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IDEOLOGY AND ALLIANCES:
BRITISH AND FRENCH EXTERNAL BALANCING DECISIONS IN THE 1930S

MARK L. HAAS

WHAT ROLE do political ideologies play in the formation of alliances?
Many of the most prominent examinations of this subject are clear
in their answer: a relatively insignificant one. Although there are im-

portant differences among neorealist, balance-of-threat, and buck-passing ar-
guments, proponents of each agree that “when great powers confront a se-
rious threat . . . they pay little attention to ideology as they search for alliance
partners.”1

The most prominent studies that challenge this consensus and attribute great
powers’ alliance preferences to an important extent to ideological concerns tend
to examine either the effects of only one ideology—liberalism—on outcomes,
or for those who go beyond this restriction, the interactions of autocratic

Mark L. Haas is assistant professor at Duquesne University in Pittsburgh.

I wish to thank the following people for their helpful comments on previous versions of this
article or the larger project from which it is drawn: Deborah Boucoyannis, Steve Brooks, Colin
Dueck, John Duffield, Kelly Erickson, Nisha Fazal, Arman Grigorian, Kurt Haas, Margaret
Haas, Jacques Hymans, Robert Jervis, Iain Johnston, Mark Kramer, Sean Lynn-Jones, Erez
Manela, Rose McDermott, Steve Miller, Kevin Narizny, Jeremy Pressman, Steve Rosen, Monica
Duffy Toft, Chris Twomey, Will Walldorf, Steve Walt, and especially Dale Copeland, Jeff Legro,
Allen Lynch, John Owen, and the reviewers for Security Studies. I also thank the participants in
the seminars on international security at the John M. Olin Institute for Strategic Studies and
the Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs, both at Harvard University, and the
Center for International Studies at Princeton University. For generous financial and institutional
support, I am grateful to the Olin Institute and the Belfer Center.

1. John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: Norton, 2001), 48.
Other important neorealist works which explicitly call into question the importance of polit-
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powers in only one historical period: the Concert of Europe in the nineteenth
century.2

This article challenges the findings of both groups of arguments. Contra power-
centered theories of international relations, I argue that ideological variables—
defined in terms of decisionmakers’ foundational principles of political
legitimacy—frequently have profound, systematic effects on politicians’ central
foreign policy choices, including their alliance decisions. These effects of ideo-
logical variables on states’ foreign policies will tend to obtain even in threatening
security environments. Unlike existing studies that attribute states’ alliance poli-
cies to a great degree to ideological variables, this essay does not rely on either the
specific behavioral prescriptions of particular ideologies or the unique dynamics
of a specific historical period.

This study’s argument consists of two separate causal mechanisms. The first
demonstrates how the nature of the ideological relationships among states’ leaders
is likely to affect their perceptions of threats to their domestic interests. The
core finding of the demonstration-effects literature is that political developments
across states are in important ways interconnected. When a group dedicated to
particular ideological objectives succeeds in one state, this outcome is likely to
provide a political boost to like-minded individuals throughout the system. Based
on this dynamic, I deduce that the greater the ideological similarities among states’
leaders, the more likely they are to see one another’s success as supports to their
primary domestic objectives of acquiring and maintaining political power, and
thus the greater the incentives pushing these leaders to ally with one another. The
greater the ideological differences among decisionmakers, the more likely they
will view one another’s success as subversive to their domestic-political authority,
and thus the greater the likelihood of adversarial relations developing.

This study’s second causal mechanism reveals how ideological context is likely
to affect decisionmakers’ perceptions of threats to the security interests of their
state. Ideological variables are likely to play an important role in shaping group
identity. Leaders from different states who are dedicated to similar ideological
beliefs are likely to view one another as closer to their defining political group
than are individuals who are dedicated to rival ideological goals. Social identity
theory and related social-psychological theories of group behavior find that the
greater the perceived overlap in individuals’ identities, the more likely they are to

2. On the former tendency, see, for example, Thomas Risse-Kappen, “Collective Identity
in a Democratic Community: The Case of NATO,” in The Culture of National Security: Norms and
Identity in World Politics, ed. Peter J. Katzenstein (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996),
357–99; on the latter, see Henry Kissinger, A World Restored, Metternich, Castlereagh, and the Problems
of Peace 1812–1822, Sentry ed. (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1973).
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view one another as trustworthy people who are dedicated to similar interests;
out-group members tend to be viewed as possessing the opposite qualities. From
these findings, I conclude that the greater the ideological similarities among states’
leaders, the more likely they will view one another’s interests as complementary,
and thus the greater the incentives pushing these individuals to form an alliance.
The greater the ideological differences among decisionmakers, the more likely they
will see one another’s interests as conflictual, and thus the greater the chances of
hostile relations forming.

After examining in detail this essay’s causal logic and its relation to existing
arguments of alliance formation from both systemic and domestic theories, I in-
vestigate British and French leaders’ external balancing decisions in the decade
preceding the outbreak of the Second World War. British and French decision-
makers’ alliance choices in this period are deserving of examination on account of
the intrinsic significance of these decisions, because political leaders in the West
continue to invoke the lessons of the 1930s as a source of policy guidance,3 and be-
cause proponents of realist, balance-of-threat, and buck-passing theories all point
to the Western powers’ alliances policies in the 1930s as evidence supporting their
claims.4 This case is therefore an appropriate one to test the relative explanatory
power of competing arguments.

My analysis of this period reveals that although power, polarity, and percep-
tions of the offense-defense balance can explain elements of British and French
leaders’ external balancing choices in the 1930s, ideological variables provide a
more comprehensive account of these decisions. Most notably, the ideological
differences between British and French Socialists and conservatives explain why
these groups’ alliance policies varied so starkly throughout most of the 1930s.
The majority of British and French conservatives desired alignment with Italy as
an aid against possible German aggression but for most of the decade refused
association with the Soviet Union. In fact, some British and French conserva-
tives’ antipathy to the Soviet Union was so great that they advocated aligning with
Nazi Germany against communist Russia. Conversely, the majority of members

3. For example, on the importance of the Munich analogy to the Bush administration after
Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990, see George Bush and Brent Scowcroft, A World Transformed
(New York: Knopf, 1998), 326. See also Yuen Foong Khong, Analogies at War: Korea, Munich,
Dien Bien Phu, and the Vietnam Decisions of 1965 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992),
6; and Khong, “Vietnam, the Gulf, and U.S. Choices: A Comparison,” Security Studies 2, no. 1
(autumn 1992): 74–95.

4. Christensen and Snyder, “Chain Gangs and Passed Bucks,” 156–67; Walt, The Origins of
Alliances, 38; Walt, “Alliances, Threats and U.S. Grand Strategy”; Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of
Great Power Politics, 305–22; Barry R. Posen, The Sources of Military Doctrine: France, Britain, and
Germany Between the World Wars (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1984); Randall L. Schweller,
Deadly Imbalances: Tripolarity and Hitler’s Strategy of World Conquest (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1998).
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from parties from the British and French left pushed hard for an alliance with the
Soviet Union against Germany, but shunned alignment with Italy. Relatedly, al-
though virtually all Western decisionmakers viewed Germany in the 1930s as a
serious potential threat to their states’ security, most British and French conser-
vatives were much less pessimistic than socialists that Germany would actually
become an enemy. Hence the widespread belief among conservatives, but not so-
cialists, that the appeasement of Germany would be successful in avoiding great
power conflict. These differences between the left and right were the key factors
responsible for Britain’s and France’s failure to form alliances with the other great
powers against Germany.

These preferences are very puzzling to systemic theories of international re-
lations, especially from the realist tradition. According to all conventional mea-
surements of power and threat (for example, aggregate power, offensive capabili-
ties, geographical position, and aggressive intentions), British and French leaders
should have viewed Germany as a severe danger to their states’ security for much
of the 1930s. Realist analyses would therefore predict that the incentives pushing
British and French leaders to balance against Germany with all of the internal and
external options available to them should have been quite strong. Furthermore, no
systemic theory of international politics, including neorealist, balance-of-threat,
and buck-passing arguments, can explain systematic variation in leaders’ foreign
policy preferences by party affiliation since the strategic situation confronting all
actors in the same state is identical.

This article does not deny that relative power concerns will at times supersede
the effects of ideological variables on leaders’ alliance policies. The key is to
determine under what conditions either set of variables is likely to trump the
incentives created by the other. After testing this study’s hypotheses in an era
of both high security threats and great intrinsic importance, I examine these
conditions and their meaning for this study’s analysis.

The remainder of this essay develops the previous claims. In the first section,
I review the most important theoretical analyses in the literature of the origins
of alliances. The second section develops in detail my argument and the causal
mechanisms that link the degree of ideological similarities uniting states’ leaders
to their choices of allies and enemies. Third, I examine how this study’s causal
logic helps us understand British and French politicians’ alliance policies in the
1930s. The conclusion points to some theoretical implications of the argument.

THE ALLIANCE LITERATURE

IHIGHLIGHTED IN the introduction the most important arguments for our pur-
poses that attribute leaders’ alliance policies primarily to external, systemic
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variables: neorealist, balance-of-threat, and buck-passing theories. These theories
remain the dominant explanations of alliance formation in the literature.5

The causal logics underlying each of these arguments are well known, so my
recounting of them will be very brief. Both neorealist and balance-of-threat theo-
rists agree that leaders form alliances in order to protect their states’ safety from
the encroachments of others. They disagree, however, over which states constitute
the greatest danger to others’ security. To neorealists, states will form alliances
against those with the most power, while to balance-of-threat theorists, states will
ally against those that constitute the greatest threat, with threat defined in terms
of a mixture of aggregate power, offensive capabilities, geographical position, and
aggressiveness.6

Some scholars (including some neorealists) refine these general predictions by
showing how polarity tends to affect the balancing process. Scholars such as John
Mearsheimer, Kenneth Waltz, Thomas Christensen, and Jack Snyder argue that
during eras of multipolarity, a strategy known as “buck-passing” is likely to play an
important role in states’ security policies.7 Multipolarity provides politicians the
hope that other powers will contain the most threatening state while the former
free ride on others’ balancing efforts. Buck-passing strategies are likely to result in
delays in the formation of alliances against potential aggressors because each likely
member of the coalition will be inclined to rely on others’ balancing efforts while
they remain free from entangling commitments. Christensen and Snyder point out
that the incentives for leaders to eschew alliance commitments in multipolarity are
likely to be especially strong in perceived defense-dominant systems. When the
defense is believed to be dominant, leaders can feel confident about protecting
their state’s security in the face of a stronger enemy even without the aid of allies.

5. There are other studies that attribute leaders’ alliance choices to external variables. These
include offensive alliances that are designed to change the status quo or alliances that are formed
primarily to control one’s partners (on the former type of alliances, see Randall L. Schweller,
“Bandwagoning for Profit: Bringing the Revisionist State Back In,” International Security 19, no. 1
[summer 1994]: 72–107; on the latter, see Paul W. Schroeder, “Alliances, 1815–1914: Weapons of
Power and Tools of Management,” in Historical Dimensions of National Security Problems, ed. Klaus
Knorr [Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 1976], 227–62). The balancing or capabilities-
aggregation model, however, remains the dominant understanding of the origins of alliances
in the literature. Moreover, these latter arguments are much more applicable to British and
French alliance choices in the 1930s than are those analyses that attribute alliances primarily to
revisionist or controlling motives.

6. The creator of balance-of-threat theory, Stephen Walt, does find that ideologies have
important effects on states’ security decisions in specific and relatively ephemeral situations:
the immediate aftermath of successful revolutions (Stephen M. Walt, Revolution and War [Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 1996]). Although this study agrees with many of Walt’s conclusions
in this book, I argue that the degree of ideological differences dividing states’ leaders is more
important than the means by which a regime was created or how long a “revolutionary” state
has been in existence.

7. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, esp. chaps. 5 and 8; Waltz, Theory of Interna-
tional Politics, 165–69; Christensen and Snyder, “Chain Gangs and Passed Bucks.”
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Neorealist, balance-of-threat, and buck-passing arguments all downplay
the importance of ideological considerations to states’ security decisions in fa-
vor of systemic, power-centered variables. As a result, none can account for
systematic variation in leaders’ foreign policies by partisan ideological differ-
ences since the strategic situation confronting all actors in the same state is
identical.

Although they are not as prominent as the previous analyses, there are several
arguments that attribute states’ alliance choices to a significant extent to domestic-
political variables. According to Steven David, state leaders engage in a process
of “omnibalancing,” by which he means that politicians will adopt policies that
are designed to resist both external threats to their state’s security and internal
dangers to their domestic authority. Leaders will adopt policies designed to ad-
dress which ever one of these threats is the greater one at a particular point in
time.8

When politicians fear more for their domestic power than the security of their
state, David asserts that they are likely to “appease [or ally with] the international
allies of their domestic opponents.”9 The objective of this strategy is to deny
leaders’ domestic enemies international support in order to be able to defeat them
more effectively. Thus to David, when politicians face serious threats to their
domestic authority, their alliance preferences are likely to be shaped by the logic:
“the international friend of my domestic enemy is my friend.” As we shall see,
this study’s causal logic generates the exact opposite alliance predictions than does
David’s analysis.

Other analyses attribute states’ choices of allies and enemies to a significant
extent to ideological variables. To these studies, “like” regimes will tend to band
together against those states that lie outside their ideological community. The
most prominent of these analyses are so-called normative arguments within the
dyadic democratic peace literature. To these approaches, peace among liberal
regimes is likely to result because liberalism’s behavioral norms of cooperation
and the peaceful resolution of disputes will tend to delegitimize violence as a so-
lution to political problems, including international ones. To protect the separate
peace that liberal regimes have created, their leaders are likely to ally with one
another so as to deter and defeat the advances of illiberal states. To these ex-
planations of the democratic peace, liberalism affects leaders’ alliance policies by

8. Steven R. David, “Explaining Third World Alignment,” World Politics 43, no. 2 (January
1991): 233–56; David, Choosing Sides: Alignment and Realignment in the Third World (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1991). For related analysis, see Michael N. Barnett and Jack S. Levy,
“Domestic Sources of Alliances and Alignments: The Case of Egypt, 1962–73,” International
Organization 45, no. 3 (summer 1991): 369–95.

