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Foreword

It is a rewarding discovery when one’s interest in strategic con-
cepts coincides with a rollicking well-told story about great 

power rivalry. It is even more rare when that combination pro-
duces a real contribution to understanding about competitive 
strategy. Martin Skold’s The Race with No Finish Line: Assessing 
the Strategy of Regional Great Power Competition is not only one 
of those “make-my-day” great reads but also an intellectual 
stimulant that keeps on giving long after the last page has been 
turned. This is a well-written and -researched history of the 
great battleship rivalry between a challenger, Germany, and a 
century-long status-quo hegemon-of-the-seas, Great Britain. 
Beyond this, there are three compelling aspects of Skold’s con-
tribution that deserve being highlighted.

First, with the publishing of this work, Skold offers a signif-
icant empirical test of the “competitive strategy” construct as 
applied to one of the most notable arms races in history. Equally 
important, his analysis transcends simplistic action-reaction 
assumptions by delving deep into the internal rationale, political 
debates, economic costs, sequence of decisions, and mispercep-
tions of both sides. It is all too easy to demonize the challenger 
of a strategic balance, but doing so provides neither insight 
into the causal chain that produces a buildup nor a behavioral 
map of leverage points to influence its course. Skold possesses 
a sophisticated ability to make “out-of-body” evaluations of the 
contestants’ motives, commitments, resources, and delusions, 
all with an objective eye. There is no shortage of past mili-
tary competitions waiting to be deconstructed, and this book 
provides both a prototype case-study method and an exemplary 
template for other scholars to explore and compare hundreds of 
these competitions.
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Second, if a reader is looking for a succinct, comprehen-
sive summary of competitive thinking as related to strategy, 
they would be hard-pressed to find a better compendium and 
summary of key concepts than the first three chapters in this 
book. In chapter 1, Skold’s survey of competition and strategy, 
to include their definitions and constructs, is not locked in to 
one approach but rather adroitly covers the breadth of the field 
and demonstrates depth in showing how various concepts both 
contradict and complement one another. Chapter 2 converts 
strategic definitions into operational principles. In chapter 
3, Skold pulls off an intellectual tour de force in producing a 
framework for strategic analysis, and his derived seven compo-
nents for the analysis and comparison of competitive strategies 
are worth the price of this book alone.

Third, the value of Skold’s work is defined not only by its 
study of the past and its unique conceptualization but also 
by its relevance to an imminent future. At present, the West 
is awakening from its interregnum slumber of the post-Cold 
War period to realize that the “end of history” did not materi-
alize with the collapse of Communism or the consumption of 
globalism. Once again, the West is surprised and shocked by the 
“tragedy of great power competition,” in which major regional 
players resentful of Western unipolarity block their attempts 
at theater hegemony.  Unilaterally invented “zones of interest” 
challenge the principle of national self-determination, and 
their aggressive pursuit with the threat and use of force chal-
lenge the core principles of sovereignty and peaceful resolution 
of disputes. As such, these regional challengers demonstrate 
a willingness to supersede international norms with national 
ambitions, to confront the status quo with imperial claims, and 
to find allurement, even seduction, in the status, influence, and 
physical manifestation of perceived power that accompanies 
joining the high-tech weapons “race with no finish line.”

Marine Corps University Press has done yeoman’s service 
in making this work available to professional military officers, 
government decision makers, and the interested public. Hope-
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fully, in an impending era of “new world disorder” Skold’s work 
will help reawaken interest in the relevance of competitive 
strategy. One of the most powerful lessons learned in this book 
is the observation that despite Great Britain winning the battle-
ship competition with Germany, war still broke out between the 
two countries, with devastating consequences. As powerful as 
Skold’s presentation is here, and as consequential the concept 
discussed, the intellectual construction of competitive strategy 
is a “glass half full.” There is still much to explore, debate, and 
develop.

Phillip Karber
President, The Potomac Foundation

Adjunct Professor, Georgetown University, Washington, DC
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Preface

This book was born of a desire to win an upcoming game. 
As noted elsewhere in this volume, this book began as my 

doctoral thesis for the degree of doctor of philosophy (PhD) in 
international relations at the University of St. Andrews in Scot-
land. It has been long in development, having first been proposed 
as a thesis idea in 2011. At the time, the United States was pri-
marily preoccupied with the Global War on Terrorism (GWOT, 
in Pentagon-speak), and in fact the successful elimination of 
al-Qaeda leader Osama bin Laden was still a few months in the 
future. Acting on intuition, however, I had decided to pursue 
a different focus for my studies. As I note in the acknowledge-
ments, I credit the contributions of several individuals with the 
various components of this focus.

The first contribution was the observation made to me nearly 
a decade prior during my undergraduate studies at Georgetown 
University in Washington, DC, by Georgetown’s famous (and 
feared) geography and geopolitics instructor, Professor Charles 
Pirtle, that the Iraq War represented a dangerous distraction 
from the geopolitical game and a waste of resources for the 
United States. This was echoed at one point by my friend and 
mentor Professor Phillip Karber, who, referring to the GWOT 
writ large, said something to the effect of “We need to be getting 
ready for the big game and we’re stuck in a back-alley knife 
fight.” Professor Karber is on record regarding the large number 
of friends he lost in the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001, 
so this was no idle statement. The takeaway from observations 
like these, which never left me, was that the GWOT—the preoc-
cupation of the era—was going to be of transient importance. 
High geopolitics, involving conventional challengers with arse-
nals and economic resources far more powerful than al-Qaeda’s 
(or Iraq’s, or any number of others’), would return soon enough.
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A second category of thinking augmented this. I had been 
trained in the “net assessment” school of thought in my studies 
for my master’s degree (again at Georgetown University) by an 
alumnus of the U.S Defense Department’s legendary office by 
that name, Barry Watts, who introduced me to high-level stra-
tegic thinking as it pertained to defense planning. In planning 
my next move to the PhD level, I took inspiration from this and 
began to think about how strategy might be applied to high 
geopolitics—again, on the theory that geopolitical competition 
would make itself known again soon. As I note in the acknowl-
edgments, some of the initial answers I found to this question 
appeared in books on strategy—business strategy in particular—
that Professor Karber was kind enough to recommend to me. If 
you are preparing for a big game, you want to know how to win.

The question was which aspect of this nebulous issue—the 
strategy of great power competition—I should focus on. After a 
lot of reading and thought, I decided to make it about competi-
tion for control of a region of the globe. My reasoning was simple 
enough: great power competition often manifests as competition 
over a key area, and—crucially—this was a manageable topic 
for a single work. A book offering a similar analytic framework 
to that found here on global hegemonic competition, on the 
scale of the Cold War, eighteenth-century great power rivalry, 
or anything similar, has yet to be written, though I hope at some 
point someone will take up that daunting challenge. After a lot 
of consultation of business strategy literature in particular, I 
hit on the idea of an analytic framework: rather than simply 
prescribe best practices, a strategic work should tell its readers 
what questions to ask to see who is winning a game and why. 
To put a long story short, the question became this: “In great 
power competition for control of a region of the globe, what is 
it about, and what is important to know about it if you want to 
win or know who is winning?” I have endeavored to answer this 
question about questions in this book.

In doing so, I have used every “core competency” at my 
disposal. Classic military strategy literature offered some broad 
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outlines. Business strategy literature provided many applicable 
concepts. Net assessment writings informed “how I think about 
this.” International relations theory provided a key insight in 
terms of state goals, expressed as the “three metrics.” More 
avant-garde military strategy literature, such as U.S. Air Force 
colonel John R. Boyd’s OODA (observe-orient-decide-act) loop, 
provided new ways to think about the problem. This may be an 
eclectic mix, but using whatever is useful is supposed to be the 
acme of successful strategy; I can only hope such has been the 
case here. 

I hope this book will be useful to defense planners and 
high-level policy makers, as well as anyone who wants to keep 
an eye on their work. But I particularly hope it will be rele-
vant to the study of great power competition as it has recently 
emerged and will emerge. A few years into my studies, Russia 
occupied Crimea and refocused the Western policy community 
on conventional conflict and competition once again. About this 
same time, numerous authors began alerting the U.S. and other 
Western publics to the global challenge posed by China. As of 
this writing, the West is aiding Ukraine in its defense against 
Russian invasion as part of a broader effort to contain Russia, 
and debate is ongoing about how best to contain China along the 
first island chain in the Pacific. I can only hope that this book 
will be a contribution to this discussion.

In doing so, I suppose I can take some credit, and give my 
various instructors credit, for one simple prediction: conven-
tional geopolitics has returned, and its study is of obvious and 
central importance for makers and students of U.S. policy. As 
an American, it is my hope that in the games ahead, the United 
States secures its interests and acquits itself well—and wins the 
races with (seemingly) no finish line yet to come.
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Introduction
Since the dawn of time, men have competed with each 
other—with clubs, crossbows, or cannon, dollars, bal-
lots, and trading stamps. Much of mankind, of course, 
abhors competition, and these remain the acted upon, 
not the actors. . . . Anyone who says there will be no 
competition in the future simply does not understand 
the nature of man. . . . [E]ven on a lesser scale the 
game can be lost, or won. . . . We can lose the game not 
only because of the nature of our enemies, but because 
of our own. We understand we cannot ignore the com-
petition, and realize with frustration that we cannot 
end it by putting our competitor out of business with 
a bang, but we will not willingly face the fact that we 
may walk along the chasm, beset by tigers, for many 
years to come.

~ T. R. Fehrenbach1

How do you win a race with no finish line?
~ Attributed to U.S. President Ronald W. Reagan, 

regarding the Cold War2 

A round the year 1260 BCE, a great king of the Hittite Em-
pire wrote to a king in Greece, demanding the extradition 

of a rebel vassal whom the Greeks had given asylum. The Greeks 
had been aiding this rebel in his effort to establish an indepen-
dent kingdom in the west of Asia Minor, in what had once been 
Hittite territory. In the process, the Hittite king alluded to “the 
matter of Wilusa, over which we were in enmity,” which had 
somehow been resolved. It is known from archaeology that for 
several decades preceding, both sides had sought control of the 
strategic coastal territory of western Asia Minor; both sought 
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the submission and loyalty of its smaller kingdoms; and no 
final settlement could be reached. The final outcome of this pre-
historic diplomatic exchange is not known, but the rivalry no 
doubt continued.

Wilusa, it is now believed, was the old name for the kingdom 
and citadel that the Greeks later came to call Wilios, and then 
Ilios: the fabled city that was the object of the legendary Trojan 
War, in real life a vassal state of the Hittite Empire. It is believed 
by archaeologists to have been destroyed about the time that the 
two kings exchanged messages. But although a province could 
be warred over, and perhaps even annihilated, rivalry between 
the greater states went on unabated. Their leaders were forced 
to make the best of such rivalry, managing it to their states’ 
respective advantages as best they could.3

Great power competition—stopping short of major war, 
but observing few other constraints—is as old as Troy. 

Three thousand years later, the leader of another great 
power, frustrated with a seemingly endless competition with a 
powerful adversary, asked his advisors, “How do you win a race 
with no finish line?” The answer: “Get the other runner to quit!”4 

Such competition is the subject of this book, which offers a 
framework for analysis of the strategies of states that find them-
selves in enmity but do not immediately go to war. While, as will 
be noted, several studies have devoted themselves to answering 
various aspects of the question of why states compete, exceed-
ingly little has been done up to now to answer the question of 
how they may compete. “How did we get here?” and “What do 
we do now?” are separate questions. The former has been exten-
sively studied as it pertains to great power rivalry. The latter 
has yet to be explored, and this book offers a first attempt to do 
so. As will be shown, the first part of evaluating what to do is 
knowing what the game is about—what one should seek, and 
how badly or well one is playing at any given time. 

This study offers a way of understanding and evaluating 
how badly or well great powers are doing when they compete 
for control of a region of the globe—for regional hegemony. As 
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such, it considers a host of variables and theoretical perspec-
tives, ranging from international relations theory, to military 
and business strategy, to classical political philosophy. It is an 
attempt to offer a guide to those who seek to understand this 
game. While strategy is an art and not a science, and no frame-
work can ever guarantee a competitive victory, knowing how 
the game works is the first step to winning it. 

The concept of great power competition has become highly 
salient of late, as the United States enters an era of increasingly 
intense competition with its major geopolitical adversaries. A 
buzzword in defense and foreign policy circles, great power 
competition has become a thriving subdiscipline in interna-
tional relations and geopolitical thought.5 This study cannot 
claim to offer a definitive rundown of the nature of global great 
power competition, a complex subject that awaits a future treat-
ment. It seeks, rather, to offer a guide to one particular highly 
relevant area of great power competition—as noted, those 
frequent occasions where great power competition specifically 
concerns a given region. No great feat of imagination is required 
to note the particular relevance of this subject matter to U.S. 
foreign policy decision makers, as competition for control of 
the first island chain, the South China Sea, the Indo-Pacific, 
various strategic chokepoints, and Europe have all been cited as 
top concerns; equally, many other regional examples involving 
other powers will be readily apparent to the reader as well. This 
book is not intended as a set of policy prescriptions, but readers 
may well find that policy-relevant ideas emerge from its subject 
matter. This work cannot tell U.S. policy makers or citizens what 
grand strategy to pursue—but it can offer guidance on what it 
will take to prevail in any of these regional contests and ulti-
mately what they are about. In the process, it may offer insight 
into how the United States is currently doing in each of them. 

As to that subject matter, the key concept at hand is that of 
a framework for inquiry. The great U.S. Department of Defense 
strategist Andrew W. Marshall, who for most of his life ran the 
Pentagon’s long-term strategic think tank, the Office of Net 
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Assessment, was famous for asking, relative to the national 
security problems his office analyzed, a simple question: “How 
do we think about this?”6 The question was not just an attempt 
at cleverness, despite Marshall’s nickname of “Yoda” for his 
perspicacity. It was a way of defining a problem about problems. 
Strategy cannot proceed without an analysis of the problem it 
is trying to solve, and this, in turn, requires knowing which 
questions are important to ask. When one speaks of a strategic 
framework, one is talking about a list of areas of inquiry that will 
explain how a great power seeking control of a region is doing 
in that competition and what it might do to achieve success. 

This may seem backward, in that strategy is supposed to 
answer the question of what to do and not merely what is going 
on, but the one question answers the other. Just as a chess player 
gains insight into how to achieve checkmate by learning how to 
analyze games, in terms of observing various uses for different 
pieces; memorizing openings, gambits, and other repeatable 
situations; and assessing various positions, so too in any other 
competitive environment, the key to learning how to compete is 
knowing how to assess the game. In this case, if one can under-
stand how great powers competing for regional hegemony are 
faring in that game, one can, as a policy maker for such a power, 
adjust strategy accordingly. Ultimately, then, it is the goal of this 
study to produce a framework for analyzing a state’s prospects 
when engaged in competition for regional hegemony. 

Skeptics are right to ask what can reasonably be expected 
from this line of inquiry. An objection that must be answered 
is that theory, to be theory, must explain and predict—and, as 
noted, strategy presumes the absence of strict determinism. 
Indeed, to be a strategist is in a sense to wrestle with fate, and, 
to some extent, to embrace a “great man theory,” in that one’s 
actions are not foreordained and, to some extent, neither is 
the outcome.7 This is not to say that structure does not matter 
or that agency always trumps it—but it is to say that agency is 
important. To that end, it must be admitted that a framework 
such as this necessarily yields questions and not (or not only) 
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answers: it builds a picture of a situation and allows those looking 
at it to understand it; it will not necessarily predict outcomes 
by itself (although certain answers to the questions it provides 
will be highly predictive). Such a framework is, however, highly 
necessary, since it is by knowing which questions to ask that one 
knows how to assess a situation and, therefore, how to thrive in 
a competitive environment.

To draw an analogy: one cannot predict the outcome of a 
football game in advance, but one can guess how a team will 
fare. A team with an inexperienced quarterback will fare badly 
against a team with one with most-valuable-player status. A 
team whose best linebacker has suffered an injury is worse off 
than it was. A team with a poor defensive line will likely fail 
against one with a fantastic offense. And so on. All is never 
equal, but assessment of variables builds a picture: once one 
knows the game and knows how it is played, one can ask rele-
vant questions (and avoid irrelevant ones) that create a picture 
of how a player will fare. 

The inherent limits of this are, in effect, the limits of stra-
tegic theory in its own right. Strategic theory is about winning 
games. A strategic theory that solved a game for all possible 
positions (as has been done, for example, with checkers and 
tic-tac-toe) would void the game—there would be no reason to 
play. What can be done is to search for best practices, allowing 
for the inevitability that adversaries will learn to counter them 
and that new ones will need to be found. What is being done 
here, in the creation of a framework for this specific game—
the game of great power competition for control of a region 
—is to provide the questions that best practices are supposed to 
answer. More, of course, will remain to be done. 

Such frameworks already exist, in various forms, in busi-
ness strategy, and these may serve as a guide to what is possible. 
As an example, Michael E. Porter’s groundbreaking study of firm 
competition, Competitive Strategy, offers just such a framework 
in a different context. Porter posits what has become known as 
the Five Forces model as a means of understanding the compet-
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itive environment a firm faces, offering a means of analyzing 
each of five contributing factors behind the level of competition 
a firm is likely to face if it enters a given industry: the respective 
bargaining powers of suppliers and buyers, the possibilities of 
new market entrants and product substitution, and the already 
existing competition within the industry. Each of these forces 
can be analyzed in turn to produce a holistic analysis of the 
prospects a firm would face upon entering the industry—effec-
tively, an assessment of its chances in the competition.8 

With some exceptions, these concepts in the main are not 
directly transferable to interstate competition for regional 
hegemony. They do, however, show what is possible in terms of 
strategic analysis in this area, and how much work remains to be 
done. This study proposes a framework that offers for interstate 
competition for regional hegemony what Porter’s models offer in 
an economic context: identify the factors that drive the compe-
tition and suggest a means of analysis that can guide strategy. 
Such a framework must take into account the competitors’ goals 
and also the diverse metrics for costs and benefits just discussed. 

