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Introduction 
 
Crisis, War, and Diplomacy is a scholarly work, in the sense that it makes an original 
contribution to knowledge. Nevertheless, we wrote this book to be accessible to general 
readers—and recognize that some university course instructors might use it as a textbook. We 
therefore created this companion guide to facilitate further accessibility, and it serves two 
purposes.1 First, it provides a short overview of each crisis we analyze in the book, so that 
individuals can decide what book chapters might interest them most. Second, it offers readers—
both general readers and students—some resources for digesting the book’s content better. These 
resources include some general suggestions for further reading (e.g., on diplomacy and crises 
that have occurred between the major (or great) powers , as well as some general questions to 
consider as one reads through any of the crises in the book. It also, however, supplies some 
resources for each of the individual crises that we analyze in the book—such as an overview of 
what the crisis entails and the lessons we draw from it; a list of key concepts, events, subjects, 
and figures that appear in the crisis; discussion questions to focus readers and help them master 
what we consider to be the main topics that arise in the crisis; and some suggestions for further 
reading about the crisis, for those that want more details than we provide in our study. 
 
We begin with the general information that applies to any of the crises that we analyze in the 
book. We then offer crisis specific information—for each of the individual crises we cover. 
Finally, we include a brief chronology that captures the key events in the international relations 
between the major states since 1814. This chronology is not exhaustive, but rather helps situate 
the historical crises in the book within the broader context of the international relations between 
major states. 
 
  

 
1 A special thanks to Malia Sayad, who offered feedback and editorial suggestions that we incorporated into this 
companion guide.  
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General Questions and Resources 
 
 
General Questions 
1. If a crisis escalated to war between the major states, why did that outcome occur? What 

might the involved policy-makers have done differently (if anything) to avoid such an 
escalation—and at what moments? 

2. If a crisis did not escalate to war between the major powers, why did that outcome occur? 
What might the involved policy-makers have done differently (if anything) to escalate the 
crisis to such a war—and at what moments? 

3. What lessons can we draw from the crisis—with respect to the practice of crisis diplomacy 
and (separately) to international relations theory? 

 
General Histories  
*Richardson, James L. (1994) Crisis Diplomacy: The Great Powers since the Mid-Nineteenth 

Century. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. This is first resource that we recommend 
readers consult for more information on each crisis (although it does not contain every crisis 
that we cover in the book).  

Albrecht-Carrie, Rene. (1958) A Diplomatic History of Europe Since the Congress of Vienna. 
New York: Harper & Row. 

Bridge, F. R., and Roger Bullen. (2005) The Great Powers and the European States System 
1814-1914, 2nd edn. London: Routledge. 

*Langer, William L. (1980) An Encyclopedia of World History, 5th edn. (revd). Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin. This is the best and most authoritative source for dates.  

Rich, Norman. (1992) Great Power Diplomacy, 1814-1914. Boston: McGraw Hill. 
Rich, Norman (2003) Great Power Diplomacy since 1914. Boston: McGraw Hill. 
Snyder, Glenn H., and Diesing, Paul. (1977) Conflict among Nations: Bargaining, Decision 

Making, and System Structure in International Crises. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 
 
 
Applied History Questions 
1. How do events that preceded a crisis affect the way that policymakers manage that crisis? Do 

they, for example, carry historical lessons or analogies from an earlier crisis into their 
management of the crisis at hand? If so, (i) what are those lessons and analogies, how do they 
affect crisis diplomacy, and (iii) are they appropriate for the current crisis at hand? 

2. What did policymakers know, not know, and assume as a crisis unfolded? Were they aware 
of the state of their knowledge? How did this information (or lack thereof) affect crisis 
diplomacy? 

 
 
Applied History Resources 
*Neustadt, Richard E., and Ernest R. May. (1986) Thinking in Time: The Uses of History for 

Decision Makers. New York: Free Press. 
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The Eastern Crisis 1839-1841 

The Eastern Crisis is a case that does not escalate to war—one of eight such crises that we 
examine in the book. We study these “non-war” crises because we want to understand why they 
did not escalate to war. Was there an element of luck? Did the crisis trajectory seem pre-
determined—and if so, how so? Did certain factors and decisions discourage escalation in this 
instance? Entertaining these questions sheds light not only on the way this crisis unfolded, but 
perhaps also suggests some lessons about how to avoid war in other cases as well.  
 The Eastern Crisis occurred during the heyday of the Concert of Europe. Many historians 
believe that the Concert served as a structure of global governance and collective decision 
making that would help the major states manage disagreements in a way that avoided war 
(Schroeder 1994b: vii-xiv, see also Vasquez 2021). Did the Concert of Europe play such a role in 
this crisis? On the surface, the Concert existed, called together the major states, and the crisis did 
not escalate to war. The key question is whether the Concert played the causal role that some 
envision—as best as can be determined, given that causes are not easily discerned.  
 Our analysis suggests that the main reason the major states avoided war in the Eastern 
Crisis was not a result of the Concert and its deliberations, but rather domestic politics within 
France. King Louis-Philippe reined in Prime Minster Thiers—a hard-liner pushing for war—
thereby removing the threat of war. We did not expect to find this when we began investigating 
the crisis, in part because we knew few of its details.  

Admittedly, the Concert initially operated as intended. The five major states did confer 
and attempt to manage the crisis between Muhammad Ali and the Sultan to preserve peace 
among the major states—just as the Concert’s conference diplomacy mechanism envisioned.  
The intransigence of French support for Muhammad Ali, however, as well as Thiers’s insistence 
that Ali be given more concessions, later encouraged the other four major states to act without 
consulting France. These Concert actions actually heightened the threat of war, because they 
ignored France. Nonetheless, one could argue that the Concert played an indirect role in the 
avoidance of war, for Louis-Philippe thought it more important that France remain in the Concert 
than leave it and go off on its own.  

The key lesson we derive from the Eastern Crisis concerns the importance of domestic 
politics. The actions of the King, rather than the Concert’s conference diplomacy, were primarily 
responsible for the avoidance of war in this case. Without those actions, war would likely have 
broken out between France and at least two of the other major states—if not all four. The lesson, 
however, can be phrased more specifically: one way to avoid war is for a strong leader to rein in 
domestic hard-liners. This same lesson appears in the Agadir crisis. 

 
 

Key Concepts 
accommodationist (defined on p. 406) national interest 
governance without government territorial issue 
hard liner (defined on p. 406) unnecessary war 
institutionalist (monadic) democratic peace weak ally 
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Key Events/Subjects 
Eastern Crisis 1831-1833 Navarino Bay 
Eastern Crisis 1839-1841 Rhineland 
Greek Revolt 1821 Russo-Turkish War 1828-1829 
 
 
Key Figures 
Guizot the Porte 
Ibrahim Sultan Mahmud II 
King Louis-Philippe Louise Adolphe Thiers 
Muhammad Ali, Pasha of Egypt  
 
 
Review Questions 
1. The Eastern Crisis does not end in war. Does the domestic political situation or system 

structure contribute more to this outcome? Explain your reasoning. 
2. How might an outside alliance embolden a state? 
3. What does it mean that “someone must stand for peace”? 
4. How might war have occurred in the Eastern crisis of 1839-1841? (Note: This is 

counterfactual thinking. Identify what would have needed to change in the crisis for war to 
occur. Then follow that change through its chain of effects until the chain ends in war.) 

5. Is the national interest of the United Kingdom clear and objective in this crisis? What are the 
implications of your answer for international relations theory? 

 
Further Reading (in addition to the general histories listed earlier) 
Schroeder, Paul W. (1994) The Transformation of European Politics, 1763-1848. Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, pp. 726-756. 
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The Crimean War 
 The Crimean War was unnecessary.” An “unnecessary war” is one that could have been 
avoided because there existed a peace proposal that satisfied all the major states that ultimately 
went to war (see Chapter 3). In the Crimean War case, for example, the Concert proposed the 
Vienna Note to settle the dispute. This Note satisfied all the principal concerns and interests of 
the major states, and as such, the representatives of all the major states—including the British 
Foreign Secretary, Clarendon, and the Russian Tsar, Nicholas I—accepted and endorsed it. Why 
then did war happen anyway? 

The main reason lies within the British government. There is no doubt that Prime 
Minister Aberdeen saw no grounds for war, but he lost control of the situation after the Vienna 
Note emerged. Stratford, the British Ambassador to the Ottoman Porte, did not like the Note’s 
terms. He followed his instructions to offer it to the Sultan as an acceptable solution, but the 
Sultan and others in the Turkish elite knew Stratford opposed the Note, and that he, along with 
France, were willing to support the Ottoman Empire further in the crisis. As a result, the Sultan 
suggested amendments to the Note, rather than accepting it as a way out of the crisis. The Tsar, 
eager to avoid war, was prepared to accept the amendments, but his foreign minister, Nesselrode, 
would not permit him to do so—out of a question of honor. Austria tried to overcome this 
objection by advancing the amendments itself (i.e., the Olmutz proposals), which the Tsar then 
accepted.  

Meanwhile, in London, the former Foreign Secretary, Palmerston, adopted a very anti-
Russian stance. Russia’s initial “violent interpretation” of the proposed amendments turned the 
British press against Russia as well. As a result of these events, Clarendon worried that, if Britain 
were to accede to what in effect was now a more “acceptable” version of the Vienna Note, then 
the British position would become “false and embarrassing,” especially if Turkey rejected the 
Note again. He therefore opposed the Olmutz proposals, and the peace process unraveled. 
Turkey subsequently declared war on 4 October 1853.  
 The sinking of the Turkish fleet at Sinope on 30 November 1853 further inflamed the 
domestic situation in Britain. Indeed, the British press became almost hysterical in its calls for 
war,  especially after Palmerston resigned because Britain failed to declare war. Aberdeen 
therefore relented, and on 27-28 March 1854, Britain and France declared war on Russia. This 
dynamic—that is, the domestic quandary that pushed Aberdeen into war—appears in other cases 
as well (e.g., see the Cod Wars). Of note, such a dynamic suggests that the institutional 
explanation of the democratic peace may not always work as the theory proposes; instead of 
restraining escalation, the public and the legislature pressed the government to go to war—a 
pressure that the more accommodationist executive was unable to circumvent.2  
 In the end, an “unnecessary war” among the major states occurred because of hard-liners 
in Britain. Aberdeen supported the Concert’s Vienna Note. Unfortunately, Stratford (abroad), as 
well as Palmerston and the press (at home), undermined this policy. These actors each wanted 
war with Russia, albeit for different reasons. As opposition to peace mounted, Clarendon 
defected too, reducing Aberdeen’s ability to settle the crisis peacefully. This overturned the 
peace plan that the Concert constructed under Austria’s leadership—a plan that should have 
ended the crisis in a way that was acceptable to the collective interests of the ruling major states. 

 
2 Russia does not qualify as a democracy during the Crimean War. Nevertheless, we see a similar dynamic 
encourage escalation in cases that involve two democracies—a tougher case for the democratic peace to explain. See 
the Cod Wars. 
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 In some ways, then, the Crimean War is the obverse of the earlier Eastern Crisis. Unlike 
King Louis-Philippe, Aberdeen failed to rein in his two main hard-liners—Stratford and 
Palmerston—which caused him to lose Clarendon’s support as well. Although part of this 
dynamic may be explained through the fragile nature of the British governing coalition at the 
time, it seems mostly due to Aberdeen’s management. Indeed, one could not imagine that a firm 
leader (e.g., Palmerston) would permit his cabinet members—let alone his ambassador—to get 
away with significantly undermining his policy preferences. 
 The Crimean War underscores two lessons that appear in the Eastern Crisis as well. First, 
domestic politics play an important role in whether a crisis escalates to war—perhaps even more 
so than system structure (e.g., the Concert of Europe). In the Eastern Crisis, the Concert did not 
fully work as intended, especially after the major powers excluded France; nonetheless, war was 
avoided when the accommodationist French king sidelined his more hard-line prime minister. In 
contrast, in the build-up to the Crimean War, the Concert produced a peace plan that should have 
satisfied all the major states; and yet, war occurred anyway because British hard-liners 
undermined that plan and the accommodationist prime minister could not rein in the hard-liners 
around him. These two cases (so far) supply strong evidence that domestic politics contribute 
significantly to understanding which crises escalate to war—and which do not. Of the two, the 
Crimean War case may be most illustrative. The Concert’s peace plan could have satisfied 
Britain’s immediate interests in the crisis, but domestic politics pushed it into an unnecessary 
war anyway.  
 Second, both cases show that “individuals make a difference” in crisis diplomacy—one 
of the general lessons of diplomacy we derive in this book. King Louis-Philippe single-handedly 
tipped the balance in favor of peace. Stratford single-handedly undercut the Vienna Note, 
although he was aided by the French ambassador, de la Cour. Palmerston, as a major political 
figure, led opposition to the peace plan within Britain—something Stratford was never in a 
position to do—which, in turn, gave the press more influence than it otherwise would have had. 
Even Aberdeen, in his own way, made a difference. He failed to overcome the challenges posed 
by his fragile coalition and the hard liners that sought to take Britain to war.  
 The Crimean War also highlights the importance of alliance politics. Although war was 
not necessarily in Britain’s interest, this was not the case for the Ottoman Empire. The prospect 
of British and French support in a war against Russia was a once in a lifetime opportunity for the 
Ottoman Empire, which wanted to reverse its long-term decline with respect to its Russian rival. 
Since Peter the Great, the Ottomans had lost a series of wars—most recently in 1828-1829. 
These wars, among other things, resulted in the Black Sea no longer being fully under Ottoman 
control. The fortuitous alignment with Britain and France in the Crimean War gave the Ottomans 
a chance to reverse course, and they seized it.  
 Many states form alliances to balance power—that is, to band together in order to 
confront a more powerful adversary. These alliances—or when not formalized fully in a treaty, 
alignments—contain politics of their own, for the interests of those that band together may not 
always fully converge. An alliance between a stronger and a weaker state, for example, can 
embolden the weaker state; by leveling the battlefield if a war occurs, an alliance gives the 
weaker state a stronger pre-war bargaining position vis-à-vis its adversaries—that is, an 
opportunity to get more of what it wants. For weaker states that experienced (a series of) 
previous losses against a more powerful (usually, rival) adversary, it also creates an opportunity 
to recover those losses. The weaker state can afford to be more recalcitrant, with the expectation 
that if things escalate, its allies will aid it in any military conflict that occurs. Such a dynamic 
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plays out in the Crimean War. The Ottomans are emboldened in their bargaining with their 
Russian rival due to the prospect of an alignment with Britain and France (on this general 
dynamic, see Kang 2017). This is the situation Morgenthau (1960: 565-566) warns against in his 
rules of diplomacy: “Never allow a weak ally to make decisions for you.”3  
 
 
Key Concepts 
Congress of Vienna Olmultz proposals 
Concert of Europe unnecessary war 
Emboldening Vienna Note 
“false and embarrassing” “violent interpretation” 
 
 
Key Events/Subjects 
Battle of Sinope  
 
 
Key Figures 
Earl of Aberdeen, Prime Minister Palmerston, Henry John Temple, Viscount 
Earl of Clarendon, Foreign Minister the Porte 
de la Cour, Edmond Stratford de Redcliffe 
Tsar Nicholas I  
 
 
Review Questions 
1. How and why did the Crimean War Crisis end in war? 
2. Could policymakers have avoided war in this crisis? If so, how? If not, why not? 
3. Who were the main hardliners in this crisis? Who were the main accommodationists? 
4. Compare the Crimean War and the Eastern Crisis. Consider, in particular, the following—

with respect to both crisis escalation to war and the avoidance of war: (i) the role of alliances, 
and (ii) the relative impact of the domestic political situation vs. system structure? 

5. Why might we consider the Crimean War to be an “unnecessary war”? 
6. What implications does the Crimean War have for the monadic democratic peace? 

 
Further Reading (in addition to the general histories listed earlier) 
Figes, Orlando. (2010) The Crimean War: A History. New York: Henry Holt. 
Peterson, Susan. (1996) Crisis Bargaining and the State: The Domestic Politics of International 

Conflict. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, Ch. 3. 
*Rich, Norman. (1985) Why the Crimean War? A Cautionary Tale. Hanover, NH: University of 

New England Press. This work contains a good theoretical argument about the war. 
*Schroeder, Paul W. (1972) Austria, Great Britain, and the Crimean War: The Destruction of 

the European Concert. Ithaca: Cornell University Press. This is the best scholarly work on 
the Crimean War. 