9. David, “Explaining Third World Alignment,” 236.
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shaping their understanding of threats and supports to the security interests of their
state.10

Similar claims are made by Marxist-Leninist analyses, which proclaim socialist
unity and brotherhood in the face of the common threat posed by capitalist
states.11 Although some scholars have pointed to Marxist-Leninist ideology as
a source of conflict among communist regimes (because different proponents
of the same perfectionist ideology tend to succumb to disputes over ideological
“correctness” and purity),12 others have found that one-party socialist states have
been significantly less likely to engage in militarized disputes with one another
than they have been with other types of regimes.13

Less well known than liberal and Marxist arguments are studies that assert
that ideological similarities among regimes will often create incentives pushing
these states to ally regardless of the content of the ideologies. Probably the most
prominent of these analyses assert that ideological variables shape leaders’ foreign
policy choices by impacting threats to their domestic interests.14 To these studies,
because politicians often believe that domestic revolutions in similarly legitimated
regimes will increase the likelihood of revolution in their own state, leaders will

10. Cf. Risse-Kappen, “Collective Identity in a Democratic Community”; Michael Doyle,
“Liberalism and World Politics,” American Political Science Review 80, no. 4 (December 1986): 1151–
69; William Dixon, “Democracy and the Peaceful Settlement of International Conflict,” American
Political Science Review 88, no. 1 (March 1994): 14–32; Bruce Russett, Grasping the Democratic Peace
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993). Other studies attribute the democratic peace not
to shared values among liberal leaders, but to various incentives created by domestic democratic
institutions, the superior war-fighting abilities of democracies, or convergent interests. See Bruce
Bueno de Mesquita et al., “An Institutional Explanation of the Democratic Peace,” American
Political Science Review 93, no. 4 (December 1999): 791–808; Kenneth A. Schultz, “Do Democratic
Institutions Constrain or Inform? Contrasting Two Institutional Perspectives on Democracy
and War,” International Organization 53, no. 2 (spring 1999): 233–66; David Lake, “Powerful
Pacifists: Democratic States and War,” American Political Science Review 86, no. 1 (March 1992):
24–37; Erik Gartzke, “Preferences and the Democratic Peace,” International Studies Quarterly 44,
no. 2 (June 2000): 191–212.

11. Cf. Kenneth N. Waltz, Man, the State, and War: A Theoretical Analysis (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1959), chap. 4; Michael W. Doyle, Ways of War and Peace: Realism, Liberalism, and
Socialism (New York: Norton, 1997), chaps. 6–8.

12. Richard Lowenthal, World Communism: The Disintegration of a Secular Faith (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1964); Walt, The Origins of Alliances, 35–36.

13. Mark Peceny, Caroline C. Beer, and Shannon Sanchez-Terry, “Dictatorial Peace?” Ameri-
can Political Science Review 96, no. 1 (March 2002): 15–26; Ido Oren and Jude Hays, “Democracies
May Rarely Fight One Another, but Developed Socialist States Rarely Fight at All,” Alternatives
22, no. 4 (October-December 1997): 493–521. On the importance of ideological variables to
the rise and fall of the Sino-Soviet alliance from 1949 to 1960, see Mark L. Haas, “Ideology and
the Sino-Soviet Alliance” (typescript, Harvard University, 2002).

14. Cf. Benjamin Miller, When Opponents Cooperate: Great Power Conflict and Collaboration in
World Politics (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1995); Robert Jervis, “From Balance
to Concert: A Study of International Security Cooperation,” World Politics 38, no. 1 (October
1985): 58–79; Kissinger, A World Restored. These studies contain obvious similarities with David’s
argument. David, however, explicitly denies the impact of ideology on leaders’ external balancing
policies (David, “Explaining Third World Alignment,” 247–248).
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have an interest in supporting those polities that are members of their ideological
community, including by allying with them. By offering their external support,
politicians hope to strengthen the others’ internal positions, and thus ultimately
their own.

Although the causal logics of the ideological arguments described above are
at times compelling, they remain incomplete. Democratic peace theories tend to
reduce leaders’ ideological beliefs to only those principles that determine regime
type. Marxism makes an analogous limitation with socio-economic objectives.
Since both sets of principles, however, are invariably important components of
politicians’ ideological identities, both merit inclusion into an analysis of ideolo-
gies’ impact on leaders’ international policies. Moreover, democratic peace studies
tend to concentrate exclusively on the security benefits of alliances among liberal
regimes, while ignoring the domestic-political advantages of these coalitions.

Arguments that point primarily to the domestic benefits of alliances among
ideologically similar regimes have the opposite limitations. These studies, unlike
both liberalism and Marxism, can potentially explain cooperative relations among
a multiplicity of regime types and socio-economic systems as policies designed to
further politicians’ domestic interests. Yet these analyses ignore a key insight of
the democratic peace and Marxist literatures: leaders will tend to view states within
their ideological community as lesser threats to their polity’s security interests than
are regimes that lie outside this community.

Finally, all of the arguments described above offer little leverage in under-
standing ideologies’ impact on the formation of alliances among states that are
dedicated to very different legitimating ideals. This shortcoming is particularly
problematic for understanding British and French alliance preferences in the
1930s. Because Marxist-Leninist analyses simultaneously predict for “capitalist”
states fierce imperialist rivalries and close cooperation in confrontations against
socialist regimes, these studies make indeterminate predictions with regards to
relations among Britain, France, Germany, and Italy in the 1930s. Both demo-
cratic peace theory and arguments pointing to the domestic-political effects of
alignment would predict that British and French decisionmakers in the 1930s,
because of their shared dedication to representative regime types, would desire
alliances with one another. With regards to Britain’s and France’s relations with the
other great powers, however, both groups of analyses have little to say. Nothing
in their causal logics can explain why liberal leaders in Britain and France would
systematically desire alliances with some autocratic states and not others. Yet as
we shall see, ideological variables were the key cause of this variation.

In the next section, I develop a causal logic that corrects the weaknesses of
the above arguments that link political ideologies to leaders’ alliance preferences
while combining their strengths into a more synthetic analysis. I argue that the
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transnational nature of political ideologies affects how like-minded politicians
from different states perceive one another. States’ leaders who are dedicated to
similar legitimating principles will believe themselves to be bound together by
both a common political fate and political identity. When one group of politicians
in a particular state succeeds, individuals throughout the system who are dedicated
to similar ideological objectives are likely to receive a political boost, while groups
dedicated to opposing principles are likely to suffer political setbacks. As a re-
sult, decisionmakers who are dedicated to similar ideological beliefs will confront
strong domestic-political incentives to protect one another’s interests, including
by forming alliances.

Ideological variables are also central to how politicians categorize their coun-
terparts in other states in terms of political identity. The greater the ideological
similarities among states’ leaders, the more they will believe their political identities
to overlap. The greater the ideological differences dividing decisionmakers across
states, the more they will believe their political identities to diverge. As I demon-
strate below, these relationships will tend to affect the composition of alliances by
shaping politicians’ understanding of the threats to the security interests of their
state.

Both these conclusions are supported by well-established dynamics of group
behavior from both comparative politics and social-psychological literatures. Al-
though I agree with some of the core causal claims of existing ideological argu-
ments, I arrive at these conclusions independently of these other analyses. More-
over, by grounding this study’s argument on robust findings from other research
programs, we can be more confident in the accuracy of this study’s central claims.

THE ARGUMENT

THE CENTRAL hypothesis of this article’s argument is that the greater the ide-
ological similarities among states’ leaders, the more likely they are to see one

another as supports to both their domestic interests and the security of their state,
and thus the greater the incentives pushing them toward an alliance. Conversely,
the greater the ideological differences dividing decisionmakers across states, the
more likely they will view one another as threats to their domestic and international
interests, and thus the greater the likelihood of adversarial relations developing.
These relationships will tend to hold regardless of the particular behavioral pre-
scriptions of the ideologies in question.

I define political ideologies as the principles upon which a particular leader-
ship group attempts to legitimate its claim to rule and the primary institutional,
economic, and social goals to which it swears allegiance. Ideologies are, in short,
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particular visions for ordering the political world. This definition is consistent
with other scholars’ understandings of ideologies and stresses key components
that are central to a large number of studies of this subject, for example, beliefs
that are collectively held which both legitimize a particular group’s authority and
express the key goals which the group’s members strive to realize.15

Political ideologies have their most obvious impact with regards to domestic
politics. Because political elites who share a commitment to a particular way of
ordering political life are likely to coalesce into groups, ideological differences will
be at the heart of what divides one political party from another in a given polity.16

As a result, interparty competition for political power within a state will be to
an important extent ideological in nature. Outcomes that in some way support
particular belief systems will very likely help the domestic-political interests of the
parties associated with these beliefs and vice versa.

Related analysis applies to relations among politicians from different states. The
most important international characteristic of political ideologies for our purposes
is that they are inherently transnational phenomena, meaning that people from
different states can claim allegiance to the same set of ideological beliefs.17 In
other words, no party’s legitimating principles will be wholly unique to it. Instead,
members of any given group in one state are bound to share ideological objectives
with parties in other polities.18 In the following sections, I show how ideologies’
transnational nature and the effects of this quality on leaders’ political identities
will tend to shape, via two separate causal pathways, politicians’ perceptions of
the threats to both their domestic power and the security interests of their state,
and thus their choices of international allies and enemies.

15. Alexander L. George, “Ideology and International Relations: A Conceptual Analysis,”
Jerusalem Journal of International Relations 9, no. 1 (March 1987): 1; Terry Eagleton, Ideology: An
Introduction (London: Verso, 1991); Malcolm B. Hamilton, “The Elements of the Concept of
Ideology,” Political Studies 35, no. 1 (March 1987): 18–38; Eric Carlton, War and Ideology (London:
Routledge, 1990), 19–20.

16. Cf. James L. Sundquist, Dynamics of the Party: Realignment of Political Parties in the United
States (Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution: 1973); Leon D. Epstein, Political Parties in Western
Democracies (New Brunswick, N. J.: Transaction Books, 1980).

17. Cf. Bruce Cronin, Community Under Anarchy: Transnational Identity and the Evolution of Co-
operation (New York: Columbia University Press, 1999); Cronin, “From Balance to Commu-
nity: Transnational Identity and Political Integration,” Security Studies 8, numbers 2/3 (winter
1998/99–spring 1999): 277–85; Colin H. Kahl, “Constructing a Separate Peace: Construc-
tivism, Collective Liberal Identity, and Democratic Peace,” Security Studies 8, numbers 2/3
(winter 1998/99–spring 1999): 113–25; John M. Owen, “Transnational Liberalism and U.S.
Primacy,” International Security 26, no. 3 (winter 2001/2002): 117–52; Roger Eatwell, “Ideolo-
gies: Approaches and Trends,” in Contemporary Political Ideologies, ed. Roger Eatwell and Anthony
Wright (London: Pinter, 1993), 1–22.

18. Even particularistic ideologies, like Nazism and its glorification of the German race, are
likely to have transnational elements. Hence, for example, Adolf Hitler’s claim that the Nazis
may not have been able to come to power in Germany without the success of Mussolini’s
fascists in Italy (cf. MacGregor Knox, “Conquest, Foreign and Domestic, in Fascist Italy and
Nazi Germany,” Journal of Modern History 56, no. 1 [March 1984]: 1–57).
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IDEOLOGICAL DIFFERENCES AND THE FEAR OF SUBVERSION:

THE ‘‘DEMONSTRATIONS-EFFECTS’’ MECHANISM

This study’s first causal mechanism shows how ideological variables shape politi-
cians’ alliance preferences by affecting the level of threat to their domestic legit-
imacy and power. A core finding of the demonstration-effects literature is that
political developments across states are in important ways interconnected (for
our purposes, a “demonstration effect” refers to the process by which institu-
tions, behaviors, or beliefs in one state are emulated in some manner in oth-
ers).19 To this body of research, the success or failure in one state of particular
institutional structures, belief systems, or political actions (such as a coup or rev-
olution) will affect how these phenomena are understood in the other polities
in the system. When political changes succeed in one state, the ideas ground-
ing these changes will likely be looked on more favorably by other actors in the
system. As a result, others are more likely to adopt these policies in their own
countries. Conversely, failure of specific policies in one state will likely create
doubt in others concerning the viability and legitimacy of the ideas ground-
ing these choices. Other actors in the system are therefore less likely to adopt
them.

The transnational nature of most political ideologies makes these variables par-
ticularly susceptible to the impact of demonstration effects on ideologies’ overall
status and perceived viability. When people across states claim allegiance to the
same set of ideological principles, the perceived legitimacy and effectiveness of
these beliefs will likely be affected by events that take place in different countries.
When particular beliefs succeed and flourish in one state, these outcomes will
likely enhance the standing of these principles as a whole, thereby providing a
political boost to all parties dedicated to them regardless of the groups’ states of
origin. Conversely, when movements associated with particular political princi-
ples fail or languish in one state, this will likely be a setback for these principles
as a whole, and thus for all parties dedicated to them. In these ways, develop-
ments in other states become intertwined with parties’ attempts to acquire and
maintain political power in their own country. This analysis helps to explain why,
for example, liberal parties throughout Europe greeted the Whigs’ ascension to

19. Cf. Harvey Starr, “Democratic Dominoes: Diffusion Approaches to the Spread of
Democracy,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 35, no. 2 (June 1991): 356–81; James M. Lutz, “The Dif-
fusion of Political Phenomena in Sub-Saharan Africa,” Journal of Political and Military Sociology 17,
no. 1 (spring 1989): 93–114; Richard P. Y. Li and William R. Thompson, “The ‘Coup Contagion’
Hypothesis,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 19, no. 1 (March 1975): 63–88; Benjamin A. Most and
Harvey Starr, “Theoretical and Logical Issues in the Study of International Diffusion,” Journal
of Theoretical Politics 2, no. 4 (October 1990): 391–412; Samuel P. Huntington, The Third Wave:
Democratization in the Late Twentieth Century (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1991).
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power in Britain in 1830 with renewed hope for their domestic-political fortunes,
while conservative parties were greatly concerned about the impact that this party
change would have on domestic politics in their own state.20 These dynamics con-
tinue into the contemporary international system. Several scholars have noted the
importance of demonstration effects created by the success of liberal regimes to
the consolidation of the democracies in eastern Europe since the end of the Cold
War.21

The transnational quality of political ideologies, coupled with the insights of
the demonstration-effects literature, reveals that politicians’ concern for the wel-
fare of their ideological brethren in other states is not simply a matter of al-
truism. Instead, the fact that leaders’ domestic interests can be endangered or
aided by developments in other polities creates very practical incentives for elites
to support others within their ideological community. When politicians’ ideo-
logical allies abroad experience domestic success, the former’s chances of re-
alizing similar results increase. When leaders’ ideological enemies in other states
succeed, the former’s domestic interests are placed in a more precarious
position.