This study initially examines the concept of competitive 
strategy and synthesizes, from across the full, broad spec-
trum of strategic literature, essential principles of competitive 
strategy that are applicable to an international political context. 
It proposes a framework for the analysis of competitive strategy 
as practiced by states competing for hegemony over a given 
region, articulating a set of principles by which such competitive 
strategy may be scrutinized and judged. Through a case study 
involving the competition of Great Britain against Germany for 
dominance of the North Sea prior to World War I, and the inter-
national political consequences that entailed, this study tests 
this analytical framework against historical reality, employing 
the principles derived from the literature to understand and 
evaluate the competition between the actors involved. Having 
done so, it is thereby able to propose a framework with which to 
approach similar competitive scenarios between great powers 
seeking regional hegemony.
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The strategies of the states involved are asymmetric and 
must be analyzed as such: one state, the current hegemon, is 
attempting in effect to win a race with no finish line (as the 
above-cited quote holds), outlasting and outcompeting its chal-
lenger, while the challenger must in effect create a finish line by 
forcing a favorable decision. The goals of the states involved in 
such competition involve not only regional hegemony, but the 
specific political consequences of acquiring it. Such being the 
case, the framework employs principles drawn from business 
strategy to understand the degree to which states are able to focus 
resources on the competition and to make use of their inherent 
competitive advantages and core competencies. Regarding such 
resource allocation, the framework particularly articulates a 
set of metrics, based on existing international relations theory, 
for understanding the costs and benefits incurred by states 
engaged in such competition, and employs decision cycle anal-
ysis, drawn from the military strategic theories of U.S. Air Force 
colonel John R. Boyd, to understand the ways in which states 
may influence the outcome of such competition in real time.

This study, like strategy, sits at the crossroads of multiple 
disciplines and may have something to offer to many kinds of 
readers. It integrates its argument with existing international 
relations theory and offers a contribution to it. It of course offers 
a contribution to the literature of strategy in an integrated 
fashion. And, as a qualitative as well as quantitative analysis of 
an historical episode, it offers an historical narrative and some 
commentary on it. Like strategy, this study uses all the means at 
its disposal in pursuit of its end. If, at last, it offers readers a way 
of thinking about regional great power competition that offers 
both insight into how it is accomplished and how any given 
example of it may fare, it will have done its work. 

Chapter 1 of this book lays out the theoretical underpin-
nings of this framework, defining important terms and locating 
the concepts under discussion within the academic discipline 
of international relations theory. In particular, it offers a defini-
tion of strategy to be employed throughout this work and a brief 
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discussion of the idea of strategy as it can be applied to regional 
great power competition. It then illustrates the absence of a 
practitioner’s perspective on great power competition, which 
this book seeks to begin to offer: whereas much international 
relations theory has sought to explain state behavior in competi-
tive environments, very little seeks to suggest what states might 
do in such situations or how to analyze their performance. 

Chapter 2 lays out the ideas behind the framework. Using 
the definition of strategy employed here as a guide, it reviews 
and synthesizes concepts drawn from a range of military and 
business strategy literature that can be used to analyze regional 
great power competition and which are to serve as the basis for 
the framework’s essential components. 

Chapter 3 lays out the framework and explains how it 
works. Drawing on the analysis in chapter 2, it puts together 
a way of investigating regional great power competition and 
discusses how to do so. 

The book then proceeds with a case study to test and demon-
strate the framework—namely, the Anglo-German naval arms 
race prior to World War I, colloquially known as the “Dread-
nought Race,” which had as its objective a preponderance of 
power in the North Sea and a political arrangement in that 
region that would support a German breakout from its British 
Royal Navy-controlled waters. Though Germany came close 
to eclipsing Great Britain as the dominant power in northern 
European waters, in the end a flawed strategy and a timely 
British response prevented it from doing so. It did not, however, 
prevent the Anglo-German enmity from becoming a contrib-
uting factor to the outbreak of war, which is ultimately given 
consideration in the analysis of the case. 

Chapter 4 lays out the origins and aims of the Dreadnought 
Race, allowing for an understanding of its parameters for 
purposes of applying the framework. Chapter 5 offers a narra-
tive of how the Dreadnought Race played out. Efforts are made 
in both chapters to locate various historical claims made within 
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historiographical debates concerning them, though an effort is 
also made to avoid being bogged down on particular points. 

Chapter 6 applies the framework. Drawing on the preceding 
narrative as well as quantitative analysis of the competitors’ 
military and financial positions, it investigates the competition 
using the framework as a guide. It draws conclusions about the 
performance of the competitors—Great Britain and Germany—
in light of this analysis, showing how the framework can serve 
as a guide to understanding their competition not only in retro-
spect but also, if it were to be replayed, in real time. 

The conclusion to this study offers some insight into how 
the framework may be applied in the present day, as well as some 
general lessons that the foregoing analysis offers for strategy 
and statecraft. Fundamental to the idea of investigating a 
phenomenon—in this case, regional great power competition—
using a framework focuses on the idea that important questions 
remain important, and asking and answering them with regard 
to one situation may yield lessons for others. It is hoped, here, 
that this framework will be the beginning of future inquiry into 
the dark but vital art of great power competition for supremacy 
in key areas of the globe.
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Chapter One
On Competition and Strategy

Toward the end of the Warring States period . . . a ruler 
probably turned to a trusted minister and asked him to 
gather and record the wisdom circulating in Sun-tzu’s 
name for use in formulating strategy and conducting 
campaigns. Perhaps the minister himself, despairing 
of his times, undertook the project on his own, to urge 
the ruler to better his performance. He would have 
queried scholars and military experts, sending scribes 
to interview them, if the budget of the court allowed. 
. . . Gathering the many sayings that had appeared 
over the centuries, he would have pared them down to 
those he thought genuine—and then discarded those 
he felt might lead his ruler down dangerous paths. . . .  
Perhaps the courtier was charged only to gather the 
general military wisdom of the past for a young ruler 
anxious to make his mark on the world. Perhaps, to 
that end, he “discovered” Sun-tzu, a wise ancient—
perfect for a culture that revered old wisdom above 
contemporary insight. Whatever the details, a close 
reading of the text convinces that the chronicler was 
not content with what he had gathered: before plac-
ing the work in the hands of his ruler, he tempered 
the military prescriptions and proscriptions with . . .  
maxims that advanced his own view of the world.

~ Ralph Peters1

Any theory of strategy in international relations must wres-
tle with the concept of strategy writ large, as well as other 

definitional questions. To that end, some analysis is offered here 
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of the important terms used in this study. First, competition as 
a concept must be defined and understood in its proper context. 
Following this, it is necessary to evaluate strategy as a concept 
and trace its conceptual development, with particular emphasis 
on its essential characteristics that cut across disciplines and 
fields. It will be shown here that strategy, although originating 
in the military realm, must be defined abstractly, and as such 
serves as both a heuristic for and a means of engaging in com-
petition in multiple areas of human endeavor. Following this, it 
is necessary to address the nature of regional hegemony—the 
competitive goal at the end of the strategic decisions being dis-
cussed here. 

This chapter will be a review for many. For students of the 
international relations discipline (IR, as it is occasionally called 
here), discussion of concepts such as regional hegemony is 
likely dilatory. Equally, for students of strategy, very little here 
is likely to prove new. It may be said that, inasmuch as this study 
integrates strategic concepts from several different strategic 
disciplines, business strategists may benefit from a review of 
the military side, military strategists may find something new 
in business strategy, and students of grand strategy may or may 
not find either of the above to be new. Since the goal is to inte-
grate all these approaches and use them to build a framework for 
the analysis of a problem in IR, the reader’s patience is begged 
for purposes of showing how these concepts do in fact inter-
twine. Once this has been accomplished, the next chapter can 
then show how this intertwining can be done. And, if it is suffi-
ciently obvious that these concepts work together, readers are 
free to skip to the next chapter to see what is being attempted 
with them.

Competition as a Midpoint on a Continuum of Relationships
The concept of competition between human organizations 
would appear to be so deeply rooted in human nature as to 
need no introduction. It is necessary here, however, to offer a 
conceptual understanding of it as it pertains to states. Competi-
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tion, as used here, should be understood as a midpoint between 
two extremes of human interaction: cooperation, in which 
actors pursue goals jointly and without the intent of hindering 
one another, and conflict, in which actors pursue goals antag-
onistically and may seek to harm one another. An alliance 
is cooperative; a war is a state of conflict. But a middle set of 
options in which actors neither work together nor directly 
damage each other is possible. For the purposes of this study, 
this state of interaction is defined as competition.2 In a compet-
itive relationship, the actors involved seek to obtain access to a 
scarce commodity or prize and often to hinder others’ access, 
but they generally stop short of directly harming other players 
trying to do the same.3 In effect, competitors are racing—albeit 
often, per the quotation referenced in the introduction to this 
book, without a finish line—toward some goal that they cannot 
both have. It is zero-sum, but not to the extent of imminently 
threatening the existence of both actors. It is not win-win, 
although it may be ended by negotiated settlement if some set 
of conditions prevails. It need not end, however, unless one side 
conclusively “wins” and the other side—per the classic answer 
to the question of how to win a race with no finish line—decides 
not to compete anymore. 

Michael P. Colaresi, Karen Rasler, and William R. Thompson 
address international competition conceptually in their book, 
Strategic Rivalries in World Politics: Position, Space and Conflict 
Escalation, as “strategic rivalry.” The authors understand rivalry 
in more purely security-related terms—namely, as a situation 
in which states are militarily hostile. Inasmuch as competition 
for regional hegemony typically involves at least this much, the 
concepts are comparable if not identical. In particular, they 
offer the following four-part conceptualization: that strategic 
rivalry involves incompatible goals; that the rivalry is ongoing 
as a “stream of conflict”; that the stream of conflict drives 
intersubjective perception and ultimately mutual hostility; 
and finally that, despite this, rivalry can differ considerably in 
intensity from one case to the next. The authors cite variances 
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in capabilities as a major factor in the course that rivalries take. 
They also note that rivalries can take what they refer to as “posi-
tional” or “spatial” forms, depending on whether the rivalries 
in question are for actual positions within the international 
system (principally the concern of great powers) or merely 
control over certain areas (where regional powers may be more 
involved).4 The subject has also been treated by Paul F. Diehl and 
Gary Goertz, who take a similar approach, referring to rivalries 
as “enduring” and “militarized” and proposing in particular that 
investigation of international conflict should refer to rivalry 
and not merely to war, which should properly be understood as 
its output.5 

Colaresi, Rasler, and Thompson are principally concerned 
with how such rivalries develop and where they lead—Rasler 
and Thompson in particular, along with Sumit Ganguly, have 
offered a model for how such rivalries end (to be discussed in the 
next chapter). Diehl and Goertz are similarly concerned with 
what rivalries produce. It is enough to note here that, while this 
study is particularly framed around control of a given regional 
territory, there is considerable overlap in framing, and credit 
is due to these authors for foregrounding and examining the 
issue. Ultimately, competition for regional hegemony is, indeed, 
a form of such rivalry. As will be discussed, it is principally 
what Colaresi, Rasler, and Thompson would refer to as a spatial 
rivalry, but its positional implications form part of the anal-
ysis that is enabled by the framework offered in this study. This 
study, however, as will be discussed, takes a slightly different 
direction, being principally concerned with how to analyze and, 
if one represents a state participating, win such a competition, 
rather than merely what such rivalry entails.

Strategy: A Problematic Concept
The concept of strategy is a much more complex issue, however. 
Although the next chapter will address key concepts within 
strategic literature that pertain here, the basic definition must 
first be understood. In point of fact, the term applies to multiple 
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areas of human endeavor, and while the connections between 
them are key to this study, it is important to understand exactly 
where those connections occur. 

Strategy, for these purposes, is defined as “a plan of action 
and process of decision making for the allocation of resources in 
anticipation of a contingent event, orchestrating simultaneous 
and sequential engagement, to achieve an organization objec-
tive, in the context of a contest with other organizations.”6 As 
Colin S. Gray notes, strategy can be understood as a “bridge” on 
which “theory and practice meet”: it is neither a goal (broadly 
understood as a policy), nor the actions taken to achieve it, but 
rather the plan that connects available means to sought ends.7 
Hew Strachan echoes the point, noting that it is easy in the 
present day to confuse policy, a statement of a state’s objectives 
or desires, with strategy, which “lies at the interface between 
operational capabilities and political objectives: it is the glue 
which binds each to the other and gives both sense.”8 He uses 
public statements on the Global War on Terrorism made by the 
administration of U.S. president George W. Bush as a prime 
example. Strachan and Gray are concerned primarily with mili-
tary strategy—the original usage of the term. To understand 
how the term evolved and to examine how its various meanings 
may be synthesized, it is necessary to look at its beginnings in 
the military realm before branching out to its later usages. It 
is quite obvious that there is no shortage of conceptual murk-
iness associated with the definition of strategy, and that on 
various points full agreement has been elusive. Nevertheless, a 
discussion of the various definitions and conceptual elements 
of strategy that have appeared over the years will at least show 
that certain points are agreed on, and that these points can 
serve as the rudiments of a definition. In brief, what appears to 
draw broad agreement is that strategy is about resource alloca-
tion when dealing with an adversary, first at the beginning of 
the adversarial relationship and then in the course of it.

As the term strategy originated in a military context, it is 
useful to first discuss its military application before moving 
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on to its related applications. Perhaps the earliest author asso-
ciated with the term is the historically ambiguous Chinese 
general and military writer Sun Tzu, whose short, 13-chapter 
work, with a title usually translated The Art of War, lays out a 
set of principles governing decision making at both the political 
and operational level of warfare, advising rulers and generals 
as to how to make best use of scarce resources.9 Sun Tzu’s ideas 
will be discussed in more detail in the next chapter, where they 
form a major part of the theoretical basis for this study. For the 
purposes of defining strategy as a concept, however, one must 
understand the term as it originated in Western thought, as the 
term strategy is of inherently Western coinage (and was obvi-
ously not used by Sun Tzu). 

In brief, the term strategy is an outgrowth of a particular 
military school of thought that came to dominate Western—
and then worldwide—warfare at the time of the Enlightenment 
era. As the military historian Martin van Creveld notes, the 
near-extinction in the West of the Greek language, from which 
the word strategy derives (via stratos, for army; strategos, 
for an army commander; and strategema, for what a clever 
army commander might do), after the fall of Rome in the fifth 
century meant that the word was unknown to Western warfare 
until the early modern era. Medieval, Renaissance, and even 
early-Enlightenment military writers, including Niccolò Machi-
avelli and Frederick the Great, preferred art of war or similar 
terms. The Enlightenment-era article of faith that all human 
activity could be minutely analyzed led to the treatment of war 
in “scientific” terms, and by ultimate extension to the idea that 
commanders’ plans and decisions—their strategies—could be 
objectively analyzed. Van Creveld cites an obscure eighteenth–
century French military writer, Paul-Gédéon Joly de Maizeroy, 
as the first employer, if not the coiner, of the term strategy to 
describe the science of making military command decisions; 
he notes that it was in approximately the late eighteenth and 
early nineteenth centuries that a meaningful and now-familiar 
distinction between strategy (military planning) and tactics 
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(what armies did on the battlefield) was made in European 
lexicons.10 In this way, although the point is not always made, 
there is an intimate, and even confusing, connection between 
the plain-language usage of the term strategy to describe plan-
ning a campaign and the usage of the word to describe the 
discipline of scientifically studying military theory and affairs. 
As will be shown regarding business strategy, it is easy to lump 
together the study of, and quasinormative prescriptions about, 
actual decision making in a game on the one hand and objective 
analysis of the game on the other. This study, by analyzing the 
strategies of actual states as they engaged in competition, ulti-
mately offers a route toward analyzing such competition from 
an outside perspective. 

While defined slightly differently by each writer on the sub- 
ject, the term strategy, in a military context, normally involves a 
few basic elements that are seen to be essential, and it is useful 
to examine some of the more eminent strategic literature to 
understand what those elements are. The term strategy is used 
by the most preeminent military theorist, Prussian general Carl 
von Clausewitz, as being differentiated from tactics, which in the 
aggregate amounts to the means strategy employs. In Clause-
witz’s formulation, “According to our classification, then, tactics 
teaches the use of armed forces in the engagement; strategy, the 
use of engagements for the object of the war.”11 

Per Clausewitz, “The original means of strategy is victory—
that is, tactical success; its ends, in the final analysis, are those 
objects which will lead directly to peace.”12 Later, he reiterates: 

Strategy is the use of the engagement for the 
purpose of the war. The strategist must therefore 
define an aim for the entire operational side of the 
war that will be in accordance with its purpose. 
In other words, he will draft the plan of the war, 
and the aim will determine the series of actions 
intended to achieve it: he will, in fact, shape the 
individual campaigns and, within these, decide on 
the individual engagements. Since most of these 
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matters have to be based on assumptions that 
may not prove correct, while other, more detailed 
orders cannot be determined in advance at all, it 
follows that the strategist must go on campaign 
himself. Detailed orders can then be given on the 
spot, allowing the general plan to be adjusted to 
the modifications that are continuously required. 
The strategist, in short, must maintain control 
throughout.13

For Clausewitz, therefore, strategy is not simply the means of 
planning military success through a series of tactical engage-
ments, but also the process of command that allows a leader to 
see the plan through to its successful conclusion. For Clausewitz, 
the strategist is also the commander, a point reiterated by other 
writers in other contexts (as will be shown later in this section) 
and of importance to this general discussion. In brief, then, 
Clausewitz’s conception of strategy boils down to the following: 
that strategy in warfare (Clausewitz was unconcerned with the 
usage of the term in other contexts) involves planning the usage 
of battles and engagements (which Clausewitz viewed as essen-
tial to warfare) to achieve the end sought in war (the political 
objective to which military effort was to be subordinated); that 
strategy involves planning but also improvisation and on-the-
spot decision making when planning is impossible or overtaken 
by events; and that strategy is differentiated from tactics in that 
the latter is solely the process of decision making necessary to 
win the battles that the strategist employs to win the war. 

Other writers echo Clausewitz’s basic intuition regarding 
the key elements of strategy, though with some variation. For  
B. H. Liddell Hart, strategy is “ ‘the art of distributing and 
applying military means to fulfill the ends of policy.’ For strategy 
is concerned not merely with the movement of forces—as its 
role is often defined—but with the effect.”14 

Edward N. Luttwak discusses several varying definitions 
of strategy in a military context in the appendix to his book 
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Strategy: The Logic of War and Peace. He notes that several defi-
nitions involve not only the use of battle to win a war but also 
the preparation and creation of military forces.15 Colin Gray, 
employing Clausewitz’s principles while expanding their scope, 
views strategy as “the bridge that relates military power to 
political purpose; it is neither military power per se nor polit-
ical purpose. By strategy I mean the use that is made of force 
and the threat of force for the ends of policy.”16 

Strategy in the military realm, properly understood, must 
therefore include the broader questions of means and ends 
that ascend to the political level of decision making, and by 
so doing incorporate the overall political objective of the war, 
not merely the immediate military goals. This is not inconsis-
tent with Clausewitz, and may even correctly account for his 
understanding of the term, since Clausewitz argued that mili-
tary operations must be subordinated to political goals.17 What 
is clear, moreover, is that strategy—again, consistent with 
Clausewitz’s understanding of the term—is best understood as 
an iterative process, a process of assimilating information and 
making decisions even after plans have been made. 

