correctly 
responding to the international environment, or whether they are over- or 
underbalancing. Such signals are even more difficult to assess for societal actors. And 
because unambiguous rewards and punishments are rare within the international 
system, updating beliefs is slow and incomplete.  

In sum, expectation the second and third sets of expectations above together build an 
elaborated neoclassical realist theory that aims to add a limited number of additional 
concepts that address in the shortcomings of the existing theories on grand strategy. 
Experience driven realism builds on this literature, but attempts to expand the 
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explanatory power, add depth and complexity, while simultaneously streamlining the 
separate arguments into a more cohesive whole.  

 

The two major theoretical contributions of the book 
 
The above three sets of expectations/arguments make two major theoretical 
contributions, one for each of the major literatures I address. The first is a midlevel 
range theoretical contribution to the literature on the legacies of war and can be 
articulated in the form of the following three components. 

First, I problematise the meaning of experiences with war, and particularly with victory 
and defeat. I include variation beyond simple dichotomous outcomes, and distinguish 
between the particulars of the experience. The experiences deeply impact actors in the 
nation-state, but not in a monolithic manner. Victory and defeat leave enduring lessons 
on the rightness and efficacy of diplomacy and force, but these lessons have more to do 
with the particulars of the national wartime experience than suggested by the war-
weariness literature.  

Second, I systematise the relation between experiences and strategy. This improves the 
comparability between states, while still accounting for the nationally specific elements 
of those experiences that relate to the nature of threats and power, alliances, the force 
posture, and so on. I further distinguish the varied impact these experiences will have 
the relative influence of domestic actors. Through this systematisation I can achieve 
more breadth than the historiographical, single-case studies of the collective memory 
literature.  

Third, I contribute to the literature on the legacies of war by providing an arguments on 
why total wars leave enduring beliefs, and more limited conflicts generally do not. Total 
wars directly impact the continued survival and status of the nation-state, they affect the 
state, society, and the armed forces, and the relations between all three. They represent 
significant reorderings of domestic political order. Taking structural realist theory 
seriously allows differentiation in importance between core and peripheral beliefs. Core 
beliefs precede and set the conditions for other, more vocally expressed, but also more 
peripheral ideas. This also represents a contribution to the literature focusing on the use 
of historical analogies during decision-making in crises and shows the context in which 
analogies matter. 

The second major contribution of the book is a grand theoretical contribution to the 
literature on the state behaviour and consists of three components. First, it adds to the 
literature that problematises the state and grand strategy. It clarifies how and when 
domestic ideas and institutions matter. The argument shares key assumptions that 
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derive from structural realism: the state is the central actor in the international order; 
the distribution of power and threats between states constrains their behaviour; and 
force postures and alliances are the primary means with which states respond to other 
states. However, like others following the neoclassical realist approach, this book 
recognises the need for structural realists to look at how decisions are made within 
nation-states. Decision-making is not reducible to structural constraints and incentives, 
but domestic ideas and institutions are not entirely particular and unique to each 
nation-state either. Experiences with war in fact yield broad patterns across states. The 
book’s argument therefore builds on neoclassical realism, but adds depth and nuance, 
while also streamlining existing neoclassical realist studies. 

Second, it offers an idea-driven argument that can explain both the origins and the 
conditions of change within beliefs. It thereby stands in contrast to the more essentialist 
culturalist arguments that emphasise identity as a given and cannot explain why and 
which traditions adapt. The book also stands in contrast to those ideational explanations 
that argue language is constitutive of identity and operates outside of material structural 
constraints and incentives. 

Third, and finally, it contributes to neoclassical realism, because it specifies the roles of 
beliefs and specific groupings of actors. Thereby it can explain the direction, speed, 
intensity, and coherence of the balancing behaviour of states. It acknowledges that 
structure punishes or rewards ‘appropriate’ behaviour and signals to policymakers 
which choices they must make. But it takes ideas seriously, insofar as policymakers lack 
the ability to successfully assess what appropriate responses are, and therefore resort to 
established beliefs.  