The relationships described in the previous paragraphs have key implications
for decisionmakers’ choices of international allies and enemies. When States A
and B are governed by parties that are dedicated to rival legitimating ideals, we
would expect an adversarial relationship to develop since the success of one group
is likely to constitute a subversive threat to the other’s domestic interests. This
danger—and thus politicians’ feelings of enmity—is likely to be especially acute
when B’s key decisionmakers are the ideological allies of A’s principal domestic
competitors. In this situation, members of State A’s governing party are likely to
be particularly sensitive to the adverse impact that B’s success will have on their
domestic interests. Adversarial relations between A and B are therefore likely to
develop according to the logic: “the international friend of my domestic enemy is
my enemy.”

Conversely, we would expect State A’s leaders to adopt cooperative policies with
their counterparts in State B under two primary conditions. When A and B are
led by politicians who are dedicated to similar legitimating ideals, the incentives
pushing them to form an alliance are likely to be strong since the safety and

20. Sir Charles Webster, The Foreign Policy of Palmerston 1830–1841, vol. 2 (New York: Hu-
manities Press, 1969), 854; W. Bruce Lincoln, Nicholas I , Emperor and Autocrat of All the Russias
(London: Indiana University Press, 1978), 144–45.

21. Henry J. Nau, At Home Abroad: Identity and Power in American Foreign Policy (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 2002), 134–47; Renske Doorenspleet, “The Fourth Wave of Democratization:
Identification and Explanation” (Ph.D. diss., Leiden University, the Netherlands, October 2001),
chap. 8.
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success of each party is likely to support the domestic interests of both. Second,
and less obviously, we would predict that leaders in State A would support their
counterparts in State B when the latter oppose and harm in their own state the
ideological allies of A’s principal domestic enemies. In other words, when parties
in different states share the same primary ideological adversary, their leaders are
likely to support the continuation of each other’s rule—including by allying with
one another—since their individual success will likely harm the standing of their
shared domestic rivals. Notice that in this scenario leaders from different states
have incentives to ally with one another even if they are not dedicated to identical
principles of legitimacy. Instead, they only have to agree that some group or groups
represent a greater ideological danger to their interests than they do to one another.
In this case, leaders are drawn together according to the logic: “the enemy of
my enemy is my friend.” Existing arguments that dichotomize political ideologies
into categories such as “liberal” or “autocratic” miss this potential ideological
motive for alliances among statesmen dedicated to different ideological beliefs.
Because this study’s causal logic operationalizes the nature of leaders’ ideological
relationships as a continuous variable, it can claim a more expansive role for
political ideologies in the alliance-formation process than many current analyses
are able to do.

SOCIAL IDENTITY THEORY AND THE LIKELIHOOD OF CONFLICT:

THE ‘‘CONFLICT-PROBABILITY’’ MECHANISM

The previous analysis demonstrates how the degree of ideological differences
dividing states’ leaders, when tied to the insights of the demonstration-effects
literature, generates predictions concerning how leaders will tend to see their
counterparts in other states in terms of threats or supports to their domestic legit-
imacy and power. In what follows, I show how the same variable, when filtered
through the insights of social identity theory and related theories of social psy-
chology, leads to predictions about how leaders tend to evaluate the security threats
to their state posed by the other actors in the system.22

22. For an early attempt to explain cooperation among “like” regimes, whether autocratic
or democratic, using the insights of social identity theory, see Margaret Hermann and Charles
Kegley, “Rethinking Democracy and International Peace: Perspectives from Political Psychol-
ogy,” International Studies Quarterly 39, no. 4 (December 1995): 511–33. For other arguments
that combine the effects of ideological variables with the predictions of social identity theory
in order to explain various international policies, see Cronin, “From Balance to Community”;
Christopher Hemmer and Peter J. Katzenstein, “Why is There No NATO in Asia? Collective
Identity, Regionalism, and the Origins of Multilateralism,” International Organization 56, no. 3
(summer 2002): 575–607.
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A key finding of social identity theory and related theories of social psychology
is that people will tend to have very different attitudes and policies toward those
who are believed to be members of their own group(s) and those who are not.23

In-group members will, on the whole, be perceived as trustworthy individuals
who share important interests as one’s own; out-group members will be viewed
as possessing the opposite qualities to the point where they become the objects
of scorn and even hatred.24 Given these last beliefs, conflictual relations among
groups are highly likely, if not inevitable.

This analysis generates important implications for interstate relations. As the
very phrase “interstate relations” implies, a key category by which many people
understand the political world and consequently relate to one another is that of the
state. In other words, most people, at least in part, make sense of the world that is
beyond domestic politics by classifying people into two groups: fellow citizens of
one’s own state and those who belong to other political groupings. Social identity
theory would predict that bifurcating the world in this manner will impel people
to attribute positive images to one’s fellow citizens and negative, even hostile,
characteristics to all others. This manner of stereotyping in-group and out-group
members in terms of negative and positive attributes implies that international
politics must remain an inherently competitive and conflict-prone arena in which
the needs and interests of fellow citizens are given priority to those of all other
individuals. To this view, social identity theory adds a psychological support to the
predictions generated by realist theories.25

The problem with this analysis is that it is overly restrictive in its claims. There is
little doubt that citizenship is an important determinant of leaders’ political iden-
tities. The claim that politicians will make no meaningful discriminations among
all decisionmakers who are not members of their state, however, will in most cases
be inaccurate. This study asserts that within the category of “noncitizen,” deci-
sionmakers are likely to make a distinction between those politicians who share

23. Cf. Henri Tajfel, ed., Social Identity and Intergroup Relations (New York: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1982); John C. Turner, Rediscovering the Social Group: A Self-Categorization Theory
(New York: Basil Blackwell, 1987); Michael A. Hogg, The Social Psychology of Group Cohesiveness:
From Attraction to Social Identity (New York: New York University Press, 1992); Henri Tajfel and
John C. Turner, “The Social Identity Theory of Intergroup Behavior,” in Psychology of Intergroup
Relations, ed. Stephen Worchel and William G. Austin, 2nd ed. (Chicago: Nelson-Hall, 1986),
7–24; Jonathan Mercer, “Anarchy and Identity,” International Organization 49, no. 2 (spring 1995):
229–52.

24. Hogg, The Social Psychology of Group Cohesiveness, 104; Badredine Arfi, “Ethnic Fear: The
Social Construction of Insecurity,” Security Studies 8, no. 1 (autumn 1998): 153; Daniel Druckman,
“Nationalism, Patriotism, and Group Loyalty: A Social Psychological Perspective,” Mershon
International Studies Review 38, Supplement 1 (April 1994): 49; Vamik Volkan, The Need to Have
Enemies and Allies (Northvale, N.J.: Aronson, 1988); Donald L. Horowitz, Ethnic Groups in Conflict
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1985).

25. Mercer, “Anarchy and Identity.”
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their legitimating principles and those who do not.26 The greater the ideological
similarities among states’ leaders, the more their political identities will be believed
to overlap. Conversely, politicians from different states who are dedicated to ri-
val ideological objectives will view one another as the antithesis of their political
identities; they will be rivals in terms of both state and ideological interests.

The transnational qualities of political ideologies provides the foundation upon
which these assertions are grounded. Ideologies’ transnational nature allows politi-
cians from different states to claim allegiance to the same set of legitimating princi-
ples. Moreover, because dedication to particular ideological objectives necessarily
implies the rejection of alternative systems of belief, people dedicated to simi-
lar ideological principles will have one or more ideological enemies in common.
When leaders from different states recognize that they both share a commit-
ment to the same ideological objectives and possess the same ideological enemies,
they will tend to view one another as closer to their own political identities than are
those decisionmakers who do not meet these conditions. As one scholar expresses
similar analysis, when politicians from different polities are dedicated to similar
ideological objectives and share ideological adversaries, they form a “transnational
ideological group” whose members will tend to identify with one another: they
will “tend to derive positive utility from one another’s gains vis-à-vis opposing
ideological groups . . . [and] perceive losses in their own power from increases in
the power of opposing ideological groups in other states.”27 The greater the over-
lap in ideological beliefs, the greater this transnational identification is likely to be.
This analysis does not claim that participation in a transnational ideological group
eliminates or even supersedes politicians’ loyalties to other prominent political
groups, most notably their dedication to the state in which they hold citizenship.
These statements address how leaders will tend to categorize their counterparts
in other states, and not their attitudes toward fellow citizens.

When filtered through the insights of social identity theory, the claim that the
degree of ideological differences dividing states’ leaders will play a central role
in determining how close these individuals will judge one another to be to their
defining political group yields testable hypotheses concerning decisionmakers’ al-
liance preferences. Given the above analysis, we would expect alliance preferences
to vary significantly depending on which groups are in power in specific states at

26. For studies that make similar claims, see Turner, Rediscovering the Social Group, 52, 59;
Druckman, “Nationalism, Patriotism, and Group Loyalty,” 60–62; Kahl, “Constructing a Sepa-
rate Peace,” 113–25; Cronin, Community Under Anarchy; Cronin, “From Balance to Community,”
277–85; Owen, “Transnational Liberalism and U.S. Primacy”; David Skidmore, “Introduction:
Bringing Social Orders Back In,” in Contested Social Orders and International Politics, ed. David
Skidmore (Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press, 1997), 3–34.

27. Owen, “Transnational Liberalism and U.S. Primacy,” 123. See also Skidmore, “Introduc-
tion,” 4–6; Cronin, Community Under Anarchy.
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particular times. The greater the ideological similarities among states’ leaders, the
more likely they are to form an alliance. This relationship is likely to hold because
the greater the perceived overlap in politicians’ political identities, the greater the
tendency for these individuals to trust one another and to believe that they have
similar interests. Conversely, the greater the ideological differences among states’
leaders, the more their political identities will diverge, and thus the more likely it
is that these individuals will both ascribe hostile intent to one another and believe
that their interests are bound to conflict. Adversarial relations among these groups
are highly likely to develop as a result.

Expressed a little differently, this study’s conflict-probability causal mechanism
predicts that ideological variables will affect how decisionmakers respond to the
ubiquitous problem of uncertainty about others’ intentions. The greater the ide-
ological differences dividing decisionmakers across states, the more likely they
are to think the worst about one another’s international objectives. Conversely,
the greater the ideological similarities uniting states’ leaders, the more likely they
will give each other the benefit of the doubt and attribute benign motives to their
counterparts’ actions. As long as the condition of uncertainty is in effect, this study
predicts that the degree of ideological differences dividing states’ leaders will have a
consistently greater impact on their perceptions of threat and consequent choices
of allies and enemies that will issues of relative power.

The two causal mechanisms developed above generate the following hypothesis
with regards to decisionmakers’ alliance preferences: The greater the ideological
similarities among states’ leaders, the more likely they are to view one another as
supports to both their domestic power and the security interests of their state;
consequently, politicians should desire alliances with those states that are governed
by parties that are either: 1) dedicated to similar ideological beliefs; or 2) share a
greater ideological enemy. The greater the ideological differences dividing states’
decisionmakers, the more likely they are to see one another as both aggressive
international actors and a subversive threat to their domestic interests, and thus
the higher the likelihood of adversarial relations developing among them.

The competing hypotheses to this one are drawn from the theories of alliance
formation described in the previous section:

Neorealism: Leaders should desire alliances against the state possessing the great-
est power in the system with those polities that are similarly placed in the interna-
tional distribution of power. In comparison to relative power concerns, ideological
variables will play little or no role in shaping decisionmakers’ choices of interna-
tional allies and enemies. Balance-of-threat theory concurs with these statements
with the exception that proponents of this argument predict that leaders will
balance against the state that constitutes the greatest threat in the system (with
threat defined in terms of a mixture of aggregate power, offensive capabilities,
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geographical propinquity, and aggressiveness), and not necessarily the one with
the most power.

Buck-Passing: Leaders are likely to resist making alliance commitments in mul-
tipolar systems because of their hopes of free-riding on the balancing efforts of
others. Incentives not to join alliances are likely to be particularly strong in per-
ceived defense-dominant systems because decisionmakers are likely to feel secure
even in the face of a stronger and/or more threatening adversary.

Omnibalancing: When politicians face significant threats to their domestic au-
thority, they are likely to appease, or ally with, the international supporters of their
domestic enemies.28

METHODOLOGICAL ISSUES

CASE STUDY SELECTION

I have already mentioned some of the considerations underlying the choice of
British and French alliance decisions in the 1930s as the object of this article’s
analysis, including the intrinsic importance of these decisions, the fact that Western
politicians continue to invoke the 1930s as a source of policy guidance, and the
fact that numerous scholars operating within the realist tradition have pointed to
the dynamics of the period as evidence supporting their claims.

A potential problem with this case is that because the 1930s were an ideologically
charged era, the dynamics of the period are potentially an “easy test” for this study’s
causal logic.29 This potentiality, however, is significantly mitigated by the nature
of the power relationships that existed between Britain, France, and Germany
in the 1930s. Germany’s marked relative power advantages, offensive doctrine,
and geographical propinquity to Britain and France all pointed to the need for
active balancing policies against it by the Western powers. From 1933 on, it was
axiomatic to British and especially French intelligence that Germany was rearming
as quickly and extensively as possible. By 1937, French intelligence was convinced
that Germany had achieved decisive military superiority on the ground and in the
air. Analogous views were widespread in Britain.30 Realist theories predict that

28. I do not reiterate the hypotheses of existing arguments that attribute leaders’ alliance
choices to ideological variables since, as discussed, none of these theories make determinate
predictions that can explain why British and French leaders in the 1930s would systematically
want alliances with some of the autocratic great powers and not with others.

29. For an analysis that claims that scholars testing ideational arguments typically have not
chosen difficult cases in this process, see Michael C. Desch, “Culture Clash: Assessing the
Importance of Ideas in Security Studies,” International Security 23, no. 1 (summer 1998): 158–66.

30. Peter Jackson, France and the Nazi Menace: Intelligence and Policy Making 1933–1939 (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2000), 103, 112, 207; Robert J. Young, In Command of France: French
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when states confront a stronger adversary, they will pay little attention to ideology
as they search for alliance partners. Thus according to the causal logics of realist
analyses, ideological variables should have had relatively minor effects on British
and French security policies in the 1930s.

Although one cannot adequately test the hypotheses developed in this essay
by examining only one period of history, an advantage of examining the alliance
preferences of states’ principal parties is that this method allows for a greater
number of tests within the same case study. Thus I analyze the impact of ideological
variables on the alliance policies of four principal groups of individuals: British
Conservatives, British Labourites, French Socialists, and French conservatives, as
opposed to merely examining the alliance dynamics of “France” or “Britain.”31

OPERATIONALIZATION OF VARIABLES

This study’s dependent variable is leaders’ external balancing policies. I am partic-
ularly interested in decisionmakers’ views on: which state or states constituted the
greatest threat in the system; the perceived level of threat posed by these states;
which state(s) made acceptable allies in the balancing process; and how ardently
leaders tried to form coalitions with these states. I operationalize these variables
primarily by examining leaders’ public and private views on these subjects and the
dominant policies they championed to address these issues.