The concept of strategy expands when it incorporates grand 
strategy, which is said to involve a state’s military resources, but 
not exclusively. As noted by Peter Paret, strategy can be seen 
as something that not only generals but also politicians engage 
in, as it involves the planning and mobilization of a state’s 
resources.18 The term grand strategy has essentially two, not 
entirely related, meanings. It can refer to the mobilization of 
all a state’s resources in the context of a major war or in prepa-
ration for one—the employment not only of the state’s military, 
but of all other means at its disposal to achieve its war aims. 
It can also refer to the very broad decisions made when states 
are not at war regarding what policies to adopt, with whom to 
align oneself, what wars to fight, how strong one’s armed forces 
should be, and so forth. In the first sense, the term was appar-
ently popularized by British Army officer and military historian 
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J. F. C. Fuller, who discussed it in his 1923 book, The Reformation 
of War: 

The first duty of the grand strategist is, therefore, 
to appreciate the commercial and financial posi-
tion of his country; to discover what its resources 
and liabilities are. Secondly, he must understand 
the moral characteristics of his countrymen, their 
history, peculiarities, social customs and systems 
of government, for all these quantities and quali-
ties form the pillars of the military arch which it 
is his duty to construct.19

The concern for the overall arranging of national resources to 
meet a threat in peacetime and in war grew out of the emer-
gence of total warfare in World War I and developed into a 
fine art in World War II. As the strategic scholar Hew Strachan 
notes, regarding Fuller’s argument and the general sentiment 
that drove it, 

Strategy was now to be applied in peacetime, 
since how a nation fought a war would in large 
part be the product of the preparations, plan-
ning and procurement it had done in peacetime. 
Grand strategy was what Britain and its allies put 
into effect in the Second World War. It was the 
application of national policy in the war, and it 
involved the coordination of allies and of efforts 
in different theatres of war.20 

Note, once again, the merger between preparation and actual 
military activity.21 Although the military developments that 
drove this conception of grand strategy are outside the scope 
of this study, the foregoing discussion should serve to estab-
lish how the term grand strategy has been used in a wartime 
context. 

The second sense—the allocation of national political prior- 
ities on the world stage—appears to now be the more common 
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usage of the term grand strategy. For the historian Paul M. 
Kennedy, the study of grand strategy (in the context of the 
study of European states’ policies) referred to “assessments 
of the success or failure with which various powers of Europe 
sought to integrate their overall political, economic, and mili-
tary aims and thus to preserve their long-term interests.”22 
Grand strategy, in U.S. public discourse, is seen by Kennedy to 
encompass “the proper balance of priorities . . . that should be 
carried out by the United States in the world today.”23 As will be 
discussed later in this chapter, it is precisely this understanding 
of grand strategy—as priority-allocation—that distinguishes it 
from what this study calls competitive strategy: political-level 
resource allocation once a decision to compete has been made. 

For Luttwak, in comparison, “at the level of grand strategy, 
the interactions of the lower, military levels yield final results 
within the broad setting of international politics, in further 
interactions with the nonmilitary relations of states.”24 Grand 
strategy, therefore, in Luttwak’s formulation, concerns resource 
allocation when dealing with potentially adversarial relation-
ships within the international system. This second sense of 
the term grand strategy—the allocation of resources at the 
political level of conflict—is closer to the way in which compet-
itive strategy as a concept is employed in this study, although 
Luttwak does not offer a detailed framework for its analysis. For 
now, it is adequate to point out that strategy, even in a purely 
military context, can refer to nonmilitary planning and deci-
sion making. 

Since the term strategy came into usage two centuries ago, 
and also since the term grand strategy elevated strategy to the 
political level of decision making, strategy has acquired a wider 
meaning. It can be abused. As Strachan notes:

The word strategy has acquired a universality 
which has robbed it of meaning, and left it only 
with banalities. Governments have strategies to 
tackle the problems of education, public health, 
pensions and inner-city housing. Advertising 
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companies have strategies to sell cosmetics or 
clothes. Strategic studies flourish more verdantly 
in schools of business studies than in depart-
ments of international relations.25 

Despite Strachan’s legitimate concerns regarding stretching the 
term beyond its bounds, strategy has come to be adopted as a 
descriptor for a similar process of planning and resource allo-
cation outside a strictly military context. As Strachan notes, 
business strategy is a thriving discipline, and one with its own 
strategic literature, which, mutatis mutandis, uses the term in 
a similar fashion to its original military usage. How this came 
to be must now be addressed. In general, it may be noted that 
the advent of modern economics, combined with the advent of 
large firms that needed to make high-level competitive deci-
sions, drove the adaptation of strategy from its original military 
context to that of economic competition, and in turn from a focus 
on destroying an adversary to a focus on outcompeting them. 

The relevance of this for great power competition should 
be obvious enough. It may nevertheless be objected to here that 
business strategy and military strategy are distinct fields. This 
is assuredly true, but not only is there considerable overlap in 
conception (they are about allocating resources in a game), but 
business strategy is, as will be shown, actually more relevant 
than pure military strategy to competition between states. This 
is so because a state, like a business, is a going concern that, in 
normal circumstances, is not at war—though, as is frequently 
noted, some states are indeed more conflict-prone than others 
—whereas a competitive, vice strictly conflictual, environment 
involves the same concept of resource allocation as a firm in a 
competitive market, albeit, as will be discussed, with a more 
complicated understanding of what the bottom line is. As will 
be discussed in the next chapter, numerous concepts from 
business strategy are indeed applicable to statecraft, and in 
particular to great power competition for regional hegemony. 
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A short review of how the business discipline understands 
strategy is therefore provided here for greater understanding. As 
Walter Kiechel III recounts in his book, The Lords of Strategy: The 
Secret Intellectual History of the New Corporate World, regarding 
the intellectual and practical founders of the corporate strategic 
consulting field, the term strategy came to be used in a business 
context in approximately the 1960s. Two authors in particular, 
namely H. Igor Ansoff and Alfred D. Chandler Jr., are credited 
with introducing the concept to the study of management. As 
Kiechel notes, both authors offer definitions of strategy that are 
subject to opposing lines of criticism.26 Ansoff avoids offering a 
single-sentence definition, but, citing the game theorists John 
von Neumann and Oskar Morgenstern, gives the following 
description: 

The concept of strategy is given two meanings. 
A pure strategy is a move or a specific series of 
moves by a firm, such as a product development 
programme in which successive products and 
markets are clearly delineated. A grand or mixed 
strategy is a statistical decision rule for deciding 
which particular pure strategy a firm should 
select in a particular situation.27 

To Chandler, by contrast, strategy “can be defined as the deter-
mination of the basic long-term goals and objectives of an 
enterprise, and the adoption of courses of action and the alloca-
tion of resources necessary for carrying out these goals.”28

As Kiechel notes, the two theorists are quite different 
in their initial approach. Chandler’s concept is very similar, 
allowing for a difference in context, to Clausewitz’s, essentially 
amounting to making actions follow from goals and objectives 
so that, when resources are handed out, the objectives may be 
achieved. It is broad and intuitive in scope, and so, in Kiechel’s 
words, “did not offer much guidance to practitioners who might 
want to emulate his corporate examples.”29 The exact applica-
tion of the concept of strategy, in any sphere, and the means of 
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doing so, is the subject of the following chapter of this book; it 
is noteworthy here, however, that Chandler’s definition echoes 
its military predecessor. By contrast, as Kiechel points out, 
Ansoff, who was concerned with the planning of operations 
and employed a hyper-detailed approach to analyzing decision 
making, defines strategy more in terms of setting “rules and 
guidelines.”30 

Kiechel notes that strategy, in a business context, originated 
in a practical sense as “strategic planning,” concerned with what 
a military organization might call “staff work,” rather than the 
decision making of the organization’s senior leader.31 Kiechel 
credits the business strategist Henry Mintzberg with rebut-
ting the premise that strategic planning, properly understood, 
constitutes strategy per se. In Mintzberg’s formulation, strategic 
planning (again, similar to military staff work) is organizational 
and analytic—breaking down problems into smaller pieces for 
information and decision purposes—whereas strategy, in its 
truest sense, is creative, intuitive, and sometimes synthetic, 
involving continuous decision making, judgments based on 
imperfect information, and reactions to circumstances, as well 
as the generation of new ideas for implementation.32 One may 
note the similarity again with Clausewitz’s assertion that the 
strategist must be the commander—given that situations are in 
flux and data is not always available, decisions must be made 
on the spot, with imperfect information, that nevertheless are 
expected to conform to the overall set of goals and account for 
available resources. 

For another of the foundational theorists on business strat- 
egy, Kenneth R. Andrews, strategy does indeed constitute a 
planning function, although Andrews’ definition appears to 
allow for modification in the course of competition. In his book, 
The Concept of Corporate Strategy, Andrews offers the following 
formulation: 

Corporate strategy is the pattern of decisions in 
a company that determines and reveals its objec-
tives, purposes, or goals, produces the principal 
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policies and plans for achieving those goals, and 
defines the range of business the company is to 
pursue, the kind of economic and human orga-
nization it is or intends to be, and the nature of 
the economic and noneconomic contribution it 
intends to make to its shareholders, employees, 
customers, and communities.33

Andrews does allow that, as with Clausewitz, it is the organi-
zation’s leader (general manager, in Andrews’ formulation),  
not its planning staff, who is the strategist in practice, and 
notes, again in a manner similar to Clausewitz, that “[c]hanging 
circumstances and competition produce emergencies upsetting 
well-laid plans. Resourcefulness in responding to a crisis is a 
skill which most successful executives develop early.”34

Despite this, for Andrews, albeit to a lesser extent than 
for Ansoff, strategy is mostly about planning, not merely 
adapting to changing circumstances. In actuality, the relation-
ship of planning to strategy is more nuanced than it may at 
first appear. Mintzberg notes in particular that strategy can be 
defined as planning, but it is equally correct to describe strategy 
as a pattern—that is, as a tendency in organizational decision 
making to favor particular objectives and choices.35 Mintzberg 
actually favors a midpoint between these two understandings 
of strategy: 

For, after all, perfect realization implies brilliant 
foresight, not to mention inflexibility, while no 
realization implies mindlessness. The real world 
inevitably involves some thinking ahead of time 
as well as some adaptation en route.36 

Mintzberg anecdotally cites an unpublished master of busi-
ness administration (MBA) thesis by Claude Dube which notes 
that the Canadian armed forces from World War II onward 
discovered that they could plan or act, but not both: planning 
amounted to fighting battles on paper in peacetime when there 
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were no real battles to be fought, and for this reason amounted 
to essentially giving an idle organization something to do while 
it waited.37 Strategy, therefore, may be understood to involve 
planning as one goes rather than simply trying to predict and 
then control the future and future decisions with perfect accu-
racy. Moreover, in its organizational usage, strategy cannot be 
divorced from certain universal human traits—notably, the 
need to do something about the future even when one has little 
control and less to do. 

Moreover, while Andrews’ understanding of strategy acc- 
ounts for “emergencies” that competition can produce, this 
earlier understanding of strategy did not incorporate the rela-
tionship of an organization to its competition and competitive 
environment to the same extent that later theorists of corpo-
rate strategy would. Kiechel recounts the generally accepted 
view that strategy, in a practical sense, emerged as a discipline 
and practice within the private sector as a result of its adop-
tion by the newly formed Boston Consulting Group (BCG) as the 
firm’s focus of operation and, in the form of consulting advice 
on the subject, its major product. Bruce D. Henderson, the 
founder of BCG, created the firm in 1963 as a strategic advisory 
business; a popularly recounted boardroom legend holds that 
Henderson, in the course of discussing the new firm’s potential 
markets with his partners, was told that strategy, as a service 
to be sold to customers, lacked definite scope, whereupon he 
replied, “That’s the beauty of it. We’ll define it.”38 Perhaps true to 
form, the firm—and the larger strategic consulting industry—
that Henderson founded did not produce a single definition 
of strategy. Henderson’s initial emphasis, however, was on 
relating the decisions made by the firms that were BCG’s clients 
to their competitors’ actions (most notably in the area of cost 
analysis), something that had not heretofore been done, and 
that had in fact been largely ignored by Chandler and Ansoff.39 

The involvement of a competitor’s actions in the concept 
of strategy broadens the scope of the concept considerably.  
Leading theorists who have considered this aspect include 
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Michael E. Porter and Kenichi Ohmae. The application of 
Porter’s work on competitive advantage will be discussed in the 
next chapter.40 Ohmae, meanwhile, envisions strategy solely in 
terms of beating the competition, noting that 

What business strategy is all about—what dist- 
inguishes it from all other kinds of business 
planning—is, in a word, competitive advantage. 
Without competitors there would be no need for 
strategy, for the sole purpose of strategic planning 
is to enable the company to gain, as efficiently as 
possible, a sustainable edge over its competitors. 
Corporate strategy thus implies an attempt to 
alter a company’s strength relative to that of its 
competitors in the most efficient way.41 

It is noteworthy that Ohmae is not simply discussing the way 
to achieve a company’s objectives, or a means of staying prof-
itable or breaking even, but rather a means of actively gaining 
a victory over the competition in a zero-sum game for market 
share. One can debate whether such a focus is productive for 
a firm; certainly, a respectable argument can be made that 
sustaining a competitive edge is one means to a firm’s ultimate 
end (which involves a bottom line) rather than an end in itself. 
That said, Ohmae is consistent with the theorists cited above, 
and with the general evolution of the concept, in identifying 
strategy as something that in its essence is created and employed 
in a competitive context. 

Perhaps the grandest attempt at a synthesis of all previ-
ously existing theoretical understandings of strategy is put 
forward by Lawrence Freedman in his magisterial recent work, 
Strategy: A History. Freedman’s emphasis on the role of adver-
sarial relationships—he uses the word “conflict” in its broader 
sense—imperfect information, and reaction to surrounding 
situational variables offers a broader understanding of strategy 
than the individual authors cited above, without contradicting 
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the overall picture formed by synthesizing their work. In Freed-
man’s words, 

A productive approach to strategy requires recog-
nizing its limits. . . . As strategy has become so 
ubiquitous, so that every forward-looking deci-
sion might be worthy of the term, it now risks 
meaninglessness, lacking any truly distinguishing 
feature. . . . [However], [i]t really only comes into 
play when elements of conflict are present. . . . 
[A]t moments of environmental instability, as 
latent conflict becomes actual, when real choices 
have to be made . . . something resembling a true 
strategy become[s] necessary. So what turns 
something that is not quite strategy into strategy 
is a sense of actual or imminent instability, a 
changing context that induces a sense of conflict. 
Strategy therefore starts with an existing state of 
affairs and only gains meaning by an awareness of 
how, for better or worse, it could be different. This 
view is quite different from those that assume 
strategy must be about reaching some prior 
objective. . . . This is why as a practical matter 
strategy is best understood modestly, as moving 
to the “next stage” rather than to a definitive and 
permanent conclusion.42

Freedman’s understanding of strategy is valid, and not entirely 
inconsistent with the elements just presented, insofar as it  
seems to require a fluid plan modified on the fly by a leader 
making decisions in pursuit of an objective while working 
against an adversary. The main point of disagreement appears 
to be that Freedman views strategy as a mental planning process 
that can exist with complete fluidity, with even ultimate ends 
changing as necessary. Contrary to Freedman’s view, this study 
adheres to the idea of strategy as the allocation of resources 
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towards a definite end, rather than mere reaction to circum-
stances—but it is clear that there is room for discussion on the 
merits of one conception or the other. 

The above-cited definition of strategy that is to be employed 
in this study—a plan of action and process of decision making 
for the allocation of resources in anticipation of a contin- 
gent event, orchestrating simultaneous and sequential engage-
ment, to achieve an organization objective, in the context 
of a contest with other organizations—is a synthesis of key 
elements of strategy across disciplines and contexts. Phillip 
Karber’s “Competitive Strategy” presentation, from which the 
majority of the definition derived, explicitly noted the transfer-
able nature of the principles of strategy in various contexts.43 
In effect, the definition attempts to account for the majority of 
the basic elements of strategy so far discussed. It recognizes 
that strategy, far from merely being about linking battles to a 
campaign objective, is ultimately a question of making resources 
do what they are supposed to do, first on paper as a plan and 
then in action as ongoing decision making. It also recognizes 
that strategy is most meaningful as a concept when there is an 
opponent who is making decisions of their own. 

Where differences exist, however, they must be accounted 
for. Although the definition used here describes strategy as 
a plan of action, this must be understood, per Mintzberg 
and others, as being continuously subject to modification as 
circumstances demand, not a rigid decision path determined in 
advance—for this reason, it is also understood as a process of 
decision making.44 Moreover, as will be shown, a strategy can 
be more or less coherent or consistent, especially when made by 
committee. To decide badly or inconsistently is still to decide. 
The larger point is that one thinks ahead and makes decisions 
based both on old plans and new information. Similarly, this 
definition does not adopt Ohmae’s seemingly extreme posi-
tion that the sole purpose of strategy is to gain an edge on one’s 
competitor. Rather, it should be understood as accepting that 
the final goal of strategy is whatever that strategy’s formulator 
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has set out to achieve while in competition with a rival organi-
zation, not competitive advantage for its own sake. 

It remains to say a little regarding locating this study’s 
usage of the term strategy within the range of uses to which it 
is commonly put. As noted above, this study does not address 
grand strategy in the sense of determining one’s place in the 
international system and allocating resources to account for 
the maintenance of that place. Rather, it concerns competitive 
strategy: strategy applied to a competition between states for 
regional hegemony once the decision to engage in competition 
has already been made.45 Although grand strategy can have 
relevance for competitive strategy, a distinction between these 
concepts is maintained here and is discussed in detail below. 