 

Research design 
 
This book has an ambitious agenda. It is attempting to analyse causal effects of variables 
that are difficult to measure. It offers an ideational argument that spans decades; it does 
not outright dismiss the competing explanations for state behaviour but instead argues 
when these might not apply. It looks at both general behavioural trends and particular 
policy decisions that cannot be replicated. The research design hopes to gain traction on 
the complexity and many moving parts that make up the central argument of the book 
through three major empirical pieces of analysis that use both quantitative and 
qualitative methods.  

This book takes as its basis a single, if epochal, case of wartime experience. The Second 
World War offers a clear test of the argument as it was the most recent and most total 
war that states could have experienced, yet the experiences of the four states in that war 
varied tremendously. Due to its systemic and total nature, the Second World War 
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presents us with the influential case to test the argument on the legacies of war. The 
range of experiences was varied and complex for all of its participants. The war involved 
the entirety of state, society and the armed forces. Its outcomes were definitive in nature 
and changed the international order. The variation within the experiences of the Second 
World War allows us to further differentiate the belligerent states on the effects of the 
war. The experiences of its participants ranged from total defeat to total victory; from 
aggression to victimisation; from moral justification to morally indefensible actions; 
from the loss of territorial sovereignty to it remaining unscathed; from few to massive 
military casualty numbers; and, from no civilian casualties to the death of entire 
populations.15 Finally, the Second World War had a large number of belligerent states, 
allowing for a single correlational test between measures of defeat and loss, and post-
war use of diplomacy and force. It is a critical test of the theory: should enduring effects 
on strategic beliefs and behaviour not be found in the case of the Second World War, 
then they are even less likely to be found elsewhere. This book investigates the effect of 
the Second World War in three separate attempts. 

First, this book conducts a comparative quantitative study of the belligerents of the 
Second World War that takes a broader range of wartime experiences and a broader 
range of post-war policies into account. It looks not only at wartime military casualties, 
but also civilian casualties. It notes whether nation-states experienced surrender during 
or at the end of the war; whether they experienced occupation during or at the end of the 
war; whether they fought on the losing side at any time during the war; and whether 
they initiated the war. The comparative study then looks at whether and how these 
experiences with victory and defeat impact the likelihood of initiating conflict in the 
post-war years, and using force or the threat of force, and the likelihood of using 
diplomacy and joining international organisations. The study uses the COW and the IMI 
data, and supplements these with data from Ellis (1993), as described in chapter three. 

Second, the book investigates how victory and defeat during the Second World War 
impacted the strategic beliefs and the relations between state, society, and armed forces 
in four cases: the US, the UK, France, and Germany. These four states are comparable in 
terms of regime type and political economic systems. Material military capabilities are 
distributed unequally between the US and the Europeans, but all three European states 
had access to multiple strategic options throughout the past decades, even 
acknowledging the indisputable institutional constraints on Germany during the Cold 
War. Due to their comparable backgrounds, all four states have faced similar ‘objective’ 
problems: (1) how to contain the threat of the Soviet Union; (2) how to manage the 
reintegration of Germany into Europe; (3) how to deal with the unequal transatlantic 
distribution of power; (4) how to manage the competing pursuits of autonomy and 

15 Even during the First World War, despite the massive death toll and the psychological horror of 
trench warfare, civilians were mostly kept out of harm’s way and the war resonates differently in 
collective memory for that reason (Strachan 2000). 
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security (especially when domestic priorities as welfare or empire are at stake); (5) when 
and where to effectively use force to maintain a preferred liberal-democratic global 
order; and (6) the extent to which they use multilateral diplomacy to maintain a 
preferred liberal-democratic global order. In the seven decades since the war’s end, all 
four states have faced nationally specific as well as collective foreign policy crises that 
could reinforce or undermine the earlier beliefs, and at least one major subsequent 
strategic revolution in the system with the end of the Cold War (and they might be 
undergoing a second major revolution right now, as unipolarity seems to be coming to 
an end.) 