  
 

3 Munich 1938 is a case in which stronger states do not permit a weaker ally to drag it into war.  
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The Italian War of Independence 1859-1860 
 The four Italian Wars of Independence—in 1848, 1859, 1866, and 1870—are nationalist 
wars of liberation. Wars of this type prominently feature non-state actors, who are seeking to 
form a new sovereign state so that their “nation” can rule itself (see also the German Wars of 
Unification in 1848, 1864, 1866, and 1870, as well as the Serbian nationalists behavior around 
the July 1914 crisis, all of which share this characteristic but differ from the Italian wars in other 
ways).4 To create this sovereign state, nationalists challenge the sovereign rule that an existing 
state exercises over a particular territory, based on the norm of self-determination—or the idea 
that a nation of people has the right to govern itself. Indeed, they invent this norm in 1848 and 
then rely upon it throughout the various nationalist wars that follow (in Italy, Germany, and 
eventually, elsewhere). 
 Nationalist wars of liberation are inherently territorial. They are contests about who holds 
sovereignty over a specified territory. This has noteworthy implications. Research shows that 
disputes over territorial issues are more likely to escalate to war than disputes over any other 
issue (Vazquez 2009). The likelihood of war increases, moreover, as the actors attach greater 
salience (or importance) to the disputed territory. Salience often arises from tangible factors 
(e.g., the presence of economic resources in a disputed territory, or its strategic military 
advantages), but nationalism also introduces some intangible factors that contribute to salience 
(e.g., questions of identity and a desire to protect ethnic kin). In fact, Vasquez (2009: 366-368) 
argues that linking territorial disputes to nationalism makes them especially war-prone.  
 The Italian Wars illustrate this war-proneness—a feature to which the persistence of 
nationalist goals contributes. Revolutions in 1848 initiated the Italian Wars, but the existing 
rulers put down those revolutions. That, however, did not deter Italian nationalists, who came to 
the realization that they could best achieve what they wanted through war, rather than 
negotiation alone. They therefore continued to pursue their goals, resulting in a series of wars 
against more powerful opponents—even taking advantage of other wars to further their own 
cause (e.g., the Austro-Prussian War in 1866 or the Franco-Prussian War in 1870).5  

Opportunistic behavior appears in the Italian War of 1859 as well. Here, however, the 
opportunity was not that provided by a war going on elsewhere, but rather by the willingness of a 
major state to ally with Italy. “Opportunity” occurs when some factor (or situation) arises and 
removes a significant obstacle to an actor’s desired policy. After failing in the Italian War of 
1848, Cavour understood that he may need to go to war with Austria to obtain the land he 
sought, but he also knew that Austria held a power advantage over Italy. He therefore sought the 
assistance of a more powerful ally in the build-up to the Italian War of 1859. The secret meeting 
between Cavour and Napoleon III in Plombiéres secured French support, and with it in hand, 
Cavour was prepared to forge ahead. After the Italian War of 1859, the Italians continued to seek 
allies to complete the unification of Italy. Victor Emanuel II, for example, explicitly formed an 
alliance with Bismarck during the Austro-Prussian War to get Venzia—and then indirectly allied 
with Germany during the Franco-Prussian War. The latter permitted Italy to take Rome, as the 
French troops preserving Papal control in Rome left to fight Prussia.  
 Cavour’s alliance with France in the Italian War of 1859 also illustrates how and why 
states generally form offensive alliances—that is, alliances in which members agree to help one 
another attack another state. These alliances, although rare and not as brash as the one we see in 

 
4 Non-state actors, most notably Serbian nationalists, also play a critical role in the July 1914 crisis. 
5 In 1915, the ongoing World War I also affects Italy’s decision to join that war.  
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this case, are a distinct type of alliance (Leeds 2003). They often form shortly before a war 
begins, which is not surprising. Indeed, that is the purpose of the alliance in the first place.  
  Importantly, the four Italian Wars of Independence are representative of other nationalist 
wars. They are, for example, similar in significant ways to the four German Wars of Unification. 
First, both sets of wars resulted in a unified, larger state that—through unification—became a 
major power on the European continent. Second, unification in both sets of wars necessitated 
large-scale changes to existing interstate borders—and often, several borders. If a territorial 
dispute generally increases the probability of war (Vasquez 2009), it stands to reason that the 
greater the number of territorial changes demanded (or territorial disputes at hand), the more 
challenging it will be for the involved actors to negotiate a full settlement peacefully. This 
situation, in turn, raises the likelihood (i) that the dispute persists (i.e., lingers without a 
definitive solution), (ii) that actors introduce military force as a means to obtain their goals, and 
(iii) that if actors turn to war, they must fight in several wars to obtain all the territorial changes 
they seek.  
 In the end, the Italian War of 1859 illustrates how nationalism, as well as alliances, can 
encourage war. The underlying issue in a nationalist war (of liberation) is inherently territorial—
an issue that researchers find especially war-prone. Nationalist wars, moreover, involve non-state 
actors, who are usually weaker with respect to the states from whom they want territory. This 
encourages the non-state actor to seek an ally. If they find such an ally, they may create an 
opportunity to go to war. Finally, when nationalists demand large-scale territorial changes—
whether defined in area or the number of borders that need to be changed, as in the pursuit of 
unification—the territorial issue is more likely to defy negotiation, persist, and promote (perhaps 
several) wars so that they nationalists can achieve their ultimate goal.   
 
 
Key Concepts 
bandwagon effect norms 
“L’Italia fara da se” risorgimento 
Irredenta self-determination 
Nationalism  
 
 
Key Events/Subjects 
March 17, 1861 Savoy 
Nice Solforino 
“Le Pape and le Congress” Villafranca 
Plombiéres  
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Key Figures 
“1000” Red Shirts Mazzini, Giuseppe 
King Carlo Alberto Metternich, Klemens von, Prince 
Cavour, Camillo Benso, Count Napoleon III 
Princess Clotilde Jerome Napoleon 
Duant, Henri Radetzky, Field Marshal 
Emperor Franz Josef Tilly, Charles 
Garibaldi, Giuseppe King Victor Emmanuel II 
Manin, Daniel  
 
 
Review Questions 
1. What does “L’Italia fara da se” mean? What role did it play in this crisis/war? 
2. What happened at the meeting between Napoleon III and Cavour at Plombiéres?  
3. What three main conditions did Napoleon III attach to any French support for Italy?  
4. How did the war of 1859 start? What does this tell us about coercion? 
5. What happened at Solferino and Villafranca? 
6. When did Garibaldi become involved in the war? What role did he play? 
7. What role (if any) did each of the following play in this crisis and its outcome: (i) Garibaldi, 

(ii) the Concert of Europe, (iii) conflicting norms, and (iv) bandwagoning. 
8. What two subsequent wars completed the unification of Italy? 
9. Could policymakers have avoided war in this crisis? If so, how? If not, why not? 

 
Further Reading (in addition to the general histories listed earlier) 
Anderson, Benedict. (1983) Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 

Nationalism. London: Verso. This is a theoretical/conceptual work on nationalism or broadly, 
rather than a specific work on Italian unification.  

*Coppa, Frank J. (1992) The Origins of the Italian Wars of Independence. New York: Longman. 
This work covers all the wars of Italian unification in significant detail. 

Riall, Lucy. (2009) Risorgimento: The History of Italy from Napoleon to Nation State. New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan. 
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The Franco-Prussian War 
 The Franco-Prussian War has two faces. For France, it is both an unnecessary and an 
imprudent war. It is unnecessary because Prussia satisfied all the French demands that induced 
the crisis in the first place. Once Prince Leopold of Austria withdrew as a candidate for the 
Spanish throne—and King William accepted that withdrawal—France achieved all that it said it 
wanted at the crisis outset. The crisis should therefore have ended at that moment. Indeed, many 
decision makers held this view—from King William and other Prussian actors to Napoleon III, 
Ollivier, and Gramont. Nevertheless, as complaints rolled in from the French Chamber of 
Deputies and the “people of the boulevard,” French decision-makers expanded their list of 
demands. When Prussia did not satisfy these new demands, France eventually declared war. 
 Why did events unfold in this manner? First, key individuals, as well as the rest of the 
polity, got carried away by war hysteria. Second, an arrogance among the French leadership 
fostered overconfidence in the French military; they thought France would win a war against 
Prussia. Third, French decision-makers engaged in wishful thinking with respect to prospective 
allies; they thought others would come to their aid. Fourth, Ollivier and, to a greater extent, 
Gramont responded emotionally, and this hot-headed behavior resulted in a lack of clear 
thinking. They failed to weigh the costs, benefits, and risks of the potential bargaining outcomes 
effectively. In so doing, this crisis calls into question the bargaining theory of (or rationalist 
explanation for) war. Not only did French leaders fail to make decisions according to the rational 
actor assumption that underlies the theory, but French leaders successfully secured terms before 
the war that satisfied all their demands—only to reject those terms and go to war anyway. 
Finally, the “people of the boulevard” and the legislature pushed Ollivier, Gramont, and 
Napoleon III to demand more of Prussia. Although France is not a full democracy in 1870, this 
dynamic is the opposite of what the institutionalist explanation of the monadic democratic peace 
envisions—namely, that democratic institutions inhibit crisis escalation (for various reasons). We 
would, in addition, note that a stronger accommodationist leader should have been able to control 
these domestic forces, especially with a satisfactory settlement to the crisis in hand. 
 The war is also imprudent for France. The French leadership would admittedly not realize 
this until after the fact. To make prudent decisions, one must fully consider the possible 
consequences of their actions. None of the principal actors in France did this—in part because 
they expected to win the war. Had they done so, they likely would have made different decisions, 
for in the span of less than two weeks, their decisions sent Napoleon III into exile, lost Alsace 
and Lorraine to Prussia, produced a revolt in Paris, and fostered the unification of Germany—a 
new, more powerful state on the European continent that neighbored France. It is hard to fathom 
that these outcomes would sit anywhere near the top of a rational French decision-makers 
preference ordering. The Franco-Prussian War therefore illustrates what can happen when 
decision-makers fail to evaluate the risks of defeat in war properly—especially when war is not 
necessary, but used merely as a way to enhance the state’s position. 
 Prussia presents a starkly different face to this crisis. For Prussia, the Franco-Prussian 
War is a manipulated war—that is, a war that a decision-maker deliberately causes through their 
actions and that would not likely have occurred without those actions. Indeed, Bismarck almost 
single-handedly produces the war in this case. His manipulation occurred on at least three levels. 
First and most obviously, Bismarck edited the Ems Telegram to “bait” the French into declaring 
a war that he believed Prussia would win. Part of his belief rested on his earlier diplomatic 
preparations, which ensured that France would likely need to fight a war without the aid of allies. 
In the Austro-Prussian War, for example, he wooed Italy away from its former French ally (see 
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the Italian War of 1859). Similarly, Prussia’s defeat of Austria in that same war, as well as 
Austria’s subsequent formation of the dual monarchy with Hungary, made it unlikely that 
Austria would enter an alliance with France. With France somewhat isolated, he then relied on 
the French to react emotionally, instead of rationally, and used the German press to get such a 
reaction.  
 Second, and most manipulatively of all, Bismarck’s target in this war was not merely 
France, but the southern principalities (i.e., German states). They were the main obstacle to a 
unified Germany. As the crisis escalated, the southern principalities enthusiastically accepted 
Prussian leadership, especially those along the border with France, and quickly mobilized after 
France declared war. Fighting the war together against a dangerous foe then set the foundation 
for a post-war unification. Admittedly, the war was not sufficient to bring the larger, more 
powerful Bavaria or the medium-sized Wurttemberg immediately into the fold; they entered the 
German federation later through negotiations that granted them some concessions. Nevertheless, 
the war moved German unification forward significantly. It is an instance in which a leader 
strategically used an interstate war to manipulate minor state allies into joining a union—and 
ultimately a unified state.6  
 Third, Bismarck manipulated his own King—who did not want war—into accepting the 
war he laid at the King’s doorstep. King William, of course, had autonomy and held ultimate 
decision-making authority. Indeed, Bismarck did not feel that he could always easily or 
completely control the King. It is telling, however, that Prussia’s rivals, such as Austria, saw 
Bismarck as the real driver of Prussian foreign policy. Prior to the Austro-Prussian War, it 
expressed such a view; the Habsburg court maintained that Bismarck had great influence over 
King William, “winding him up every morning” (Carr 1991: 128). As that war loomed, 
Bismarck secured an alliance with Italy, which then mobilized on Austria’s southern front. Franz 
Josef, who was reluctant to go to war with fellow Germans in Prussia, fully mobilized in 
response. These actions, in turn, put pressure on King William to mobilize, which he did at 
Bismarck’s urging, and war ensued. Similarly, in the build-up to the Franco-Prussian War, 
Bismarck edited the Ems telegram to provoke the French and compel King William to go to war 
once again. At the end of both wars, Bismarck stood in the background, letting the King take all 
the adulation and credit for uniting Germany. There is, however, little doubt that he manipulated 
a reluctant King into fighting these wars. That a strong Chancellor could manipulate a weak King 
is not particularly unusual, at least theoretically; yet it occurs less frequently in history than one 
might expect. 
 In short, we once again see that individuals make a difference in crisis diplomacy. 
Indeed, it is impossible to understand the origins of the Franco-Prussian War without reference 
to Bismarck, even though the full extent of his involvement in the crisis only emerged after he 
left office. On the surface, there exists no real reason for France and Prussia to go to war in this 
crisis. France obtained its initial demands. Under the surface, however, Bismarck had a reason 
for war; he wanted to use the war to further his domestic goals (i.e., unification). He therefore 
provoked the French further—a consummate example of Machiavellism in diplomacy—in an 
attempt to trick them into going to war over the issue of honor. The French response to this 
provocation then went too far when it, in effect, demanded an apology. This played directly into 
Bismarck’s hands. It allowed him to seize the opportunity to get a war that he could exploit for 
domestic purposes.  

 
6 Taylor (1955: 129-130) sees Bismarck’s goal of using the war to unify Germany as one that evolved out of the 
war, rather than as something Bismarck had planned before the war.  
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 In the history of great power international diplomacy, manipulated wars are uncommon.  
Decision-makers certainly seek to manipulate events and situations to further their state’s 
interests, but other factors serve as primary causes of most great power wars that occur—
relegating any manipulation to a secondary or incidental cause. This is not true of the Franco-
Prussian War, where manipulation plays a primary causal role. Recall that a manipulated war is 
one that a decision-maker deliberately causes through their actions and that would not likely 
have occurred without those actions. Evaluating the possibility of a manipulated war therefore 
requires counterfactual reasoning.  

Consider the evidence in this case. France achieved its initial demands, leading many 
French and Prussian decision-makers to believe the crisis had ended. Bismarck then edited the 
Ems Telegram in a way that he knew would enrage Gramont, Ollivier, and the French “public.”7  
In fact, he admitted as much, referring to his version of the Ems Telegram as a “red rag on the 
Gallic bull” (Bismarck 1899, vol. 2: 101). Additional French demands and war hysteria in France 
followed. The latter, in particular, directly pushed French leaders into declaring war. 
Counterfactually, then, if Bismarck had not edited the Ems Telegram—in an attempt to get a war 
he wanted—then war hysteria would not have broken out in France. That, in turn, would have 
alleviated the pressure on French decision-makers to immediately declare war, thereby 
significantly lowering the probability that the crisis would have escalated to war. We therefore 
conclude that the Franco-Prussian War qualifies as a manipulated war; without Bismarck’s 
deliberate actions, which were designed to cause war, the war would likely not have occurred. 

How causally important was Bismarck’s manipulation in this case? Phrased differently, if 
a war did not result from this crisis, would other, less idiographic factors have led France and 
Prussia to go to war with one another at some later point in time? The answer, most likely, is yes. 
France and Prussia were involved in a rivalry—that is, a relationship characterized by long-term, 
entrenched, mutual feelings of threat, enmity, and competition (Colaresi et al. 2007; Diehl and 
Goertz 2000). That rivalry, the increased hostility that often accompanies it, and the goal of 
German unification created tensions that Bismarck was fully prepared to exploit. He simply 
needed an opportunity to do so. 

These various factors played a (lesser) role in why the Franco-Prussian War occurred. 
Importantly here, however, they were not going to go away quickly if that crisis had not 
escalated to war. Bismarck seized a specific opportunity to provoke a war in 1870, but it is 
reasonable to assume that, had such an opportunity not arisen, another opportunity would have 
presented itself—one that would require less manipulation on his part to bring about the war he 
desired. This, along with the rarity of manipulated wars, suggests that the factors that pushed 
France into its unnecessary and imprudent war are more generalizable (i.e., apply to more crises) 
than the manipulations through which Bismarck brought Prussia into war.   
 
 
Key Concepts 
concept of dueling imprudent war 
 
  

 
7 For a description of the reaction of the public and members of the Chamber of Deputies to the Ems Telegram, see 
Steefel (1962: 208-209). 
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Key Events/Subjects 
Alsace and Lorraine Second Schleswig-Holstein War 
Bavaria Sedan 
Ems Telegram Seven Weeks War of 1866 
Gastein Convention Wurttemberg 
First Schleswig-Holstein War  
 
 
Key Figures 
Benedetti Prince Leopold of Hohenzollern-Sigmaringen 
Bismarck Napoleon III 
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Review Questions 
1. Both sides in this crisis feature hardliners. Who are the main hardliners? Which of these 

hardliners are most responsible for escalating the crisis to war?  
2. Only one individual in this crisis comes close to being an accommodationist? Who is that? 
3. What role did Bismarck play in this crisis? 
4. Who—on each side in this crisis—best illustrates that “individuals make a difference”?  
5. How does emotion affect decision-making in this crisis? Does emotion affect only one side 

or both sides? 
6. Why do the authors argue that this crises results in an “unnecessary war”? How does this 

unnecessary war differ from those we see in other crises, such as the Crimean War Crisis? 
7. Could policymakers have avoided war in this crisis? If so, how? If not, why not? 
8. Does the behavior within and outcome of this crisis support the Wilsonian democratic 

(monadic) peace? Why or why not? 
9. What does this case illustrate about balance of power thinking? 
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The Russo-Japanese War 
 The Russo-Japanese War serves as a third case of an unnecessary war, since an 
agreement existed that would have satisfied the interests of the involved states. It also, however, 
illustrates the failure of rational bargaining theory. In this case, the involved states struggled to 
reach a satisfactory bargain, even under four relatively favorable conditions. First, the territorial 
issue at stake was divisible. The involved states each valued the territory for its tangible 
characteristics. They did not attach intangible value to the territory—largely because the territory 
concerned colonial lands, rather than their homeland. This made the territory easier to divide. 
Second, no high-strung emotions clouded the decision-makers’ judgment—in contrast to what 
occurred in the crisis that produced the Franco-Prussian War. Third, no commitment problem 
existed. Neither side, in other words, worried that an agreement would fundamentally shift the 
relative power between them, thereby allowing one of them to renegotiate later from a position 
of new-found strength. The proposed terms made this difficult to do—for they envisioned an 
exchange policy, in which each party would occupy its respective sphere of influence with its 
own troops. It would be difficult for either side to violate these terms ex post without going to 
war. Finally, the relative lack of sunk costs into the disputed territory, alongside the territory’s 
divisibility, made a quid pro quo solution obvious—if not optimal—especially compared to the 
costs of any war. Indeed, the representatives of Japan and the Russian ambassador, Rosen, 
actually found such a solution and negotiated an agreement.  
 Despite these favorable conditions, a final agreement eluded the involved states. Why? 
Much of the answer lies within Russia. Rosen negotiated an agreement that satisfied the main 
interests of both states, but the more hard-line Alekseiev vetoed it. Tsar Nicholas II, moreover, 
did not think that Japan would really go to war with Russia. This misperception rested on two 
interrelated beliefs—namely, that as a lower-status power, Japan could not win a war against 
Russia and that any non-white nation would be no match for a European great power. Once the 
Tsar understood that Japan was willing to go to war, he corrected his misperception, became 
more flexible, and made a major, last-minute concession. By that time, however, it was too late. 
Japan had already launched a surprise attack on Port Arthur. 
 Japan also bears some responsibility for the failure to reach a bargain. As Richardson 
(1994: 117) points out, the Japanese could have better clarified the narrowness and 
reasonableness of their demands, as well as their willingness to go to war if the negotiations 
failed—both at the outset and as the crisis unfolded. This information would, in principle, have 
helped the Tsar correct his misperception far earlier than he actually did. Because he became 
more accommodationist after making such a correction, it stands to reason that, if the correction 
had occurred sooner, the Tsar would have shifted to a more accommodationist position earlier in 
the crisis. This would have reduced the Japanese perception that further bargaining with Russia 
was futile (and that, therefore, they could only achieve what they wanted via war). In short, both 
parties could have bargained more effectively with one another.  
 This crisis illustrates the challenge of negotiating an interstate agreement successfully. 
Interstate negotiations can fail for numerous reasons, making them far more challenging than 
rational bargaining theory portrays. Within the field of international relations, Fearon (1995) 
develops such a theory to explain why rational state leaders would go to war with one another. 
He begins with a straightforward observation: “war is always inefficient ex post—both sides 
would have been better off if they could have achieved the same final resolution without 
suffering the costs [of war] (or by paying lower costs)” (Fearon 1995: 383). Why, then, does war 
occur? Fearon identifies three main reasons. The involved states either (i) lack (reliable) 
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information about one another’s capabilities or resolve (i.e., the willingness to bear the costs 
associated with going to war), (ii) experience a commitment problem, and/or (iii) face an 
indivisible issue. These are the model’s three theoretical causes of interstate war. 