The Concept of Regional Hegemony
It is likewise necessary to discuss the concept of regional hege-
mony that is used in this study. As noted, it is the purpose of 
this study to analyze states’ competitive strategies in the hopes 
of understanding how they may play the game of international 
competition badly or well. Because strategy is understood as 
the process of applying specific means to the pursuit of specific 
ends, and because such ends are idiosyncratic, any analysis of 
strategy must seek principles that transcend specific instances. 
The case study considered here—involving Great Britain’s 
competition with Germany for dominance of the North Sea 
prior to World War I—attempts to analyze first the degree to 
which the principal players achieved their goals and then the 
broader lessons for competitive strategy and the analysis of it 
that may be drawn from such understanding. However, because 
it is argued here (as will be discussed in more detail in the next 
chapter) that states competing for regional hegemony, as Great 
Britain was with its strategic rivals in each of the cases cited, 
must adopt asymmetric strategies—the one playing a long game 
and the other forcing a short one—the concept of regional hege-
mony deserves some discussion here. 
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The concept of hegemony in the international realm is a 
contested one in international relations theory, with multiple 
definitions having been advanced. The most conservative type 
of definition is probably that offered by certain adherents of the 
realist school, with that of John J. Mearsheimer being the most 
prominent. As characterized by Mearsheimer, 

A hegemon is a state that is so powerful that it 
dominates all the other states in the system. No 
other state has the military wherewithal to put up 
a serious fight against it. In essence, a hegemon is 
the only great power in the system. . . . The best 
outcome a great power can hope for [Mearsheimer 
does not believe global hegemony is possible as 
defined] is to be a regional hegemon and possibly 
control another region that is nearby.46 

However, other schools of thought (even within the realist 
sphere) note that hegemony has a social and moral, as well as 
physical, component to it: a hegemon is, as the word suggests, 
a leader, possessing not just a preponderance of capability 
but also the influence that comes with it. For the hegemonic 
stability realist Robert Gilpin, echoing E. H. Carr, although 
hegemony constitutes possession of a predominance of power, 
“prestige” is more important than power, since a state’s repu-
tation for enforcing its will preclude a constant need for it to 
do so.47 Further down the spectrum, long-cycle theorists such 
as Karen Rasler and William Thompson understand “global 
leadership”—they prefer this term over its Greek equivalent—
or “world power” status to combine concentrated hard power 
(they cite “global reach capability”) with an element of social 
consent to the system’s norms. In particular, the leader’s hard 
power “then enable[s] the world power to develop policies and 
rules for the management of the world’s economy.”48 Perhaps 
the best articulation of hegemony as a concept involving more 
than mere possession of disproportionate capability is that of 
Torbjørn L. Knutsen: 
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And a hegemon is more than a great power. To 
be hegemonic means to possess the authority of 
command. It includes a notion of primacy based 
on a component of just and legitimate leadership. 
Preeminence in wealth and force is a necessary but 
not a sufficient precondition of hegemony. Hege-
mony involves preeminence which is sustained 
by a shared understanding among social actors 
of the values, norms, rules, and laws of political 
interaction, of the patterns of authority and the 
allocation of status and prestige, responsibilities 
and privileges.49

For the purposes of this study, regional hegemony is understood 
in the latter sense of hard power plus influence.50 It is to be 
understood as the possession of a predominance of deploy-
able military capability within a geographic region (and the 
economic capability to back it), along with the political influence 
that comes with that dominance. It also provides a conceptual 
understanding of the type of similar situations to which the 
framework offered here may be applied. 

The term power is a similarly loaded word. It is defined 
in fairly precise terms for these purposes as productive  
and destructive capability (classically known as hard power). 
However, other definitions are possible, and they deserve some 
discussion here. Classically, the great divergence in the under-
standing of power in world affairs has been between those 
who regarded it as synonymous with influence (reducing to a 
near-tautology the argument that power is the determinant of a 
state’s status in the global system) and those who regarded it as 
describing the ability to destroy and create (as, one might say, 
to buy things and break things).51 The former is said to create 
epistemological problems, since influence on outcomes seems 
only to be demonstrable after it occurs, following which it 
remains unclear whether it can be exercised again.52 The latter 
mostly eschews such problems but does not account for the full 
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range of a state’s capabilities. For convenience’s sake, control 
over outcomes is understood in this study as influence, whereas 
material capability is understood as power. This will not solve all 
the problems associated with these definitions, but it will hope-
fully allow for some clarity of terminology. 

It is also necessary to admit that the concept of regional 
hegemony as it is employed here is atypical in a sense: it need 
not necessarily apply only to regional powers. In the case 
studied here, the Dreadnought Race, while the region in ques-
tion—the North Sea and its littoral environs—can be delineated 
explicitly, one of the two competitors for it, Great Britain, was 
very much a global power as well as the regionally dominant 
one. How regional dominance pertains to a global hierarchy of 
great powers is a complicated subject: a power can be a global 
hegemon or global leader—in the understanding of a theo-
retical framework such as Robert Gilpin’s hegemonic stability 
theory, or the leadership long-cycle theory of George Modelski, 
Karen Rasler, and William Thompson—and yet remain weak 
in a given region, perhaps even to the point of having to defer 
to that region’s hegemon. An obvious example of this that is 
conceded in these theoretical arguments is the Cold War, in 
which the globally dominant United States nevertheless was 
forced (however grudgingly) to acknowledge Soviet primacy in 
Eastern Europe most of the time. Long-cycle theory in partic-
ular acknowledges this through its emphasis on control of the 
global commons—and not land—as the determinant of global 
leadership (what others would call global hegemony). 

Students of power transition (and the circumstances under 
which it can drive conflict), and based on the power transition 
theory of A. F. K. Organski, implicitly acknowledge this paradox, 
particularly when they study the likelihood of war under subor-
dinate powers who may find themselves in conflict over primacy 
in a region.53 Douglas Lemke, in particular, has applied power 
transition theory at the subordinate power level, which neces-
sarily involves competition for regional primacy even if one is 
not the top state in the system overall, and therefore implies 
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that such primacy has significance of its own independently 
of an overarching power’s control.54 Conversely, the refusal to 
incorporate this paradox into the concept of hegemony leads 
John Mearsheimer to the position that there has never been  
a global hegemon, only regional ones. This study finds the 
latter position oversimplistic and unsatisfactory, and prefers to 
acknowledge that global leaders (and others) can indeed never-
theless be required to compete for control of a given region (as 
Great Britain did in the case demonstrated here)—but even if 
one prefers this framing, the framework for strategic analysis 
that this study offers can be applied to regional competition 
among powers all the same.55 

Of note, perhaps, is the related concept of a sphere of influ-
ence, which is virtually coterminous with the concept of regional 
hegemony, as it implies an area over which a great power has 
military and diplomatic preeminence. If only for reasons of 
brevity, the phrase competition for regional hegemony is preferred 
here to competition for an exclusive sphere of influence or some-
thing similar. But it should be noted that the term is valid as a 
means of describing what is sought in the competitions that this 
framework is meant to study.56

Notwithstanding the general notion that regional hege-
mony was the prize of competition in the case reviewed in this 
study, the competing powers in question had specific outcomes 
in mind in the course of the competition, and their success or 
failure in achieving these outcomes must be the final test of their 
strategies, and the same is true in similar cases. The possession 
or search for regional hegemony therefore defines the scope of 
the type of competition studied here, but should not be assumed 
to define its exact nature and structure. The latter requires a 
detailed analysis of the competition itself, which is provided 
here in the case under examination and which will compose a 
key aspect of the framework that this book develops. 
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The State of Theory: Absence of a Practitioner’s Perspective
It is here that we can see the importance of these concepts 
—strategy in particular—for the international relations theo-
retical discipline. The general focus of international relations 
theory as it relates to adversarial relationships among states 
tends to be on the reasons for which states compete, or the 
reasons for which they take specific actions during competi-
tion. Realists concern themselves frequently with questions 
such as how competitive relationships among states can lead 
to certain outcomes, such as open warfare and balancing alli-
ances.57 Neoliberal institutionalists often discuss the means 
by which states may avoid competing for security through the 
establishment of institutions and the feasibility of doing so in 
general or specific contexts.58 Constructivists, broadly, argue 
that competition is the result of interacting worldviews and 
seek to understand how this happens.59 

To analyze the strategy of states competing for regional 
hegemony, however, it is necessary to assume a subjective, 
actor’s-eye point of view rather than the objective point of 
view usually offered by theory. While an outside observer 
might wish to know how two states became adversaries, the 
participants might wish to know how to make the best of the 
situation—or even who, if either, is likely to prevail, based on 
what has happened so far and what resources and options exist. 
Whereas theory, in its many forms, usually attempts to answer 
the question of why states compete, to discuss the strategy of 
such competition, one must address the question of how a state 
may compete.60 

Relatively little has been done regarding the ways in which 
states may fare better or worse once they have become locked 
in competition with another state for hegemony within a given 
area, or even on how to define success or failure while the game 
is in process. The great exception is the literature of grand 
strategy, which is discussed below, and which, though often 
lumped together with realism, is tied only tangentially to the 
broad disciplinary theories of international relations. 
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A key component of such analysis is being able to see costs 
and benefits in real time, so as to understand the impact of delib-
erations and decisions and, by such means, analyze strategy. In 
particular, realism, despite its focus on rational decision making 
and security competition, contains gaps regarding just exactly 
how cost-benefit analysis in such competition may be done. 
Although realists typically regard power as either the thing that 
states seek or the means by which they seek it—or both—it is 
incomplete to point out that states must seek power (or secu-
rity, or any other singular goal) and yet offer no analysis of how 
they may succeed or fail in acquiring it.61 This book intends to 
fill some of this gap. 

In fact, the problem of assessing success or failure in compe-
tition has led to a rethinking of realist assumptions in recent 
decades, including some key observations that are relevant to 
this study. In effect, there has been a convergence of theories 
through synthesis. In a perceptive and confrontational article 
appearing in International Security in 1999, Jeffrey W. Legro and 
Andrew M. Moravcsik argued that realism had become defined 
in such a way as to encompass virtually all possible theories in 
the discipline, having shied away from its original deterministic 
tenets regarding the immutability of state preferences and the 
need for policies to address fixed needs. In particular, they noted 
that realists were increasingly willing to accept a wide range of 
goals as being the principal objectives of states—goals ranging 
from mere survival, to acquiring power, to dominance of the 
system.62 While the proper definition of theoretical schools is 
not the topic of discussion here, the general point regarding 
the apparent confusion of theorists as to what it is that states 
are supposed to be seeking is highly relevant. The fact is that 
states have options regarding what they seek and how they 
seek it, and their choices among those options are not without 
consequences, nor are those consequences uniform at all times. 
Such choices, when combined with the allocation of resources 
in pursuit of them, constitute strategy, and they can be studied 
as such. In fact, as Peter D. Feaver et al. noted in response to 
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Jeffrey W. Legro and Andrew Moravcsik’s arguments, a major 
lacuna in realist theory is understanding of the ways in which 
the international system “punishes” states that do not optimally 
use resources, implying both that states face strategic choices 
and that the implications of this are not fully understood.63 
This is particularly true, Feaver notes, when a state has not yet 
“lost”—when it has not suffered a catastrophic military defeat 
or similar calamity.64 In this sense, the Reagan quotation from 
which this book takes its title is of particular relevance: when 
competition is ongoing and seemingly without end (a race with 
no finish line), it is difficult to tell (at least based on theory as it 
currently stands) if one is playing badly or well.

What applies to realism applies a fortiori to neoliberalism 
and constructivism. Neoliberal theorists have occasionally 
attempted to explain the strategic rationale for states’ joining 
or forming international compacts. G. John Ikenberry in partic-
ular has argued that dominant states benefit from sacrificing 
short-term gains in order to form institutions that lock other 
actors into foreseeable and favorable behavior patterns.65 These 
insights, while interesting and valuable, nevertheless do not 
address the question of how states can behave in a competitive, 
vice cooperative, environment, since the focus of neoliberal 
theory is on obviating at least part of the need for competition 
through the formation of institutions. They also skirt the ques-
tion of how to quantify costs and benefits, and what a state with 
a specific set of competitive goals should do to achieve them in 
an institutional framework.66 

As noted, constructivism has largely avoided the question 
of how to analyze competition by treating it as irrelevant, or at 
least beneath serious theoretical analysis. If what is important 
for study is the (essentially unpredictable) intersubjective 
construction of the international system, states’ interests, and 
international norms, then detailed analysis of the options facing 
states in a competitive environment and the likely consequences 
of choosing any particular option is either impossible or unde-
sirable. It is impossible if the system and its constituent actors 



Chapter One

42

are too fluid to be subjected to analysis on the basis of material 
costs and benefits, and it is undesirable because (particularly 
when constructivism crosses over into critical approaches) 
it can be seen to be powerful enough to create a self-fulfilling 
prophecy.67 

It would be remiss at this point not to mention a major 
subdiscipline that would seem to offer a way forward on this 
issue, namely, foreign policy analysis. Foreign policy analysis 
as a subdiscipline is concerned with both the causes and effects 
of foreign policy—both the influences that drive it and what it 
achieves. Even this subdiscipline, however, is mostly concerned 
with causes of phenomena rather than options, sometimes over 
the lamentation of its participants. The primary focus of foreign 
policy analysis has been and remains the factors that drive 
states’ foreign policies, rather than whether there are lessons to 
be drawn from them.68 

To summarize, it is important to discuss exactly what is 
and is not being attempted here. International relations theory 
is widely cognizant of the importance of strategy to states in 
the international system—strategy being defined here merely 
as the choice of options for allocating state resources. However, 
the subject of competitive strategy as defined above—the allo-
cation of resources in the context of an ongoing competitive 
relationship with another state—is less well-discussed. Most 
notably, it is useless to discuss strategy unless there exists some 
framework for assessing its results. Metrics for cost-benefit 
analysis as it is used in foreign policy are in fact rather difficult 
to come by. To date, there does not exist within the theoretical 
literature a detailed analysis of how such a state can assess its 
performance in a competitive relationship with other states or 
what a state’s options are once it has become locked into said 
competition. 

Indeed, the emphasis of existing theory appears to preclude 
such study. A theory that seeks to argue that states’ actions 
are determined by a given set of factors—be they security 
imperatives, domestic politics or regime structure, subjective 
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construction of the other, trading relationships, the demands 
of binding institution, or any similar driving force—or other-
wise to explain why states act a certain way, will by its very 
nature seek to argue that a given set of choices by a given state 
is in some sense foreordained, without necessarily seeking to 
analyze what options states have available to them.69 

Put differently, and to draw an analogy, the bulk of existing 
international relations theory may be considered (as noted) 
to be analogous to economic theory, with both seeking expla-
nations within a complex social system for observed social 
phenomena. Economic theory has an engineering analog in 
business and management literature, which seeks to instruct 
practitioners within the economic realm—the leaders of firms, 
their investors, and similarly interested parties—in how to 
apply the insights gained from theory to solve their problems 
(the same can be said of finance). A similar situation prevails in 
the military realm: military history and war studies literature 
analyzes military phenomena from history to the present, while 
strategic literature exists to instruct military leaders in how 
to apply the lessons of pure theory to the serious business of 
warfare. By contrast, no analogous literature currently exists at 
the political level for the study of international relation—apart 
from classic works such as Niccolò Machiavelli’s The Prince, very 
little has been done to suggest a systematic means of applying 
the lessons of theory to political decisions, far less to a specific 
type of decision making on a specific type of problem such as 
the strategy of international security competition.70 

A Contrast: The Limitations of Grand Strategy
The major focus of what literature exists on strategy in inter-
national relations literature is on grand strategy. As previously 
noted, it is important to contrast what is being attempted here 
with the considerable literature on grand strategy currently 
extant. As discussed previously, the term grand strategy in fact 
has two nearly opposite meanings as it is generally used in 
this context. On occasion, as noted, it is a subgenre of military 
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strategic literature, focused on the question of how to allocate 
military resources in order to win a war. In that sense, it has the 
same relevance as the military literature just discussed. 

However, it is in its other incarnation that grand strategy 
is of greater relevance. The term can often be used to describe 
the overall allocation of resources by a state in its national 
security policy, in peace or war. Paul Kennedy’s The Rise and 
Fall of the Great Powers: Economic Change and Military Conflict 
from 1500 to 2000 is considered a classic of the genre. Kennedy, 
like Karen Rasler and William Thompson, who include and 
partially critique his insights in their discussion of the rise and 
fall of global leaders, is concerned principally with the ways in 
which great powers—highly influential states—can increase or 
decrease their position within the international hierarchy.71 As 
interesting as these insights are, they do not address resource 
allocation when in direct competition for control of a specific 
region. 

Edward Luttwak comes closer in his understanding of grand 
strategy to this study’s usage of the term competitive strategy, 
in that he understands it applies to situations where states are 
in some kind of potentially military enmity. He writes, 

We may note incidentally that one way of evalu-
ating the state of global politics on some normative 
index of progress is to examine how many of its 
relationships are significantly strategical. To be 
sure, grand strategy also exists outside interna-
tional politics, for it includes the highest level of 
interaction between any parties capable of using 
force against each other.72 

As promising as this analysis is, Luttwak does not take it in 
the direction offered here, toward a total appraisal of a state’s 
resource allocation while competing for regional hegemony. 

Robert J. Art, in his book A Grand Strategy for America, 
describes developing a grand strategy as first involving deter-
mining what the United States’ interests are before proceeding 
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through an analysis of challenges those interests face and 
possible strategies to safeguard them.73 Other theorists have 
followed a similar pattern of analysis. The former U.S. national 
security advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski offers a review of U.S. 
global priorities in his book, Strategic Vision: America and the 
Crisis of Global Power, but he neither addresses the concrete 
steps that the United States (or anyone else) would take in the 
course of a full-fledged competition with another great power, 
nor speaks to a means of analyzing whether the competition 
was going well or badly.74 Whatever the particulars, there is 
consequently a near-comprehensive tendency among geostrat-
egists and grand strategists to view strategy as mere policy—the 
setting of goals—rather than as a plan that allocates resources 
and is implemented in real time. This has begun to change: 
recently the topic of grand strategy in this context—the allo-
cation of resources and priorities by a state in the international 
realm—has been heavily analyzed, most notably in treatments 
by Nina Silove and Rebecca Lissner, with Lissner in particular 
describing it as a “conceptual minefield.”75 Hal Brands, in turn, 
despairs of a precise definition: “The fact that there are so many 
competing conceptions of grand strategy should probably tell 
us that the concept is subjective and ambiguous enough that 
it defies any singular definition. The best an analyst can do is 
offer a definition that is, in the strategic theorist Colin Gray’s 
phrasing, ‘right enough’.”76 But while these authors acknowl-
edge interest in grand strategy as something more detailed and 
comprehensive than mere policy, it is rarely (if ever) discussed 
how this is done. 

In any case, competitive strategy, as noted, must be under-
stood as the strategy of a state engaged in an already determined 
competition, not the overall strategy of a state that (in theory) 
prior to that strategy’s conception was agnostic about its place 
in the world and where, if anywhere, to compete for anything. 
It is nonetheless interesting to note that Art views grand 
strategy defensively, as a means of “protecting” interests rather 
than advancing them or accomplishing goals.77 In the context of 
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this study, competitive goals may be affirmative (needing to be 
accomplished) as well as negative (involving safeguarding the 
status quo). Indeed, as will be discussed in the next chapter, a  
key difference between two states engaged in the type of compe-
tition for regional hegemony under study here is the asymmetric 
nature of their goals, one having an affirmative goal to accom-
plish, the other needing only to frustrate its competitor.