This study’s independent variable is the degree of ideological differences di-
viding states’ leaders. I code politicians’ ideological beliefs by examining the core
legitimating principles of the political party to which they belong. I am particularly
interested in parties’ positions on the preferred system of political economy and
regime type, which were the two domestic-ideological issues that dominated po-
litical discussions in Britain and France in the 1930s. This essay measures parties’

Foreign Policy and Military Planning, 1933–1940 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1978),
162, 164; Paul Kennedy, “British ‘Net Assessment’ and the Coming of the Second World
War,” in Calculations: Net Assessment and the Coming of World War II, ed. Williamson Murray and
Alan R. Millet (New York: Free Press, 1992), 47; Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers
(New York: Random House, 1987), 317–18.

31. Elsewhere I have tested this article’s causal logic against great power relations in five
periods of history: the 1790s in Europe, the era of the Concert of Europe (1815–48), the
1930s in Europe (including Germany’s and the Soviet Union’s foreign policies, not just those of
Britain and France), the rise and fall of the Sino-Soviet Alliance (1949–60), and the 1980s and
the end of the Cold War. I find that the degree of ideological differences dividing states’ leaders
has had systemic, profound effects on decisionmakers’ most important security policies. These
effects were in evidence regardless of the ideologies in question, polarity, and perceptions of
the offense-defense balance, and they very frequently occurred when relative power variables
were pushing for different outcomes. See Mark L. Haas, Ideology, Threat Perception, and Great Power
Politics (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, forthcoming).
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views on these two issues by examining parties’ political platforms and mission
statements, and the writings and speeches made by their leaders.

In Britain and France in the 1930s, most politicians from across the political
spectrum shared a commitment to representative political institutions. On socio-
economic issues, however, the left and right in Britain and France were in almost
total opposition. Labourites and Socialists wanted to replace their states’ capitalist
systems of political economy with ones based on socialist principles, while British
and French conservatives wholly opposed this goal.

These ideological differences between the British and French left and right
had clear effects on these parties’ ideological relationships with the leaders of the
other European powers. British and French conservatives were most ideologically
hostile to Soviet decisionmakers. Not only was the Soviet Union a totalitarian state,
but its leaders had sworn allegiance to socialist principles, which were anathema
to members of the British and French right. Most conservatives viewed the fascist
states as lesser ideological dangers than was the Soviet Union. Although most of
these politicians opposed the totalitarian regime structures of Italy and Germany
(just as they did with regards to the Soviet Union), they sympathized with Italian
and German fascists’ stark anticommunism.32

British and French socialists’ relationships with the other great powers were
the mirror image of conservatives’ views. Although Western socialists and So-
viet leaders were dedicated to very different political institutions, they declared
allegiance to similar socio-economic principles. This fact made the ideological
distance dividing these groups of politicians much smaller than that separating
British and French conservatives from Soviet decisionmakers. As the leader of the
French Socialist Party, Leon Blum, asserted: “[French Socialists] can feel . . . the
greatest love for the Russian Revolution [and] be resolved to protect it by all means,
without agreeing . . . that Russian revolutionary methods are applicable to French
socialism.”33 Or as one leading Labour politician described the Soviet Union in
1929: “[It is] a great experiment in socialism; and that is not a fact to be forgotten,

32. The center party in France, the Radical Socialists, shared French conservatives’ com-
mitment to anticommunism. Most Radicals therefore followed the foreign policy patterns that
the French right adopted for most of the 1930s, that is, aversion to an alliance with the Soviet
Union and the appeasement of Germany (though many Radicals were more opposed to an
alliance with Italy than were most French conservatives). Moreover, the electoral strength of
the Radicals for much of the 1930s was smaller than either the French left or right. For these
reasons and because of space constraints, I include analysis of Radical politicians’ policies with
those of conservatives. On these points, see Francis de Tarr, The French Radical Party: From Herriot
to Mendès-France (London: Oxford University Press, 1961); Peter J. Larmour, The French Radical
Party in the 1930s (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1964); Robert Michael, The Radicals and
Nazi Germany: The Revolution in French Attitudes Toward Foreign Policy, 1933–1939 (Washington, D.C.:
University Press of America, 1982); Martin Thomas, Britain, France, and Appeasement: Anglo-French
Relations in the Popular Front Era (New York: Berg, 1996), 96.

33. In Joel Colton, Leon Blum, Humanist in Politics (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1966), 50.
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Table 1

BRITISH AND FRENCH POLITICIANS’ FOREIGN POLICY PREFERENCES IN THE 1930S BY

PARTY AFFILIATION

Dominant Preferences Toward

USSR Germany Italy
Socialists Ally with Balance against Balance against
Conservatives∗ Strategically isolate/ Appease Ally with

balance against

∗These preferences apply to French conservatives primarily during the period after the Popular
Front’s electoral victory in 1936.

however we may rightly deplore the want of liberty.”34 This is a point on which
“nearly all the Labour Party were in accord.”35

The fact that Western socialists shared similar socio-economic objectives with
Soviet leaders meant that in most socialists’ minds the Soviet Union was a lesser
ideological danger than were the fascist states, with which British and French
socialists shared neither regime nor socio-economic principles. As the Labour
paper, The Daily Herald, editorialized: “There is a world of difference between
bolshevism and fascism . . . [Bolshevism, for all its faults is] based on a theory not of
capitalism, private property, competition, but of Communism and cooperation.36

In the next section, I show how these differences in the ideological relationships
among the powers from the perspective of the principal parties in Britain and
France impacted these groups’ external balancing decisions throughout the 1930s
(for a summary of findings, see Table 1).

34. In Andrew J. Williams, Labour and Russia: The Attitude of the Labour Party to the USSR,
1924–1934 (New York: Manchester University Press, 1989), 71.

35. Williams, Labour and Russia, 71.
36. In Williams, Labour and Russia, 75. See also: William Rayburn Tucker, The Attitude of

the British Labour Party Towards European and Collective Security Problems, 1920–1939 (Genève: Im-
primerie du Journal Genève, 1950), 233; Bill Jones, The Russia Complex: The British Labour Party
and the Soviet Union (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1977), 14, 26, 28. This analysis
holds more consistently for British than French socialists. One of the leading French socialists,
Paul Faure, and his followers may have detested Stalin more than Hitler. Faure was a pacifist
who believed that military alliances were a key cause of war. Because the Soviet Union was the
most consistent champion of collective security in the 1930s, he lambasted the Soviet union as a
provocateur of conflict. The other key leaders of the French Socialist Party, however, Blum, Jean
Zyromski, and Marceau Pivert, held views of the Soviet Union that are much more consistent
with my analysis. Though rejecting Soviet dictatorship, they understood the Soviet Union to
be a smaller ideological threat than the fascist states. Cf. Colton, Leon Blum; Nathanael Greene,
Crisis and Decline: The French Socialist Party in the Popular Front Era (Ithaca: Cornell University Press,
1969); Donald Noel Baker, “The Politics of Socialist Protest in France: The Left Wing of the
Socialist Party, 1921–1939,” Journal of Modern History 43, no. 1 (March 1971): 2–41.
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BRITISH AND FRENCH LEADERS’ ALLIANCE PREFERENCES IN THE 1930S37

ANY ANALYSIS of British and French foreign policies in the 1930s must at the
outset acknowledge the centrality of relative power concerns to these choices.

Most importantly, there can be no doubt that Germany’s large-scale rearmament
policies in the 1930s significantly increased British and French leaders’ anxieties
concerning their states’ security. As early as 1934, the Committee of Defense
Requirements (CDR) (a new committee commissioned specifically to address the
deteriorating security environment of the 1930s) labeled Germany as Britain’s
“ultimate potential enemy.” The report was approved by Britain’s cabinet, and its
claims concerning the potential threat posed by Germany were widely accepted
throughout the British establishment for the remainder of the decade.38 Because
of their state’s closer proximity to Germany, French leaders were even more
concerned about increases in Germany’s military capabilities in the 1930s than
were their counterparts in Britain.

In response to Germany’s rearmament efforts in the 1930s, both British and
French leaders increased their state’s military expenditures and sought to increase
their ties with other great powers in the system. Thus, just as realist theories predict,
large-scale shifts in the international distribution of power in Germany’s favor in
the 1930s both made Germany the primary object of British and French leaders’
international concerns, and impelled these decisionmakers to balance against it
by both internal and external means.

Although realist theories explain important dimensions of British and French
foreign policies in the 1930s, significant puzzles for these arguments remain.39

37. Because of space constraints, I restrict my analysis to British and French politicians’
attitudes and policies toward Germany, Italy, and the Soviet Union. Although Anglo-French
relations in the 1930s were obviously important, these states’ relations with the other great
powers were more determinative of key outcomes in the period and more puzzling for interna-
tional relations theory. For studies of Anglo-French relations in the 1930s, see Thomas, Britain,
France, and Appeasement; Posen, The Sources of Military Doctrine; Arnold Wolfers, Britain and France
between Two Wars (New York: Norton, 1966). By “alliance preferences” I am referring to leaders’
interest in forming either a formal or tacit military coalition with another state. A formal alliance
is defined by the signing of a treaty which stipulates the terms of military cooperation. A tacit
alliance, also referred to as alignment, I define as mutual expectations of leaders that they will
militarily support one another in times of conflict. These expectations are both revealed and
based on significant foreign policy coordination before the outbreak of hostilities, though falling
short of the formalized treaty of an explicit alliance. Anglo-French relations in the 1930s were
an example of a tacit alliance as I have defined the term. On the differences between explicit and
tacit alliances, see Glenn H. Snyder, Alliance Politics (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1997), 6–16.

38. Gaines Post Jr., Dilemmas of Appeasement, British Deterrence and Defense, 1934–1937 (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 1993), 25, 32; Robert J. Young, France and the Origins of the Second World
War (London: Macmillan, 1996), 60.

39. For related critiques, see Sandra Halperin, “The Politics of Appeasement: The Rise
of the Left and European International Relations During the Interwar Period,” in Skidmore,
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Most importantly, within the context of some degree of internal and external
balancing of Germany throughout the 1930s, there was substantial variation in
British and French leaders’ balancing policies that to a great extent corresponded
with these individuals’ party affiliation. The majority of British and French conser-
vatives desired an alliance with Italy as an aid against possible German aggression
but for most of the decade refused association with the Soviet Union. In fact,
some British and French conservatives’ antipathy to the Soviet Union was so
great that they advocated aligning with Nazi Germany against communist Russia.
Conversely, the majority of members of parties from the British and French left
pushed hard for an alliance with the Soviet Union against Germany, but shunned
alignment with Italy. Furthermore, although virtually all Western decisionmakers
viewed Germany in the 1930s as a serious potential threat to their states’ security,
most British and French conservatives were much less pessimistic than social-
ists that Germany would actually become an enemy. Hence the widespread belief
among conservatives, but not socialists, that the appeasement of Germany would
be successful in avoiding great power conflict.

These differences between the left and right were the key variables responsible
for Britain’s and France’s failure to form alliances with the other great powers
against Germany. In France, political power was closely divided between the
left and right throughout the 1930s. Even when not the majority party, each
group continued to possess considerable power (the socialists were the majority
party in the Popular Front government from 1936 to 1938; the right or center-
right governed for all but a few months of the remaining years from 1933 to
1940). Both socialists and conservatives were therefore able to prevent significant
moves toward the other’s preferred ally. As the historian Robert Young explains,
“confronted by diplomatic advice to consolidate the alliance with Soviet Russia,
and by equally authoritative advice to forge a bond with Fascist Italy, [the French]
governments of the 1930s hesitated . . . They could predict the divisiveness which
a decision [for Italy or the Soviet Union] would cause . . . from the benches on the
left or from those on the right.”40

In Britain, conservatives possessed a decisive majority in Parliament for most
of the 1930s; there was as a consequence little chance of Britain allying with the
Soviet Union. Despite Labour’s minority position, they were, however, able to
do significant damage to prospects of an Anglo-Italian détente. Although most
Tories did not want to initiate sanctions against Italy for invading Ethiopia in

Contested Social Orders and International Politics, 128–64; Robert G. Kaufman, “To Balance or To
Bandwagon? Alignment Decisions in 1930s Europe,” Security Studies 1, no. 3 (spring 1992):
417–47.

40. Young, France and the Origins of the Second World War (London: Macmillan, 1996), 96.
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October 1935, they were forced to do so because of pressure from both Labour
and public opinion (the most concrete expression of the latter was the so-called
Peace Ballot of June 1935, which overwhelmingly supported the idea of using
the League of Nations to sanction aggressors). These sanctions were central both
to destroying the Stresa Front which recommitted Britain, France, and Italy to
maintain the post-1919 borders of France, Belgium, and Germany, and retarding
Anglo-Italian cooperation for much of the rest of the decade.41

Existing theories of alliance formation are hard-pressed to explain these differ-
ent alliance policies. No systemic theory, including neorealist, balance-of-threat,
and buck-passing arguments, can explain either systematic partisan variation in
leaders’ alliance preferences, or why most Western conservatives, but not socialists,
favored the appeasement rather than the deterrence of Germany.