The first two causes can be difficult to measure empirically. There is therefore always the 
danger that if (or when) war breaks out, one can easily work backward to attribute the cause of 
war to either an information problem or a commitment problem. That is, however, difficult to do 
here. Both parties agreed on some key, accurate information (e.g., that Russia would gain a 
military advantage if it completed its railway in Manchuria). Where they disagreed, the cause 
was due to a non-rational factor. Neither side tried to misrepresent its military strength or 
resolve—as the bargaining model of war expects of rational actors—although Japan could have 
expressed its resolve more clearly than it did. In fact, German intelligence had no trouble 
determining that Japan was likely to win a war against Russia. The Tsar could not reach this 
conclusion, however, because his own cognitive racial misperceptions prevented him from 
accurately assessing Japan’s power (and resolve). He eventually tried to correct these 
misperceptions, but it was too late.  

The model’s remaining two causes also do not explain why the Russo-Japanese War 
occurred. As we noted earlier, no commitment problem existed—that is, neither party avoided 
signing an agreement because they worried that such an agreement would fundamentally shift 
the relative power between them, thereby allowing one of them to renegotiate that agreement 
later from a position of new-found strength.8 Similarly, the disputed territory was divisible. 

Proponents of rational bargaining theory might still argue that an information problem 
“caused” the Russo-Japanese War. We disagree, for the reasons outlined above. Nevertheless, 
even if the proponents were correct, the lesson we have developed here would stand. 
International negotiations fail for many reasons. If an information problem contributed to such a 
failure in this crisis, it was only one—and not likely the most important—contributing factor. 
Indeed, our case analysis suggests that numerous other factors played a decisive role in this 
outcome, including the behavior of hard-liners, the influence of cognitive biases on 
(mis)perceptions, and the intrinsic difficulties that arise when collectivities negotiate. 
 The second lesson that emerges from this crisis is familiar by now: the Russo-Japanese 
War was an unnecessary war. Rosen secured an agreement that satisfied the main interests of the 
two major states involved in the crisis; the agreement’s quid pro quo provided a solution to their 
imperial competition in the disputed area. The Japanese were willing to accept the agreement, as 
was the Russian ambassador; once the Tsar understood that the Japanese were willing to go to 
war, he was willing to accept the agreement too; and none of the leaders saw a potential 
commitment problem in the agreement’s terms. War, then, was entirely avoidable, but occurred 
anyway. Why? The bargaining process struggled to clarify intentions and correct misperceptions, 
particularly because hard-liners occupied key positions. The entire process left the Japanese 
frustrated and under the belief that further negotiations would not be productive.9  

 
8 As we note in the book, Streich and Levy (2016) do find a commitment problem present, albeit as a necessary—
rather than a sufficient—condition for war.  
9 In our opinion, the timing of the war (i.e., launching the surprise attack) resulted from Japan’s belief that it could 
reach no bargain with Russia, rather than from pressure that Japan should fight a war with Russia before the 
completion of the Russian railway in Manchuria. The latter was, at best, a secondary reason. If, counterfactually, the 
railway question had not existed, Japan would still have launched the surprise attack because Japanese decision 
makers’ frustration with the negotiation process made them believe that they could only break the negotiation 
deadlock through armed force. The logic of the surprise attack was therefore not so much a result of the logic of 
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  Along with these two main lessons, we derive two minor lessons from this crisis as well. 
First, alliances often increase the probability of war, rather than decreasing it. The 1902 Anglo-
Japanese Alliance gave Japan a green light to go to war—if it wanted. Through this alliance, 
Japan gained (i) the general diplomatic backing of a major state (which it had previously lacked), 
(ii) a specific acceptance of Japanese goals in Korea, and (iii) most relevantly, the assurance that 
the United Kingdom (UK) would support Japan if another major state intervened in a crisis 
between Japan and Russia. These terms carried three consequences. First, Japan had the general 
diplomatic backing of another major state as it entered the crisis. Second, if war occurred, Japan 
could reasonably expect that war to be isolated (i.e., involve no other major states, since their 
involvement threatened to bring the UK into the war). Finally, if war occurred and another major 
state did intervene, Japan expected to receive aid from the UK. All three consequences affected 
how the Japanese bargained. In so doing, this crisis provides additional—if only incidental—
evidence that alliances generally tend to increase the probability of war, instead of “deterring” or 
preventing it.  
 Finally, the Russo-Japanese War illustrates that major states need to develop norms to 
manage their imperial rivalries if they are to prevent their crises from escalating to armed 
conflict (including war). These norms must establish a political process through which the major 
states can determine who among them receives what potential colonial territory. The major states 
had created such a process in Europe, but not in Asia. This left Japan and Russia—imperial 
rivals—to manage their competition on their own. The result was a bilateral war, even when the 
circumstances of the crisis generally favored a negotiated solution instead. 
 
 
Key Concepts 
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preventive war as it was a result of the logic of pre-emption. A similar process was at work in July 1914 (see 
Chapter 9 and Vasquez 2018: 94-95). 
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Review Questions 
1. What dispute gives rise to the Russo-Japanese War? 
2. Who are the main hardliners and accommodationists in this crisis? 
3. How and why does bargaining fail in this crisis? 
4. The Japanese repeatedly attempt to bargain with Russia—largely because key 

accommodationists encourage that bargaining. Eventually, however, the crisis escalates to 
war. Why did the Japanese accommodationists not prevent this? 

5. Many believe that policymakers could have avoided the Russo-Japanese War. Why did that 
not occur? 

6. What might the Eastern Crisis tell us about how policymakers could have avoided war in this 
crisis? 

 
 
Further Reading (in addition to the general histories listed earlier) 
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War of 1904–1905.” Foreign Policy Analysis 12(4): 489–511. 
Paul, T.V. (1994) Asymmetric Conflicts: War Initiation by Weaker Powers. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, Ch. 3. This work provides an excellent theoretical account of 
why weaker states initiate wars against stronger states.  

White, John A. (1964) The Diplomacy of the Russo-Japanese War. Princeton: Princeton 
University Press. 
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The First and Second Moroccan (or Agadir) Crisis 
 Whereas bargaining failed in the crisis preceding the Russo-Japanese War, the Agadir 
Crisis features successful bargaining that was facilitated by the norm of compensation. This 
norm dates back (at least) to the Peace of Utrecht, which ended the War of Spanish Succession. 
It maintains that, if one major state increases its territory or population, then other relevant major 
states must receive something of similar value—typically, a corresponding increase in territory 
or people. The idea behind such a practice derives from the principle of the balance of power; to 
prevent any one major state from accruing significantly more power than the others—thereby 
giving it an opportunity to upset the stability of the international system—the major states 
expected one another to offset any gains one of them received by giving something of 
“equivalent” value (however defined) to one or more of the other major states.  
 In this sense, the norm of compensation provided an obvious procedure through which to 
settle colonial disagreements during the period of imperial rivalries. Other procedures admittedly 
also exist; yet each relies on a slightly different logic. States could, for example, resolve their 
disagreements with the flip of a coin or by playing a game of checkers. Although they do neither 
in their international relations, these approaches leave the outcome up to chance or a specific 
skill respectively. Alternatively, states might resort to the practice of war; in such a contest (i.e., 
a type of game), military strength and strategy decide how to settle the interstate disagreement at 
hand (see Vasquez 1993: chapter 1).  

War, of course, is costly. Victory in war, moreover, is far from certain, even under the 
best conditions. As a result, states generally try to use non-war procedures first—and then shift 
to the procedure of war only after one or more non-war procedures fail to resolve their 
disagreement. These non-war procedures likewise rest on distinct logics. The quid pro quo that 
facilitated bargaining in the build-up to the Russo-Japanese War, for example, relies on a rational 
cost-benefit analysis (i.e., the “logic of consequences”). The norm of compensation, in contrast, 
focuses on what is considered “proper” behavior (i.e., the “logic of appropriateness”). Such a 
logic made the compensation norm not only a suitable means through which to decide the terms 
of a potential agreement, but also a means that was relatively easy to apply—so long as states 
accepted its prescriptions as “appropriate” before the need to employ the norm arose.  
 We see these various characteristics in the Agadir Crisis. When Kiderlen raised the 
matter of compensation in exchange for Morocco, he activated the norm of compensation. 
Because this norm has specific rules and expectations associated with it (i.e., defines what is 
“appropriate”), Kiderlen greatly simplified and focused the bargaining process. Indeed, absent 
Kiderlen’s framing of both the problem and the solution, the involved states would have instead 
entered into negotiations that were more amorphous, wide open, and flexible. A far greater 
number of possible settlements would then have existed, and the actors would have needed to sift 
through these possibilities, before (hopefully) agreeing on one. Activating the norm, however, 
narrowed the available settlement options to what was “appropriate.” In so doing, the norm not 
only supplied greater guidance to the involved states, which made their bargaining easier, but 
also gave them a way to avoid war—so long as they could agree on what constituted proper 
compensation.  
 Despite this guidance, the Agadir Crisis demonstrates that war can still result if the 
application of a non-war, normative procedure fails or is linked with the practices of power 
politics. Kiderlen believes that he must be willing to go to the brink of war to obtain suitable 
compensation from Jules Cambon, the French ambassador. He also believes that the French will 
not find his war threat credible unless he is actually willing to go to war. This stance makes 
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Kiderlen a hard-liner and worries Bethmann Hollweg, who brings the matter to the Kaiser’s 
attention. Because Kaiser Wilhelm II does not think Morocco is worth a war, he reins in 
Kiderlen, thereby decreasing the probability of war immeasurably.  
 The practices of power politics exert escalatory pressures again later in the crisis. 
Caillaux threatens to send warships to Agadir, at which point the Kaiser becomes angry. He 
begins to think that Kiderlen was correct after all and considers supporting Kiderlen’s hard-line 
stance. Fortunately, Caillaux is bluffing, and the involved state reach an agreement that concerns 
the French Congo (including some sea access). Compensation therefore works, but even then, 
segments of the domestic audiences within both states do not like the agreement and express 
war-like preferences. We see, in other words, that domestic politics can push accommodationist 
leaders towards war, something we also observe in the Eastern Crisis (1839-1841), as well as the 
crises that precede the Crimean, Franco-Prussian, and Russo-Japanese Wars.  
 Ultimately, the major powers avoid war in the Agadir Crisis. To understand why, it helps 
to conceptualize war as a procedure (or mechanism) through which independent actors can make 
a binding decision about how to settle their disagreement. A functionally equivalent, non-war 
procedure would allow actors to reach a similar outcome without fighting a war. Certain norms 
play such a role in international relations (e.g., compensation). States prefer these normative 
decision-making procedures to war because they are less costly than war. Moreover, although 
not binding in a strict sense, they reduce the probability of war—for normative procedures define 
“appropriate” behavior, thereby introducing consequences for actors who violate them (e.g., see 
Finnemore and Sikkink 1998). Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the Agadir Crisis 
demonstrates that actors themselves can create a more peaceful world. Actors, including states, 
have agency in the design and application of non-violent normative procedures. As they 
introduce these procedures to resolve their disagreements (e.g., the norm of compensation, or 
collective bargaining in labor relations), the probability of violence falls.   
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Review Questions 
1. How does the First Moroccan Crisis start? What actions do the French take? What actions do 

the Germans take? 
2. During the First Moroccan Crisis and the Second Moroccan Crisis, who are the hardliners 

and accommodationists in Germany? 
3. What was the outcome of the Algeciras Conference? What decision did those involved make 

about French and German rights? 
4. What did Germany take away (or learn) from the Algeciras Conference? 
5. What hardliner is reined in during the First Moroccan Crisis? 
6. How does the Second Moroccan Crisis start? Why is the Second Moroccan Crisis also called 

the Agadir Crisis?  
7. What is the turning point in the Second Moroccan Crisis? Compare this turning point to the 

turning point in the 1839-1841 Eastern Crisis. 
8. What is the norm of compensation? What role did this norm play in the Second Moroccan 

Crisis?  
9. How could the Second Moroccan Crisis have ended in war?   
10. Who is David Lloyd George? What was his Mansion House Speech, and why did it have 

such an impact? 
11. James Richardson points out three problems with coercive diplomacy that apply to 

Kiderlen’s diplomacy. What are these problems?  
12. How did those involved settle the Second Moroccan Crisis? What did Moltke say about the 

settlement to his wife in a private letter? What was the reaction to the settlement in France 
and in Germany?  

13. Why do actors avoid war in the Second Moroccan Crisis, but not in the 1903-1904 Russian-
Japanese War Crisis?  

14. Do territorial disputes make war inevitable? Why or why not? Use details from the Moroccan 
Crisis to inform your answer. 
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1908-1909 Bosnia Crisis 
 The Bosnian Crisis illustrates the dual effects of coercion. On the one hand, major states 
can sometimes use coercion in a crisis not only to get what they want, but also to avoid war. On 
the other hand, the successful use of coercion can make its future effectiveness decrease. It sets a 
precedent that the more coercive state will prevail. When, therefore, a subsequent crisis arises 
between the same (rival) major states, both states turn to a (more) coercive strategy and refuse to 
back down. In such a context, the likelihood that states achieve their goals through coercion 
declines, and the probability of war rises in tandem.  
 EH Carr (1939) argued that a key problem exists in international relations—namely, how 
to effect change in an anarchic environment (i.e., in the absence of government). States often use 
war for this purpose; it is a mechanism that can lead to major changes, including territorial 
changes. The Bosnian Crisis, however, shows that (and how) states can successfully employ 
coercion—short of war—to change the territorial map.10 Once the deal between Aehrenthal and 
Izvolsky went awry, Russia sided with Serbia, whose nationalists protested Austria-Hungary’s 
annexation of Bosnia and called for war. As the crisis intensified, Kaiser Wilhelm II then 
intervened with a clear warning: if Russia did not relent in its support for Serbia, then he would 
let events take their course. In other words, if war broke out, Germany would fight alongside its 
Austro-Hungarian ally. Because Russia was still weak from its defeat in the Russo-Japanese 
War, the Tsar had no choice but to back down. Having lost Russian support, Serbia then had to 
do the same; it agreed to cease nationalist agitations.  
 Most uses of coercion that we encounter in this book do not support realist theory—but 
this is the rare exception. One major state adroitly used military power to intimidate and gain a 
diplomatic victory over another, while at the same time avoiding a war. Alliances facilitated this 
dynamic, thereby demonstrating that alliances can be used to gain diplomatic advantages, not 
merely to balance power, in an attempt to avert war. Indeed, it was this combination of coercion 
and alliances that permitted Austria-Hungary to achieve the territorial change it sought in the 
Balkans (although the earlier 1878 Congress of Berlin set a legal precedent for such a change). 