To conclude, and to reiterate, grand strategy, except when 
used in a purely military context, normally concerns decisions 
regarding what role one will seek in the international system 
and how one will seek it. In contrast, this study merely offers a 
framework for evaluating the decisions and resource allocation 
of states that already have a defined role in the system and have 
already chosen to compete for hegemony within a given region, 
along with what that hegemony entails.78 

Going Forward
This study, through an analysis of an historical case, will show 
that states engaged in competition for regional hegemony face 
strategic choices, that these choices have consequences, that 
such choices can be rigorously analyzed, and that general stra-
tegic lessons can be drawn for states facing similar competitive 
scenarios in the future. In short, the approach suggested here, 
while employing the insights offered by existing theory, seeks 
to augment that theory through a different approach. Assump-
tions implicit in this approach include the following: 

•	 Notwithstanding the question of to what extent systemic 
structure rewards and punishes states’ actions, states 
within the international system possess something like 
free will; they are capable of making decisions that are 
either to their detriment or benefit, according to some 
definition of each. They do not always “play” optimally 
and can make mistakes in pursuit of their goals; interna-
tional competition does not occur in an “efficient market.” 

•	 It should be possible to assess whether states succeed 
or fail according to the goals they themselves choose to 
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pursue, in the context of the international social system 
in which they operate. 

•	 It should be possible, given a set of competitive goals, to 
understand how a state’s actions lead to success or failure 
along these lines, and therefore what actions it should 
pursue or avoid in the course of competition to achieve 
its goals. 

•	 It should be possible to model what states give up in both 
concrete and opportunity costs in pursuit of a given set 
of goals, and in so doing to assess the net impact of their 
decisions. 

It is from these assumptions that this study will proceed. From 
here, now that terms have been explained and the differences 
between this study’s approach and the existing theoretical liter-
ature have been examined, it becomes necessary to spell out 
this study’s approach in detail. Synthesizing those insights of 
the theoretical literature on strategy that are of particular rele-
vance to competition for regional hegemony, and laying out a 
structure for the examination of cases of such competition, are 
the subjects of the next chapter. 
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Chapter Two
Some Principles  

of Competitive Strategy
There are those who say: “I am a farmer,” or, “I am 
a student;” “I can discuss literature but not military 
arts.” This is incorrect. There is no profound difference 
between the farmer and the soldier. You must have 
courage. You simply leave your farms and become sol-
diers. That you are farmers is of no difference, and if 
you have education, that is so much the better. When 
you take your arms in hand, you become soldiers; 
when you are organized, you become military units.

~ Mao Zedong1

How, then, should one think about the strategy of regional 
great power competition? What should one look at when 

trying to understand it? When one wants to know who is win-
ning, what does one examine, and how does one know? It is to 
these questions this study can now turn. 

To generate a framework for inquiry, this chapter now 
offers a discussion of the nature of strategy as it applies to 
regional great power competition and synthesizes the insights 
of a number of key strategic theorists that are of direct rele-
vance to it. To that end, it will first clarify what is meant by 
strategy and strategic decision making when these terms apply 
to states. It will then synthesize the relevant strategic insights 
as they apply to the various components of the definition of 
strategy being used here. 
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Strategic Decision Making as Applied to States
When applying the lessons and concepts introduced in the last 
chapter, it is important to specify precisely what is meant by 
strategy in the context of competition for regional hegemony. 
Given the definition employed previously, a strategy would 
appear to be a product of human mental processes, implying 
both a cohesive set of decisions (such as plans of action) and 
someone to make them. In practice, as is obvious, it is more 
difficult to speak of such things in the context of the interna-
tional realm, first because states are not individual human 
beings and therefore in one sense do not perceive and decide as 
unitary actors, and second because even to the extent that they 
do, they are unlikely to commit to a single set of decisions over 
time (unless, perhaps, they are led by dictators with unusual 
levels both of latitude in decision making and of consistency in 
thought and action). States also are unlikely to publicize their 
exact plans with any great specificity, notwithstanding the 
proliferation of published “national security strategies” in the 
democratic Western world.2 It is worthwhile, then, to consider 
in what sense it is proper to speak of strategy in this context. 

The problem of agency at the state level of international 
relations is much discussed in the existing literature and needs 
only a cursory recapitulation here. Briefly, although dominant 
schools of thought in international relations theory (realism 
and institutionalism, most notably) conceive of states’ actions as 
being forced on them by the system, there is a considerable body 
of literature that treat states’ actions as the product of specific 
internal processes. This study takes for granted that states have 
choices to make (whether this truly constitutes agency may be 
debated elsewhere); it remains to be specified what this means 
for the concept of strategy. 

That states are rarely, if ever, internally unified in their 
foreign policy decision making is manifestly clear, and a vast 
literature exists attempting to parse to what extent the various 
components of a state influence policy, and how. In Robert 
Gilpin’s formulation, the state is a “coalition of coalitions,” 
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and its interests are in effect the sum of the interests of its 
constituents—understanding states’ objectives and interests is 
therefore a matter of knowing how priorities are apportioned 
among their members, although certain constants regarding 
security and control over the world economy may be observed 
across history.3 Robert O. Keohane and Joseph S. Nye Jr. revolu-
tionized the discipline of international relations by noting that 
because of the various interests that compose a state, there is 
not always a clear hierarchy of policy priorities.4 Other theorists 
have shown, or attempted to show, the ways in which regime 
type plays a role in states’ policy choices, as for example in Jack 
Snyder’s work regarding war-prone nascent democracies and 
in the arguments underpinning the democratic peace thesis.5 

But while it is clear that states’ internal processes can be 
shown to influence policy in various ways, this complicates 
rather than simplifies the question of how a state may engage 
in strategy, since at any given time a multitude of actors within 
a state may be trying to push policy in one direction or another 
for one reason or another. Graham T. Allison Jr. famously 
showed that the level at which one analyzes a state’s behavior 
impacts how one analyzes its decisions: in the case of the Cuban 
Missile Crisis, the actions of the key players at various times can 
be explained in one way by assuming that the state is a unitary 
rational actor, in another by analyzing the internal processes of 
its bureaucracy, and in another still by examining the conflicts 
of interests of key internal decision makers. Individuals’ actions 
make sense in light of their psychology and can in some sense 
be understood; collective actions appear differently depending 
on what factors one considers. What is “rational” in one sense is 
just happenstance, a product of internally aligned interests and 
prejudices, in another.6 Since strategy is understood as a set of 
decisions, it is pertinent to ask in the case of a state whose deci-
sions they are, and how in fact they are made. 

The matter appears not to be helped very much by the tradi-
tional conception, within military and business strategy, of a 
unified leadership. For military strategists since Sun Tzu, the 
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general is the final authority—Sun Tzu famously argues that the 
field commander must be allowed discretion not only by subor-
dinates but even by the sovereign he serves, since meddling 
from the top can only interfere with effective planning.7 Carl 
von Clausewitz, with his emphasis on war as an instrument 
of policy, in principle disagrees, though this merely shifts the 
final decision a level up the chain of command. It may be note-
worthy that Clausewitz’s admirers in subsequent generations 
often forgot this aspect of his philosophy, though, as noted 
above, within the realm with which he is chiefly concerned, 
namely military strategy, Clausewitz is in agreement with the 
concept of the organization leader as strategist.8 Business strat-
egists repeatedly note that the individual with the final say on 
strategy—the only true strategist—is the organization leader.9 
The concept of a single executive making decisions is perhaps 
appropriate in simple and highly hierarchical organizations, 
but it appears too simplistic for an organization as large and 
complex as a state. 

However, in the final analysis, it is indeed possible to repro- 
duce this conception where states are concerned. States’  
decisions are, in the end, articulated by decision makers  
who, although beholden to innumerable domestic interests and 
possessed of their own priorities, nevertheless can be counted 
on to articulate, either publicly to their constituents or privately 
to their subordinates and colleagues, what they intend to do and 
what they claim to want to accomplish by doing it. Although in 
one sense it may be true that individual decision makers are 
motivated by many factors and may hide their true motiva-
tions, for purposes of understanding a state’s strategy, decision 
makers’ motivations and private intentions may be seen as 
irrelevant. If a decision maker outlines a course of action and 
then proceeds to execute it, explaining a rationale for it in the 
process, that set of plans and stated intentions may be analyzed 
as a strategy, whether or not the decision maker had something 
else in mind at the moment it was articulated.10 
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Similarly, the fact that a state, during a long period of time, 
may not articulate (even behind closed doors) a comprehen-
sive plan of action, much less any of the other components of 
strategy as defined above, should not be seen as an argument 
that states do not have strategies or that these cannot be under-
stood. It should be possible, based on the stated intentions of 
political leaders and the subsequent actions of their states, to 
piece together what their states were trying to do and when, 
even if, as the case may be, their strategies may seem quite 
incoherent as a result. The mere fact that a state may have a bad 
strategy—or hardly any at all—is no reason not to analyze its 
strategy; far from it, the lack of a coherent strategy may in a 
given case constitute a strategic lesson on its own. It remains 
to be seen, however, in what way a state’s competitive strategy 
may be understood. For this, the concept of strategy must be 
analyzed. 

The Elements of Strategy
The exact nature of competitive strategy, and its component 
elements, can now be addressed. What follows is a detailed 
summation of the applicability of existing strategic literature 
to the essential components of competitive strategy. The defi-
nition of competitive strategy given above is therefore broken 
into its individual parts for detailed analysis. Each piece of anal-
ysis serves as a portion of an analytical framework that is tested 
in the following chapters against historic cases of competition 
for regional hegemony. 

A Plan of Action and Process of Decision Making
A strategy is, first and foremost, a plan, albeit a flexible and 
intuitive one. Although, as noted above, a strategy need not be 
thought of as a predetermined set of decisions to be executed 
rigorously, and may instead be understood as a consistent set of 
preferences in decision making over time, in general, whether 
organized in advance or improvised on the run, it must be 
understood as planning actions several steps ahead. As Colin 
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S. Gray notes (and as mentioned in the preceding chapter), the 
“strategy bridge” involves neither the choice of a goal nor the 
presence of some means, but the “bridge” between them—the 
detailed plan of action that explains how one will use one’s 
resources to move from point A (the starting point) to point 
B (the desired objective). The impetus behind such a plan, the 
choice of a specific goal to drive strategy, can be described in the 
words of business strategists Gary P. Hamel and C. K. Prahalad 
as “strategic intent.”11

The idea of strategic intent is as old as Sun Tzu, and as 
primordial. As the ancient strategist would have it, 

The first of [the “five fundamental factors” of 
warfare] is moral influence [the tao] . . . the fifth, 
doctrine. . . . By moral influence I mean that which 
causes the people to be in harmony with their 
leaders, so that they will accompany them in life 
and unto death without fear of mortal peril. . . . 
By doctrine I mean organization, control, assign-
ment of appropriate ranks to officers, regulation 
of supply routes, and the provision of principal 
items. . . . If you say which ruler possesses moral 
influence . . . in which regulations and instruc-
tions are better carried out. . . . I will be able to 
forecast which side will be victorious and which 
defeated.12 

Later he would claim, “Thus a victorious army wins its victories 
before seeking battle; an army destined to defeat fights in the 
hope of winning.”13 In this instance, careful preparation obvi-
ates uncertainty and ensures victory. Stripped of the military 
specifics, Sun Tzu’s understanding of strategy therefore boils 
down to the following: the successful commander must have an 
inspiring vision (the tao) that can mobilize their followers, and 
must then unify the organization around that vision, adapting 
their policies to these intentions. 
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The specific phrase strategic intent as a description of this 
concept was coined by Hamel and Prahalad in 1994 in their  
book, Competing for the Future, in which they advanced the thesis 
that firms’ market performance ultimately depends on their 
leaders’ vision rather than mere short-term efficiency. In effect, 
Hamel and Prahalad’s thesis, expanded on in several articles, 
can be understood as arguing that the most dramatic strategic 
gains a firm may obtain are the ones that cannot be inferred or 
foreseen from its current assets and strategic position; they are 
instead an outgrowth of the implementation of a new concept 
or vision. Basing one’s decision making solely on an analysis of 
already existing factors invites stagnation and, in the long run, 
surrenders necessary initiative.14 “Competing for the future” 
effectively involves changing an existing game through a new 
set of goals and direction.15 Strategic intent is therefore best 
understood as an intense focus on a goal deemed worthwhile—
an implementable concept that can shape one’s future so that 
the future does not shape oneself instead. 

Along this line, Hamel and Prahalad highlight the concept 
of “stretch” in their 1993 Harvard Business Review article, “Strat- 
egy as Stretch and Leverage,” in which they describe an inter-
esting strategic paradox for corporate strategy: businesses 
that dramatically lose market share to challengers often have 
dramatically more resources at their disposal than their chal-
lengers. Stretch is literally the gap between one’s aspirations 
and what is known to be possible given one’s current resources. 
Counterintuitively, Hamel and Prahalad argue that stretch is 
actually necessary to avoid the stagnation and loss of initiative 
they see as limiting one’s long-term prospects.16 

Indeed, the competition involved between an organiza-
tion that is pursuing stretch and one that is not or cannot is 
inherently asymmetric. Hamel and Prahalad posit, as archetyp-
ical examples, a hypothetical industry leader, “alpha,” and an 
industry underdog, “beta.” Alpha, defending the status quo, is 
concerned with using existing resources according to existing 
processes and views strategy as simply a matter of attrition, 
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outlasting its competitor while doing what it has always been 
doing. “ ‘Where do you go,’ alpha’s managers ask themselves, 
‘when you’re already number one?’ ”17 The answer of course, is 
nowhere—one can only maintain one’s position at the top. 

Beta, by contrast, is creative. It cannot win the competition 
by adopting alpha’s processes; indeed, by alpha’s reckoning, with 
the resources that it has, it cannot win at all. Yet, beta engages 
in what Hamel and Prahalad refer to as stretch—dreaming big 
and then finding resources it previously did not have to achieve 
its intended goal of unseating alpha. In finding such resources, 
it cannot count on obtaining more of what alpha has; it must 
instead take what the British military theorist B. H. Liddell Hart 
referred to as the “indirect approach,” avoiding confrontation 
in favor of finding a weak spot: 

Beta, on the other hand, is likely to adopt the 
tactics of guerrilla warfare in hopes of exploiting 
the orthodoxies of its more powerful enemy. It 
will search for undefended niches rather than 
confront its competitor in well-defended market 
segments. It will focus investments on a rela-
tively small number of core competencies where 
management feels it has the potential to become a 
world leader.18

In other words, having decided to exceed conventional expec-
tations of its capabilities in pursuit of a goal, beta, the weak 
challenger, must find efficiencies and force a decision—focusing 
its limited resources on only those options likely to produce the 
highest payoff and employing ingenuity to stretch the limits of 
its capabilities. 

Although it does not appear to follow that alpha will neces-
sarily waste resources, Hamel and Prahalad suggest that there 
is a powerful psychological incentive for alpha’s managers to do 
so. Locked into a conventional mindset, suffering from organi-
zational inertia, possessed of inhibited morale on account of 
its inability to progress further, and sustained by a belief in its 
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own superiority, alpha’s natural state is one of lethargy—doing 
the same thing today that it did yesterday, and not bothering 
to coordinate its operations except to some limited extent.19 By 
definition, to unseat alpha, beta must use resources more effi-
ciently and more creatively, finding opportunities that neither 
party previously knew existed. Therefore, by definition, beta 
needs a strategy to force a decision; alpha can make do without 
one for some time, until the threat from its rising competitor 
can no longer be ignored. 

As will be shown, there is a direct comparison here to 
competition for regional hegemony of the type engaged in by 
Britain and its challengers during the Dreadnought Race. The 
sitting hegemon is in an identical position to the industry 
leader, concerned with maintaining its position since it cannot 
go anywhere but down. The challenger is aspirant, seeking to 
dislodge the hegemon by employing the limited resources at 
its disposal. Mutatis mutandis, the same analysis can apply: the 
challenger, with limited means and beginning from a weaker 
position, must mobilize effectively behind the goal of unseating 
its rival, while the sitting hegemon is in danger of strategic 
drift, with little to aspire to and powerful internal incentives to 
ignore the challenger’s focused opposition. 

The sitting hegemon must play a long game, setting a 
goal of maintaining its superior position and mobilizing its 
resources toward that goal, wearing down the challenger over 
time and, by so doing, seeking to win the “race with no finish 
line.” The way to do so, as noted in the preceding chapters, is 
to persuade the challenger to quit the race, by convincing them 
through practice that its challenge is hopeless. By contrast, the 
challenger, behaving as “beta,” must be proactive, focusing 
its limited resources on obtaining the capabilities it needs 
to unseat its rival. The point is echoed by the business strate-
gist Kenichi Ohmae, whose concept of “foresighted decision 
making” requires that, “of the many strategic options open to 
the business, only a few may be chosen. . . . By concentrating 
more resources in support of fewer options, the company gains 
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a bigger edge over its competitors.”20 Moreover, the challenger 
must force a decision, since neither the status quo nor a long 
game of attrition ultimately favors the incumbent’s opponent. 
Even if the sitting hegemon eventually quits the race, the chal-
lenger is likely to have to force a crisis to obtain this result; it 
cannot assume that the sitting hegemon’s retrenchment will 
occur automatically. Conversely, the sitting hegemon may, like 
an industry champion, experience a tendency toward avoiding 
strategic decision making. Until its position is threatened by a 
challenger, it may focus its resources on indulging other priori-
ties than maintaining its position. 

It is here that more international political analysis may be 
incorporated. As noted in the preceding chapter, with regard 
to international rivalry broadly, the question of how to termi-
nate competition has been addressed recently by Karen Rasler, 
William R. Thompson, and Sumit Ganguly in their study of 
international rivalries, How Rivalries End. The authors argue 
that a combination of factors influences the end of such rivalry. 
Changes in “expectations”—specifically, the expectation of 
military attack—are necessary; the authors also argue that 
“shocks”—unexpected events that offer impetus for changes 
in policy—as well as “policy entrepreneurs”—leaders who 
seek a change in the status quo—and potential involvement by 
outside powers can all contribute. They contend, however, that 
the major contribution to the end of rivalry comes from “recip-
rocation”—the willingness of the adversary to signal a similar 
willingness to drop the rivalry.21 

This does not have to be the only way in which a “finish 
line” can be created. One very viable alternative is simply 
warfare. Although this study is not about war per se, the frame-
work offered here does not preclude the possibility of war as 
a final step after the competition has played out, provided it 
is accounted for by beta when seeking an outcome. Equally, 
collapse, bankruptcy, or other abandonment on alpha’s part can 
constitute a finish line. Whatever the finish line consists of, it 
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is incumbent on beta to produce one; equally, alpha will try to 
prevent this from happening (until beta is forced to quit). 