Some realists have attempted to explain Britain’s and France’s lack of a concerted
effort for most of the 1930s to form alliances with the other great powers against
Germany as a result of power distributions. These accounts assert that Nazi
Germany’s capabilities did not surpass that of the Western democracies until 1939.
Consequently, the more limited balancing response by Britain and France for most
of the 1930s was consistent with the prescriptions of balance-of-power theory.42

To Mearsheimer, for example, because Germany “did not have the most powerful
army in Europe” before 1939, it was not only not a potential hegemon, but was
not even “a formidable military threat” to the other powers before this year.43

These assertions are inaccurate according to contemporary British and French
estimates of relative power distributions (it should also be highlighted that even this
response does not address the principal puzzle discussed in this essay: widespread
partisan variation in balancing preferences throughout the 1930s). British and
French intelligence reports indicated that in 1937 Germany had substantially
surpassed the combined army strengths of the Western democracies. In 1937, British
intelligence believed “that France and Germany could mobilize sixteen divisions
and thirty divisions respectively within a day of the mobilization order, thirty-three
and seventy-eight respectively within a week, and sixty-two compared to eighty-
one divisions within the first three months of war. [As late as 1938, Britain’s

41. Richard Lamb, Mussolini and the British (London: Jolin Murray, 1997), 78, 87, 125–28,
chap. 9.

42. Walt, The Origins of Alliances, 38; Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, 305–22.
43. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, 316, 321. Walt supplements this analysis by

incorporating perceived intentions into his argument. Because Hitler tried to hide his hegemonic
ambitions from the West, Walt claims that the British and French limited balancing response was
appropriate (Walt, “Alliances, Threat, and U.S. Grand Strategy”). Walt cannot explain, however,
why only British and French conservatives tended to be fooled by Hitler’s subterfuge, while
socialists tended to perceive correctly his long-run ambitions.
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expeditionary force could field only three fully equipped divisions.44] The odds,
therefore, purely in terms of numbers, were decisively with the Germans.”45

Compounding Germany’s numerical advantages were the beliefs by West-
ern intelligence agencies that: 1) the German army was qualitatively better than
France’s46; 2) Germany could sustain its troops in the field much longer than
France (according to the British, France could not sustain sixty divisions in the
field for longer than three months, but Germany could keep its maximum divi-
sions engaged virtually indefinitely)47; and 3) the German army was supported by
an air force that was superior to both Britain’s and France’s.48 According to one
prominent realist, even “moderate differences in capability” will generate align-
ment expectations in multipolarity.49 Given British and French leaders’ views of
Germany’s advantages in both potential power and actual capabilities by 1937,
not to mention relative power trends in Germany’s favor, the incentives pushing
Britain and France to form alliances with the other great powers against Germany
should have been quite strong according to realist predictions.

Buck-passing arguments confront similar problems. The dilemma for British
and French leaders’ external balancing policies was not that these individuals
thought they did not need great power allies to protect their security (almost all
believed the opposite50). The problem was that the British and French left and
right could not agree on which of the other great powers did and did not make
acceptable allies in the balancing process. Buck-passing theories cannot explain
this variation.51

Moreover, it may reasonably be asked to which state was France likely to pass
the balancing buck? Geography dictated that France would be attacked before

44. J. P. D. Dunbabin, “British Rearmament in the 1930s: A Chronology and Review,”
Historical Journal 18, no. 3 (September 1975): 602.

45. Young, In Command of France, 163. French intelligence held similar beliefs. See Jackson,
France and the Nazi Menace, 207.

46. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, 318.
47. Young, In Command of France, 163.
48. Young, In Command of France, 164; Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers, 317.
49. Glenn H. Snyder, “Alliances, Balance, and Stability,” International Organization 45, no. 1

(winter 1991): 124.
50. R. J. Q. Adams, British Politics and Foreign Policy in the Age of Appeasement, 1935–39 (London:

Macmillan, 1993), 73; Post, Dilemmas of Appeasement, 106; Martin S. Alexander, The Republic in
Danger: General Maurice Gamelin and the Politics of French Defense, 1933–1940 (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 1993), 283; Patrice Buffotot, “The French High Command and the Franco-
Soviet Alliance, 1933–1939,” Journal of Strategic Studies 5, no. 4 (December 1983): 547; Posen,
The Sources of Military Doctrine, 109–10, 123.

51. This does not mean that the Western democracies, especially Britain, were engaging in
no buck-passing behavior. There is little doubt that Britain’s geographical position afforded it a
greater level of safety than France possessed. Hence French leaders’ consistently greater interest
than Britain’s in forming alliances throughout the 1930s. Nevertheless, the partisan patterns of
alliances discussed in this article still hold true for Britain. For most of the 1930s, Conservatives
pursued an alignment with Italy against possible German aggression, and Laborites pushed for
an alliance with the Soviet Union.
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Britain. Common revisionist objectives indicated that Germany would not attack
Italy before France. Not only was the Soviet Union, unlike France, separated
from Germany by buffer states, but geography created incentives for Germany to
repeat its strategy for achieving hegemony that it adopted in the First World War:
attack France first and then turn on Russia. In sum, of all of the great powers,
France was the one that was most likely to be left holding the balancing bag. Its
leaders therefore should have confronted powerful incentives to form alliances
with the other major actors in the system. Yet as we shall see, partisan differences
in alliance preferences continued in France for most of the 1930s.52

Finally, although Steven David’s omnibalancing argument can potentially ac-
count for why both British and French leaders across the political spectrum
strongly desired alliances with some (but not all) of the great powers and why
these preferences varied with party affiliation, it makes the wrong alliance predic-
tions. David predicts that when domestic threats are high, leaders will “appease
[or ally with] the international allies of their domestic opponents.”53 British and
French politicians, however, wanted alliances against—not with—the interna-
tional supporters of their domestic enemies.

Ideological differences between British and French socialists and conservatives
explain these groups’ attitudinal and policy differences toward Germany, the Soviet
Union, and Italy. My basic argument is that because most British and French
conservatives viewed the Soviet Union as a greater ideological danger than Nazi
Germany, these individuals tended simultaneously to inflate the threat posed by
the Soviet Union to British and French interests to the point where the perceived
costs of an alliance with this state became prohibitive, and deflate the threat posed
by Germany to the point where the appeasement of Germany appeared to most
Western conservatives to be both desirable and workable.

Because of their different ideological beliefs, British and French socialists con-
fronted opposite incentives than did conservatives. To socialists, the fascist states
were the greatest ideological threats in the system. The effects of ideological and
power-political variables thus combined in the views of most socialists to make
Germany an acute danger to the security of the western states. Yet socialists,
just as with conservatives, did not take advantage of all of the balancing options

52. Mearsheimer admits that France was likely to “end up catching the buck,” yet also asserts
that its leaders were buck-passing (Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, 321). No effort
is made to resolve this tension. Christensen and Snyder assert that France was hoping to buck-
pass to Britain (Christensen and Snyder, “Chain Gangs and Passed Bucks,” 159–62). Yet there
was virtually no chance that Germany and Britain would fight while France sat on the sidelines.
Instead of trying to avoid alliance commitments with Britain (a core feature of buck-passing
strategies), France was actively trying to form a tight alliance with it throughout the 1930s.

53. David, “Explaining Third World Alignment,” 236.
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available to them. Most socialists in the Western democracies for ideological rea-
sons refused close association with fascist Italy. They continued to do so even
when Mussolini appeared to be open to some form of entente with the Western
powers.

Before turning to my empirical analysis, it is important to acknowledge that
within each of the parties discussed below, there were individuals whose alliance
preferences did not correspond with what I describe. Yet recognizing that there
were, for example, prominent conservatives in Britain, such as Winston Churchill
and Robert Vansittart, who throughout the 1930s pushed for an alliance with the
Soviet Union against Germany, does not invalidate this study’s analysis. Because
of the political isolation of most of those individuals who do not conform with the
predictions of the argument, these politicians were in many ways exceptions that
prove the rule. There are bound to be anomalies for any explanation of political
behavior. The key question is whether these anomalies are sufficiently numerous
that the argument fails to predict outcomes.

CONSERVATIVES

There can be no doubt that the large ideological divide separating the British
and French right from Soviet leaders had a profound impact on conservatives’
alliance policies toward the Soviet Union. Consistent with the predictions of this
study’s demonstration-effects causal mechanism, throughout the interwar period,
most British and French conservatives were very fearful of the subversive effects
created by the mere fact of close, sustained association in peace or war with any
representatives of the Soviet regime.54 This fear created substantial barriers to
the formation of an effective alliance with the Soviet union since any produc-
tive coalition between the Western democracies and the Soviet Union required
close coordination between the militaries of these states. As Patrice Buffotot ex-
plains with regards to the French Army High Command, which was a bastion
of conservatism: “[This body] was uneasy about the consequences of a military
pact with the Soviet Union. It feared subversive action by the Communist Party,
under orders from the Soviet Union, within its own forces . . . The French High

54. For examples of British and French conservatives’ fears of domestic subversion created
by the presence and policies of the Soviet Union, see Alexander, The Republic in Danger, 295–296;
Nicole Jordan, The Popular Front and Central Europe: The Dilemmas of French Impotence, 1918–1940
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 228; Michael Jabara Carley, 1939: The Alliance that
Never Was and the Coming of World War II (Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 1999), 16; Michael Jabara Carley,
“‘A Fearful Concatenation of Circumstances’: The Anglo Soviet Rapprochement, 1934–6,”
Contemporary European History 5, no. 1 (March 1996): 50, 51, 56, 59, 63; Halperin, “The Politics
of Appeasement,” 135.
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Command rejected a military alliance with the Soviet Union . . . [because of] ide-
ological aversion.”55

The possibility of ideological subversion resulting from direct contact with
Soviet representatives was not the only way in which conservatives’ fears of ideo-
logical contagion affected their external balancing policies. Perhaps more impor-
tantly, in the minds of many members of the British and French right there was
a tight link between war and the spread of communist regimes. Just as the social,
economic, and political disruptions created by the First World War had played a
key role in allowing the communists to come to power in Russia, many Western
conservatives feared similar results in other states in Europe if great power conflict
developed once again.

The belief that there was a direct, almost inevitable, connection between war
and revolution was one that was expressed by almost every important British and
French statesmen of the right and center-right in the 1930s. For example, according
to French Prime Minister and Radical leader Eduard Daladier, following great
power conflict “revolution, irrespective of victors or vanquished, was as certain
in France as in Germany and Italy. Soviet Russia would not let the opportunity
pass of bringing world revolution to our lands.” “Cossacks will rule Europe.”56

Similar statements were made by, among others, French foreign ministers Georges
Bonnet and Pierre Laval, British prime ministers Stanley Baldwin and Neville
Chamberlain, British ambassador to Germany and later France Eric Phipps, and
assistant undersecretary of state in the British Foreign Office Orme Sargent.57

Conservatives’ fears of ideological subversion resulting from either close asso-
ciation with the Soviet Union or as a by-product of great power conflict increased
the incentives pushing for the appeasement of Germany. Because of the ideologi-
cal impediments to an effective alliance with the Soviet Union created by aversion
to close interaction with this state, the balancing options available to British and
French conservatives were more limited than they would have been under different
ideological conditions. This made a deterrent stand against Germany more diffi-
cult to achieve, and as a result made arguments for the appeasement of Germany

55. Buffotot, “The French High Command and the Franco-Soviet Alliance,” 556–57. French
conservatives were instrumental in negotiating a Franco-Soviet Pact of Mutual Assistance, which
was signed in 1935. In this instance, power politics trumped ideological concerns in the making
of French security decisions. As I discuss in detail below, however, most French conservatives’
willingness to associate with the Soviet Union lasted only when socialists and communists did
not govern France. When the Popular Front coalition of the parties of the left came to power
in 1936, ideological concerns superseded power-political ones, and most French conservatives
then opposed an alliance with the Soviet Union.

56. Both in Carley, 1939, 48.
57. Post, Dilemmas of Appeasement, 204; Carley, 1939, 16, 17, 22; William D. Irvine, French

Conservatism in Crisis: The Republican Federation of France in the 1930s (London: Louisiana State
University Press, 1979), 165–66, 170–72, 196; Adams, British Politics and Foreign Policy in the Age
of Appeasement, 68.
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more persuasive. Maurice Hankey (the Committee on Imperial Defense [CID] Sec-
retary) and Admiral Ernle Chatfield (First Sea Lord, 1933–33, and British Minister
for Coordination of Defense, 1939–40), for example, asserted that “concessions
to the Axis powers were a logical response” to Soviet communism and French
unreliability when led by Socialists.58 Similarly, Chief of the French General Staff,
General Maurice Gamelin, asserted that the “dangers of contamination” caused
by association with the Soviet Union “justified” various policies adopted by the
other great powers, including the Munich agreement, which was the apogee of
the appeasement of Germany.59

Conservatives’ fears that military hostilities would lead to the spread of commu-
nist regimes throughout Europe had similar effects. If war led to revolution, then
the British and French right confronted powerful incentives to eschew all policies,
including those designed to form balancing alliances against Germany, which in-
creased the likelihood of great power conflict. Policies of appeasement that were
designed to avoid hostilities with Germany therefore became more attractive to
conservatives than they would have been under different circumstances. Accord-
ing to Phipps, “since war would mean the triumph of the forces of Bolshevism
on the Continent, any sacrifice necessary to avoid war must be made.”60

In addition to creating widespread fears about the possibility of ideological
subversion to communist principles, the ideological differences dividing mem-
bers of the British and French right from Soviet leaders also played a central
role in creating a profound sense of distrust among Western conservatives of
Soviet intentions. As this study’s conflict-probability causal mechanism predicts,
a large majority of British and French conservatives were adamant in their be-
lief that the interests of the Soviet Union and the Western democracies were
bound to conflict. Time and again, key conservatives leaders in Britain and France
asserted that Soviet politicians’ dedication to communist ideals made these indi-
viduals inherently untrustworthy people who were virtually incapable of playing
any constructive role in European politics. The most frequent charge that many
Western conservatives leveled against the Soviets was that the latter were trying
to provoke a war between Britain, France, and Germany in order to facilitate
communist revolutions in these states. As Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain

58. Thomas, Britain, France, and Appeasement, 179, Thomas’s summary of the quotation.
59. In Alexander, The Republic in Danger, 295. Socialist leader Leon Blum in a letter to the

French ambassador to the Soviet Union, Robert Coulondre, sorrowfully described the thinking
behind French conservatives’ decision to appease Germany: “A psychosis is being created
according to which the Soviet entente leads to Communism; this fear tends to neutralize that
which is inspired by the German threat and to paralyze cooperation among the pacific powers
at the very time when this current ought to intensify” (in Jordan, The Popular Front and Central
Europe, 228).

60. In Carley, 1939, 85.
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wrote in a private letter to his sister Ida in March 1939: “I must confess to the
most profound distrust of Russia . . . I distrust her motives which seem to me to
have little connection with ideas of liberty and to be concerned only with getting
every one else by the ears.”61 Others, including Foreign Ministers Anthony Eden
and Georges Bonnet, expressed nearly identical views.62 Once again, these beliefs
increased substantially the barriers to the formation of an alliance with the Soviet
Union.

Demonstrating that British and French conservatives’ profound ideological
antipathy to the Soviet Union increased for various reasons the incentives for
these individuals to eschew a balancing alliance against Germany that included the
Soviet Union as a member is only half of my argument. The fact that most members
of the British and French right viewed the Soviet Union as a greater ideological
rival than was Germany not only significantly increased their understanding of
the danger posed by the Soviet Union, but lowered their perceptions of the threat
posed by Germany to a point well below what an analysis based solely on the
international distribution of power indicated.