The explicit use of coercion to gain a diplomatic victory in the Bosnian Crisis had two 
major effects. First, it set a precedent for German decision makers, including the Kaiser. They 
learned that, if they resorted to coercion, their superior military power would permit them to 
prevail in a crisis without going to war. Such a precedent set the table for the July 1914 Crisis, 
during which the Kaiser again felt that Russia both was not prepared for war and would back 
down if he made it clear that he would stand with Austria-Hungary. Franz Josef felt the same 
way; indeed, this explains why he sent Hoyas to Berlin in early July 1914 to get an explicit 
commitment of support from Germany.  
 Second, it convinced Russia that the state to prevail in a crisis will be the one that uses 
the most coercion. In the Bosnian Crisis, the Tsar relented; yet he also vowed not to back down 
again and end up humiliated in the face of a coercive threat. This also affected the July 1914 
Crisis, during which the Tsar faced the Kaiser once more over a similar issue—namely, Serbian 
nationalist claims to Balkan lands that sat within the Austro-Hungarian empire. At this time, 
Russia was more prepared for war than in the Bosnian crisis, but still not as prepared as it had 
been before the Russo-Japanese War occurred or as prepared as it expected to be when its Great 
Program finished in 1917. Regardless of Russia’s preparedness, the Tsar would not let it back 

 
10 The British-Austrian armed intervention against Mohammed Ali in the Eastern Crisis offers another case of 
successful coercion. Unlike in Bosnia, however, the major powers used coercion in the Eastern Crisis to prevent a 
territorial change, rather than to promote it.   
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down—even though he did not want to go to war. He therefore did not rescind his second 
mobilization order, knowing full well that this would mean war.  
 In the end, how the involved states behaved in the Bosnian Crisis accords with realist 
theory. A broader view, however, raises concerns about how strongly one can depend on realist 
advice about the use of coercion. When major state rivals use coercion against one another, they 
may avoid war in the short-term, but their relationship also may become more hostile and war-
prone (i.e., a war will occur between the rivals at some point in the future). These long-term 
consequences do not align with realist theory, for they suggest that when rivals use coercion 
against one another, they will not avoid war altogether. 
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July 1914 
 In the Bosnian Crisis discussed earlier, coercion worked and prevented war. The opposite 
outcome unfolds in the July 1914 Crisis: deterrence fails and alliances cause war to spread. 
Russia cannot prevent Austria-Hungary from attacking Serbia; Austria-Hungary cannot dissuade 
Russia from defending Serbia, even after countering that it had German support; Germany 
cannot stop Russian mobilization and intervention; and so on. Given that many efforts at 
deterrence both occur and do not achieve their intended goal—as well as the catastrophic war 
that follows—many consider the July 1914 Crisis to feature one of the most important and 
disastrous illustrations of deterrence failure in international history. A closer examination of this 
crisis offers some hints as to why deterrence fails. One should, however, treat any conclusions as 
hypotheses that warrant further study, rather than firm generalizations, since they derive from a 
single crisis case. 
 Generally speaking, four main factors explain deterrence failure in July 1914. First, 
neither side believed it would lose if war occurred. In contemporary international relations, 
“deterrence” evokes nuclear politics and weapons; yet the logic of deterrence prior to the nuclear 
era (i.e., conventional deterrence) is nowhere near as compelling as the logic of nuclear 
deterrence. Nuclear deterrence rests on a simple premise: a nuclear war between two nuclear 
states will result in assured mutual destruction (MAD). In other words, if two states have nuclear 
capabilities (i.e., power parity), then both states will lose a nuclear war, and each state knows this 
to be true. Conventional deterrence contains no such assurance. Indeed, based on a long history 
of interstate warfare, states facing a conventional war expect that one side will win. Uncertainty 
often exists about which side will ultimately prevail, and relative power parity in conventional 
military capabilities actually increases this uncertainty.  
 Herein lies the difficulty. For conventional deterrence to work, one side must believe it 
will lose the threatened war. This belief results from a calculation that is not only inherently 
prone to error, but also subject to non-power inputs—such as an estimate of the effectiveness of 
military plans and strategy, risk propensity, internal disagreements among key decision-makers 
(e.g., aggregating divergent assessments), the salience of the issues at stake (i.e., some issues are 
more valuable than others), and domestic politics (e.g., the balance between hard-liners and 
accommodationists, or what prominent domestic constituents want). Given these various inputs, 
deterrence can fail for a variety of reasons, many of which have nothing to do with the 
distribution of power. A state’s decision-makers, for example, might disagree internally about 
either the extent of any power differential between its side and the opposing side or whether any 
power differential ultimately affects the state’s prospects for winning the war. Alternatively, 
some decision-makers could accept a higher risk of war or be more prone to military 
overconfidence than others. Both traits are more common among hard-liners than 
accommodationists. Thus, the balance between hard-liners and accommodationists—that is, 
which type has more influence on a state’s decision-making—can significantly affect whether a 
state believes it will lose in war.    
 The calculation noted above plagues each side involved in a crisis, such that neither side 
may reach the conclusion that it will lose a potential war. This introduces a dilemma. Deterrence 
theory offers decision-makers the promise that deterrence works, which encourages them to use 
coercion. The theory’s simplicity, however, perhaps introduces a false hope. On the one hand, 
the theory is difficult to apply in practice; under the best conditions, it will be challenging to 
calculate who a war’s unambiguous winner (and loser) would be, especially as the two sides 
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approach power parity.11 On the other hand, the theory may be flawed because it places too much 
emphasis on a single factor—namely, military power (e.g., it assumes that certain power 
distributions alone can prevent war). This emphasis encourages decision-makers to set aside non-
power inputs and focus heavily on military power distributions in their calculations, even though 
war occurs for reasons other than (or in addition to) the distribution of military power.  

Inaccurate conclusions necessarily follow—something the July 1914 Crisis illustrates 
well. Each side in the crisis not only emphasized the power distribution, but also thought that it 
had more military power than the other side, leading to the expectation that the other side would 
back down. The Kaiser, for example, firmly believed that Russia was not ready for war, as it was 
still recovering from its defeat in the 1904-1905 Russo-Japanese War. He therefore anticipated 
that the Tsar would stand down—a repeat of the 1908 Bosnian Crisis. The Tsar, in contrast, not 
only had vowed to remain firm after Bosnia, but also thought that Russia was reasonably 
prepared for war.12 Moreover, he saw the Dual Alliance of Germany and Austria-Hungary as no 
match for the Triple Entente coalition. He therefore had no intention of stepping aside and 
expected the Dual Alliance to do so instead. This, in part, explains why deterrence did not work. 
 A second factor contributed to deterrence failure in July 1914 as well—namely, the fear 
of pre-emption displaced deterrence strategy. At some point—most likely, on July 30—each side 
changed their strategy, from using coercion to “win” the crisis through deterrence to taking 
military measures that would increase the likelihood that it would the war (if one broke out). The 
switch began with the Russian generals, who knew that Russia’s slow mobilization meant that 
Russia had to mobilize early to be prepared for an eventual war. This was their back-up plan in 
the event that deterrence failed.13 Nevertheless, once the German military and the Kaiser became 
aware of Russia’s preparations for mobilization, a mobilization crisis ensued and a security trap 
quickly followed. Each side was willing to go to war first because it feared that it would be 
placed at a severe disadvantage if the other side attacked it first. This fear of pre-emption shifted 
the decision-makers’ focus. Their priority became trying to win any war that might occur, or at 
least not letting the other side pre-empt them. The resulting emphasis on military mobilization 
not only pushed any policy of deterrence into the background, but also undermined the 
diplomatic efforts to resolve the crisis short of war. 
 A third, related reason for deterrence failure involved time pressure. The fear of pre-
emption emerged from the mobilization crisis; the German military worried that early Russian 
mobilization would upturn the Schlieffen Plan, while the Russian generals foresaw that, unless 
Russia mobilized early, the German military might overrun Russia. The military on each side 
then convinced their top leadership (i.e., the Tsar and the Kaiser) to mobilize. This produced a 
security trap, in which both sides went to war because the fear of an imminent attack fueled the 
perception of an extreme threat (Vasquez 2018: 95). In a situation like this, security concerns 
become the basis for taking the actions that produce war, rather than any specific grievances. 
Time, moreover, is of the essence. The pressure to mobilize—and now—encourages each side to 
abandon its policy of deterrence.   

 
11 When a power differential is small, states will likely struggle more (i) to identify the differential accurately, (ii) to 
agree on the differential, and (iii) to accept that other small factors could not overcome the differential (e.g., chance, 
weather, or military effectiveness and weaponry).  
12 Honor, reputation, and other emotional or psychological factors are perhaps additional non-power inputs that enter 
into the calculation discussed above. 
13 Note, however, that neither the Russian generals nor the Tsar nor the Kaiser used the language of “deterrence;” 
scholars did not fully formulate that theory until the nuclear era.  
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 A final reason for deterrence failure concerns the peculiar game of chicken that states 
played in July 1914. A typical game of chicken produces a cooperative outcome (i.e., no car 
crash or war). Why did the July 1914 Crisis not result in such an outcome? First, whereas the 
typical game features two players, the July 1914 Crisis included more than two players. 
Although this perhaps seems a small deviation at first glance, it has significant effects on the 
game. Peace research demonstrates that multiparty disputes are more difficult to resolve 
diplomatically (e.g., through negotiation or mediation) and more likely to escalate to war. When 
more actors join a dispute (or game), the bargaining space becomes more complicated; 
diplomacy must satisfy a larger number of (often, divergent) interests (see Hopmann 1996). The 
decision or action of any single actor, moreover, can alter the game’s trajectory. One state 
involved in a multiparty crisis, for example, could take an action that introduces a hostility 
spiral—that is, create an automatic “action-reaction” dynamic that pulls control of the crisis 
escalation away from the central decision-makers. 
 Second, the typical game of chicken is a one-shot game, but the July 1914 Crisis is part 
of an iterative game. It was one in a series of crises between two rivals. Peace research finds that, 
when actors fail to resolve their disagreement over a salient issue, crises (or disputes) related to 
that disagreement recur. The probability of war then rises for two interrelated reasons. On the 
one hand, actors tend to behave more coercively as crises recur; they learn that diplomacy will 
not achieve their goals and consequently adopt a more militaristic approach instead (Leng 1983). 
On the other hand, recurrent crises disproportionately occur within interstate rivalries—that is, 
long-term, hostile relationships in which each state views the other as a threat, enemy, and 
competitor (Diehl et al. 2021; Colaresi et al. 2007).  

Both dynamics affect the July 1914 Crisis. Many historians, for example, note that 
several non-war crises preceded the First World War, each of which increased the hostility 
among those eventually involved in the July 1914 Crisis (e.g., see MacMillan 2013). We see 
evidence of this in our analysis of the 1908 Bosnian Crisis. The Tsar relented in that crisis, but 
vowed never to back down again in the face of a German ultimatum. At the same time, German 
decision-makers concluded both that coercion allowed them to prevail in the Bosnian Crisis and 
(erroneously) that Russia would back down again if coerced. Both the Russians and Germans, in 
other words, learned that the next crises between them over a similar issue (e.g., the Balkans) 
demanded a more coercive strategy. In this way, the Bosnian Crisis affected the perceptions that 
decision-makers carried into the July 1914 Crises, as well as the decisions they ultimately made. 
  Third, context mattered. The typical game of chicken is a “pencil and paper” exercise. In 
that exercise, the context in—or conditions under—which players make decisions is stripped 
away. The game, for example, assumes no (prior) relationship or history of interactions between 
the players. This admittedly simplifies the game greatly; yet it also causes the game to deviate 
from certain real-world situations. Indeed, those involved in the July 1914 Crisis could not 
ignore the context in which they operated. The players had interacted before (and on similar 
issues). Their interactions involved prior, related crises; encouraged greater hostility, including 
the development of rivalry relationships; and introduced arms races (e.g., the land arms race 
between Russia, Germany, and France; on arms races, see Sample 1997). Each of these factors 
increases the likelihood of interstate war. The July 1914 Crisis was therefore contextually primed 
for war, making it more difficult for deterrence to work. 
 Finally, those involved in the July 1914 Crisis did not play the game individually—as the 
typical game of chicken envisions—but rather in “teams.” Alliances determined the teams, while 
the resulting team-based structure then altered how decision-makers approached the game. It led 
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Russia and Austria-Hungary, for example, each to conclude that its ally made it more powerful 
than its opponent. This, in turn, encouraged both states to play the coercive game with the utmost 
resolve. Such an effect is not uncommon. According to research on the steps to war (Senese and 
Vasquez 2008), when a dispute occurs between two states and at least one of those states has an 
alliance with another (third) state (i.e., an “outside alliance”), the likelihood that the dispute 
escalates to war increases. Every state involved in the July 1914 Crisis experienced these war-
prone conditions; if we count Russian support for Serbia as an alignment, then each crisis 
participant had not only a dispute with another state, but also brought an outside alliance into that 
dispute.  
 These various conditions—that is, a multiparty crisis, a series of recurring crisis (over 
similar issues between the same actors), rivalry relationships, arms races, and (many) alliances—
make it difficult for the uncertain logic of conventional deterrence to work, and it did not. War 
breaks out between Germany and Russia. It then quickly spreads through two “contagion” 
mechanisms (see Vasquez 2018). The first mechanism is contiguity. The states that sequentially 
enter the war are land contiguous to at least one state already at war (i.e., they border the war). 
Britain offers the only exception; it is contiguous to the battlefield by sea. The second 
mechanism—one at least as potent as contiguity—involves the alliance structure. The outbreak 
of the war activates various alliance obligations, and the involved states generally fulfill those 
obligations (i.e., only Italy reneges), rapidly declaring war between August 1-6. Even Japan joins 
the war by the third week of August; it used its alliance with Britain to rationalize this decision, 
even though its desire to use the war as an opportunity to gain colonial territories weighed more 
heavily in its decision. As a result of this war-joining behavior, the July 1914 Crisis serves as the 
classic illustration of how alliances can spread war to additional actors once it begins. 
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Munich 1938 
 The Munich Crisis engages an important question in international relations. Are there 
certain conditions under which diplomacy cannot function practically as an alternative to war? 
When, for example, the interstate system encounters a determined, revisionist actor—that is, a 
Hitler—will diplomatic concessions prevent war altogether or merely delay it? It is perhaps easy 
to answer this question when those involved perfectly know the revisionist actor’s full demands, 
as well as the level of determination (or resolve) it has for pursuing those demands. This, 
however, is rarely the case. Concessions might subsequently encourage the revisionist actor to 
demand more. In order to achieve the concessions it seeks, moreover, the revisionist actor has 
incentives to misrepresent its demands. Hitler did exactly this—and successfully convinced 
Chamberlain that German demands were both reasonable and limited. When starting from such a 
premise, Chamberlain’s policy of appeasement seems both appropriate and prudent.  

Unfortunately, because Hitler misrepresented his demands, Chamberlain’s premise was 
false, and the policy of appeasement consequently failed. From that failure, many conclude—
perhaps wrongly—that a policy of appeasement does not work under any conditions. Others 
conclude more narrowly that diplomacy cannot always serve as an alternative to war. These 
positions are consistent with realist claims that the international system must use power (or 
military force), rather than reason, to dissuade a determined foe’s aggression. Because of 
positions such as these, many decision-makers later used Munich as an analogy to justify a state 
going to war in order to stop insatiable aggressors. The power of this analogy persists today; 
decision-makers continue to use it, even amidst several criticisms that challenge whether the use 
of such an analogy is appropriate. 

The Munich Crisis illustrates three other lessons as well. First, the repetition of crises can 
increase the probability of war. Just as the 1908 Bosnian Crisis increased the probability of war 
in the July 1914 Crisis, the Munich Crisis—and the ultimate failure of the Munich agreement to 
prevent the Prague invasion—increased the probability of war in the later Danzig-Polish Crisis. 
After the invasion of Prague, the (non-violent) diplomatic options for managing a subsequent 
crisis declined significantly. On the one hand, it suggested the futility of conference diplomacy. 
The major powers could, in theory, have used the precedent set at Munich—namely, a 
conference, with Mussolini serving as the mediator—to resolve the Danzig-Poland Crisis. 
Munich’s failure, however, along with its aftermath, removed such a possibility from 
consideration. On the other hand, the Prague invasion convinced Chamberlain and Daladier not 
only that they could not trust Hitler, but also that Hitler had adopted a policy of aggrandizement, 
rather than one based on nationalist self-determination. They therefore abandoned appeasement, 
in favor of a firmer (or less conciliatory) bargaining approach when they next confronted Hitler.  
 Second, Munich demonstrates how norms for transferring territory can promote 
successful negotiation, thereby decreasing the need to resort to war. Norms achieve this feat in 
several ways. Initially, they encourage and provide a focal point for the negotiations—that is, 
limit the bargaining to a narrower set of (appropriate) options.14 The nationalism/self-
determination norm played that role here (see also the compensation norm, which played a 
similar role in the Agadir Crisis, and the norm of dynastic succession, which featured in the 1859 

 
14 A focal point concentrates attention. Neighboring states, for example, often use a mountain range or a river as 
their mutual boundary. The reason is straightforward: if they did not, then the border could be placed anywhere, 
which can complicate negotiations. See Goemans (2006) for additional discussion. 
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Italian War of Independence).15 Moreover, because norms are widely accepted, they offer a 
potential mechanism through which the disputing states can make a binding decision about how 
to resolve their contentious issue (i.e., one that neither side has incentives to renege upon). In this 
sense, norms supply states with a functional, less-costly equivalent to war (Vasquez 2009), even 
when highly war-prone issues—such as territory—are at stake.  
 With respect to transferring territory, the nationalism/self-determination norm dominated 
at the time of the Munich Crisis, and continues to do so today. It maintains that a people who 
identify as belonging to the same nation should be allowed to hold their own territory, since 
nations have a right to self-determination. Hitler relied on this logic during the Munich Crisis. 
Germans predominantly occupied the Sudetenland, but a non-German government ruled over 
them. The Sudenten-Germans, in other words, had a legitimate claim to have their right to self-
determination restored. To strengthen their claim (and his), Hitler even willingly permitted 
plebiscites in areas where the national identity of the inhabitants was more “mixed,” an action 
also consistent with the nationalism/self-determination norm.  