The implications of a lack of a strategy are worth discussing. 
The need for strategic planning appears obvious in theory, but it 
is less so in practice. In fact, since planning amounts to a decrease 
in entropy, it requires some effort—and therefore some impetus 
to make that effort seem worthwhile—to begin it. The natural 
state of a reasonably secure competitive organization is, in 
fact, not to have a strategy. In the words of former management 
strategist (and management theory skeptic) Matthew Stewart, 

[I]t is important to note [that] the idea of strategy, 
like the owl of Minerva, typically arises just as 
the sun is setting on an organization. An old saw 
has it that strategy is when you’re running out 
of ammo but you keep firing on all guns so the 
enemy won’t know. As a rule, corporations turn to 
strategy when they can’t justify their existence in 
any other way, and they start planning when they 
don’t really know where they’re going.22 

Stripped of Stewart’s cynicism, this assessment has merit: 
an organization that perceives itself to be doing well may not 
decide to expend resources on determining a strategy. 

H. Igor Ansoff, one of the intellectual founders of the busi-
ness strategy discipline, poses the question of why strategy 
is necessary as a matter for discussion in his book, Corporate 
Strategy. For him, the lack of a strategy entails maximum flex-
ibility: 

[T]he alternative to strategy . . . is to have no rules 
beyond the simple decision to look for profit-
able prospects. Under these conditions the firm 
does not select formal objectives, performs no 
appraisals, formulates no search and evaluation 
rules . . . it would evaluate each new opportunity 
on the merits of its individual profitability.23 
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Allowing for the necessary change of perspective from firm 
competition to interstate competition, Ansoff ’s understanding 
of a lack of strategy implies a reactive approach: no plan or 
formal direction and no focused search for opportunities, but 
rather the mere seizing of useful opportunities when they 
present themselves. Ansoff acknowledges that there is some 
merit to this approach: no resources must be devoted to plan-
ning and coordinating actions, maximum flexibility of decision 
making is maintained, and decisions can be postponed until all 
necessary information is available. But he rebuts these advan-
tages, noting that the firm cannot process information if it 
cannot focus its search for opportunities, that it has no yard-
stick with which to assess its own decisions, and that it cannot 
coordinate its actions. For Ansoff, having a strategy is superior 
to not having one for these reasons alone.24 

However, for the sitting hegemon (the alpha in Hamel and 
Prahalad’s formulation), with nowhere to go but down, one may 
hypothesize that passive reactivity may prevail over concerted 
strategy until a challenger emerges. A major challenge for the 
sitting hegemon is, at minimum, to recognize an emerging chal-
lenger early, when there is time to formulate a strategic intent 
of meeting the competitive challenge and winning the compe-
tition. For the challenger, on the other hand, even the possibly 
dubious advantages that Ansoff cites of lacking a strategic 
plan are false. The challenger is trying to undo the status quo, 
initially from a position of inferior resources; therefore, if it 
wants to unseat the hegemon, it must formulate strategic intent 
and focus its resources on implementing it. 

The point is not, however, to adopt a plan so rigid as to lock 
out most options, or to seek to anticipate all possible contingen-
cies.25 On the contrary, strategic intent should set the tone for a 
competitor’s strategy, and a plan should follow from it that coor-
dinates the competitor’s component parts, but not to the point 
in which that plan becomes a substitute for correct decision 
making in the face of new information. The military concept of 
a “commander’s intent” is instructive here, being nearly synon-
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ymous with the idea of strategic intent: ideally, there should be 
a goal set by the organization’s institutionally appointed deci-
sion makers that is promulgated throughout the organization 
and that serves as a guide to action whenever a decision must be 
made.26 It is then possible to allocate resources according to the 
strategic intent’s widely understood principles. 

Allocating Resources
As noted above, a strategy, when properly understood, involves 
a choice among a set of options. Indeed, the business strat-
egist Richard P. Rumelt identifies as a key component of “bad 
strategy” the failure to choose among alternatives and, like-
wise, the failure to identify a means by which the desired end 
is to be pursued—what he refers to as a process of “mistaking 
goals for strategy.”27 A strategy therefore entails a focus: one 
chooses to do this, not that; one allocates resources in pursuit of 
one option, not another. Although, as noted by Ansoff, the lack 
of a strategy can allow maximum flexibility in responding to 
one’s environment, it does not allow for the coordination of an 
organization’s resources in a proactive manner. The question, 
then, once a strategic intent has been formulated and communi-
cated throughout the organization, is how the means available 
to the organization are to be allocated to achieve it. Although 
resources are generally thought of as anything that an organi-
zation possesses that may be useful in the pursuit of some goal, 
it is important to note that given the dynamic nature of compe-
tition in any field, what matters is not merely what resources 
one has but what resources and capabilities one acquires over 
the course of the competition. 

A fundamental concept in business strategy is that of compet-
itive advantage. The term is credited to Ansoff, who originally 
defined it as “characteristics of unique opportunities within the 
field defined by the product-market cope and the growth vector 
. . . [the] particular properties of individual product markets 
which will give the firm a strong competitive position.”28 More 
famously, competitive advantage was adopted and analyzed by 



Some Principles of Competitive Strategy

71

Michael E. Porter in his eponymously named book. Porter char-
acterized competitive advantage as the possession of either an 
advantage in production costs or a way of distinguishing its 
product from competition.29 The term, as originally conceived, 
was therefore understood as something external to the orga-
nization—a feature of the environment in which it chose to 
operate that conferred on it the ability to compete with relative 
ease, or else a happenstance position that involved choosing a 
segment of an existing market. 

The idea of competitive advantage, however, can be under-
stood in different terms as a feature of the organization that can 
be nurtured or neglected. On this point, Hamel and Prahalad 
are credited with coining the term core competence to describe 
a particular type of resource allocation conferring a competi-
tive advantage.30 In their view, once strategic intent has been 
formulated, it should be aligned with factors within the orga-
nization that constitute that organization’s unique strengths. 
These strengths are referred to as core competencies, and in 
Hamel and Prahalad’s formulation should have several key char-
acteristics. They should be fundamental to the organization’s 
work and applicable to a wide range of operations—in Hamel 
and Prahalad’s words, where a business’ core competencies are 
concerned, “a core competence provides potential access to a 
wide variety of markets.”31 Secondly, they should make major 
contributions to the organization’s work—essentially offering a 
deep impact as well as a broad one. Additionally, “A core compe-
tence should be difficult for competitors to imitate.”32 

In the different context of competition for regional hege-
mony, a core competence can still be understood in a similar 
fashion, although the exact applicability of the concept remains 
to be explored. A state competing for regional hegemony should 
have available to it certain intrinsic capabilities that meet the 
above standard: broadly and deeply applicable to the competi-
tion and difficult for the rival state to copy. It is easy to see this 
concept applied to military matters, but it could as easily be 
applied to an economic advantage or a political one. As noted 
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by Hamel and Prahalad above (and echoed by Ohmae), the chal-
lenger in such a situation will have to develop and nurture core 
competencies, eschewing courses of action and allocations of 
resources that do not advance this goal. Ultimately, to meet the 
challenge, the sitting hegemon will have to maintain and advance 
its own core competencies in the same manner. Although the 
concept of a competitive advantage may apply differently in 
interstate competition as opposed to in firm competition, it 
should nevertheless still apply. The strategic plan, therefore, 
must not only allocate resources to achieve the strategic intent, 
but it must also focus on developing capabilities that allow the 
state more resources with which to compete. 

Orchestrating Simultaneous and Sequential Engagement:  
Anticipating a Contingent Event 
A plan must have specifics. Where competitive strategy is con- 
cerned, a good strategy must bring together the actions and 
activities of the various parts of an organization—in this case, 
a state—over and through time, specifying which are to be 
done when and allowing for possible developments and the 
unknown.33 It is necessary to chart a middle course between 
anticipating as many contingencies as possible and leaving flex-
ibility to adapt to events in pursuit of overall strategic intent.34 
Nevertheless, in execution, a strategy is a series of decisions 
that relate to one another. 

U.S. Air Force colonel John R. Boyd, in a famous series  
of lectures on strategy, identified the elements of decision  
in warfare as links in a cycle, which he referred to as the “OODA 
loop,” the acronym standing for observe, orient, decide, act 
(Figure 1).35 First, situational data is gathered (observe). Next, 
that data is processed in light of what decision makers already 
know or think they know (orient). Subsequently, a decision is 
made (decide) and then executed (act). The loop occurs when the 
decision maker reassesses the situation in light of their actions 
(returning to observation). The loop is also referred to in the 
same literature simply as a “decision cycle.”36 
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Figure 1. The OODA loop, as drawn by Col John R. Boyd, USAF

Source: Graphic attributed to Col John R. Boyd, USAF (Ret); found in Chet Richards, “Boyd’s OODA loop” 
(PowerPoint presentation published online by the Defense and the National Interest, 2006), slide 7.  
Modified by MCUP.

Errors may occur at any step of the process, though in three 
of the four steps the conception of how they may be made is 
quite straightforward. In observation, data may be incorrect; 
in deciding, a decision maker may make a counterproduc-
tive choice; and there may also be a simple failure to properly 
execute plans (errors in action). The concept of orientation, 
however, is undoubtedly the most complex, and it is also the 
one in which perhaps the most significant errors can be made. 
Orientation, as used here, may be understood as being analo-
gous to obtaining one’s orientation in physical space: it involves 
processing what one knows about other things in relationship 
to oneself. Rather than process data about one’s location rela-
tive to physical objects (as one does when one “orients” oneself 
in space or on a map), one orients oneself in this context by 
processing whatever data is deemed situationally relevant (this 
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in itself involves a process of understanding relationships) to 
determine what they mean in light of the one’s prior under-
standing, values, end goals, and plans, among other factors. In 
effect, orientation may be understood as the decision maker’s 
construction of reality—the interpretation of relatively hard 
“facts” in light of subjective understanding, experience, intu-
itions, and assumptions.37 Critical errors can be made here if 
the process of understanding the data is wrong for the decision 
maker’s goals, or if it produces results at odds with objective 
reality, in cases where it is appropriate to speak of objective 
reality. Classically, what decision makers think they “know” 
about reality might be in some sense wrong, or a better model 
might exist, or old assumptions might not be applicable to a new 
case. Whatever the case, the programmer’s maxim “garbage in, 
garbage out” applies: it is possible to orient oneself badly if 
there is a mismatch between one’s conclusions about the data 
and what, at least for purposes of the decision maker’s goals, is 
“really” going on.38 

In his briefings on conflict in which he introduced the 
concept, Boyd saw the OODA loop as self-reflective as well as iter-
ative: not only did one go through the loop before starting again, 
but one was engaged in multiple loops continuously. As figure 
1 notes, one is engaged in all four steps of the loops simultane-
ously even as they reflect back on themselves—feedback from 
decisions and orientation leads to more observation even as 
decisions are driven into action, and so on. This understanding 
is critical, because the interaction of one’s own loop with the 
adversary allows for multiple ways in which one competitor or 
the other may obtain an advantage or force the other side into a 
downward spiral.39 

There are essentially two ways in which the OODA loop has 
relevance for a competition or conflict. The first involves the 
speed of the loop, and the second involves its interaction with 
the adversary. 

As to the first: although it is obvious that the OODA loop 
can be executed well or poorly depending on what errors are 
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made along the way and how significant they are for the overall 
strategy, Boyd further suggested that, all else equal, the faster 
decision maker in a game held an advantage.40 An organization’s 
OODA loop was therefore a source of competitive advantage or 
disadvantage, depending on how the various stages steps of the 
process were conducted within the organization. An organiza-
tion that could dispense with nonessential processes in going 
through the loop, and therefore go through it faster and make 
more decisions in the same amount of time as its opponent, was 
more likely to achieve success at the opponent’s expense. This 
was the case not only because, in a zero-sum contest, the actor 
with the faster decision cycle was more likely to gain control of 
whatever was being disputed before its opponent—in a battle, 
it might mean hitting the enemy before the enemy could strike 
at all—but also because the actor with the faster decision cycle 
could devote some of the surplus cycles to interfering with its 
their opponent’s own cycle.41 A faster decision cycle can also be 
a product of competitive advantage and core competence: the 
better one is at a particular action or process—the less a person 
or organization has to “think” to do something—the faster that 
action may be taken. One might hypothesize that an organiza-
tion operating in familiar territory (physically or intellectually) 
would (again, all else equal) have a faster decision cycle, to its 
competitive benefit. 

This, however, is only part of the concept, and not the most 
important. The second aspect of the OODA loop’s relevance 
involves the ways in which adversaries interact. Boyd’s brief-
ings, as well as his (few) extant writings on concept generation, 
involve an interest in worldview construction—as noted above, 
orientation is the most complex and involved step of the OODA 
loop, and the one with the most potential for mischief. If one can 
impede an adversary’s ability to conceptualize reality, either by 
deception involving what is really going on or by interfering 
with the adversary’s ability to process it in some way, one can 
cause the adversary to, in Boyd’s words, “become unglued.” A 
faster decision cycle can do this—Boyd, drawing on his own 
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experience as a fighter pilot, used the example of a pilot in a 
dogfight moving so quickly as to cause the opposing pilot to 
panic—but there is more potential than just this. If one has a 
superior ability not only to perceive reality but to manipulate it, 
one can render an adversary’s decision cycle ineffective or even 
self-destructive. “[W]hat you want to do,” Boyd opined in one 
briefing for which a transcript exists, “is generate a mismatch 
between that which he perceives and that which he must react 
or adapt to.”42

To use the military context in which the OODA loop was 
first conceived, among two otherwise evenly matched opponent 
armies, the one with the faster decision-cycle not only can strike 
first, but in doing so it can potentially destroy its opponent’s 
ability to strike at all by, for example, severing communica-
tions lines, destroying headquarters, killing officers, or putting 
needed units to rout. In this way, the slow enemy is harmed 
twice—first, by the damage inflicted by the initial move, and 
then because the faster side could act while the slow enemy 
was still trying to make its first moves, by the disruption of its 
ability to respond and its own psychological cohesion. A vicious 
cycle can then begin—for one side, success would beget success; 
for the slower side, failure would beget more failure. Boyd 
discussed this in particular with reference to aerial combat: “So 
any kind of maneuver where you’re doing these very wild kind 
of maneuvers, and shifting from one direction to another, and 
you maneuver more rapid than me [sic], you’re going to gain 
leverage on me.”43 

 One can also, as per the second aspect of the OODA loop’s 
relevance just discussed, mobilize other elements of one’s 
organization to confuse or impede the enemy’s decision cycle, 
again with the goal of paralyzing the enemy. This is particularly 
the case if one can interfere not only with the enemy’s ability 
to decide and act but also with the more cerebral parts of the 
cycle, by preventing the enemy from getting needed informa-
tion or causing the enemy to misorient. Boyd and his academic 
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followers attributed the success of the blitzkrieg (and of similar 
combined-arms warfare) to this phenomenon.44 

Boyd, in proposing this idea, was consciously borrowing 
from Sun Tzu, in particular from the latter’s injunction that 
the best way to wage war (or perhaps to make national secu-
rity policy) is to “attack the enemy’s strategy.”45 Sun Tzu, in the 
same context, urged the head of state to “break up [the enemy’s] 
alliances,” again effectively citing the importance of interfering 
with resources an opponent might take for granted in order to 
disrupt his plans.46

Resources being finite, it would appear that there is liable 
to be a tension between quality and quantity where decision 
cycles are concerned, in that going through the OODA loop 
quickly but making poor decisions or situational judgments 
may not be helpful. The ideal is to be both faster and more 
accurate than one’s opponent (or to minimize the relevance of 
inaccurate decisions), but if resources must be expended to get 
the decision cycle “right” as well as go through it quickly, then a 
competition between an opponent that emphasizes the former 
and one that emphasizes the latter may not have a competitor 
with a clear advantage. There is a risk, if one insists on being 
“right,” that one’s decision will be overtaken by events; there is 
also the obvious risk that a decision made in haste will be a costly 
blunder. Despite this, Boyd and his subsequent editors appear to 
have conceptualized the loop in an opposite manner—in their 
formulation, “improving” one’s decision cycle meant getting 
both the orientation and the decision correct.47 Exactly how 
this was to be accomplished, and how it differed conceptually 
from a simple simultaneous improvement in quality and quan-
tity, is unclear, unless what is meant is simply that one should 
get better in the realms of both quantity and quality, reducing 
the concept to somewhere between a truism and a tautology. Be 
this as it may, an improvement either in orientation or decision 
making constitutes obtaining an advantage that did not previ-
ously exist. 
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Boyd was not entirely consistent in the application of this 
concept, but the fullest understanding of it is likely to be gleaned 
from the total corpus of his work, and specifically with reference 
to an essay he wrote titled “Destruction and Creation.” This essay 
is concerned with the construction of mental models of reality 
and has wide application. It has been suggested, however, that 
Boyd’s OODA loop is best understood as a corollary to the essay’s 
thesis, which can be crudely summarized as suggesting that the 
refinement of mental models of reality detaches them from it 
by excluding new information. Boyd analogized this to Heisen-
berg’s uncertainty principle, in that the refinement of a concept 
is similar to attempting to pinpoint the position of a particle. In 
effect, Boyd suggested that a master strategist confounds their 
opponent’s conception of reality. This is not entirely clear in 
his initial presentation of the loop in which its principal appli-
cation was to a dogfight between opposed pilots, in that in the 
original example the defining variables were speed and initia-
tive, but it is not inconsistent with it: the ideal for a fighter pilot 
is to so confuse the opponent that they cannot maneuver.48 To 
adopt the preceding chess analogy, the Boydian ideal might well 
be to somehow achieve the ability to make moves for one’s oppo-
nent, or at least blind them to the arrangement and movement 
of pieces—or even rewrite the rules. Both understandings of 
the OODA loop are relevant here and are to be applied as part of 
the framework. 

The applicability of these concepts to interstate compe-
tition in general terms should be easily understood. Indeed, 
when referring to the type of strategic disruption that Boyd 
later came to apply to purely military affairs, Sun Tzu was actu-
ally describing political decisions. It should be possible, then, 
to apply these concepts to competition for regional hegemony. 
A state that can cause an opponent to misread its intentions 
in a manner favorable to its overall competitive strategy (to 
misorient) or can interfere with its opponent’s political process 
in a meaningful way (disrupting its decisions) could have an 
advantage, as could a state that simply acted quicker in a crisis. 
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Indeed, as U.S. defense strategist Andrew W. Marshall noted in 
a famous paper on strategic arms competition with the Soviet 
Union, at least in the abstract, one can take actions in an arms 
race that force one’s adversary to compete in areas in which it 
is likely to have a disadvantage—effectively, a disruption of an 
adversary’s decision cycle.49 Ultimately, however, such decisions 
must be assessed in light of the goals they seek to achieve and 
the costs that they run. It is to such means of assessing progress 
that this study now turns. 