Consistent with the predictions of this study’s demonstration-effects mecha-
nism, Western conservatives’ ideological agreement with the Nazis on the subject
of anti-communism impelled many of the former individuals to view the fascists’
control of Germany as an important support of conservatives’ domestic inter-
ests. Many of these politicians were of the opinion that by crushing communist
interests in Germany, Hitler had helped to prevent the spread of this ideology
in other states, including potentially their own. It is largely for this reason that
many members of the British and French right frequently referred to Hitler with
admiration as a “bulwark against communism.”63

Because many conservatives understood their domestic interests to be to some
degree interconnected with the continuation of Hitler’s regime, coercive or de-
terrent policies that might weaken the Nazis’ hold on power were made more
costly to conservatives than they would have been the absence of this considera-
tion. The appeasement of Germany therefore became more attractive. As Donald
Lammers expresses this point with respect to British Conservatives: “It was pri-
marily to arrest the spread of [the subversive acts of communist agents] that the
appeasers looked to such militant anti-Communist leaders as Mussolini, Franco,

61. In Carley, 1939, 108. See also ibid., 39.
62. See Young, In Command of France, 234; Young, France and the Origins of the Second World War,

67; Michael Jabara Carley, “Prelude to Defeat: Franco-Soviet Relations, 1919–1939,” Historical
Reflections 22, no. 1 (winter 1996): 184; Carley, 1939, 14, 43.

63. Charles Micaud, The French Right and Nazi Germany, 1933–1939 (New York: Octagon
Books, 1943), 99; Margaret George, The Warped Vision, British Foreign Policy 1933–1939
(Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1965), 88.



April 6, 2004 16:48 SST TJ1046-04

Ideology and Alliances 63

and especially Hitler, whose depredations in other directions they were reportedly
willing to overlook or forgive.”64

Western conservatives’ and the Nazis’ mutual antipathy to communist prin-
ciples impelled the former to appease Germany for reasons other than fear of
increasing the power of the left in Germany and thus potentially Britain and
France. There was also a sense held by many members of the British and French
right that the ideological agreement between Western conservatives and the Nazis
would help make appeasement successful. As explained, most British and French
conservatives viewed war among the great powers as especially deleterious be-
cause of their widespread belief in a tight connection between war and the spread
of communist regimes. Because many Western conservatives felt that Hitler also
believed in this relationship, the former were of the opinion that the Führer shared
their domestic interest in avoiding military hostilities. As Hankey, for example, put
it in a CID meeting in December 1936: in a war between Britain and Germany, both
countries would be “so exhausted by the end that we should probably become
prey to Bolshevism—the very thing Hitler most fears.”65 To this view, Hitler’s
anticommunism not only benefited British and French conservatives’ domestic
interests (because it helped to inhibit the spread of communist influence through-
out Europe), but would also incline him both to possess limited international
ambitions and to resolve peacefully disputes with the Western powers lest con-
flict result to the advantage of these groups’ shared ideological enemy: the Soviet
Union.66

The fact that Nazi Germany was a lesser ideological danger than was the Soviet
Union from the perspective of the British and French right was so important that
some prominent Western conservatives even implied that a strong Germany could
be a useful ally for the containment of the Soviet Union. For example, Thomas
Jones (a close friend and advisor to Prime Minister Baldwin) reported in 1936 that
Britain had “to choose between Russia and Germany . . . [Hitler] is asking for an
alliance with us to form a bulwark against the spread of Communism. [Baldwin]

64. Donald Lammers, Explaining Munich: the Search for Motive in British Policy (Stanford: Hoover
Institution, 1966), 10.

65. In Post, Dilemmas of Appeasement, 255. See also: Lamb, Mussolini and the British, 173; Adams,
British Politics and Foreign Policy in the Age of Appeasement, 97; Jonathan Haslam, The Soviet Union
and the Struggle for Collective Security in Europe, 1933–39 (New York: St. Martin’s, 1984), 182.

66. On British and French conservatives’ tendency to believe that Hitler’s international am-
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Keith Middlemas, Diplomacy of Illusion: The British Government and Germany, 1937–1939 (London:
Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1972), 189, 191, 347, 375, 376; R. A. C. Parker, Chamberlain and Ap-
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is not indisposed to attempt this as a final effort before he resigns . . . .”67 Other
prominent conservatives in Britain and France, including Neville Chamberlain,
Nevile Henderson, Pierre Laval, Xavier Vallat, Jacques Poitou-Duplessy, Octave
Lavalette, and Philippe Henriot, held similar views.68 Neorealist, balance-of-threat,
and buck-passing arguments cannot explain this interest in aligning with the
strongest power in the system against the greatest ideological threat.

Just as with relations with Germany in the 1930s, British and French conser-
vatives’ policies toward Italy in this period were affected in critical ways by both
power and ideological variables. Although the majority of members of the British
and French right believed that the appeasement of Germany would be successful,
they could not be completely certain of this fact. Germany’s massive rearmament
efforts in the 1930s, coupled with the problem of uncertainty about Hitler’s in-
tentions, demanded that the Western powers balance against Germany to some
degree lest their beliefs about appeasement turn out to be in error.

Forming an alliance with Italy was central to Western conservatives’ secu-
rity policies in the 1930s. Although most British and French conservatives’ first
preference with regards to Italy was the creation of a four-power pact between
Britain, France, Italy, and Germany which would strategically isolate the Soviet
Union from the affairs of Europe,69 an alliance with Italy as a balancing partner
against potential German aggression was the next best alternative. Conservatives
throughout the 1930s consistently wooed Mussolini toward these ends.70

Although relative power concerns played an important role in shaping Western
conservatives’ policies toward Italy, these policies cannot be adequately under-
stood outside the context of the ideological relationships among the great powers’

67. In George, The Warped Vision, 88.
68. Middlemas, Diplomacy of Illusion, 73–74; George, The Warped Vision, 220; Irvine, French
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leaders. Ideological agreement between Western conservatives and Italian fascists
on the subject of anti-communism meant that the ideological impediments to an
alliance with Italy were not nearly as large as they were with regards to the Soviet
Union.71 This fact, in combination with the power-political incentives created
by a need to prepare for possible German aggression, explains why British and
French conservatives were relatively quick to forgive Mussolini’s often serious
transgressions (most notably his decision to attack Ethiopia in 1935 and his active
support for Franco’s army throughout the Spanish Civil War) in the hopes that
the Western democracies and Italy could draw closer together.72 This tendency
stood in clear contrast to Western conservatives’ views of Soviet leaders, who
could do no right in conservatives’ eyes.73 Just as this study’s argument predicts,
most members of the British and French right were much more likely to trust the
intentions of Italy’s leaders and believe that their interests were compatible than
they were with regards to Soviet decisionmakers.

The previous analysis applies most straightforwardly to the key foreign policy
choices of the majority of British Conservatives. Throughout the 1930s, Tories’
greater ideological hostility to the Soviet Union than toward Nazi Germany both
created substantial barriers to an alliance with the Soviet Union and obscured
the German threat in the minds of most of these individuals to the point where
the appeasement of Germany was believed to be the best strategy for protecting
Britain’s security.

A similar dynamic occurred for most members of the French right, but only in
the wake of particular domestic-ideological developments in France.74 For roughly
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the first two years of Hitler’s time in power, the large majority of French con-
servatives addressed Germany’s power-political rise with policies that are highly
consistent with realist balance-of-power theory. To these individuals, Germany’s
relative power advantages made it the principal threat to France’s security. In order
to address this danger, members of the French right advocated that France both
increase its military spending and form alliances with all the other great powers in
the system regardless of ideological considerations, even with the Soviet Union.
Conservative politicians were instrumental in negotiating the Franco-Soviet Pact
of Mutual Assistance, which was signed (though not ratified) in 1935. In short,
French leaders from 1933 to 1935 were not following a buck-passing strategy even
though in this period their state’s relative power position in relation to Germany
was at its most advantageous point in the decade. If buck-passing arguments offer
the best explanation of French foreign policies, we would expect French deci-
sionmakers to have been the most prone to free-ride on the balancing efforts of
others when France’s relative power position in relation to Germany was at its
highest level.

Most French conservatives’ adherence to realist balance-of-power theory with
regards to relations with the Soviet Union would last, however, only until the end
of 1935. After this year, most members of the French right became adamantly
opposed to close association with the Soviet Union. In fact, by 1936 “most of
the Center and the Right rejected the [Mutual Assistance] Pact,” and many con-
servatives in the legislature either voted against or abstained from supporting
the ratification of the very agreement they had engineered.75 Although French
conservatives were unable to prevent the ratification of the Pact that they were
instrumental in negotiating, they were able to prevent the conclusion of the far
more important military convention with the Soviet Union, without which the
Franco-Soviet Pact had little operational meaning or effect. Even most members
of the French Army High Command, which was the group most directly respon-
sible for the protection of France’s safety, by the end of 1935 opposed a military
alliance with the Soviet Union even though France’s relative power position in
relation to Germany continued to deteriorate.76

Ideological variables and domestic developments in France in the mid-1930s
explain this radical shift in international policies advocated by most members of
the French right. Specifically, with the growing electoral strength of the Popu-
lar Front coalition of Socialists and Communists, culminating in this coalition’s

75. William Scott, Alliance Against Hitler: The Origins of the Franco-Soviet Pact (Durham: Duke
University Press, 1962), 264.

76. Young, In Command of France, 93; Alexander, The Republic in Danger, 292; Jordan, The Popular
Front and Central Europe, 107; Thomas, Britain, France, and Appeasement, 194–95.
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electoral victory in May 1936, French conservatives became more worried about
the subversive effects created by associating with their chief ideological enemy,
the Soviet Union, than they were about the strategic danger posed by Germany.
As the historian Anthony Adamthwaite explains: “The domestic bitterness of
the summer of 1936 extinguished any hope of an effective Franco-Soviet al-
liance . . . The traditional Germanophobia of the right was dissolved by Blum’s
Popular Front and the Spanish war. Stalin, not Hitler, was the enemy.”77 By re-
fusing to ally with the Soviet Union, the French right abandoned perhaps the
most effective means of forming a balancing coalition against Germany. Fear of
communism in this period simply clouded in most French conservatives’ minds
the dangers posed by Germany. As General Gamelin expressed after the war:
“[The Popular Front’s victory] made many of us lose sight of the dangers of Hit-
lerism and fascism at our doorstep because behind the ‘Popular Front’ one saw
the specter of Bolshevism. Therein lies the origins of the slogans that disfigured
the soul of the nation: ‘Better Hitler than Stalin’ and ‘Why die for Danzig?’ “78

SOCIALISTS

British and French socialists’ alliance preferences and policies were to a great ex-
tent the mirror images of those possessed by their conservative counterparts. On

77. Adamthwaite, Grandeur and Misery, 207. For similar analyses, see Micaud, The French Right
and Nazi Germany, 81; Jackson, France and the Nazi Menace, 245; Scott, Alliance Against Hitler, 265.
Some scholars have argued that geostrategic variables, for example, the Soviet Union’s relative
military weakness after the great purges of military leaders (which began in 1937) and its lack
of a common border with Germany, were the key factors responsible for the Western powers’
low interest in allying with the Soviet Union for most of the 1930s. Western conservatives’
opposition to an alliance with the Soviet Union existed, however, well before the Soviet purges
began and at a time when many military analysts in the West testified to the USSR’s significant
war-fighting abilities. Moreover, putative Soviet relative weakness and lack of a common border
with Germany did not prevent most British and French socialists, French conservatives before
1936, and conservative anti-appeasers to push strongly for an alliance with this state.

78. In Colton, Leon Blum, 199. Ideological differences between Germany and the Soviet
Union from the Western powers’ perspective also help to explain Britain’s and France’s very
different balancing policies before the two world wars. Most Western leaders before the First
World War worried that ideological similarities were pushing Germany and Russia toward
recreating their alliance that had existed for most of the nineteenth century, whereas before
the Second World War many Western statesmen believed that ideological differences between
Germany and the Soviet Union virtually precluded the possibility of an alliance between these
states (D. Cameron Watt, “An Intelligence Surprise: The Failure of the Foreign Office to
Anticipate the Nazi-Soviet Pact,” Intelligence and National Security 4, no. 3 [July 1989]: 529; R. A.
C. Parker, Churchill and Appeasement [London: Macmillan, 2000], 120). Consequently, before the
First World War, British and French decisionmakers confronted greater incentives than they did
in the 1930s to come to some sort of agreement with Russia before a Russo-German entente
could be recreated. Furthermore, unlike in the 1930s, before the First World War there were not
significant numbers of ideological fifth columnists in Britain and France who were dedicated
to Russia’s ideological objectives. Western leaders’ fears of subversion and the concomitant
ideological impediments to an alliance with Russia were therefore much greater before the
Second World War than they were before the First World War.
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no international subject were the differences between most Western socialists and
conservatives more pronounced than with regards to their respective attitudes and
policies toward the Soviet Union. To begin with, unlike Western conservatives,
most British and French socialists did not view the mere existence of the Soviet
Union as a subversive threat to their domestic interests.79 Quite the opposite:
many socialists in the Western powers viewed the establishment of a socialist state
as a likely support to their domestic objectives. This finding is consistent with this
study’s demonstration-effects causal mechanism. Because Soviet leaders declared
allegiance to similar socio-economic principles as did British and French social-
ists, the majority of the latter individuals wanted central dimensions of the Soviet
experiment to succeed so as to provide a boost to their own domestic position.
For example, socialists in the Western democracies, especially after the onset of
the Great Depression, asserted that Britain and France could learn much from
Soviet economic policies, and the phrase “economic planning” after the Soviet
model became increasingly popular in socialists’ vocabularies.80 Many socialists
reasoned that if the Soviet Union succeeded in solving the economic problems
of the day using economic methods similar to ones they advocated, the salability
of these policies to Western audiences would most likely increase. The perceived
interdependence of the domestic fortunes of Western socialists with the success
of the Soviet Union’s economic policies goes far in explaining why British and
French socialists were consistent champions of aiding the Soviet Union through-
out the interwar period by such policies as political recognition, guaranteed loans,
and favorable trade agreements. As one scholar explains with regards to British
Labourites: “[Labour] felt that if its own cause at home was henceforth to be
salvaged, it had to champion the Soviet cause as well.”81

Consistent with the predictions of this study’s conflict-probability causal mech-
anism, French and especially British socialists also exhibited a much greater ten-
dency than did Western conservatives to give Soviet leaders the benefit of the
doubt and to interpret Soviet foreign policies and intentions in a largely favorable
manner. Perhaps most importantly, most Labourites, in clear contrast to most
Western conservatives, took Soviet overtures toward creating a collective security

79. Although many Western socialists joined with conservatives in rejecting the subversive
activities of the Comintern, unlike conservatives most socialists did not view this institution as
a necessary adjunct of the Soviet regime. Instead, the majority of socialists tended to separate
the existence of the Soviet Union from the deleterious effects of the Comintern, and to blame
the existence of this institution on “revolutionary extremists” in the Soviet Union (Stalin was
frequently not included in this list). Cf. Andrew Williams, “The Labour Party’s Attitude to the
Soviet Union, 1927–35,” Journal of Contemporary History 22, no. 1 (January 1987): 71–90.