The British/French coalition, the Czechs, and Hitler each used the norm during the 
Munich Crisis. The British and the French, for example, seize upon it to avoid a war they did not 
want to fight. Two other effects, however, best demonstrate the norm’s potency—namely, 
neither Benes nor Hitler could oppose the use of the norm. Indeed, Hitler may have preferred to 
go to war, rather than negotiate, but abandoned that preference in the end. Goering, among 
others, talked him out of war because they did not believe Germany was ready for a general war 
at that time (Richardson 1994: 160). Nevertheless, after the fact, we know that Hitler felt cheated 
out of his chance for a war (see Richardson 1994: 149, 157). The norm for transferring territory 
did that. The Sudenten-German claims fell under the norm, which then focused everyone on a 
negotiated solution that was consistent with the norm’s prescriptions. With that solution in hand, 
the casus belli disappeared. Hitler then—to a certain extent—had to accept the solution as a 
substitute for war.  
 Finally, minor-state allies need not always drag major-state allies into a war that the 
major states do not believe to be in their interest. Although Britain has no alliance with 
Czechoslovakia at the time of the Munich Crisis, France does. Britain, moreover, has an alliance 
with France. If therefore, Germany attacks Czechoslovakia, then France will get involved. That, 
in turn, would threaten to activate the Anglo-French alliance and pull Britain into the war. To 
avoid such an outcome, Chamberlain and Daladier pressure Benes to accept some deal with 
Hitler—one they eventually negotiate. This dynamic demonstrates that alliances can sometimes 
prevent war (i.e., under certain conditions). The Munich Crisis therefore contrasts nicely with the 
Crimean War Crisis, in which a minor state draws its major-state allies into a war. 
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15 Had nationalism been the prevailing norm for transferring territory at the time of the 1859 Italian War of 
Independence, the Concert of Europe would perhaps have had a normative basis for resolving that crisis.  
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Godesberg Sudetenland 
The Hague Teschen 
invasion of Prague Treaty of Brest-Litovsk 
League of Nations Weimar Republic 
 
 
Key Figures 
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Bonnet, Georges Emperor Karl I 
Cadogan, Alexander Kerensky, Alexsandr 
Chamberlain, Neville Lenin, Vladimir 
Churchill, Winston Mussolini, Benito 
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Goering, Hermann Trotsky, Leon 
Earl of Halifax, Wood, Edward  Wilson, Horace 
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Review Questions 
1. What was the appeasement policy? What was the rationale behind it? 
2. What happened in the Anschluss?  
3. Where is the Sudetenland? What was its ethnic composition in 1938? 
4. Who was Konrad Henlein? 
5. Who were the leaders of Czechoslovakia, France, and Britain during this crises? Of these 

leaders, which were most willing to go to war? 
6. How did Chamberlain describe Czechoslovakia in a radio speech to the British public? 
7. How did the involved policymakers avoid war in this crisis? 
8. In what way was Munich Crisis the “flip side” of the 1839-1841 Eastern Crisis?  
9. Although Britain did not go to war in this crisis, how could it have decided to do so?  
10. What role did Mussolini play in this crisis? Who wrote his proposal to mediate the crisis, 

which was presented at the Munich Conference?  
11. Which German leaders restrained Hitler? How and why did they do so? 
12. How did the military—on both sides—help prevent this crisis from escalating to war? 

Among other things, consider the concept of an arms race in your answer. 
13. What transpired at the Munich Conference? 
14. What did Chamberlain think of the Munich Conference’s outcome?  
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15. Shortly after the Munich crisis, what action(s) occurred that undermined the appeasement 
policy and set the stage for the Second World War? How did those action(s) contribute to the 
two identified consequences?  

16. What lessons did Chamberlain, Daladier, and FDR separately take away (or learn) from the 
invasion of Prague? 
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Hitler-Stalin Pact. 
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analogies in foreign policy learning. 
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Danzig-Polish Crisis (and the onset of the Second World War in Europe) 
 Over the last two centuries or so, the international system has experienced two world 
wars. The July 1914 Crisis immediately preceded the First World War, while the Danzig-Polish 
Crisis immediately preceded the Second World War. Comparing and contrasting these two 
crisis—both of which feature failed deterrence—consequently permits us to gain greater insight 
into how world wars begin.   

The crises that preceded both world wars feature three main similarities. First, war 
resulted when deterrence failed. Second, in both crises, each side marshaled a coalition to oppose 
the other side. With respect to the Danzig-Polish Crisis, for example, Britain and France made 
Poland an explicit pledge after Germany invaded Prague; more specifically, they promised to go 
to war with Germany in the event that Germany invaded Poland. A more effective balancing 
coalition against Hitler might have formed to deter his ambitions, but Hitler wooed Stalin—and 
enlisted Stalin as a partner in the invasion of Poland. Finally, once the major European states 
divided into two opposing coalitions, their interactions took the form of a coercive game of 
chicken. Hitler continued his coercive tactics, which had succeeded in earlier crises. Based on 
that history, Hitler expected that Britain and France would stand aside. The British and French, 
meanwhile, used coercion in the hopes that they could deter the looming war. 

These latter hopes represents a key difference between the July 1914 and the Danzig-
Polish Crises. Chamberlain and Daladier did not really believe that Hitler would back down, 
especially after he had enlisted Stalin’s assistance. They instead hoped that they might deter him. 
Britain and France, moreover, were extremely reluctant to fight a war at all. Indeed, although 
Britain and France immediately declared war when Germany invaded Poland, they undertook no 
major military moves for many months (i.e., during the period of the “phony war”).  

Ultimately, then, why did deterrence fail in the Danzig-Polish Crisis? First and foremost, 
neither side believed it would lose any war that broke out. Even the hapless French, who would 
surrender to Germany in less than a year, did not believe they would lose.16 Under these 
conditions, it is difficult for deterrence to succeed. The context, moreover, fostered deterrence 
failure. The Germans never considered backing down—not only because of Hitler’s ambitions, 
but also because they successfully used coercion to achieve their goals in previous crises. The 
British and French also did not think it was prudent to back down in this crisis. They had done so 
in previous crises, but the outcome of those earlier crises convinced them that they needed to 
stand firm this time. Finally, both sides were playing a coercive game of chicken—and in teams. 

These various factors almost exactly mirror the reasons that deterrence failed in the July 
1914 Crisis. There is, however, one exception. In July 1914, deterrence also failed because the 
fear of pre-emption displaced any deterrence strategy. Such a fear does not appear in the Danzig-
Polish Crisis—most likely because the British and French were so reluctant to go to war.  

 
 
Key Concepts 
balance of power theory expediency  
deterrence failure lebensraum  
 
 
 
 

 
16 On French attitudes immediately prior to and at the beginning of the war, see May (2000). 
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Key Events/Subjects 
Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact Polish Corridor 
phony war  
 
 
Key Figures 
Chamberlain, Neville Mussolini, Benito 
Daladier, Edouard Ribbentrop, Joachim von 
Molotov, Vyacheslav Stalin, Joseph 
 
 
Review Questions 
1. In 1939, what was the ethnic composition of (i) Poland and (ii) Danzig? 
2. Compare and contrast the Munich Crisis and the Danzig-Poland Crisis. What were the 

similarities and differences between these two crises?  
3. After Hitler took over Czechoslovakia, what did Britain and France do? Why did they take 

the actions that they did? 
Why did the attempt to form a balance of power against Hitler fail? What does this indicate 
about the concept of (and theory behind) the balance of power? 

4. How did Hitler outmaneuver the West just before the outbreak of the Second World War?   
5. What did Hitler demand of Poland in 1939? 
6. Can we consider the outbreak of the Second World War to be a deterrence failure? Why or 

why not? 
 
 
Further Reading (in addition to the general histories listed earlier) 
*Bell, P.M.H. (1997) The Origins of the Second World War, revised edn. London: Longman, Ch. 

15. This work covers the crisis, but is also an excellent analysis of the entire war. The revised 
edition has detailed further reading lists, including for individual countries.  

Vasquez, John A. (1996) “The Causes of the Second World War in Europe: A New Scientific 
Explanation.” International Political Science Review 17(2): 161-78. 
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Pearl Harbor 
 Pearl Harbor supplies a unique, non-obvious lesson. Most economic sanctions do not 
work as expected (see Greig et al. 2019). In theory, a state threatens (or imposes) sanctions to 
inflict economic costs on a target state, and as these costs mount, the target state should change 
its policy. Two common difficulties can interfere with this logic in practice, however. First, the 
sanctioning state may renege. Sanctions, by definition, restrict trade. They therefore inflict 
mounting costs on both the target and the sanctioning state—and the latter may (eventually) find 
these costs to be too high. Second, the sanctions may not impose sufficient hardship on the target 
to compel it to alter its policy. In both scenarios, sanctions will fail to achieve their goal. 
 Pearl Harbor illustrates yet another reason that sanctions might fail. If sanctions impose 
too much hardship on a target, the target may not comply (i.e., change its policy), but rather use 
armed force—including war—to end the hardship. Such an outcome is particularly likely when 
(i) the target state views the sanctioned product as critical (e.g., oil) and (ii) it can readily obtain 
that product from another source. When that occurs, the logic of sanctions backfires. Policy-
makers must account for this possibility when they consider whether (and how) to use coercion 
strategically to achieve their foreign policy goals. 
 Strategic thinking of this type requires policy-makers to look down the decision tree. In 
formal theory, a decision tree maps out a “game,” which includes the actors (e.g., states), the 
sequence in which the actors make decisions, the choices the actors have at each decision point 
(e.g., “attack” or “not attack”), and the eventual outcomes associated with all the decisions that 
the actors collectively take (e.g., “war” or “not war”).17 Imagine, for example, a simple scenario, 
in which two states are involved in a dispute. State A can choose whether to attack or not. If it 
does not attack, a not-war outcome occurs (i.e., nothing happens). If it attacks, then State B next 
decides whether to defend itself or not. If State B does not defend itself, then not-war outcome 
occurs; State A invades unopposed. If, in contrast, State B does defend itself, then the two states 
go to war.18 

Let us assume that State A is rational and strategic—and that it prefers to avoid a costly 
war. If true, then when it makes its initial decision, it will think about what State B will do in 
response to that decision. State B, for example, most likely will not want State A to invade it. 
Thus, if State A attacks, State B will most likely defend itself, which results in a war. Because 
State A wants to avoid that ultimate outcome, it chooses not to attack initially. State A, in other 
words, looks down the decision tree to determine the most likely effect(s) of its decision(s), with 
particular attention to the ultimate outcome that these effects will produce (e.g., here war or not-
war). 

In the Pearl Harbor Crisis, both sides seemingly look down the decision tree. During 
1941, the F.D.R. administration was aware that a total oil embargo could lead to war. Indeed, 
those who opposed the embargo, including F.D.R. himself, cited the risk of war as a reason not 
to enact such a policy. This, of course, raises an important question: if F.D.R. knew that a total 
oil embargo might encourage Japan to attack the Dutch East Indies—and therefore could lead to 
Japan to become involved in a war with the US and the UK—did he enact the embargo so that he 
could enter the Second World War (in Europe) via a back door (in the Pacific)? Some of the 
evidence is consistent with an affirmative answer (see Chapter 11 for a detailed discussion). FDR 

 
17 For an example of how to use decision trees to analyze an historical case, see Zagare and Kilgour (2021). 
18 More complex games exist, including those with more than two players, more decision points, more choices at 
each decision point, and opportunities for the same player to make a decision at multiple points in time (e.g., State A 
decides, then State B, then State A, then State B, and so on). 
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thought it was in the US interest to oppose Hitler and support the UK—and acted in accordance 
with this thinking, as the arsenal of democracy speech, the destroyer deal, and the lend-lease 
program (among others) attest. FDR, moreover, understood that a strong isolationist sentiment 
existed both within the US Congress and the US public at large. He sought to erode that 
sentiment, and one way to do so would be to manipulate events so that an adversary attacked the 
US, thereby bringing the US into the war (e.g., see his undeclared war on German submarines in 
the North Atlantic; Divine 1970).  

Despite this evidence, no scholarly consensus exists about whether FDR actually used a 
conflict with Japan as a back-door means to enter the war in Europe. History shows that the 
consequence of the total oil embargo was the surprise attack on Pearl Harbor, which immediately 
shifted US sentiment from pro-isolationist to pro-interventionist. This is consistent with the 
argument that FDR used a back-door method to enter the war in Europe, but it is not definitive. 
Consensus on that point will not occur until scholars understand FDR’s motivation for and 
intention behind enacting the embargo—that is, whether he instituted the embargo because he 
foresaw that its consequences would allow him to enter the war against Hitler. 

Japanese policymakers likewise looked down the decision tree as they considered 
whether to attack a seemingly stronger state. Their decision-making process was—generally 
speaking—strategic, rational, and conscientious, eschewing simplistic analyses (see Levi and 
Tetlock 1980). Admiral Yamamoto, for example, told policymakers that he could win great 
victories in the short run, but if the war became a long struggle, he could not guarantee the 
outcome. Japanese policymakers, however, knowingly accepted that risk because they thought 
that, through doing so, they could achieve a better outcome for Japan.  

The US continued to insist that Japan withdraw from China. The Japanese ultimately 
wanted to negotiate a settlement with the US—but one that would give Japan better terms than 
these. They reasoned that attacking the US could move them toward that outcome. If the US 
entered the war, then it might get bogged down in the European war or suffer significant defeats 
there. Were that to occur, the US would likely be more willing to negotiate an end to the war in 
Asia—and on terms more favorable to the Japanese. These assumptions were reasonable, 
perhaps even plausible. Regardless of whether they were, however, the main point here is simply 
that Japanese leaders did indeed look down the decision tree. They considered their options, how 
the US might respond to Japanese actions (i.e., the consequences and risks), and whether the 
series of likely decisions on both sides might move them closer to a more preferred, ultimate 
outcome. 

Pearl Harbor also reiterates a lesson that appears in other crises: alliances often help bring 
about war, rather than prevent it. Had FDR and Hull put forward their modus vivendi proposal in 
late 1941, they might have avoided war (or at a minimum, delayed it). The Tojo administration 
would have been open to such a proposal at that time. The US and Japan, in other words, could 
have (at least) struck an interim deal, with Japan making major concessions to the US in 
Indochina in exchange for the US easing the oil embargo. Unfortunately, however, the US did 
not put forth its proposal because two major US allies objected to it. Churchill could only hope to 
win the war against Hitler if the US intervened, while, to survive, Chiang Kai-shek needed US 
support and involvement. Both leaders feared that a lessening of US-Japanese tensions would 
hurt them.  
 A third lesson from Pearl Harbor relates to the question of deterrence failure. Neither side 
used deterrence as a strategy in this crisis. Japan did not try to deter the US, but rather to reach a 
bargain with it. Similarly, although FDR imposed economic sanctions on Japan, he did so (more 
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generally) to oppose Japan and (more specifically) to attempt to impede the Japanese 
advancement into Indochina, as well as China proper. Moreover, FDR never attached an explicit 
deterrent threat to his coercive sanctions, largely because he did not want to do so (see the 
analysis in Chapter 11). He understood and accepted that the embargo might lead to war, and he 
pursued such a policy, in part, because it carried a side benefit for him—namely, bringing the US 
into the European war. Given all of this, it is not surprising that the embargo—or even the latent 
US threat to enter the war—failed to deter Japan from attacking the US and UK on December 7. 
 Despite this outcome, Pearl Harbor does not qualify as a “pure” case of deterrence 
failure. Policymakers did not try to use the logic of deterrence to guide their actions in this crisis, 
as they had more clearly done in the July 1914 or the Danzig-Polish Crises. At the same time, 
however, we see a common element between Pearl Harbor and the purer cases of deterrence 
failure that occurred in both 1914 and 1939. As the threat of war loomed, neither side believed 
that they would lose the war, if it occurred. The Japanese, to be fair, did not believe that they 
could win a long war with the US, but they also did not think a long war would occur. Instead, if 
the US entered the war, they expected both that the US would negotiate an end to the war with 
Japan (in order to turn its full attention to the European theater) and that the settlement would 
give Japan much of what it wanted (i.e., a “victory”). With each side optimistic that it would not 
lose in the coming war, neither side was willing to stand down. 
 Finally, our analysis focuses on how and why the Pearl Harbor crisis ended in war; yet it 
does not deal with the interrelated, broader, and more complicated questions lurking in the 
background—about the causes of the Second World War in Asia or Europe. These questions lie 
beyond the scope of this work and receive treatment elsewhere.19 We note, however, that the 
Second World War—in both Asia and in Europe—seems to result from a war of significant 
territorial expansion, in which a major state unilaterally attempts to create a territorial empire 
that will make it more self-sufficient. In this limited sense, the Second World War shares a 
similarity with Italian Wars of Independence; war occurred when actors attempted to change 
numerous (interstate) borders, in order to shift sovereign control over large territorial areas. For 
Germany, this involved taking the Ukraine and creating an economic empire in Mitteleuropa, 
while for Japan, it meant creating a Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere. Because no 
international norms existed that could justify either state’s territorial ambitious, the involved 
actors could not use norms to resolve their disputed issues. They consequently employed another 
well-worn decision-making mechanism in international relations—war.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
19 For Vasquez’s view on this, see Vasquez (1996) and Vasquez and Gibler (2001). 
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Review Questions 
1. What was the Mukden incident? What Japanese military figures were involved in the 

incident? What was the incident’s outcome? 
2. Did the civilian Japanese government engineer the conquest of Manchuria in 1931?  
3. What is the Stimson Doctrine? 
4. What was the Washington Naval Treaty of 1922? What terms did the treaty contain? What 

did the Japanese Navy subsequently object to in the treaty? 
5. What two major coalitions in Japan opposed each other during this crisis? What happened to 

Prime Minister Hamaguchi in 1930? 
6. What was the Greater East Asia Co-prosperity Sphere? 
7. What did Japan do as soon as France surrendered in 1940? 
8. What were the Northern and Southern strategies that Japan considered?  
9. When did the US first place economic sanctions on Japan? When did the sanctions on oil 

become a total embargo, and who first administered that action? 
10. In your opinion, did Dean Acheson act on his own? Explain your reasoning. 
11. In your opinion, did FDR use the US conflict with Japan to enter the Second World War in 