Achieving an Organization Objective 
A strategy can only be judged against a specific and observable 
set of results to be achieved. Given the employment of busi-
ness strategy literature here in an interstate context, one might 
note that a major point of difference between a firm’s business 
strategy and a state’s political strategy is the relative clarity of 
the metrics involved. In the case of business strategy, a firm can 
easily gauge its success by measuring its performance against a 
quantitative metric, such as profits, shareholder value, market 
share, or something similar.50 The metrics for the success or 
failure of a state are more elusive unless, as Peter D. Feaver et 
al. note, the state blunders so badly that it ceases to exist or 
suffers a catastrophic setback.51 This is particularly true since, 
as Jeffrey W. Legro and Andrew Moravcsik note, theorists are 
not in agreement about what states seek, and since, in practice, 
there is no reason why they should necessarily compete for the 
same thing at all times.52 Again, as noted above, competition 
may continue with no end in sight, making assessing “victory” 
difficult or meaningless. Yet, it would seem premature, not to 
say counterintuitive, to suggest that a state that has chosen 
(whether freely or for lack of a better option) to compete with 
other states cannot play the game relatively badly or well. 

In the context of this study, the prize of competition is 
regional hegemony. Yet, it would be overly simplistic to impute 
a one-size-fits-all set of objectives to each competitor. Each 
such competition is unique in its scope and must be analyzed 
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as such. Ultimately, the costs as well as the benefits of a strategy 
must be thrown into the scale: the success of a strategy in this 
context is contingent not only on whether the goal of protecting 
or attaining regional political and material supremacy has been 
met but also what that achievement cost. Such metrics are 
particularly important in the course of such competition: ulti-
mately, the leaders of the states involved must know whether 
they are on the right track, and this involves knowing not only 
how close one appears to be on one’s objective but also what one 
is expending and what opportunities one is giving up. 

For the purposes of this study, the range of goals that a state 
may pursue through competition can be effectively categorized 
through the use of three metrics, roughly corresponding to the 
preferred emphases of the three major schools of thought in the 
international relations discipline. In the security realm—the 
emphasis of realists—a state may pursue goals ranging from 
mere security (which systemically may be a finite thing if the 
security of one state entails a threat to others) to the acquisition 
of military power (the degree to which power is acquired deter-
mining the intensity of the competition). Whatever the case, 
the state is measuring success in terms of how it can hurt other 
states and how other states can hurt it.53 In the area of finance 
and citizens’ individual welfare—the purview of various 
liberal and institutionalist schools—a state may seek pros-
perity either for the sake of its domestic constituents, as Robert 
Gilpin notes, or for the sake of other objectives, since wealth can  
be used to purchase other goods. Whatever the case, it counts 
its “winnings” in terms of the material goods it can distrib-
ute.54 In the realm of ideas—the province of constructivists—a  
state at minimum may compete to ensure that its domestic 
constituents are able to preserve or enhance their mode of polit-
ical and cultural life as they see fit, and at maximum may seek  
to defend or impose a cultural norm internationally or pursue  
a nonmaterial goal whose meaning is determined by the  
state’s relationship to the system at large.55 These three goals will  
be referred to hereafter as security, finance and welfare, and 
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intangibles, and will be treated as metrics by which to gauge the 
results of states’ actions in competitive scenarios. 

These three metrics are to some extent fungible, in the 
sense that each is necessary for, and can be converted into, the 
other two; for this reason, they also constitute resources as well 
as policy aims. Money buys guns and security makes economic 
life possible; wealth can be traded for a preferred cultural prac-
tice (e.g., in the United States, guaranteeing rights to all citizens 
requires that the government spend money on courts and legal 
assistance that other governments might not choose to spend), 
which can in turn be representative of a way of life that must 
be defended against aggressors; religion, ideology, or nation-
alism can increase a population’s commitment to its country’s 
defense; and so on. As Gilpin notes in discussing the aforemen-
tioned guns-butter tradeoff, each state will somehow opt for a 
mixed basket of security and nonsecurity spending that satis-
fies its constituents’ preferences. It is likely that there is a point 
of diminishing return in the case of each of the three metrics, 
at which point is ceases to be useful to acquire any more of one 
and relatively more useful to acquire more of the other two. 
However, this is not to say that all preferences are equal. A given 
allocation of resources among these three metrics, on the one 
hand, or a given preference for pursuing one over the others in 
a particular case, on the other, is likely to have consequences 
for the state in the course of competition. One can further 
conceptualize this set of tradeoffs in terms of investment and 
consumption: while security and ideology at the expense of 
wealth can be thought of as consumption, obtaining wealth at 
the expense of one of the others can be thought of as invest-
ment, as can the sacrifice of some amount of any of the three to 
obtain proportionately more of the same in the future. 

The three metrics are not perfectly quantifiable. Moreover, 
the specific employment of these metrics is likely to be idiosyn-
cratic and dependent on the nature of the competition involved. 
Certain constants may occur. For example, it is always possible 
to measure gross national product in some form, though the 
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methods in which economic power are calculated are bound 
to change as economies change, and it is always possible to 
conduct budgetary analysis. But especially in the case of other, 
nonfinancial metrics, each must be assessed in light of the situ-
ation to which it pertains. Despite this, the fact remains that 
real human beings, in the course of participating in political 
life, do somehow manage to calculate them, however imper-
fectly, and as a result of this it should be possible to examine 
how states—and those who run them—calculate them and, 
where quantitative metrics can be found, to model the tradeoffs 
among them. 

Each of these three metrics in turn encompasses any num- 
ber of subgoals. Security can refer to protection from harm 
at home, to protection from harm in any given region (e.g., 
maintaining an advantageous military balance), to obtaining 
effective military and political control over a region. Finance 
and welfare may take the form of more goods to distribute to 
citizens, or a tax cut, or deficit reduction. Intangibles may take 
either an intersubjective or purely subjective form, and they may 
be constructed either by one state alone or by all of the states 
involved. The possible objectives may range from an ability to 
live freely in accordance with one’s principles, to maintaining 
prestige among fellow states, to rewriting (or maintaining) 
principles of international law so that they fit with a domestic 
conception of how the world should behave. 

What is crucial is not the exact form that goals take under 
these metrics, but that they form mutually exclusive strategic 
mindsets. Security involves the realist assumption that states 
may fight each other and that military power and the compar-
ative absence of military threats are goods that are worth 
pursuing. Finance and welfare involve the liberal assumption 
that the goal of the state is the well-being of its citizens in mate-
rial terms, to the exclusion of other objectives. Intangibles, in 
turn, involve a belief that the nonmaterial is worth sacrificing 
for, even at a cost of either military power or material wealth. 
One may note, anecdotally, that it is often difficult to persuade a 
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person with goals in one of these areas to treat goals in another 
as worthwhile, a problem that encapsulates the difficulties of 
the states involved in the following case studies, as decision 
makers attempted to persuade others to given them what they 
needed to accomplish their goals.56 

Competition may occur when a state seeks to pursue any of 
these three objectives at another state’s expense. Once it does 
occur, a state’s ability to allocate resources properly in pursuit 
of the objective should determine its relative success or failure. 
In the case of competition for regional hegemony under study 
here, one may assess not only whether the goal of the competi-
tion in its particular context is being met, but also the waxing 
and waning of these metrics in the process. 

A competition for regional hegemony may emphasize any 
of these three metrics. Competing for an advantageous military 
balance in a region is not the same as competing for a controlling 
stake in a gold mine or to be a major financial hub, and this, in 
turn, is not the same as competing to be the one to write the 
rules for anything from international trade to human rights 
norms. Any of these could constitute an essential component 
of regional hegemony (for some value thereof) or the means to 
obtain that essential component. What is important is that any 
given competitive scenario entails competition along at least 
one metric, and, as shown in the coming chapters, a willing-
ness to make sacrifices along one or both of the other metrics 
to obtain it. The ability to do so skillfully is the ability to create 
effective competitive strategy. The following case study serves 
demonstrate how this may be done. 

Conclusions 
From the above analysis, one can derive a few basic princi-
ples that should be applicable to the analysis of international 
competition for regional hegemony. They can be summed up as 
follows: 

•	 Although states do not necessarily make decisions as 
unitary actors, it is possible to speak of them as having 
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strategies if one analyzes their actions and their leaders’ 
intentions over time. This is not to say that their strate-
gies will be coherent or correct, and much may be said in 
any given case as to why this is not so and how matters 
might be different. 

•	 Strategy requires a strategic intent, an organization goal 
that is to be both a focus of effort and a guide to resource 
allocation. 

•	 States contesting regional hegemony are not equal at 
the start of the competition. One is initially the reigning 
hegemon, while the other is challenging that state’s 
supremacy. Whatever the means available or employed, 
their starting positions dictate asymmetrical strategic 
approaches. 

•	 The sitting hegemon is less likely than the challenger to 
have a strategic intent, because until it is forced to recog-
nize its challenger and compete it will not have a direct 
incentive to focus its efforts. If and when it does, its stra-
tegic intent is to remain supreme, and it must therefore 
ensure that in the “race with no finish line” that follows 
no finish line emerges, ultimately forcing the challenger 
to drop out. 

•	 The challenger, starting from a weak position, must, if it 
is to compete at all, possess the strategic intent to unseat 
the hegemon. It must focus its resources to achieve a deci-
sion in its favor. It wins the “race with no finish line” by 
creating one and crossing it. Although war is usually to 
be seen as detrimental, it remains one option for a “finish 
line.” 

•	 A strategy must allocate resources. It must make use of 
its parent state’s strengths and avoid playing to its weak-
nesses. As noted by Andrew Marshall, it is often possible 
to “move” the competition in one’s favor by making one’s 
strengths more applicable while neutralizing an oppo-
nent’s strengths. 
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•	 Strengths can be seen as the “core competence” or “comp- 
etitive advantage” addressed by business strategy. Ideally, 
they should be unique or hard for the opposing compet-
itor to imitate. The asymmetric nature of competition for 
regional hegemony should be a fertile ground for such core 
competencies, since one competitor’s strength may not be 
relevant if applied from the opposite side. Competitors 
must nurture, grow, and protect their core competencies 
to succeed or, in the case of the sitting hegemon, prevent 
a competitor from succeeding. 

•	 Strategies plan in time as well as space: they seek to “orches-
trate” actions both together and seriatim. Following Boyd’s 
OODA loop formulation, in implementing a strategy, an 
organization goes through a decision cycle in which it 
acquires situational information, processes it, makes a 
decision, and implements that decision. All else equal, 
an organization with a faster decision cycle will outper-
form one with a slower cycle, but accuracy of assessment 
and decision can quickly render that advantage moot. It 
is possible in competition to disrupt a competitor’s deci-
sion cycle either by ensuring that the competitor has 
false information or by preventing the competitor from 
making a decision on their terms. Although these princi-
ples were originally designed for military conflict, there 
is no reason why they could not be applicable to interstate 
competition. 

•	 A state’s organizational objectives, against which strategy 
must ultimately be measured, are less well-defined than 
those of a corporation and less susceptible to quantita-
tive analysis. Nevertheless, states work within a finite 
realm, in which material resources can be counted and 
even nonmaterial resources roughly assessed. In the 
final analysis, states have three responsibilities that they 
must fulfill: collective security, material welfare, and 
protection of cultural values. These three responsibilities 
constitute metrics for the success or failure of a state’s 
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competitive strategy. Even in cases where precise quan-
tification is impossible, it should normally be possible to 
model the tradeoffs between these three goals in order to 
assess a strategy’s ultimate impact on a state’s situation. 
Because the specific nature of these goals varies from 
state to state, attempts to measure them must be tailored 
to specific competitive scenarios. 

•	 States within the international system often compete 
with one another, but, barring the direst necessity, the 
goals they seek in such competition—which may be cate-
gorized within the above three metrics—are also within 
their power to choose, and multiple equilibria are possible 
in any such competition. Their goals are the principal 
determinants of what is detrimental or beneficial within 
this context; in this case, without recourse to ethical 
judgement, a state’s actions may be judged as beneficial to 
its “interests” if they advance those interests as the state 
itself defines them. 

•	 It has been shown to be possible to devise frameworks for 
understanding the forces that drive competitive outcomes 
in an industrial context. It should be possible to devise a 
similar framework in the context of interstate compe-
tition for regional hegemony. This study offers such a 
framework. 

Going Forward 
Having outlined some principles by which strategy may be 
assessed, and having established as a goal the discovery of a 
more detailed framework by which international competitive 
strategy, as it applies to regional hegemonic competition, may 
be understood and analyzed, it remains to be seen how such 
principles may be applied in actual cases of competition. 

It is important here to address an epistemological issue 
raised by the above-mentioned strategic principles: namely, the 
extent to which each principle—each conclusion—is suscep-
tible of proof or demonstration on the one hand (implying that 



Some Principles of Competitive Strategy

87

it is a hypothesis for testing) or, on the other hand, whether 
it is definitionally true, and deduced a priori, in which case 
its application to the realm of international competition only 
serves as a set of aphorisms for policy makers rather than a 
testable proposition that might or might not be true and that 
can (by its truth or falsehood) offer new insights into state 
behavior. In other words, it is necessary to determine whether 
state behavior is offering insight for strategy or whether stra-
tegic principles (taken to be true) are offering insight for states. 
Because of the deductive or intuitive nature of these principles, 
this study proceeds from a prima facie assumption of their 
truth and applicability. However, it does not treat them as being 
axiomatically true. Rather, each concept is applied to the anal-
ysis of the competitive scenario under study: the Dreadnought 
Race between Britain and Germany prior to World War I. To 
the extent that these principles are shown to require modifi-
cation or qualification as applied to competition for regional 
hegemony, lessons are drawn as appropriate. What lessons are 
drawn from such application are, in the end, factored into the 
final analytical framework.
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insistence that a state will always pursue one of these goals, as 
well as a corresponding failure to admit that states in practice 
can and must pursue all three. Gilpin’s candid acknowledgement 
that states pursue baskets of goods is instructive here. In fact, 
he acknowledges the impact of noneconomic ideology—specif-
ically religion—as a motivator of state actions. Gilpin, War and 
Change in World Politics, 22. The recognition of this tripartite divi-
sion of objectives is quite old. Thomas Hobbes writes, “So that, 
in the nature of man, we find three principal causes of quarrel. 
First competition, secondly diffidence, thirdly glory. The first 
maketh men invade for gain; the second, for safety; and the 
third for reputation. The first use violence, to make themselves 
masters of other men’s persons, wives, children, and cattle; the 
second, to defend them; the third, for trifles, as a word, a smile, a 
different opinion, and any other sign of undervalue, either direct 
in their persons or by reflection in their kindred, their friends, 
their nation, their profession, or their name.” Thomas Hobbes, 
Leviathan: With Selected Variants from the Latin Edition of 1668, ed. 
Edwin M. Curley (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett, 1994), 76. Thucy-
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dides’ famous concept of “fear, honor, and self interest,” cited 
above, also accounts for the security, intangibles, and finance and 
welfare metrics, respectively. 

56.	 A simple example may be found in the reaction to the terrorist 
attacks of 11 September 2001 in the United States. The decision to 
spend large sums of money on intelligence and homeland secu-
rity, as well as on a military response, may (one hopes) have made 
the United States more secure from another terrorist attack than 
it otherwise would have been (a gain on the security metric). 
This came at an obvious cost to taxpayers, albeit one carefully 
hidden by deficit spending (therefore, a loss on the finance and 
welfare metric). It also entailed measures that damaged Amer-
ican civil liberties, hurt the United States’ image abroad, and 
ruined many Americans’ conception of their nation’s unsullied 
moral goodness (an obvious loss on the intangibles metric). For a 
people accustomed not only to having their own way but also to 
believing that good things go together, perhaps the hardest part 
of these tradeoffs was the recognition that they had to be made at 
all, and would be made regardless of what combination of gains 
and losses Americans picked. 
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Chapter Three
A Framework for Strategic 

Analysis of Great Power 
Competition for Regional 

Hegemony
Now if the estimates . . . before hostilities indicate vic-
tory it is because calculations show one’s strength to 
be superior to that of his enemy; if they indicate de-
feat, it is because calculations show that one is inferi-
or. With many calculations, one can win; with few one 
cannot. How much less chance of victory has one who 
makes none at all!

~ Sun Tzu1

Therefore I say: “Know the enemy and know yourself; 
in a hundred battles you will never be in peril.”

~ Sun Tzu2

It remains now to propose a framework for analysis of compe-
tition for regional hegemony, and then to test that framework 

through its application to an historical case. So far, this study 
has examined the nature of strategy as it might be applied to 
international competition, and specifically toward the competi-
tion between great powers for regional hegemony. Throughout 
history, great powers have had competitive adversaries—states 
that sought either to supplant their power and influence or to 
prevent them from doing the same. Such competition can go on 
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for some time, and although it often precedes a military show-
down, it need not necessarily do so. This study will employ a 
case study of a dyadic competitive relationship between great 
powers, namely the Dreadnought Race between Britain and Ger-
many prior to World War I, as a means of illustrating the ways 
in which the strategies of the participants can be analyzed. 

The counterpoint must be acknowledged: one overwhelming 
insight that is driven home by the case under study here (and 
intuitively by others) is the application of a time-honored truth 
readily accepted by realists: that states are often willing to 
fight for power and preeminence, and that once they compete 
for security, they have little reason to trust any settlement 
that might be reached. Moreover, as Sun Tzu famously claims, 
“there has never been a protracted war from which a state has 
benefited,” to which one must also append Carl von Clausewitz’s 
dictum that wars tend toward “the maximum use of force.”3 The 
literature of conflict resolution has provided a counterpoint 
to this general insight, but it must be said that exceptions to it 
rely on more optimism than history allows. Once competition is 
underway, it may lead to war; whether it does or does not, only 
so much precision in the use of a state’s resources is possible. 

That being said, although history argues for pessimism, it 
is clear even from the historical background to the case under 
study here that the notion that states must always fight to the 
death for power once they choose to compete for it will not bear 
overly close scrutiny. In fact, as noted above, studies of state 
rivalry have shown that deescalation is possible, and that a 
savvy competitor would seek to produce such a result on favor-
able terms. Otto von Bismarck, who served as chancellor of the 
German Empire in the late nineteenth century, was a master 
of producing advantageous political outcomes either without 
fighting or with short, sharp blows in limited wars that did not 
lead to total systemic collapse. Space prevents this study from 
addressing the “mother” of all great power competitions in 
recent memory—the Cold War—the end of which inspired the 
quotation which began this study (how to win a “race with no 
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finish line”), but it is nevertheless clear from that example that 
it is possible for great power competition to end without a war 
that destroys the competitors. Although it is true that nuclear 
deterrence may have made the Cold War an exception, it is 
nevertheless true that the case studied here did not have to lead 
to open warfare, that other options existed for the competitors 
at the time, and that considerable debate exists as to the exact 
relationship, if any, of the competition under study here—the 
Dreadnought Race—to the war that followed it. In the case of 
the Dreadnought Race, it is possible to envision counterfactual 
scenarios in which, had they been sharper, the decision makers 
could have forced a political settlement in their favor. The states 
in question had agency, and their goals suggest that they at least 
considered such a settlement desirable. 