However, the four cases clearly vary in terms of their experiences during the war. The 
design incorporates two extreme cases (Gerring, 2007, 101-105): the US as the clear 
victor of the war, and Germany as the clear loser of the war; and two difficult cases - 
Britain and France – that present more complex and ambiguous experiences of victory 
and defeat. As Calleo (2002), Sheehan (2008), and others have argued, the European 
experiences in the first half of the twentieth century seem to have led to several enduring 
changes. These include the end of military culture in Europe, the rise of the ‘civilian 
state’ (Kagan 2002; Czempiel 2003), and the willingness to sacrifice sovereignty in 
favour of increased multilateral diplomacy. The design makes it possible to assess both 
whether this transatlantic difference holds and also whether variation exists within 
Europe. I analyse these four cases in several ways. 

Through historiographical studies, I dissect the legacies that the American, British, 
French and German experiences of the Second World War left on: (1) core strategic 
beliefs; (2) peripheral beliefs; and (3) relations between state, society, and the armed 
forces. I then examine (4) how their subsequent experiences in limited wars – such as 
Korea, Suez, Algeria, Vietnam, the Falklands, the Gulf War, the Balkans, Afghanistan, 
and Iraq - reinforced or undermined these lessons. The first three points are covered in 
chapters four and five, while point four is covered in chapters seven and eight. Taken 
together, I argue why and how the ideational and institutional legacies were visible in 
American, British, French, and German behaviour throughout the post-war period, and 
endured over decades.  

These beliefs are often analysed through their recurrence in texts. Yet, actors could be 
using beliefs instrumentally. As Deighton argues, one of the ways to show the 
persistence of beliefs is by demonstrating that they impede actors from achieving other 
important goals (Deighton, 2002, p. 37). 

Subsequently, on the basis of theoretical expectations from primarily offensive and 
defensive realism, but also institutionalism and liberalism, I construct a series of 
counterfactual histories of those same four cases to demonstrate the range of maximalist 
and minimalist strategic choices available to them that were not taken, and often, barely 
considered. By doing this, it is possible to lessen the danger of finding self-confirmatory 
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results when developing ideational explanations, but also to expose the flawed 
predictions of structuralist theories. Historiographical approaches increase the tendency 
of analysts to see after-the-fact rationalizations of policy in line with their own 
expectations, thereby ignoring the myriad responses to the international environment 
that were equally theoretically valid. Counterfactuals make apparent which trade-offs 
states have been willing to accept over others, and, when done comparatively, reveal that 
states in fact often behave exactly in contradiction to the predictions of the theory. 

The third route to approach the question on the legacies of war, takes the same four 
cases and analyses how policymakers motivate choices in policy documents, interviews, 
and speeches. Through content analysis, I compare high level national security 
documents – such as national security strategies and white papers - of the US, Britain, 
France, and Germany - to illustrate how consistent the textual validations of their 
policies (and the policies themselves) are, and how historical analogies are used in the 
process. Analogies are especially interesting because they often address precisely those 
trade-offs of risks, costs and benefits that the counterfactual histories have highlighted. 
Finally, I report on the 48 interviews I conducted with policymakers in all four cases to 
further explore the rationale for strategic decisions. These interviews include past and 
current members of the national security institutions, ministries/departments of 
state/foreign affairs and ministries/departments of defence, members of the armed 
forces, thinktanks, and political advisors dealing with security issues. These interviews 
are used to examine how policymakers express strategic beliefs, the awareness of trade-
offs, how they justify choices and costs, whether they draw historical comparisons, and 
whether beliefs differ between civilian and military policymakers. The findings from the 
interviews are used to support the arguments and findings derived from the other 
research methods. The policy documents, speeches, and interviews, are presented in 
chapters seven and eight. 

These three passes at the historical record make it possible to achieve explanatory 
leverage on the issue and to do so without dismissing the nuances and intricacies of the 
relationships between experiences with war, strategic beliefs, domestic relations, and 
behaviour. 
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