Europe through the “backdoor”? Explain your reasoning. 
12. Why did Japan attack the Dutch East Indies? 
13. What is an asymmetric war? How might we explain why Japan attacked a stronger state, such 

as the US? 
14. Define the ABCD coalition. 
15. What was the modus vivendi proposal? Who vetoed it? What does that veto indicate about 

the role that alliances play in crises? 
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The Berlin Crises 
 The 1948 Berlin Blockade is an aftershock of the Second World War—one that illustrates 
how war-weariness can prevent a crisis from escalating to war. Neither Truman nor Stalin 
wanted to become involved in a war so soon after the Second World War ended. This, rather 
than nuclear deterrence (which seems to play no role in crisis (de)escalation here), is the main 
reason why the blockade crisis did not escalate to war. The 1958-1962 Berlin Crisis, meanwhile, 
features the unsuccessful use of coercion; yet this failure did not cause the crisis to escalate to 
war—whether in conventional or nuclear terms. This case affords us an opportunity to 
investigate why a crisis with these features did not end in war, as well as the role that nuclear 
weapons played in that outcome (if any).    
 In the Berlin Crises, one (in 1948) or both (in 1958) sides possessed nuclear weapons. A 
critical analytical question therefore arises: did these crises not escalate to war because nuclear 
deterrence succeeded? Several answers to this broad question exist, for some of the evidence is 
consistent with nuclear deterrence theory, while other evidence is not. We therefore divide the 
analysis into two smaller questions—one about the initiation of crises and another about the 
escalation of any crises that occur.  
 First, do nuclear weapons—and relatedly, nuclear deterrence—prevent states from 
initiating crises? In the Berlin Crises, the answer is fairly straightforward. The fear of a potential 
nuclear war did not deter Stalin from initiating the Berlin Blockade; he challenged a nuclear 
state, even though the Soviet Union did not yet have the atomic bomb. By the 1958-1961 Berlin 
Crisis, both the Soviet Union and the US had nuclear weapons, which introduced the prospect of 
mutual assured destruction (MAD) if the crisis were to escalate to nuclear war. This prospect, 
however, did not deter Khrushchev from either initiating the crisis against Eisenhower or 
renewing the crisis once Kennedy took office. Scholars explain this behavior with the stability-
instability paradox (Snyder 1965, see also Geller 2012: 145). According to this theory, MAD 
inhibits the outbreak of war (i.e., creates stability), as any war could become nuclear—and 
therefore inflict unacceptable costs on the parties involved. At the same time, because each side 
knows that its adversary has strong incentives to avoid war, they more readily engage in lower-
level threats, displays, and uses of military force (i.e., introduce instability). In this kind of 
situation, nuclear weapons permit the initiation of crises, while simultaneously preventing those 
crises from escalating to (nuclear) war. This theory—in combination with the case evidence—
leads to the conclusion that nuclear weapons do not deter states from initiating crises. 
 Second, once a crisis begins, do nuclear weapons inhibit crisis escalation? Such a 
dynamic, if it exists, would be easiest to observe in the 1958-1961 Berlin Crisis, during which 
both sides possessed nuclear weapons. An analysis of this crisis produces various answers. Once 
the crisis was well underway, nuclear weapons raised the “provocation threshold” (i.e., the point 
at which a state shifts from using only conventional weapons in a conflict to the threat or use of 
nuclear weapons). Khrushchev and Kennedy, moreover, each considered the possibility that the 
other might use nuclear weapons, which introduced more caution into each leader’s crisis 
bargaining approach.  
 Nevertheless, both leaders used nuclear weapons—and the prospect of MAD—not so 
much to prevent (or deter) nuclear war, but rather as part of a coercive, risk-taking strategy that 
might deliver what they wanted (Schelling 1960). Khrushchev predicted that Kennedy did not 
want a nuclear war. He was therefore confident that Kennedy would give in, although he worried 
about the slight chance that Kennedy would not. This line of reasoning encouraged Khrushchev 
to use a more coercive strategy than he might otherwise have done. 
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Although Khrushchev’s prediction was correct (i.e., Kennedy did not want a nuclear 
war), his conclusion was not. Kennedy made it clear that he would resort to nuclear war if he had 
to do so. It is impossible for us to know whether this was a bluff. Other evidence, however, 
suggests that Kennedy tried earnestly to avoid a nuclear war. He did not, for example, do 
anything to prevent the Soviet Union from building the Berlin Wall. The reason is simple. 
Although the wall would produce a less than ideal outcome for the US in Berlin, it would allow 
Khrushchev to exit the crisis, thereby eliminating the possibility that the crisis might escalate to a 
nuclear war. Indeed, Kennedy said as much to Ken O’Donnel at the time: “[t]his is 
(Khrushchev’s) way out of his predicament. It’s not a very nice solution, but...a hell of a lot 
better than war” (quoted in Norman Gelb, 1986 The Berlin Wall, p. 213).  
 The US also did follow a policy of nuclear deterrence. It used nuclear weapons not to 
deter nuclear war, but rather to pursue a policy of nuclear coercion. Nevertheless, if the policy of 
nuclear coercion was its Plan A, then the policy of nuclear deterrence was its Plan B. In this 
sense, nuclear deterrence played some role in preventing a nuclear war in the 1958-1961 Berlin 
Crisis. If we admit this, another question arises: was it possible for nuclear deterrence to fail in 
this crisis? We answer this question affirmatively for numerous reasons. First, both sides thought 
a chance of nuclear war existed. Indeed, each side’s risk-taking policy required the mutual 
perception of such a chance (see the game of chicken discussed earlier). Second, in a certain 
circumstance, Kennedy was willing to consider a policy of massive retaliation. The US feared 
that the Soviet Union (or East Germany) would use its local conventional superiority in Germany 
to seize the territory of West Berlin (or perhaps to attack West Germany). To prevent this fait 
accompli, Kennedy adopted the policy of Eisenhower (and Dulles).20 He made it clear to Soviet 
leaders that the US would launch a nuclear war if Russia used the crisis to seize West Berlin. The 
US troops in West Berlin added credibility to this threat. They served as a “trip wire;” were the 
Soviets to attack, US forces would be at risk, thereby pressuring Kennedy to follow through on 
his policy.  
 As the discussion of US policy demonstrates, the fact that the Soviets had nuclear 
weapons did not deter the Kennedy administration. If nuclear deterrence had succeeded, 
Kennedy would not have considered (or threatened) a policy of massive retaliation. Of course, he 
may have been bluffing. The evidence, however, seems to indicate that he was not. Others in his 
administration, moreover, were definitely not bluffing; the ingrained plan and bureaucratic 
routine favored massive retaliation. Herein lies the counterfactual pathway to nuclear war in this 
crisis. Nuclear war would most likely have occurred because the US followed its established 
policy of massive retaliation when its adversary crossed a “red line.”  
  

 
20 The formulation of this policy represents a failure of Soviet nuclear deterrence. 



 47 

Key Concepts 
brinksmanship  militarized interstate disputes (MIDs) 
coercion mutual assured destruction (MAD) 
compellence  nuclear deterrence 
Containment nuclear parity 
contingency  organizational interest 
credibility  provocation threshold 
de facto settlement prudence  
deterrence failure rational actor model 
extended deterrence (Type 2) revisionist actors 
first strike risk taking 
first strike capability second strike capability 
flexible response stability-instability paradox 
general deterrence (Type 1) tactical nuclear weapons 
limited nuclear war trip wire 
massive retaliation Type 3 deterrence 
 
 
Key Events/Subjects 
1948 elections in Italy Helsinki Accords 1975 
B-29 bombers North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 
Benelux nations Potsdam Conference 1945 
Berlin Airlift Presidium 
Berlin Wall Reims 
Bizonia status quo ante 
Checkpoint Charlie U-2 spy plane 
East Germany/German Democratic Republic Vienna Meeting (Kennedy/Khrushchev) 
first use of nuclear weapons West Germany/Federal Republic of Germany 
Glasnost Yalta 1945 
 
 
Key Figures 
Adenauer, Konrad McNamara, Robert S. 
Bevin, Ernest Malenkov, Georgy 
Bradley, Omar  Malinovsky, Marshal 
Churchill, Winston S. Marshall, George C. 
Clay, Lucius  McCone, John 
Dulles, John Foster Mikoyan, Anastas 
Eisenhower, Dwight D. Molotov, Vyacheslav 
Fulbright, J. William O’Donnell, Kenneth 
Gorbachev, Mikhail Powers, Francis Gary 
Johnson, Lyndon B. Sokolovsky, Marshal 
Kennedy, John F. Stalin, Joseph 
Kennedy, Robert F. Thompson, Lewellyn 
Khrushchev, Nikita S. Truman, Harry S.  
LeMay, Curtis  Ulbricht, Walter 
 



 48 

Review Questions 
1. Who were the hardliners and the accommodationists in the US during the Berlin Blockade 

Crisis?  
2. What seemingly made both Stalin and Truman act prudently in the Berlin Blockade Crisis? 
3. Did the Allies expect that the airlift would end the crisis? Why or why not?  
4. What was the turning point of the Berlin Blockade Crisis? 
5. Do nuclear weapons deter the initiation of crises? Consider and incorporate the evidence we 

have into your response. 
6. What is the stability-instability paradox? 
7. What does it mean to say that nuclear weapons raise the “provocation threshold”? 
8. What are Type 1 and Type 2 deterrence? What is a second strike capability, and why does a 

state need it for nuclear deterrence to work? According to Kahn, why are a second strike 
capability and nuclear deterrence logically incompatible?  

9. Would Kennedy have used nuclear weapons in the 1958-1961 Berlin Crisis? Consider and 
incorporate the evidence we have into your answer. 

10. For what purpose did Khrushchev build the Berlin Wall? 
11. Was JFK opposed to the Berlin Wall?  
12. What role did Senator Fulbright play in the crisis? 
13. What happened at Checkpoint Charlie? 
14. How and why did the involved actors avoid war in this crisis? 
15. How did the 1958-1961 Berlin end? Did the crisis really end or merely segue into the Cuban 

Missile Crisis? Explain your position.  
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The Cuban Missile Crisis 
 During the Cuban Missile Crisis, the world came closer to nuclear war than it ever has. 
Two questions therefore merit particular attention. First, given that the crisis could easily have 
escalated to nuclear war, how exactly did policymakers avoid such an outcome? The analysis 
shows that they did this primarily through successful bargaining. Second, and counterfactually, 
although nuclear war did not occur, how might it have done so?  

On this latter question, two pathways seem most plausible. The first pathway appears in 
our analysis of some other, non-nuclear crises—namely, the existence of hardliners who wanted 
to go to war. Within the US, hardliners (e.g., US General Curtis Le May) advocated using 
nuclear weapons because they thought this would result in a US victory. A strong 
accommodationist leader (here, John F. Kennedy) reined them in, thereby blocking this pathway 
to nuclear war. A similar dynamic played out on the opposing side. When Castro began to worry 
about an imminent US invasion of Cuba, he told Khrushchev not to wait for the imperialists to 
“launch the first nuclear strike…” (see Garthoff 2001: 186). The implication was that the Soviets 
should launch a pre-emptive nuclear war. Khrushchev rejected this idea; he was not prepared to 
permit a weaker ally to drag him into a nuclear war. 
 The second pathway is more disturbing: the initial use of nuclear weapons could have 
caused the crisis to spiral out of control, ultimately leading to a nuclear exchange (if not a 
complete nuclear war). The Cuban Missile Crisis features two possible events of this type. On 
the one hand, the Soviets/Cubans considered the use of tactical nuclear weapons to block a US 
invasion of Cuba. On the other hand, a Soviet submarine entertained the possibility of launching 
a nuclear torpedo (although Vasili Arkhipov vetoed the launch). The US was unaware of either 
event at the time. It did not know, for example, that tactical nuclear weapons were even located 
in Cuba. Moreover, if either event occurred, the US would have assumed that the Soviets had 
sanctioned the use of nuclear weapons. That, in turn, would most likely cause the US to use 
nuclear weapons in response, and a nuclear escalatory spiral may have followed.    
 Both of the above events demonstrate how unanticipated events can spin a crisis out of 
policymakers’ control, (perhaps) ultimately leading to war. A similar dynamic occurred with 
conventional weapons during the July 1914 Crisis. Unanticipated events produced a mobilization 
crisis for the Kaiser and the Tsar, for each feared his adversary would pre-empt him on the 
battlefield. To address the time pressure associated with this fear, both leaders deferred to their 
military, which then enacted its respective plans. Because these plans demanded certain 
sequenced steps toward military preparation—and certain responses to the actions of a potential 
adversary—the Kaiser and the Tsar “lost control” over the management of the crisis. 
 In the Cuban Missile Crisis, the loss of control carried greater risk. The presence of 
nuclear weapons, along with the the doctrine of Mutual Assured Destruction (MAD), meant that 
any unanticipated event could result in a nuclear launch—perhaps even an all-out nuclear war. It 
remains unclear whether that would have occurred in response to the two events discussed 
above. The US might react in various ways to the tactical use of nuclear weapons (to stymie a 
Cuban invasion) or a Soviet submarine launching a nuclear torpedo. Nevertheless, nuclear 
retaliation would be an option on the table. 
 Due to the risks of a catastrophic nuclear war, both Khrushchev and Kennedy tried to 
reach a bargain that would avoid war. They eventually did just that. Khrushchev agreed to 
remove Soviet missiles from Cuba, while Kennedy offered a public pledge not to invade Cuba 
and a private assurance that the US would remove its missiles from Turkey at a later date. 
Nuclear weapons most likely played an indirect role in reaching this bargain—and avoiding war. 
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The US held an overwhelming, local military advantage. This, coupled with the previously failed 
Bay of Pigs invasion, might easily have led (at a minimum) to a local war in the pre-nuclear era. 
Such a counterfactual suggests that nuclear weapons raised the “provocation threshold;” actions 
that would have provoked a war in the past no longer did so, thereby creating more space for the 
leaders to bargain short of war (Lebow 1981: 277). Moreover, because nuclear was 
“unthinkable,” each side bargained in earnest, even though they still encountered challenges. All 
of this makes the Cuban Missile Crisis and the 1958-1961 Berlin Crisis different from the other 
crises we examine. 
 Of course, the presence and indirect effect of nuclear weapons, as well as the fact that 
leaders avoided war, does not mean that nuclear deterrence worked in the Cuban Missile Crisis. 
Kennedy, for example, publicly declared in his 22 October speech that the US was prepared 
escalate to nuclear war if his adversaries launched any missiles from Cuba. The Cubans and the 
Soviets, meanwhile, considered the initial use of (tactical) nuclear weapons in the crisis.21 None 
of this is consistent with successful nuclear deterrence. 
 Finally, the Cuban Missile Crisis (and the 1958-1961 Berlin Crisis) illustrates the 
difficulty of managing nuclear crises (i.e., those in which both sides in the crisis possess nuclear 
weapons). It is a high-risk strategy to use nuclear deterrence on its own to manage a crisis. The 
involved parties might avoid a (nuclear) war in such crisis, but the issues under dispute would 
remain unresolved. To continue to avoid war, those involved would need to either address the 
issues or rely on nuclear deterrence forever (i.e., ad infinitum). The latter poses significant 
challenges. Nuclear deterrence alone does not seem to explain why many nuclear crises do not 
escalate to war. If we assume that it does, however, two additional challenges arise. On the one 
hand, the stability-instability paradox suggests that the probability of a conventional war could 
be higher in nuclear crises than non-nuclear ones (e.g., see the Kargil War). Nuclear deterrence, 
in other words, may not prevent war altogether, but simply change the war’s form. On the other 
hand, nuclear deterrence can easily break down. Our various crises demonstrate that individuals 
make a difference for crisis outcomes. Many individuals in the Cuban Missile Crisis, for 
example, advocated for the first use of nuclear weapons (e.g., General Le May or Castro) or 
threatened nuclear war (e.g., Kennedy). Other individuals—by making a slightly different 
decision—could have provoked a nuclear war (e.g., Arkhipov). Because it is a tall order to 
expect the long-term fragility of nuclear deterrence (i.e., the ad infinitum timeline) to be less than 
its short-term fragility (i.e., during a single crisis), nuclear deterrence will be more difficult to 
sustain over the long-term. Those involved will do better to address their disputed issues directly. 
  

 
21 As we note earlier, the Cubans proposed this idea, and Khrushchev ultimately vetoed it. We lack explicit 
information about the conditions under which Khrushchev might have used nuclear weapons before the Americans 
did. Nevertheless, Castro and Khrushchev discussed the idea, and had a US invasion occurred, Khrushchev might 
have viewed the idea more favorably. 
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The 1971-1973 Cod War 

 Despite its name, the 1971-1973 Cod “War” does not escalate to war. The most 
prominent, contemporary theories of international conflict attribute this outcome either to 
successful rational bargaining or to the mechanisms through which democratic states avoid war 
with one another. Our analysis reaches a different conclusion. Issue type and salience, along with 
the involvement of a biased mediator, best explain the non-war outcome of this case. 
 Each of the four Cod Wars generally followed a similar pattern. International law had not 
yet clarified decisively what maritime limits a coastal state could claim. As international 
negotiations on this matter continued, Iceland observed that the international consensus at these 
negotiations was coalescing around more extensive limits than it held, and it pre-empted 
international law to claim more extensive maritime limits for itself. This antagonized the British, 
who then attempted to defend the status quo—sometimes militarily.  

This pattern reaffirms a series of lessons that we have seen in other crises. First, when 
states disagree about how to manage a (salient) issue (i.e., what norms or rules apply to the 
issue’s management), the risk of crisis escalation increases. Relatedly, as a new norm emerges—
and until it gains widespread acceptance—the international system will favor the status quo norm 
over the challenger norm. The British, for example, argued that the status quo norm on maritime 
limits must stand, unless (and until) international consensus produced an alternative. Similar 
behavior occurs in the Italian wars of independence; at that time, revolution and nationalism are 
not acceptable means through which to revise the territorial status quo, leading to a disagreement 
about what norms (or rules) should guide any attempts to settle the issue. Finally, given the first 
two lessons, international law can either encourage or discourage conflict. Most scholars 
consider international law to be a force for peace. This is largely true, especially when it involves 
an authoritative, binding dispute resolution process that can replace the allocation mechanism of 
war (e.g., see Schenoni et al. 2024). When, however, the law is silent—or when the law provides 
conflicting advice—on how to handle an issue, conflict can result. Both contingencies arise as 
the law of the sea develops over time. Conflict subsides (or alternatively, the prospects for peace 
increase) once states agree on the norms that apply to the disputed issue at hand. 
 Disputed issues, however, are not all alike. In particular, they vary in salience (or value) 
to the involved actors. This variance occurs along two dimensions. On the one hand, salience 
generally differs across issue areas (e.g., maritime vs. territorial issues). States, for example, find 
maritime zones salient for a variety of reasons. These zones might offer a militarily 
advantageous position (e.g., control of straits), constitute part of the state’s identity, or grant 
exclusive access to economically valuable resources (e.g., oil or fish). Nevertheless, maritime 
zones are theoretically less salient than other issue types—particularly territorial issues, which 
concern sovereign control over land (Hensel and Mitchell 2017).  