80. Williams, Labour and Russia, 135–41, 157; F. S. Northedge and Audrey Wells, Britain and
Soviet Communism: The Impact of a Revolution (London: Macmillan, 1982), 186.

81. Michael R. Gordon, Conflict and Consensus in Labour’s Foreign Policy 1914–1965 (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 1969), 28, 27; Jones, The Russia Complex, 6, 16, 22.
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system against the fascist states at face value.82 As a result, the majority of British
socialists in the 1930s viewed the Soviet Union as a support for world peace, and
they consistently lobbied for an alliance with it either within the structure of the
League of Nations or a more traditional multilateral alliance.83 As one scholar
explains with reference to the majority of representatives of the Labour Party:
“There was no question upon which Labour opinion was more united than the
necessity of an [alliance] agreement with the Soviet Union.”84 Labour leaders ar-
gued as early as 1934 that the Soviet Union lacked “aggressive designs toward
other states,” thus making it “a natural ally of the forces of peace” against the
fascist states.85

Socialists in France exhibited similar tendencies toward the Soviet Union as
did most Labourites, although not with as great as unanimity as did their British
counterparts. Throughout the 1930s, a significant number of French Socialists,
led by Paul Faure and Marceau Pivert, remained committed to pacifism. They
therefore rejected all international alliances, including with the Soviet Union, lest
these coalitions either provoke or draw France into war.86

Although the combined support of Faure and Pivert remained substantial
throughout the 1930s, a clear majority of French Socialists rejected their paci-
fistic policies in the dangerous international environment of this decade. Guided

82. Williams, Labour and Russia, 54, 66, 214, 225; Tucker, The Attitude of the British Labour
Party, 249; Gottfried Niedhart, “British Attitudes and Policies Towards the Soviet Union and
International Communism, 1933–9,” in Mommsen and Kettenacker, The Fascist Challenge and the
Policy of Appeasement, 289.

83. In other words, although socialists’ first preference with regards to a coalition with the
Soviet Union was for it to take place within the League of Nations, they were more than willing to
form a traditional alliance with the Soviet Union. Hence, for example, French socialists’ efforts
to strengthen the Franco-Soviet Pact of 1935 as the foundation for a new Triple Entente between
Britain, France, and the Soviet Union. In any event, the differences between these balancing
strategies were not that large. According to John Naylor: “Churchill recommended the creation
of a Franco-British-Russian alliance. [Labour leaders spoke] of a League policy, but since the
nucleus of any such League grouping would be found among those three great powers—the only
great powers left in the League of Nations—the Labour Party’s scheme of collective security was
not far removed from the proposals advanced by dissident Conservatives . . . ” (John F. Naylor,
Labour’s International Policy: The Labour Party in the 1930s [London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson,
1969], 225; on the above points, see ibid., 278, 293; Jordan, The Popular Front and Central Europe,
209, 263, 269, 272; Colton, Leon Blum, 210, 318, 320, 329; Gordon, Conflict and Consensus in
Labour’s Foreign Policy, 31; Tucker, The Attitude of the British Labour Party, 224–25, 232–36; Jones,
The Russia Complex, 28, 29; Greene, Crisis and Decline, 51, 52, 189, 273; Julian Jackson, The Popular
Front in France: Defending Democracy, 1934–38 [New York: Cambridge University Press, 1988],
191).

84. Tucker, The Attitude of the British Labour Party, 232.
85. Tucker, The Attitude of the British Labour Party, 233.
86. This analysis does not mean to imply that there were no pacifists among Laborites.

The pacifistic alternative to collective security that was offered by George Lansbury, however,
received only roughly five percent of the Labour vote. This was significantly less than the
pacifistic support in France (Naylor, Labour’s International Policy, 109; Tucker, The Attitude of the
British Labour Party, 231–32).
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by Blum, the party’s most important leader, and Jean Zyromski, who controlled
much of the powerful left wing of the party,87 most French Socialists advocated
that France adopt active balancing policies against the perceived dangers posed
by the fascist states. Central to these policies were attempts to form a tight alliance
with the Soviet Union.88 Blum, Zyromski, and their supporters were convinced
that an alliance with the Soviet Union was necessary in order for France to defeat
Germany in battle, and during his time as prime minister, Blum pushed for closer
military ties with the Soviet Union in order to strengthen the Franco-Soviet Pact.
Due to his efforts, secret staff talks with the Soviet Union began in November
1936. These policies toward the Soviet Union stood in dramatic contrast to those
advocated and pursued by most conservatives during the Popular Front era.89

With regards to the fascist states, power and ideological variables worked in
tandem to create in most Western socialists’ minds a heightened awareness of
the high level of threat that these powers posed to British and French security.
Although socialists in the Western democracies had been the most consistent
champions throughout the interwar period of lenient policies toward Germany
based on substantial revisions in Germany’s favor of the Versailles Treaty, within a
year of Hitler’s ascension to power most socialists’ attitudes toward Germany un-
derwent a “remarkable change.”90 By 1934, most socialists in Britain and France
had come to view Germany as a significant danger to the peace of Europe. A

87. By mid 1937, the so-called left wing of the party possessed about half of its overall
membership (Baker, “The Politics of Socialist Protest in France,” 24).

88. Zyromski’s allegiance to the Soviet Union was particularly strong. According to Donald
Baker, for Zyromski “the Soviet Union was the first breach in the bourgeois dike, an example
to the proletariat everywhere, a threat to the bourgeoisie. If the Russian revolution were not
protected, he believed, then the first breach would have to be made again, at further enormous
cost and for no real gain” (Baker, “The Politics of Socialist Protest in France,” 14). Unlike his
fellow pacifist Paul Faure, Pivert also believed that a primary interest of French socialists was to
help protect the Soviet Union. He, however, thought France should do so only in the wake of
a socialist revolution in France. Cf. Greene, Crisis and Decline; Baker, “The Politics of Socialist
Protest in France.”

89. Despite his position as prime minister, Blum’s efforts to achieve a closer relationship
with the Soviet Union were not easily realized. Radicals in the Popular Front government (led
by Daladier) and conservatives in the military repeatedly frustrated Blum’s attempts to forge
a closer military relationship with the Soviet Union. General Gamelin and Daladier selected
officers to negotiate with the Soviet Union whom they knew opposed closer relations with
the Soviet Union. Favorable reports on the Soviet Union’s military strength were hidden from
Blum, while those denigrating the military value of an alliance were made easily available. See
Alexander, The Republic in Danger, 298–99; Jordan, The Popular Front and Central Europe, 269;
Buffotot, “The French High Command and the Franco-Soviet Alliance,” 551; Michael Jabara
Carley, “End of the ‘Low, Dishonest Decade’: Failure of the Anglo-Franco-Soviet Alliance in
1939,” Europe-Asia Studies 45, no. 2 (1993): 307. The only significant support for an alliance with
the Soviet Union that Blum received from members of the Popular Front government who
were not in his party was from the left-wing Radical and Air Minister Pierre Cot, who admitted
he was virtually a socialist by ideology (Mildred Schlesinger, “The Development of the Radical
Party in the Third Republic,” Journal of Modern History 26, no. 3 [September 1974]: 495).

90. Tucker, The Attitude of the British Labour Party, 136–37.
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majority of these politicians therefore rejected the appeasement of Germany and
advocated much more forceful policies against it than did most Western conser-
vatives, including with regards to Germany’s absorption of Austria, the Munich
crisis, and the Spanish Civil War.91 For example, the Blum government provided
surreptitious aid to the Spanish Republicans during the Spanish Civil War, and dur-
ing the Munich crisis Blum “unequivocally demanded that the government honor
its obligations under the country’s mutual assistance pact with Czechoslovakia.”92

Labourites wanted Britain to take similar actions.93

There can be no doubt that Germany’s power potential and massive rearmament
efforts were central to British and French socialists’ perceptions of the degree of
danger that Germany posed to the security of the Western democracies. In the
absence of Germany’s relative power advantages, the perceived level of threat
posed by Germany would have been much smaller no matter how aggressive
Nazi intentions were believed to be.

Yet the large ideological differences dividing British and French socialists from
fascists accounts for key dimensions of the former’s very high perceptions of
the threat posed by Nazi Germany that power-centered arguments cannot ex-
plain. Just as this study’s demonstration-effects causal mechanism predicts, West-
ern socialists were worried that the success of fascism in Germany would be
contagious and that the ranks of the right would be swelled with fascist con-
verts.94 This was an outcome that clearly threatened socialists’ domestic interests.
Probably even more importantly, to most members of the British and French
left, states governed by politicians dedicated to fascist principles were by na-

ture aggressive. Thus to most socialists, conflict between the Western democ-
racies and the fascist powers was believed to be in the long run virtually in-
evitable. Blum, for example, “never abandoned the belief that democracy was
associated with peace, and dictatorship with war.”95 Labourites wholly concurred

91. Tucker, The Attitude of the British Labour Party, 214–18, 222, 224–25, 227, 229, 249; Jordan,
The Popular Front and Central Europe, 272, 313–14; Colton, Leon Blum, 244, 259, 314; Jackson, The
Popular Front in France, 191.

92. Colton, Leon Blum, 314, 259.
93. Tucker, The Attitude of the British Labour Party, 215–30.
94. For example, in response to the Nazis’ crushing of Germany’s working class parties, many

Labour representatives became convinced that “things which were daily events in Germany
could happen in any civilized country . . . ,” including in Britain (Naylor, Labour’s International
Policy, 48; see also: ibid., 46–47, 81–82; Vaı̈sse, “Against Appeasement,” 232; Ben Pimlott, Labour
and the Left in the 1930s [London: Cambridge University Press, 1977], 89; Gordon, Conflict and
Consensus in Labour’s Foreign Policy, 73).

95. Colton, Leon Blum, 232. It is significant that Blum exempted the Soviet Union from his
association of dictatorship with war. This once again demonstrates how ideological agreement
with Soviet leaders on socio-economic principles affected Western socialists’ assessments of
Soviet intentions. See also Greene, Crisis and Decline, 21, 24, 26, 28, 29, 30, 49.
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with this sentiment.96 These views are consistent with the predictions of this
essay’s conflict-probability mechanism. Given the belief in the inherent aggres-
siveness of fascist leaders, it is no wonder that most members of the British and
French left rejected the appeasement of Germany for more forceful deterrent
policies.

Socialists’ external balancing policies in the 1930s were not, however, as ex-
tensive as realist theories would predict given these politicians’ understanding of
the great threat that Germany posed to the Western democracies. Most of these
politicians refused close association with Mussolini’s Italy.97 What makes this de-
cision particularly puzzling for realism is that virtually all analysts (particularly
in France) agreed that an alliance with Italy would be extremely valuable from
a military perspective in a conflict with Germany. The French military believed
that Italian neutrality in a Franco-German conflict would free seventeen French
divisions from the Alps and north Africa.98 A coalition with Italy became even
more important to French military planners after Germany’s reoccupation of the
Rhineland since Italy could provide a “land bridge” to France’s allies in eastern
Europe, which many believed France had to support in order to maintain an
effective second front against Germany.99

Socialists’ ideological antipathy to fascist Italy was the key factor driving these
individuals’ policies toward this state. As the historian William Shorrock explains
with reference to French Socialists: “[The] unrelieved ideological hostility to fas-
cism [by Socialist leaders of the Popular Front government] and [their] tendency to
regard the Italian government with contempt . . . blinded [these] leaders to strate-
gic and political reality.”100 Or as Blum himself said to a French senator as to
why an alliance with Italy was unacceptable to Socialists: “I am the leader of the
Popular Front . . . For this action, you need another Prime Minister and another

96. Tucker, The Attitude of the British Labour Party, 136–37, 192–93; Naylor, Labour’s International
Policy, 216; Jones, The Russia Complex, 24; Sabine Wichert, “The British Left and Appeasement:
Political Tactics or Alternative Policies?” in Mommsen and Kettenacker, The Fascist Challenge and
the Policy of Appeasement, 138.

97. Young, In Command of France, 134–36; Tucker, The Attitude of the British Labour Party, 172,
176–77; Colton, Leon Blum, 121.

98. Anthony Adamthwaite, France and the Coming of the Second World War (London: Frank Cass,
1977), 34.

99. Young, In Command of France, 91, 103, 133, 134; Jordan, The Popular Front and Central Europe,
223–24; Thomas, Britain, France, and Appeasement, 43–44.

100. William I. Shorrock, From Ally to Enemy: The Enigma of Fascist Italy in French Diplomacy,
1920–1940 (London: Kent State University Press, 1988), 293; see also: Adamthwaite, France and
the Coming of the Second World War, 57; Thomas, Britain, France, and Appeasement, 45. Socialists’ will-
ingness to ally with Britain and the Soviet Union but not Italy cannot be adequately understood
with reference to Mussolini’s foreign policies since the Italian dictator was fairly amenable to
some form of an entente with the Western powers throughout much of the 1930s. For details of
Anglo-Italian and Franco-Italian alliance negotiations, see Shorrock, From Ally to Enemy; Lamb,
Mussolini and the British.
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majority.”101 Indeed, the same ideological considerations that made Socialists view
Germany as an enemy also precluded an alliance with Italy. Blum and his follow-
ers were convinced not only that the fascist leaders of Germany and Italy were
inherently aggressive and untrustworthy individuals, but that they were bound to
form an alliance with one another.102 Because many French socialists believed that
attempts by the Western democracies to separate Mussolini from Hitler would
not succeed, these politicians thought that pursuing an entente with Italy was a
waste of vital time and resources.

Similar considerations precluded an Anglo-Italian alliance for most Labour
politicians. These individuals believed that as long as Italy was led by statesmen
who were dedicated to fascist principles, its interests would invariably run contrary
to Labour’s international objectives. As a result, Labour leaders asserted that any
attempts to form a useful alliance with Mussolini would prove futile.103

******
The preceding analysis of Western conservatives’ and socialists’ attitudes and

policies toward the other powers in the system predominantly apply to the time
period from 1933 (when Hitler assumed power) to 1939. After Germany’s invasion
of “rump” Czechoslovakia in March 1939, most conservatives’ views of Germany
underwent a dramatic transformation. This event clearly revealed that Hitler’s
intentions were neither peaceful nor limited to regions containing predominantly
German-speaking people. A benign interpretation of Hitler’s ambitions therefore
became very difficult to sustain. Conservatives as a result became much more
dedicated than they previously had been to balancing against Germany with all
the internal and external means that were available to them, including forming
an alliance with the Soviet Union. Thus by the end of the 1930s, power-political
considerations were becoming of greater consequence in relation to ideological
variables in affecting conservatives’ foreign policy choices. This statement was
even more true for British leaders in the summer of 1941, at which time the
Anglo-Soviet alliance was created.