Why does this difference matter? In general, the more salient the issue, the more likely 
actors will be to fight over it, including militarily. If territorial issues are—on balance—more 
salient than maritime issues, then one would expect crises to escalate more often when the 
disputed issue concerns land territory, as opposed to a maritime zone. Many crises illustrate this 
general trend. Territorial issues are more war-prone than non-territorial issues. The Cod Wars 
offer additional evidence consistent with this trend, albeit from the other direction. Non-
territorial issues are less war-prone than territorial ones. 

On the other hand, salience also varies across the individual actors that dispute a given 
issue. In this case, Iceland attached greater salience to the issue than the UK; access to the 
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disputed fisheries affects national identity and the economy significantly more in Iceland than 
the UK. As before, this difference matters because the actor that attaches more salience to the 
disputed issue will escalate further than its counterpart. The UK, for example, sends the Royal 
Navy to the disputed waters, but it cannot constrain Iceland’s escalatory behavior. Iceland closes 
its ports entirely to British vessels, even those in distress; it links the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO) to the negotiations; it threatens to evict US forces from Iceland; and it 
engages the Royal Navy, instead of backing down. In these situations, concessions are more 
likely from the state that sees the issue as less, as opposed to more, salient. The US and NATO 
perhaps recognized this. Although arguably closer to the UK than Iceland—and therefore 
“biased” as a third-party—US mediation ultimately pressured the UK to back down. That biased 
mediation, a generally less salient issue (i.e., a maritime issue), and a notable divergence in issue 
salience across the crisis disputants, prevented crisis escalation.  
 The prominent alternative explanations seem to account less adequately for the 1971-
1973 Cod War’s outcome. First, although both Iceland and the UK were democratic states, 
numerous democratic characteristics pressured the crisis to escalate, rather than de-escalate. 
Domestic audiences, for example, encouraged Iceland to extend its maritime limits unilaterally, 
the UK to deploy the Royal Navy, and Iceland to remain recalcitrant. Moreover, the US desire to 
avoid war resulted not from Iceland’s status as a democratic state, but rather from Iceland’s 
strategic value to the West. Second, because its mechanisms do not operate in this case, the 
bargaining model of war offers an insufficient explanation, much as it did in the Russo-Japanese 
War. No doubt existed about either who would win a war if one occurred or the resolve of the 
involved actors. Previous, similar episodes supplied that information—and demonstrated the 
divisibility of the issue too. The issue (and its resolution) also did not create a commitment 
problem of the type the bargaining model envisions. The outcome of this crisis therefore requires 
a different explanation—such as the one we have proposed. 
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Review Questions 
1. In this crisis, who are the hardliners in (i) Iceland and (ii) the UK? Do any 

accommodationists exist in either country? How do your answers to the first two questions 
affect the way the crisis unfolds? 

2. What role (if any) did the Soviet Union, the US, and/or NATO play in this crisis? How did 
their (in)action affect the crisis’s outcome? 

3. This crisis features a dispute between a stronger state (the UK) and a weaker state (Iceland). 
Why would the stronger state not initiate a war against the weaker state to get what it wants? 

4. What relevant events preceded the 1971-1973 Cod War Crisis? How might those earlier 
events have affected the crisis’s outcome? 

5. Both the UK and Iceland are democratic states. Political science research shows that 
democracies are less likely (than other pairs of states) to fight one another militarily. What 
role does democracy—and the characteristics associated with it—play in the crisis’s 
trajectory and outcome? 

6. Does international law promote escalation or de-escalation (or both or neither) in this crisis? 
Could the effects that you observe carry over into other crises? Why or why not?  

7. What is a “biased” mediator? Why might disputants want a biased, as opposed to impartial, 
mediator? 

8. What is “issue salience”? Is it important for crisis (de)escalation? Why or why not? 
9. Why did the involved actors ultimately not escalate this crisis to war? 
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No. 1, Command Paper 5341. London: Her Majesty’s Stationary Office. 
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The Crimea Annexation and the Russia-Ukraine War 
 The 2014 Crimea Annexation and the 2022 Russia-Ukraine War are distinct, but related, 
crises. Both crises involve territorial (border) conflict that has roots in the breakup of the Soviet 
Union—in particular, the emergence and persistence of an independent Ukraine. 
 The 2014 Crimean Annexation unfolded against a complex geopolitical backdrop. For 
many years before the crisis occurred, Western institutions, like the EU, had expanded eastward 
toward Russia’s frontiers. The West viewed this expansion as a force for global peace. From its 
perspective, the European Union, for example, fostered economic trade, encouraged the 
protection of human rights, and bolstered democracy among its member states. NATO, 
meanwhile, served as a security community, in which member states worked together to ensure 
their collective security. Both organizations encouraged greater peace—not only within 
individual member states (i.e., peace “from within”), but also across member states (e.g., through 
developing more cooperative relationships).  
 Although both Western organizations sought to deepen international cooperation (among 
their respective memberships), Russia interpreted their expansion as a threat, especially because 
they each denied Russia full membership in the wake of the Cold War. Of the two institutions, 
however, NATO concerned Russia more. Western states originally formed NATO at the 
beginning of the Cold War to confront Soviet expansion. When the Cold War ended—and the 
Soviet threat no longer existed—Russia therefore expected that NATO would either dissolve 
entirely or incorporate Russia into a larger European security apparatus. When NATO did 
neither, Russia grew suspicious of its true, continued purpose.  

Those suspicions continued to grow as a result of two long-term trends. First, NATO 
seemed to take actions beyond its stated mission (i.e., the defense of member states). On 
numerous occasions, for example, it intervened militarily in non-member states, either to change 
the map (e.g., in Bosnia and Kosovo) or to topple governments (e.g., in Serbia and Libya). 
Second, certain post-Soviet—and former Warsaw Pact—states gained membership in the EU, 
only to join NATO thereafter.  

Russia viewed both trends as threatening. NATO sometimes intervened militarily in 
states that Russia supported. The implications of these interventions, however, were perhaps 
more troubling. If NATO continued to classify Russia as a threat—a position supported by 
NATO’s unwillingness to disband or to grant Russia membership—then NATO might eventually 
decide to intervene in Russia itself. NATO and EU expansion heightened this perceived threat. 
Various post-Soviet states pursued EU membership, which Russia understood to be a backdoor 
route to NATO membership. As more of those states gained NATO membership, NATO would 
have an increased ability to deploy its collective forces along the Russian homeland’s border. To 
impede such a development, each time NATO explicitly promised Georgia or Ukraine 
membership (e.g., in 2008 and 2020), or Ukraine inched significantly closer to EU membership 
(e.g., in 2013-2014), Russia exploited conflict in the prospective member state. This, it predicted, 
would place any membership bids on hold. 

From the Russian perspective, two main reasons existed to forestall NATO expansion 
into Ukraine. The first reason concerns the possibility of a multi-front military conflict. By 2013, 
because of its expanded membership, NATO could deploy Western forces to the northern part of 
the Russian homeland’s eastern border. Were Ukraine (or Georgia) to join NATO, then the West 
could deploy its forces along the southern part of that border as well. To prevent such a “second 
front” from forming, Russia worked to create a buffer between the Russian homeland and the 
NATO members that sat in both central and southern Europe. It could achieve this goal by 
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ensuring that Russian-friendly states (e.g., Belarus) neighbored it. If this was not possible, 
however, it could instead set up independent, Russian-friendly zones within existing states—
zones that would lie along the edge of the Russian homeland (e.g., Georgia 2008; Ukraine 2014 
and 2022). This behavior suggests that major states view the creation of territorial buffer zones 
as an important means through which to separate themselves from other major states—and 
therefore to enhance their own security.  
 The Crimea offers a second reason for Russia to prevent Ukraine from joining NATO. At 
the outset of the 2014 Crimean Annexation Crisis, the Crimea fell under the sovereign 
jurisdiction of Ukraine; and yet, it also contained a major Russian military base. Russia reasoned 
that, if Ukraine were to join NATO, then the Western major powers would gain possession of the 
Russian base and its assets—an unacceptable military and strategic loss to the Russian state. This 
concern, though always important and present, remained latent so long as Ukraine was friendly 
with Russia. As Ukraine increasingly sought closer ties to the West (e.g., through its 
organizations), however, Russia decided to assert control over the Crimea. 

Under international law, states cannot unilaterally alter interstate borders once they are 
settled (i.e., an international agreement delimits the border); any border changes instead require 
negotiations that reach a (new) mutually acceptable agreement. This norm created a dilemma in 
the 2014 Crimean Seizure Crisis. Each side had little interest in negotiating with the other. 
Ukraine already held sovereign jurisdiction over the Crimea. Moreover, it found the Crimea 
highly salient. To Ukraine, the Crimea not only contained a valuable military base, but also was 
itself Ukrainian. Some even believed that Ukrainians had established the Russian Black Sea 
Fleet housed at the military base in the Crimea (see Plokhy 1994). Russia likewise attached high 
salience to the Crimea—because of both the military base and the Russian population living in 
the Crimea.  

In short, neither side envisioned room for compromise. Any compromise would amount 
to betraying its ethnic kin—if not losing a piece of its homeland, important assets, and a 
strategically valuable military position. From this dynamic, a broader (perhaps obvious) lesson 
emerges: when two disputing states both find a specific territory to be highly salient, 
compromise becomes more challenging. 
 With negotiations off the table, Russia needed an ostensible mechanism through which to 
re-open the border question. It found such a reason in the Russian-speaking population that lived 
in the Crimea. After the Cold War, the international community championed the Responsibility 
to Protect norm, which allowed external actors to violate a state’s sovereignty in order to protect 
citizens living in that state from the most extreme human rights abuses. Russia saw NATO use 
this logic to justify its interventions in Bosnia, Kosovo, and Libya. It now employed the same 
justification in the Crimea. Under the guise of protecting the Russian-speaking population in the 
Crimea from major human rights abuses that the Ukrainian government supposedly perpetrated, 
Russia argued that the Crimea could declare independence—and then subsequently request 
Russian assistance and annexation. This is exactly what transpired in 2014. The crisis ended 
when Putin used military force to annex the peninsula and secure the Russian naval base (albeit 
without causing extensive military fatalities).  
 Two additional lessons of this crisis merit brief mention as well. First and foremost, the 
stability of the international order depends on keeping territorial issues off of states’ foreign 
policy agendas—for territorial issues are particularly war-prone, as our crises show repeatedly. 
Second, and relatedly, the international system must carefully manage any norms that potentially 
override the territorial integrity norm (e.g., the Responsibility to Protect norm). These 
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“overriding” norms give states access to a mechanism through which to re-open previously 
settled territorial issues, thereby reintroducing them anew to states’ foreign policy agendas. 
When this happens, the probability of war rises.  

As of this writing, both Russia-Ukraine crises are instances of a conflict (or war) between 
a major state and a minor state that does not expand to become a war between the major states 
(i.e., the US/NATO vs. Russia). In June 2021, NATO renewed its 2008 pledge to admit Ukraine 
as a member. On February 24, 2022, Russia invaded Ukraine—not only because it feared that 
Ukraine would finally join NATO, but also because the Ukrainian government became less pro-
Russian. Nevertheless, despite heavily bombing Ukraine, Russia failed to take Kyiv and 
withdrew to eastern Ukraine, where territorial areas comprised of a majority of Russian speakers 
sought to separate from Ukraine.  

Russia eventually created a “land bridge” from the Crimea to the Donbast region, which 
facilitated the movement of Russian forces and supplies (e.g., fuel) into Ukraine. The US and the 
EU, meanwhile, have thus far kept their own military forces out of the conflict, but did give 
weapons and aid to Ukraine—support that expanded as the war continued. These various actions 
contributed to the mounting death toll on both sides, as well as the war of attrition that ensued. 
After retaking office in 2025, Trump attempted to end the war through a negotiated settlement. 
His efforts, however, did not succeed, and the war remains ongoing to date.  

 
 
Key Concepts 
annexation Responsibility to Protect (RtoP) 
Black Sea Fleet unanticipated consequences 
buffer zone uti possidetis  
Crimea war of attrition 
major-major (state) war  
 
 
Key Events/Subjects 
Abkhazia and South Ossetia (in Georgia) Luhansk 
annexation treaty (Russia-Crimea) 2014 Moldovia 
BRIC nations Nagorno-Karabakh 
Donbas Nord Stream Pipeline 
Estonian conflict (begins 1991) NATO expansion 
European Union Association Agreement North Korea 
European Union expansion Rada 
Finland Rose Revolution 
Georgia-Russia War 2008 Sweden 
Javelin missiles transfer of Crimea to Ukraine 1954 
Kherson Transnistria 
Kursk  
 
 
 
 
 



 62 

Key Figures 
Austen, Lloyd Putin, Vladimir 
Azarov, Mykola Saakashvilli, Mikheil 
Biden, Joseph R. Shevardnadze, Eduard 
Bush, George H.W. Trump, Donald J.  
Bush, George W. Tymoshenko, Yulia 
Obama, Barack Yanukovych, Viktor 
Poroshenko, Peter  
 
 
Review Questions 
1. What is the Crimea? Why is it important to both (i) Russia and (ii) Ukraine? 
2. What event precipitates the Crimean Seizure Crisis—and why? 
3. What role does the expansion of Western institutions play in the Crimean Seizure Crisis? 
4. In your opinion, why does Russia annex Crimea? Explain your reasoning. 
5. Why does the Crimean Seizure Crisis not escalate to a war between two or more major 

states? 
6. Why did Obama not intervene in the Crimean Seizure Crisis? 
7. How did the Russia-Ukraine War begin? Why did Putin initiate it? 
8. At some point, a turning point occurs in the Russia-Ukraine War—one that made it clear to 

Putin that he was unlikely to achieve his initial demands. What were Putin’s initial demands? 
What was the turning point that pushed those demands beyond Putin’s grasp? 

9. What role did the Biden administration—and NATO, more broadly—play in the Russia-
Ukraine War?  

10. Why does the Russia-Ukraine War not escalate to a war between two or more major states? 
How might the war have escalated to such a war, and what prevented that outcome from 
occurring? 
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Chronology of International Politics (Major State Relations) since 1814 
 
This section contains a chronology of some events in the international relations between the 
major states since 1814. Our chronology situates the crises that we analyze in the book into a 
broader context—which includes both the major states’ relations with one another and other 
well-known, prominent international events. We do not, in other words, intend to present a 
comprehensive (or exhaustive) chronology, but rather one that helps readers understand our 
crises better. 
 
 

 
 

1814 Apr Napoleon abdicates and is exiled to the island of Elba; Restoration of 
Bourbons to the throne 

 Oct Congress of Vienna opens 
 

1815 Feb Napoleon escapes from Elba 
 Jun 18 Battle of Waterloo 
 Oct Napoleon exiled to St. Helena 

 
1821  Greek Revolt 

 
1825 Dec 26 Decemberist Revolt (against Tsar Nicholas I) 

 
1827 Oct 20 Battle of Navarino Bay 

 
1828  Russo-Turkish War of 1828–1829 

 
1830 Jul July Revolution in France; Ascension of Louis-Phillipe, the Citizen 

King 
 Aug-Oct Independence of Belgium 

 
1831  Eastern Crisis 1831-1833 

 
1838 May Muhammad Ali indicates his intention to declare his independence 

from the Sultan, which will precipitate the 1839-1841 Eastern Crisis  
                 Jun Coronation of Queen Victoria 
1839 Apr Sultan Mahmud II attacks Ali’s forces in Syria 
 Jun 24 Ottoman army defeated 
   
 Jun 30 Sultan dies of natural causes; Shortly thereafter, the new, sixteen-

year-old Sultan (Abdul Medjid) takes power, and the Ottoman Fleet 
deserts to Ali 
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1840  Concert of Europe—led by Austria and Britain, but including 
Russia—decides to take military action against Ali, without 
consulting France 

  An angry Theirs threatens war on the Rhineland 
 Oct 21 King Louis-Phillipe reins in Thiers, who resigns; Guizot replaces 

Thiers. 
 

1848  Revolutions in Sicily, Italy, Germany, Austria, and France 
 Feb 21 Karl Marx and Frederick Engels publish The Communist Manifesto  
 Mar 24 The First Schleswig-Holstein War begins 
 Jul Radetzky defeats King Carlo Alberto 
 Dec 20 Louis Napoleon becomes President of French Republic 

 
1851 Dec 2 Louis Napoleon becomes Napoleon III; Second Empire established 

 
1852 May Napoleon III sends the ship, Charlemagne, through Turkish straits to 

make demands on the Sultan supporting the Latin clergy 
  The Sultan grants French demands 
1853 Feb-May The Tsar sends Menshikov to the Sultan with an ultimatum 
 Jul The Concert of Europe intervenes with the Vienna Note and then the 

Olmutz proposals 
 Oct 4 The Ottoman Empire declares war on Russia; Crimean War begins 

 
1854 Mar 27-28 France and Britain declare war on Russia 

 
1855 Jan 26 Sardinia enters Crimean War 

 
1856 Mar 30 Crimean War ends 

 
1858 Jul 20 Napoleon III and Cavour meet at Plombieres 

 
1859 Apr-May Austria gives an ultimatum to Piedmont, resulting in the 1859-1860 

Italian War of Independence; France enters the war 
 Jun 24 Battle of Solforino 
 Jul Napoleon III and Emperor Franz Josef reach agreement at Villafranca 

 
1860 May Garibaldi lands in Sicily 
 Aug Garibaldi crosses over to the Italian mainland and approaches Naples 

 
1861 Mar 17 Italy united under King Victor Emmanuel II 
 Apr 12 US Civil War begins 

 
1864  Second Schleswig-Holstein War 

 
1865 Apr 9 US Civil War ends 
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1866 Apr Prussian-Italian alliance 
 Jun War of 1866 (Seven Weeks War; Prussia/Italy vs. Austria) 
 Jul Austrians defeated at Sadowa; Venice ceded to France, who gives it 

to Italy 
 

1867  Luxemburg Crisis 
 

1870 Jun-Jul 3 Prince Leopold of Hohenzollern offered Spanish throne; France 
objects (build-up to the Franco-Prussian War) 

 Jul 7 Benedetti and King William meet 
 Jul 11 Leopold withdraws 
 Jul 12 France expands demands 
 Jul 13 King William rejects demands in meeting with Benedetti at Bad Ems; 

Bismarck edits the Ems telegram to make that rejection appear 
harsher  

 Jul 19 France declares war on Prussia; Franco-Prussian War begins 
 Sep 1 Italy occupies Rome 
 Sep 2 Napoleon III captured at Sedan 
 Sep 4 Third Republic declared 

 
1871 Jan 18 Germany united 
 Mar-May Paris Commune 
 Jun 28 Alsace and parts of Lorraine become part of Germany 

 
1875 Apr-May “War in Sight” Crisis 

 
1877 Apr Russia declares war on Turkey 

 
1878 Mar Treaty of San Stefano ends the Russo-Turkish War of 1877-1878 
 Jun-Jul Congress of Berlin 

 
1880  First Boer War (1880-1881) 

 
1881 Jun Three Emperors’ Alliance 

 
1882 May Triple Alliance 

 
1887  Reinsurance Treaty (Germany and Russia) 

 
1890  Kaiser Wilhelm II dismisses Bismarck 

 
1893  Franco-Russian Alliance 
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1894  Sino-Japanese War (1894-1895) 
 

1896 Jan Kruger Telegram 
 

1897  Germany seizes Kiaochow 
 

1898 Mar Russians get lease of Port Arthur 
 Apr Spanish-American War begins 
 Sep Fashoda Crisis begins 

 
1899 May First Hague Peace Conference 
  Second Boer War (1899-1902) 

 
1900 Jun Boxer Rebellion 

 
1901 Jan 22 Queen Victoria dies 

 
1902 Jan Anglo-Japanese Alliance 

 
1903 Oct-Dec Japanese-Russian negotiations over Manchuria and Korea result in 

Ambassador Rosen and Komura reaching a provisional ad 
referendum agreement on an exchange policy 
 

1904 Jan Japanese decide that further negotiations with Russia are futile 
 Feb 8-9 Japan launches surprise attack on Port Arthur; Final Russian proposal 

(of Feb 3) does not arrive in Japan until after this attack; Russo-
Japanese War begins 

 Apr 8 France and Britain sign the Entente Cordial 
 

1905 Jan Germany challenges the French mission to Fez; the First Moroccan 
Crisis begins 

 Jan 22 Bloody Sunday/start of Russian Revolution (1905-1906) 
 Mar 31 Kaiser Wilhelm lands at Tangiers 
 May 27-28 Japanese sink about two-thirds of the Russian Baltic Fleet at the 

Tsushima Strait 
 Sep Theodore Roosevelt mediates a conclusion to the Russo-Japanese 

War at Portsmouth, New Hampshire 
 

1906 Jan 16-Apr 7 Algeciras Conference held to solve First Moroccan Crisis 
 

1907  Second Hague Peace Conference 
 

1908 Sep 16 Aehrenthal and Izvolsky meet at Buchlau 
 Oct 6 Austria-Hungary annexes Bosnia and Herzegovina; the Bosnian 

Crisis begins 
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1909 Mar 21 Germany issues an “ultimatum” to Russia; Tsar concedes, but vows 
not to do so again in the future 
 

1911 May French occupy Fez; the Second Moroccan Crisis (Agadir) begins 
 Jul 1 Panther arrives at Agadir 
 Sep 28-29 Italy invades Tripolitania and Cyrenaica (Italian-Ottoman War 1911-

1912) 
 Nov French-German agreement on Morocco (via compensation in French 

Congo) 
 

1912 Oct First Balkan War 
 

1913 Jun Second Balkan War 
 Nov Liman von Sanders Crisis 

 
1914 Jun 28 Archduke Franz Ferdinand assassinated in Sarajevo; the July 1914 

Crisis begins shortly thereafter 
 Jul 25 Serbia replies to Austro-Hungarian ultimatum 
 Jul 28 Austria-Hungary declares war on Serbia; the First World War begins 
 Jul 29 Tsar Nicholas II orders general mobilization, then rescinds his order 
 Jul 30 Russia orders mobilization 
 Aug 1 France and Germany mobilize; Germany declares war on Russia 
 Aug 3 Germany invades Belgium and declares war on France 
 Aug 4 Britain declares war on Germany 
 Aug 6 Austria declares war on Russia 
 Aug 23 Japan declares war on Germany 

 
1915 May 23 Italy declares war on Austria-Hungary 

 
1916  Sykes-Picot Agreement between Britain and France, which partitions 

parts of the Ottoman Empire 
 

1917 Nov Bolshevik Revolution begins 
 

1918 Nov 11 Armistice on Western Front in First World War 
 

1919  Versailles Peace Conference 
 

1922 Oct Mussolini becomes leader of Italy 
 

1925  Treaty of Locarno 
 

1929 Oct 29 New York Stock Exchange crashes 
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1931  Japan’s Kwantung Army provokes incident at Mukden and invades 
Manchuria 
 

1932  Hitler elected; assumes office in 1933 
 

1935  Italy invades Abyssinia (Ethiopia) 
 

1936 Mar Germany occupies the Rhineland 
 Jul Spanish Civil War begins 
 Nov Anti-Comintern Pact 

 
1937 May Neville Chamberlain becomes Prime Minister of Great Britain 
 Jul  Incident at Marco Polo Bridge in China leads to the long Sino-

Japanese War (1937-1945) 
 

1938 Mar Anchluss 
 Mar 28-29 Henlein meets with Hitler; the Munich Crisis begins shortly thereafter 
 Jul 20 The French Foreign Minister, Bonnet, tells Benes that France will not 

go to war over the Sudetenland 
  Chamberlain meets with Hitler; they are unable to solve the 

Sudetenland issue 
  Both sides agree to allow Mussolini to mediate the crisis in a 

conference at Munich 
 Sep 30 Munich agreement signed; Sudetenland transfers to Germany 
 Oct Germany begins planning (i) to raise the issue of Germany absorbing 

Danzig, and (ii) to build a railway across the Polish Corridor to 
Germany; the Danzig-Poland Crisis begins shortly thereafter 
 

1939 Mar 15 Germany invades and takes over Prague 
 Mar 31 Britain and France give guarantees to protect Poland’s independence 
 Apr 7 Italy invades and occupies Albania 
 Aug 23 Hitler-Stalin Pact 
 Sep 1 Germany invades Poland 
 Sep 3 Britain and France declare war on Germany; Second World War 

begins 
 

1940 May 10 Chamberlain leaves office; Churchill becomes Prime Minister 
 Jun 10 Italy declares war on Britain and France 
 Jun 22 France surrenders to Germany 
 Sep Japan places demands on Vichy France regarding Indo-China; US 

imposes economic sanctions on Japan to oppose it  
 Sep 27 Tripartite Pact 
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1941 Jun 22 Germany invades the USSR 
 Jul  Japan sends ultimatum to Vichy France to acquire bases in Indo-

China; US imposes an oil embargo on Japan; the Pearl Harbor Crisis 
follows shortly thereafter 

 Aug 9-12 Acheson makes the oil embargo a total oil embargo 
 Dec 7 Japan launches surprise attack on Pearl Harbor 
 Dec 8 US declares war on Japan, thereby entering the Second World War 
 Dec 11 Germany declares war on the US 

 
1944 Jun 6 D-Day invasion at Normandy, France 

 
1945 Jan-May American, British, and Soviet troops liberate German concentration 

camps—including Auschwitz, Buchenwald, and Dachau—where 
Germany killed six million jews  

 Feb 4-11 Yalta Conference 
 Apr 12 FDR dies; Truman becomes the US President 
 Apr 28 Italian partisans kill Mussolini (body later hung upside down in 

Milan) 
 Apr 30 Hitler reportedly commits suicide (body never found) 
 May 7 German army leaders in West surrender at Reims, France 
 Jul 17-Aug 2 Potsdam Conference 
 Aug 6-9 US drops atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki 

 
1946 Dec Indo-China War starts 

 
1947 Mar 12 Truman Doctrine declared, which cites a USSR threat to Greece and 

Turkey; this year is traditionally considered the start of the Cold War 
 June Marshall Plan announced 
 Aug 14-15 Pakistan and India declare independence from Britain 
 Oct 26 First Kashmir War (1947-1949) begins 

 
1948 Feb  Czech coup occurs; Communist Party of Czechoslovakia assumes 

control of the Czech government 
 Feb 6 The US and Britain create Bizonia, merging their German zones 
 Mar 20 Marshal Sokolovsky, the Soviet military governor in the Soviet 

administered German zone, accuses the West of undermining the four 
powers’ collective rule of Germany and walks out of the Allied 
Control Council 

 May 14 The state of Israel is created 
 May 15 Arab-Israeli War (1948-1949) 
 Jun 20 Western states move to unify their currencies in their administered 

German zones; the 1948-1949 Berlin Crisis follows shortly thereafter 
 Jun 24 Stalin blockades access to West Berlin 
 Jun 26 Truman orders airlift to Western administered zones of Berlin 
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1949 Apr 4 Western states sign NATO Treaty 
 May 12 Stalin lifts the Berlin blockade 
 Aug 29 USSR explodes first atomic bomb 
 Oct 1 Mao Zedong announces founding of the People’s Republic of China 

 
1950 Jun 25 North Korea invades South Korea; Korean War (1950-1953) begins 

 
1952 Nov Eisenhower elected US President 

 
1953 Mar 5 Stalin dies 
 Jul 27 Korean War ends 
 Aug USSR obtains its first hydrogen bomb 

 
1954 May 7 French defeated at Dien Bien Phu 
 Aug Taiwan Straits Crisis (1954-1955) 
 Sep 8 Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO) forms 

 
1955 May 14 Warsaw Pact forms 
 May 15 Allied occupying powers sign peace treaty with Austria, making 

Austria an independent state 
 

1956 Oct 23-Nov 11 Hungarian Revolt 
 Oct 29-Dec Suez Canal War (1956-1957) 

 
1957 Mar Treaty of Rome establishes the European Economic Community  
 Oct 4 USSR launches Sputnik 

 
1958 Jun 1 Charles de Gaulle returns to power to deal with the threat of civil war 

in France—over the Algerian War 
 Aug-Dec Quemoy Crisis 
 Oct 4 Fifth Republic of France established 
 Nov 27 Khrushchev issues an ultimatum over Berlin; the 1958-1961 Berlin 

Crisis begins 
 

1959 Feb 16 Castro becomes Prime Minister of Cuba 
 May 11-Aug 5 Foreign Ministers Conference over Berlin; Conference ends in 

deadlock 
 Sept Khrushchev visits the US, at Eisenhower’s invitation  

 
1960 Feb France tests its first atomic bomb 
 May 1 Soviets shoot down a U-2 US spy plane as it flies over the USSR; 

Khrushchev awaits the outcome of the American election before 
negotiating further over Berlin 

 Nov Kennedy elected US President 
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1961 Apr Bay of Pigs invasion 
 Jun 3-4 Khrushchev and Kennedy meet in Vienna 
 Jul 30 US Senator Fulbright says that he thinks the East Germans have the 

right to close their border  
 Aug 13 Soviets erect the Berlin Wall 
 Oct 26-28 American and Soviet tanks confront each other at Checkpoint Charlie 

 
1962 Oct 15 A U-2 US spy plane flies over Cuba and takes photos of what seem to 

be medium range ballistic missiles; Cuban Missile Crisis begins 
 Oct 20-22 John F. Kennedy (JFK) orders a quarantine of Cuba and demands that 

the Soviets remove their missiles from Cuba  
 Oct 24 Soviet ships en route to Cuba turn around in the face of the US 

quarantine 
 Oct 27 Robert F. Kennedy (RFK) meets with Russian Ambassador Dobrynin 

and demand the removal of Soviet missiles from Cuba; RFK 
indicates that, in return, JFK agreed never to invade Cuba; RFK also 
discloses that, although there can be no quid pro quo, JFK had 
previously planned to remove US missiles from Turkey   

 Oct 28 Soviet Union announces the removal of its missiles from Cuba 
 

1963 Nov 22 JFK assassinated 
 

1964 Oct Khrushchev removed from office; China obtains the atomic bomb 
 

1965 Feb Vietnam War (US bombing of North Vietnam; 1965-1975) 
 

1966  Chinese Cultural Revolution starts 
 

1967 Jun 5-10 Six Day War 
 Oct 9 Bolivian soldiers, trained and guided by the US, kill Che Guevara  

 
1969 Mar War of Attrition (1969-1970) between Israel and Egypt 
 Jul 20 US lands first humans on the moon (Apollo 11) 

 
1970  Japan has high GDP (1970-1973), causing speculation that Japan may 

economically catch up to the US 
 

1971 Jul 14 Iceland announces its intention to extend its maritime jurisdiction 
from 12 to 50 miles, effective Sep 1; the 1971-1973 Cod War begins 
 

1972 Feb Nixon visits China 
 Apr 14 Britain submits dispute with Iceland to the International Court of 

Justice 
 Dec Bangladesh War 
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1973 Jan Paris Peace Accords 
 May 16 British Royal Navy intervenes after Iceland cuts British vessels’ 

trawler nets 
 Jun-Aug Iceland threatens to leave NATO and evict the US military 
 Sep 11 General Pinochet overthrows Allende in Chile; the US supports this 

military coup 
 Oct Yom Kippur War; Arab oil embargo 
 Nov 13 Fisheries dispute between Iceland and Britain ends 

 
1974 Jul Turco-Cypriot War 
 Aug 8 Nixon resigns 

 
1975 Apr Fall of Saigon 
 Jul-Aug Helsinki Accords 
 Oct War over Angola (1975-1976) 

 
1976 Sep 9 Mao Zedong dies 

 
1977 Jul Ogaden War (1977-1978) 
 Sep Vietnamese-Cambodian Border War (1977-1979) 

 
1978 Sep Camp David Accords 

 
1979 Feb-Mar Sino-Vietnamese War 
 Dec Soviet Union invades Afghanistan 

 
1980  Iran-Iraq War (1980-1988) 

 
1982 Mar Falklands War 
 Apr Israel invades Lebanon 
 Apr 30 United Nations passes the Convention on the Law of the Sea 

 
1985 Mar  Gorbachev assumes power 

 
1987 Jan-Feb Sino-Vietnamese Border War 

 
1989 Jan Soviet troops withdraw from Afghanistan 
 Nov Berlin Wall torn down 

 
1990  Persian Gulf War (1990-1991) 
 Oct 3 Germany reunited 

 
1991 Jun Yugoslav Civil Wars (1991-2001) 
 Aug Yeltsin replaces Gorbachev 
 Dec 25-26 Soviet Union collapses 
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 Dec 26 Nagorno-Karabakh War (1991-1994) 
 

1992  War over Bosnia (1992-1995) 
 

1993 Feb Azerbaijani-Armenian War (1993-1994) 
 Nov European Union forms 

 
1994 Apr 7-Jul 19 Rwandan genocide 

 
1998 
 
1999 

 War over Kosovo (1998-1990) 
 

 May-July Kargil War 
 

2001 Sep 11 Attack on Twin Towers, New York City 
 Oct US invades Afghanistan 

 
2003 Mar US invades Iraq 

 
2006 Mar Third Somalia War (2006-2008) 

 
2008 Aug Georgia-Russia War 

 
2011 May Obama announces that a small team of US Navy Seals killed Osama 

bin Laden in Pakistan 
 

2013 Nov Ukrainian President Yanukovych reneges on signing a European 
Union Association Agreement; the Crimean Annexation Crisis 
follows shortly thereafter 
 

2014 Feb 21 Yanukovych flees to Russia (via Crimea) 
 Mar 1 The new Crimean Prime Minister formally requests Russian 

assistance to restore peace in Crimea 
 Mar 18 Russia and Crimea sign an annexation treaty that incorporates Crimea 

and Sevastopol into Russia 
 

2020  COVID Pandemic (2020-2021) reaches its height  
 Jan 31 Britain leaves the European Union 
 Feb(-2021) US troops withdraw from Afghanistan 

 
2021 Mar-Apr Russia amasses troops along the Ukrainian border, beginning the 

build-up to the Russia-Ukraine War 
 Jun NATO renews its 2008 pledge to admit Ukraine as a member 

 
2022 Feb 24 Russia attacks Ukraine; West imposes stiff economic sanctions on 

Russia 
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 Apr Russia withdraws its troops from the Kyiv area; a war of attrition sets 
in as the West sends advanced weapons to Ukraine 
 

2023 Feb 20 Biden visits Kyiv 
 Oct 7 Hamas attacks a music festival in southern Israel, killing over 1200 

and taking 251 hostages 
 

2025 Aug 15 Trump meets Putin in Alaska in an attempt to end Russia-Ukraine 
War 

 Aug 18 White House summit; Trump meets with eight European leaders, 
Zelensky, and Trump to plan the next steps towards peace 

 Post-Aug Russia continues bombing Ukraine 
 Oct 13 Hamas releases the 20 remaining, living hostages; Israel releases 

2000 Palestinian prisoners released; both actions are part of a larger 
Trump-mediated agreement to end the war in Gaza   
 

2026 Feb 28 US and Israel launch a massive air assault on Iran, which destroys a 
number of targets and kills Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, the Supreme 
Leader, and many other top leaders  

                