These changes in British and French leaders’ policies after March 1939 re-
veal the limits of ideological variables in shaping states’ foreign policies
and the corresponding power of realist prescriptions. These developments there-
fore provide insight into the conditions under which ideological or relative-power
variables are likely to weigh more heavily on decisionmakers’ international
choices, thereby trumping the incentives created by the other set of variables.

101. In Shorrock, From Ally to Enemy, 183.
102. Young, In Command of France, 135–36; Colton, Leon Blum, 219, 312.
103. Naylor, Labour’s International Policy, 117, 270, 271; Wolfers, Britain and France between Two

Wars, 317–18.
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Specifically, British and French leaders’ reactions to Germany’s invasion of
Czechoslovakia in 1939 and Britain’s desperate attempts to ally with the Soviet
Union after 1940 indicate that when decisionmakers confront unambiguous and
substantial threats to their state’s security, such as occurs when a state is either
under military attack or is highly likely to be so in the near future, power-
political concerns will tend to override the impact of ideological variables on
outcomes.

Although this statement is an important concession to realist arguments, we
must be very careful not to exaggerate the conditions under which realist argu-
ments are likely to supersede the effects of ideological variables on states’ security
policies. The last sentence in the previous paragraph does not mean that ideolog-
ical considerations are likely to shape leaders’ foreign policies only when security
threats are low, as realists claim.104 This article has demonstrated the centrality
of the degree of ideological differences dividing states’ leaders to British and
French balancing choices from 1933 to 1939. No reasonable interpretation of
this period could find that it was an era of benign security threats. The principal
decisionmakers of the time clearly did not believe it was so.

Moreover, even in the spring and summer of 1939 when war among the great
powers was clearly approaching, ideological variables, namely conservatives’ anti-
communism and consequent antipathy toward the Soviet Union, continued to
have an important impact on policy. In other words, Germany’s invasion of
Czechoslovakia shattered the ameliorating effects created by the ideological simi-
larities between British and French conservatives and the Nazis; the invasion did
not, however, overwhelm conservatives’ ideological hostility toward the Soviet
Union. Not only did many conservatives throughout the spring and summer of
1939 remain loathe to take the final steps necessary to complete an alliance with
the Soviet Union (Chamberlain, for example, asserted that he hoped that alliance
talks with the Soviets would fail and that he was greatly relieved when they did
so105), but in some ways conservatives continued to be more hostile to the Soviet
Union than to Germany.106 Most notably, after the Soviet Union attacked Finland
in November 1939, leaders of the British and French right planned to aid the

104. Walt, The Origins of Alliances, 37–38; Kenneth Waltz, “Reflections on Theory of International
Politics: A Response to My Critics,” in Neorealism and Its Critics, ed. Robert O. Keohane (New
York: Columbia University Press, 1986), 329.

105. Maurice Cowling, The Impact of Hitler: British Politics and British Policy, 1933–1940 (London:
Cambridge University Press, 1975), 300, 302; see also Curtis Keeble, Britain and the Soviet Union,
1917–89 (London: Macmillan, 1990), 144; Irvine, French Conservatism in Crisis, 200; Young, In
Command of France, 234, 237.

106. The half-hearted nature of the alliance negotiations from the Western powers’ perspec-
tive is most vividly revealed by the fact that the British and French diplomats sent to Moscow
in August 1939, who were to try to finalize an agreement with the Soviet Union, were relatively
low-ranking officials, were sent to the Soviet Union by means of a slow boat rather than by
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Finns in their battle, and they even made plans to attack the Soviet Union itself.
This offensive response to the Soviet Union’s actions stood in marked contrast
to Britain’s and France’s defensive postures adopted after Germany’s attack on
Poland in September 1939 and Norway in April 1940. Thus in the winter of 1939–
1940 “the war [was] transformed, under the right’s mounting anti-Soviet hostility,
from an anti-Fascist into an anti-Communist struggle.”107 It is clear that even after
the war began, many British and French conservatives great antipathy to commu-
nist beliefs continued to some degree to obscure the German peril. If the fall and
winter of 1939 was a time of “low” security dangers for Britain and France, the
term “high” security threats adds little explanatory value to our understanding of
international relations.

A more accurate description of the conditions under which ideological vari-
ables are most likely to shape leaders’ security policies is not when international
threats are “low,” but when they are uncertain, that is, situations in which another
state has not unambiguously demonstrated its enmity to leaders’ own country.
In the absence of a clear and substantial danger to a state’s security, ideological
variables will be central to how decisionmakers assess one another’s international
intentions. Under conditions of uncertainty, different groups of leaders will tend
to interpret the same evidence in very different ways. In support of the accuracy
of these assertions are the facts that many Western conservatives required virtu-
ally unambiguous proof of Hitler’s bellicose intentions before they understood
him to be a probable hegemonic threat to the Western powers’ security, and that
most British and French socialists required significantly less evidence before they
reached the same conclusion. Because conditions of uncertainty will dominate
most states’ security relations most of the time, we can expect ideological consid-
erations to be central to how leaders’ understand their security environment in a
correspondingly high percentage of the cases.

Relatedly, there is no doubt that coalitions among ideological enemies dur-
ing wartime (for example, the Grand Alliance of Britain, America, and the Soviet

plane or train, did not possess full plenipotentiary powers, and were given instructions from
their superiors that were replete with indications of mistrust of and antipathy toward the Soviet
Union. For good summaries of these points, see Jack Dukes, “The Soviet Union and Britain: The
Alliance Negotiations of March-August, 1939,” East European Quarterly 19, no. 3 (September
1985): 310; Carley, 1939, passim.

107. Talbot Imlay, “France and the Phoney War, 1939–1940,” in Boyce, French Foreign and
Defense Policy, 273. These plans for an attack on the Soviet Union were, as one scholar puts it,
“far removed from strategic and political reality” (P. M. H. Bell, France and Britain 1900–1940:
Entente and Estrangement [London: Longman, 1996], 230). The British Cabinet even explicitly
“noted that Russian expansion into the Baltic would have no direct adverse effect on British
strategic interests” (Keeble, Britain and the Soviet Union, 159; see also Halperin, “The Politics of
Appeasement,” 154–56; Carley, 1939, 240, 241, 243); Patrick R. Osborn, Operation Pike: Britain
Versus the Soviet Union, 1939–1941 (London: Greenwood Press, 2000), 70, 246–247.
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Union during the Second World War) reveal the power of realist arguments and the
limits of ideological explanations of states’ security policies. Even these outcomes,
however, very often cannot be understood without allowing for the importance
of ideological variables to states’ foreign policies. Although we can assert with
confidence that when decisionmakers confront a situation like Britain did in the
Second World War they will adhere to realist prescriptions and not to ideological
loyalties and aversions, ideological variables will very often be central to why states
find themselves in situations like these in the first place. This article has demon-
strated that ideologies were critical to Britain’s and France’s failure to form alliances
with the other great powers against Nazi Germany, which were outcomes that
facilitated the outbreak of great power conflict. Moreover, most scholars would
agree that ideological considerations were fundamental to the Nazis’ preference
for waging a hegemonic war. Thus without the effects of ideological variables on
outcomes throughout the 1930s, Britain very likely would not have been placed in
a situation which necessitated forming an alliance with the Soviet Union. In situ-
ations like these, which set of variables should be granted the greater explanatory
weight: those variables that are largely responsible for the creation of a particular
international crisis, or those factors that win out once leaders find themselves in
this dire situation?

Pointing to coalitions among ideological enemies like the Anglo-Soviet alliance
during the Second World War to illustrate realism’s superior explanatory ability
in relation to ideological arguments of states’ foreign policies is therefore too
simple a view. To understand fully leaders’ most important international policies,
we must understand why states find themselves in situations like the one Britain
and France confronted in 1940. This article has demonstrated the centrality of
ideological variables to this process in the 1930s case.

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS

THIS ARTICLE’S argument and findings generate four prominent implications
for the study of international relations. First, the causal logic developed

in this study offers a potential explanation for the findings of various studies
that indicate the systematic importance of regime type in international relations.
Scholars have found that both democratic and autocratic regimes tend to ally
with one another,108 that states’ alliances portfolios tend to alter after regime

108. Suzanne Werner and Douglas Lemke, “Opposites Do Not Attract: The Impact of Do-
mestic Institutions, Power, and Prior Commitments on Alignment Choices,” International Studies
Quarterly 41, no. 3 (September 1997): 529–46; Randolph Siverson and Juliann Emmons, “Birds
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changes,109 and that leaders of virtually all regime types have through the cen-
turies repeatedly attempted to export forcibly particular domestic institutions.110

Decisionmakers have been especially prone to engage in this latter behavior in the
most threatening international security environments. By demonstrating how the
degree of ideological differences dividing states’ leaders affects their perceptions
of threat to both their domestic interests and the security of their state, this study’s
argument helps to explain these policies.

Second, this essay’s causal logic offers an alternative explanation of dangerous
delays in coalition formation that rivals the account offered by neorealists. I have
shown that the balancing pathologies of the 1930s were due primarily to the facts
that the European powers were divided into three ideological groups and that
British and French conservatives’ greater ideological hostility to the Soviet Union
than Nazi Germany to a significant degree obscured the German threat (just as
socialists’ greater ideological hostility to Germany to an important extent masked
to these politicians the threat posed by the Soviet Union).111 In the absence of
these ideological conditions (perhaps most notably, if the Soviet Union had not
been a communist regime), balancing dynamics would most likely have been very
different. Consequently, a shift from unipolarity to multipolarity in the contem-
porary international system need not be met with overwhelming anxiety about the
likelihood of conflict among the most powerful actors in the system. As long as
an ideological configuration analogous to the one of the 1930s does not develop,
the chances for prolonged peace among these states should be much greater than
neorealists assert.112

Third, this study’s causal logic helps us understand important dimensions of
contemporary U.S. foreign policy. My argument predicts that which parties gov-
ern in the other great powers will significantly affect these states’ relations with

of a Feather: Democratic Political Systems and Alliance Choices in the Twentieth Century,”
Journal of Conflict Resolution 35, no. 2 (June 1991): 285–306; Peceny et al., “Dictatorial Peace?”
For an analysis that came out before several of these other studies that is critical of the claim
that democratic states tend to ally, see Michael W. Simon and Erik Gartzke, “Political System
Similarities and the Choice of Allies,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 40, no. 4 (December 1996):
617–35 (Simon and Gartzke do find support for the proclivity of autocratic regimes to ally).

109. Randolph M. Siverson and Harvey Starr, “Regime Change and the Restructuring of
Alliances,” American Journal of Political Science 38, no. 1 (February 1994): 145–61.

110. John M. Owen, “The Foreign Imposition of Domestic Institutions,” International Or-
ganization 56, no. 2 (spring 2002): 375–409; Suzanne Werner, “Absolute and Limited War: The
Possibility of Foreign-Imposed Regime Change,” International Interactions 22, no. 1 (July 1996):
67–88.

111. As Blum put this latter point in the wake of the signing of the Nazi-Soviet Pact in
August 1939: “for a number of years the Hitler danger concealed [from socialists] the Russian
danger” (in Colton, Leon Blum, 337).

112. John Mearsheimer, “Back to the Future: Instability in Europe after the Cold War,”
International Security 15, no. 1 (summer 1990): 5–56.
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America. The smaller the distances separating America’s leaders’ legitimating prin-
ciples from those of the leaders in these other states, the less threatening their
relations are likely to be, and vice versa. Various scholars have found this to be
precisely the pattern that has emerged in the post–Cold War world.113 John Owen,
for example, finds that “the degree to which a state counterbalances U.S. power
is a function of how politically liberal that state is . . . .”114 Owen asserts that this
relationship explains why since the end of the cold war illiberal leaders in China
and Russia have balanced against the United States, while liberals in Japan, Russia,
and the European powers have not. This analysis can be extended to America’s
relations with state and substate actors in the Islamic world, including Osama bin
Laden’s Al Qaeda network.115

Finally, the evidence presented in this essay is suggestive of ways in which
power and ideology combine to affect outcomes. Germany’s great power poten-
tial and large-scale rearmament efforts in the 1930s alarmed virtually all British
and French leaders. Even those statesmen who were the most trusting of Hitler
were willing to fall behind Germany only so far in terms of relative capabilities.
Germany’s relative power advantages demanded that British and French leaders
attempt to balance to some degree against Germany by both rearming and seeking
out great power allies. Beyond this baseline of agreement, however, the nature of
the ideological relationships among the great powers’ leaders played a significant
role in shaping how decisionmakers responded to the problem of uncertainty in
international relations. Because conservatives’ ideological beliefs were closer to
the Nazis’ legitimating principles than were those of socialists, the large majority of
the former adopted a much more benign understanding of Hitler’s ambitions than
did their socialist counterparts. Only when Hitler’s actions became unambiguously
hostile was this understanding of Germany’s intentions destroyed.

In sum, ideological similarities among states’ leaders are not everything. These
similarities neither completely solve the problem of uncertainty in international
relations nor override unambiguous threats to states’ safety. Yet in between these
two extremes, the degree of ideological differences dividing decisionmakers is
likely to have a profound impact on these individuals’ understandings of the level
of threat that others pose to their interests. Ideological similarities among states’

113. Owen, “Transnational Liberalism and U.S. Primacy”; Alex Pravda and Neil Malcolm,
“Conclusion,” in Internal Factors in Russian Foreign Policy, ed. Neil Malcolm, Alex Pravda, Roy
Allison, and Margot Light (Oxford: Clarendon, 1996), 287, 291.

114. Owen, “Transnational Liberalism and U.S. Primacy,” 120.
115. On Islamic fundamentalists’ ideological animosity to the United States as the root cause

of their hostility to America and its liberal-democratic allies, see Paul Berman, “The Philosopher
of Islamic Terror,” New York Times Magazine, 23 March 2003, 24; Oliver Roy, “EuroIslam: The
Jihad Within?” The National Interest, no. 71 (spring 2003): 63–73.
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leaders are likely to mitigate significantly the potency of the security dilemma as a
source of international tension, whereas ideological differences will be a powerful
stimulant of mistrust and hostility. Just as they did in the 1930s, ideological variables
are therefore likely to continue to play a central role in the development of states’
security policies.