On the other hand, the anticipation of conflict does not 
alleviate or obviate competition but clarifies it. A decision 
to compete for regional hegemony that entails a high risk  
of war must account for that possibility. As discussed, this 
means a willingness to sacrifice certain goods—namely mate-
rial welfare—for either an advantageous military position at 
the outbreak of war or for the intangible gains that winning 
will bring, or both. Conversely, if a state does not wish to make 
this tradeoff, it must frame the competition in such a way as to 
make it less likely that it will have to make it. 

Although the Dreadnought Race took place within a larger 
regional political context, it is possible to look at the competition 
from each competitor’s point of view, and with regard to each 
competitor’s adversary, in order to determine which decisions 
were more or less contributory toward each competitor’s desired 
outcome. It is accepted here that during the Dreadnought Race, 
Britain and Germany were engaged in a major competition with 
one another, even if they did not always perceive it as such or 
pursued it unevenly. This is consistent with the general frame-
work offered here: a competition for regional hegemony can 
occur even if other competitions are also underway or one—or 
even both—states are distracted. It is, in particular, possible to 
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view the competition through the lens of strategic intent—of 
the marshaling of scarce resources around a competitive goal, 
to the exclusion of other goals deemed secondary. It is also  
possible, following the insights of the business strategists Gary  
P. Hamel and C. K. Prahalad, to note the difference in the formula-
tion of strategic intent between a dominant, status-quo-favoring 
“alpha” and an insurgent, revisionist “beta.” It is also poss- 
ible to evaluate each competitor’s goals, available resources, and 
strategic decisions through a threefold taxonomy of metrics 
derived from longstanding international relations theories: 
national security, welfare for one’s people, and intangible goals, 
which correspond roughly to the assumed objectives of states in 
realism, neoliberalism, and constructivism, respectively.

A general approach for analyzing such cases can now be 
suggested. Although existing factors may limit the utility of 
great power competition, one cannot assume that such will be 
the case forevermore, still less that there will never be lessons to 
learn from the analysis of great power competition in historic 
periods. In providing such an approach, this study will offer 
other analysts a possible way forward for understanding how 
such competition has played out in historical periods and how it 
may do so in future scenarios. It is this author’s hope that it will 
also offer a chance to break out of the debate over state goals 
and motivating factors between adherents of the major theories 
by offering a chance to see how competitors in actual scenarios 
weigh and measure these goals and the means to achieve them—
and, more crucially, to analyze present and future competitive 
scenarios in the same way. 

Deriving a Framework
As a reminder, strategy is defined here as “a plan of action” and 
process of decision making “for the allocation of resources in 
anticipation of a contingent event, orchestrating simultaneous 
and sequential engagement, to achieve an organization objec-
tive,” in the context of a contest with other organizations.4 As 
was elaborated in chapter 2, each component of this definition 
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is based on a corresponding tradition within the theoretical 
literature on strategy. Planning was discussed as the concept 
of strategic intent, based on the work of Hamel and Prah-
alad, Kenichi Ohmae, Sun Tzu, and others. Strategic intent is 
understood here as the formulation of a willingness to focus 
resources on the pursuit of an objective (the final part of the 
definition). As Hamel and Prahalad note, a reigning alpha and 
a revisionist beta will initially have differing levels of strategic 
intent; the more beta focuses its resources, the more alpha 
must concern itself with developing its own strategic intent.  
As was discussed in chapter 2, resource allocation requires 
throwing strength against weakness, utilizing core compe-
tencies to achieve a sustained competitive advantage over an 
adversary. Orchestrating simultaneous and sequential engage-
ment and anticipating a contingent event requires focused 
decision making. As was discussed and will be recapitulated, 
this requires one party to ultimately to make better and faster 
decisions than its adversary, so as to render its adversary’s 
strategy null. Each of these conceptual components is invoked 
here to assemble a framework for analyzing competitive 
strategy among states. 

In chapter 1, regional hegemony was defined as a preponder-
ance hard power (in military and economic terms) and political 
influence possessed by a given great power over a given region. 
The framework presented here governs competition that occurs 
within this conception of regional hegemony. Although regions 
can differ, a regional hegemon, if one exists, will have the above 
characteristics in some form. This regional hegemon is here 
referenced as “alpha,” as an analogy to Hamel and Prahalad’s 
similar formulation for economic competition between firms. 
Alpha will have been established as such for some time, and 
although it does not follow necessarily from alpha’s position 
that such will be the case, there is good reason to believe that 
by the time it is challenged, although it will have some initial 
advantages, it will have become lax and complacent through 
inertia. Its challenger is referenced as “beta,” again per the above 
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analogy. Beta will start from a position of weakness. If it wishes 
to grow stronger and push alpha off its perch as hegemon, it 
will have to affirmatively decide to do it. It will need to allocate 
scarce and initially inferior resources accordingly, playing to its 
strengths—its core competencies, to once again use Hamel and 
Prahalad’s terminology—to gain maximum advantage. It will 
have to focus its limited resources, avoiding distractions that do 
not contribute to its goal of unseating its competitor. 

There are limitations to this formulation that must be 
acknowledged. The chief among them is that, in part for 
simplicity’s sake, this framework is dyadic, focusing on only 
one hegemonic alpha and one challenger beta. In any real situa-
tion, it must be acknowledged, any given alpha may face several 
betas. Likewise, a beta more likely than not will already have 
competitors of its own, such was the case with Wilhelmine 
Germany (ca. 1890–1918) in the case study employed here. But 
although the focus on competitive dyads may be seen in part 
as an artificial formulation for purposes of simplicity, it is also 
valid: this study deals with competitive strategy, not grand 
strategy, and with the choices of particular actors who want 
particular things, not with everyone. As noted in chapter 1, 
while grand strategy deals with the question of with whom to 
compete, competitive strategy concerns how to compete. Given 
this, any potential distraction—including a separate, already 
ongoing competition—may constitute a drain on either alpha 
or beta’s resources. As was the case with the Dreadnought Race, 
the need to focus resources on other competitive problems (as 
well as separate issues entirely) could limit both alpha and beta’s 
competitive options and even cause them to lose the competi-
tion altogether. It is therefore legitimate and useful to look at 
competitive dyads in strategic terms, with grand strategy in the 
background. In effect, the competitor that is most able to make 
its grand strategy consistent with its competitive strategy is 
likely to have an advantage. 

Although competition to maintain or gain regional  
hegemony is the defining subject of this study, each regional 
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hegemonic competition will entail an idiosyncratic set of goals 
on the part of both alpha and beta. Such goals will contain a 
zero-sum component: for a competition to exist, both parties 
have to want something that both cannot have in toto. These 
goals can be assessed according to the three metrics discussed 
in the preceding chapters: national security, financial welfare, 
and intangible goals (the last of which encompasses either 
external or internal goals of a nonmaterial nature or import). 
In any given case, it may be possible to pursue these goals more 
or less intelligently, but efforts to do so would be expected to 
have to account for tradeoffs along the three metrics, absent an 
exogenous source of resources, for the simple reason that one 
cannot pursue everything. 

Barring an exogenous increase in resources, a state in such 
 a competitive situation must not try to pursue everything. It 
must think “long term” rather than merely of the immediate 
future, and it must recognize and indeed embrace tradeoffs along 
the metrics, never trying to pursue all three at once. In prac-
tice, this is difficult for most states; certainly the case presented 
here shows that such is true. In the real world, contrary to the 
model usually put forward by strategic theorists who posit that 
the single person in charge is the only true strategist, rarely is 
a single decision maker able to allocate resources and priorities 
according to a long-term plan; there are usually other constitu-
encies to address. Even in the case of authoritarian Wilhelmine 
Germany, as will be shown, there were limits to the funds that 
Imperial German Navy grand admiral Alfred von Tirpitz and 
the emperor, Wilhelm II, could seek to appropriate for building 
ships, whereas in Britain democratic imperatives forced succes-
sive governments to limit both their policy objectives and the 
range of their strategic thinking. This may be so, but it does not 
change the essential nature of the game: tradeoffs exist whether 
decision makers acknowledge them or not, and not to decide is 
to decide, and often to decide poorly. This is particularly true if 
creating a “finish line” (for beta) or getting the other side to quit 
the race (for alpha) involves the risk or threat of war, which will 
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entail an even greater need for focusing efforts in anticipation 
of that event. 

As will be seen in the case of the Dreadnought Race, to 
compete effectively, a state must account for grand strategy 
when making decisions in a competition—in effect, making 
grand strategy and competitive strategy consistent with one 
another. This is once again consistent with the imperative of 
formulating strategic intent: to pursue a competitive goal, one 
must marshal resources to achieve it. Beta, in particular, starts 
off in such a scenario at a resource disadvantage and must 
therefore eschew other objectives to focus on the main one. In 
the case of the Dreadnought Race, this proved a problem for 
both competitors—a fatal one for the beta competitor. It is a 
truism that not only do policy makers’ priorities vary, but so do 
states’ security interests; it may well be too much to expect a 
state, having decided to compete with a rival, to focus its entire 
policy on that goal. It is certainly true, however, that failure to 
do so has demonstrable costs that can be understood in terms 
of the three metrics used here, as the following case study will 
demonstrate. 

Furthermore, the concept of competitive advantage and 
core competence, as discussed by Hamel and Prahalad, as well 
as by Michael E. Porter, must be applied. Presumably, an alpha 
has some advantage that has so far allowed it to be the reigning 
hegemon. For beta to challenge it, starting with fewer resources, 
it needs to play to its strengths. This principle is illustrated well 
in the case of the Dreadnought Race, in which the key to Britain’s 
Atlantic hegemony was a combination of geographic accident 
and longstanding institutional and organizational competence. 
Though the British Royal Navy was arguably quite decadent—
and ripe for challenge—at the outset of the race, and though 
Britain had been politically and materially distracted, weak-
ened, and delegitimized by the Second Boer War (1899–1902), 
it would require no small amount of technical, organizational, 
and political expertise to challenge it. In this, Germany was at a 
disadvantage: it was a land power without comparable experi-
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ence in shipbuilding and naval administration, with a political 
process that was unused to treating its navy as an equal service 
to its army; politically, it was locked into a preexisting compe-
tition with France and Russia that limited its resources and its 
options. Overcoming each of these obstacles was possible, albeit 
to different degrees and with varying likelihood of success, 
but what is unmistakably true is that Germany, in challenging 
Britain, was not competing in an environment in which it could 
leverage strengths or nonmonetary resources that it already 
had. Its ultimate failure, as will be discussed, can be attributed 
in no small part to this fact. 

The competition can then be understood through decision- 
cycle analysis. In the course of the competition to be studied 
here, each competitor had an opportunity to shape the competi-
tive environment by making better and faster decisions than its 
opponent—in effect, to attack its opponent’s strategy. As will be 
seen, merely making faster decisions (deciding and acting) is not 
enough: the decisions must be correct and relevant (observing 
and orienting) to inhibit the opponent’s own decision cycle. In 
the case of the Dreadnought Race, Britain effectively achieved 
this over Germany, squeezing it politically and financially so 
as to make its naval program and its foreign policy irrelevant, 
although it ultimately failed to follow up this success. 

Finally, there is the essential fact that competition begins 
in a lopsided state. As noted, beta must effect a change in the 
status quo—it must affirmatively do something or there is no 
point in competing. Alpha does not have to do this, except to the 
extent it is forced to react. As noted above, competitions such as 
this have a tendency to end in conflict unless they are carefully 
managed and skillful diplomacy is employed. The challenge for 
beta in any of these scenarios is to construct a finish line—force 
a crisis—that will allow for a favorable resolution of the compe-
tition at acceptable cost; it simply does no good to compete if one 
cannot win, and the risks and stakes are both quite high. Costs 
scale over time for the victor; less so for anything short of this. 
In the end, an exit strategy is needed, or beta will fail. It is also 
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possible, however, for alpha, having risen to the challenge, to 
effect an exit strategy of its own. 

The Framework
Recapitulating for the final time, it is possible to show that the 
method here can be applied to any dyadic competitive relation-
ship between great powers in a regional hegemonic context to 
analyze it and possibly predict the outcome. The steps of such 
an analysis are as follows. 

Any such competition will have a reigning hegemon, or 
alpha, which, perhaps for a complicated set of reasons, possesses 
military primacy and a preponderance of political influence 
over a geographic region. Its competitor, or beta, is at an initial 
disadvantage in terms of both hard and soft power, relative to it. 

Once these competitors are identified, the nature of the 
competition can be assessed relative to their strengths and 
weaknesses along three metrics: national security, the mate-
rial welfare of their citizens, and intangible goals, which may 
include aspirations that are both internal and external to a state. 
National security refers to the actual safety of the state. Material 
welfare refers specifically to those matters that improve an indi-
vidual citizen’s economic well-being; they are the “butter” to 
security’s “guns.” Intangibles can be anything that does not fall 
under these two categories. Most, if not all, states have them; 
they may refer to constitutional liberties, national or ethnore-
ligious autonomy, international prestige, imperialism for its 
own sake or in pursuit of some ideological goal, the shaping of 
a regional or even global political environment according to a 
state’s desires or ideology, or even merely the respect of one’s 
international peers. Such intangibles need not be deemed noble 
to be understood as important to those who seek them; they 
can, however, be understood as a resource that can be traded in 
pursuit of other goals, depending on how dearly they are priced. 

These three metrics must be understood in context. National 
security is assessed in political and military terms according to 
its era. Material welfare is probably best understood in purely 
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economic and financial terms, but it can vary from simple 
money left in citizens’ pockets to the availability of resources for 
government programs or economic growth. Intangibles must be 
understood, qualitatively and quantitatively, in their own right, 
through the eyes of those who seek them and in light of the way 
in which they and their peers construct the world. 

These three metrics constitute both resources available to 
competitors and competitive goals. They constitute a trilemma. 
Absent exogenous inputs, it is not possible to seek an increase 
in all three at the same time; something must be sacrificed to 
obtain something else. In a competition for regional hegemony, 
moreover, the situation is constructed such that the competitors 
cannot entirely resolve it without reference to a zero-sum equa-
tion: obtaining a competitive goal requires that a competitor 
lose something, even if that something is not exactly symmet-
rical. “Interests,” in this framework, are replaced by “goals.” 
At least for purposes of competition, the question is not what a 
state objectively needs, if such can even be determined, but what 
it seeks. The three metrics effectively render the three “-isms” of 
realism, neoliberalism, and constructivism redundant for these 
purposes: rather than posit what a state’s interests are, one only 
has to examine what it actually wants, whether it makes sense 
(for some definition of the word) for it to want those things  
or not. 

Once a competitive scenario is understood in these terms, 
the degree to which beta is able to supplant alpha will depend 
on each player’s ability to leverage its national resources in 
pursuit of this goal. They may be sidetracked by their own 
internal processes, by the larger grand strategic context, or 
by other factors. In particular, whichever player is able to 
leverage a core competence will have a competitive advantage; 
this is particularly true of beta, which will have a difficult time 
winning the competition without doing so, as it begins from a 
weaker starting point. Beta may or may not optimally focus its 
resources in pursuit of its objectives, and alpha may or may not 
awaken to the challenge posed by beta in time. 
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Ultimately, for beta, the race must have a finish line of 
beta’s making; for alpha, the goal is either to prevent beta from 
creating one or to win the race on alpha’s terms. Whether this 
is done more or less elegantly can be the difference between 
peaceful resolution and major war, but the ability to create a 
finish line (for beta) or deny one (for alpha) is the final measure 
of each player’s competitive skill. 

Strategic intent is the capacity, on the part of a player, to 
focus resources on the successful pursuit of a goal, ultimately 
either creating a finish line and crossing it or, as the famous 
answer had it originally, getting the other side to quit. It can be 
inhibited by interference with a competitor’s decision cycle by 
another competitor making decisions faster with the correct 
observation and orientation. Obstructing an opponent’s strategy 
can buy time for alpha or gain an advantage for beta. 

Any competition for regional hegemony can be assessed 
in these terms. Who are the players? What do they want, and 
where does this put them according to each metric? How do 
these relative positions shape what resources are available? 
Can they formulate strategic intent? Can they, through skillful 
decision making, obstruct their opponent from formulating 
strategic intent? And can they, in the end, win the race with no 
finish line? 

The framework is therefore as follows: 
1.	 Determine the competitive objective—what is at stake in the 

competition. Within the limits of this study, the competi-
tive objective refers to regional hegemony, but exactly what 
that entails will vary in each case. 

2.	 Determine which competitor is alpha, the reigning hege- 
mon, and which is beta, the challenger.

3.	 Determine how that objective is manifested in terms of 
changes in the three metrics for each of the competitors. 
Determine what resources alpha and beta each have in 
terms of the three metrics. In so doing, also assess in partic-
ular which of the three metrics it is willing to trade for the 
others, and whether it has an abundance or a scarcity along 
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this metric, to determine whether it is utilizing a strength 
or a relatively weak area. 

4.	 Assess more generally the ability of each competitor to 
formulate strategic intent—in particular its leadership, its 
ability to leverage resources and core competencies, and 
its overall understanding of the nature of the project it is 
facing. Assess in particular which competitor is more able 
to intelligently and ruthlessly make tradeoffs among the 
three metrics in pursuit of its competitive goals. 

5.	 Assess whether either player has an endgame in mind—
either to outrun the adversary (alpha) or to force a finish 
(beta), and whether that endgame is achievable within the 
context of the player’s strategic intent—the decisions it 
knows to make and is able and willing to make.

6.	 Determine what core competencies each player has—
what abilities it possesses that will enable it to obtain an 
advantage in the competition. Assess in particular each 
competitor’s astuteness in leveraging these competencies 
behind strategic intent. Assess more specifically whether it 
has an advantage in performing the actions it will have to 
perform to win the competition, relative to its competitor. 

7.	 Assess the ability of each competitor to read its adversary 
and make decisions that will correspondingly limit its 
competitor’s options and situational understanding—the 
ability to operate “within” the adversary’s decision cycle. 
Reassess as the competition unfolds. 

A comprehensive assessment of a dyadic competition for 
regional hegemony in these terms will likely yield, even at the 
outset, considerable insight into the question of who, if either, is 
likely to prevail in the end. Once each factor has been assessed, 
a qualitative picture will emerge of each side’s strengths and 
weaknesses and each side’s relative likelihood of achieving its 
competitive goals. At the very least, however, after addressing 
such a competition, an analyst employing this framework will 
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be equipped with a set of questions to ask to determine who is 
performing better and, perhaps, who is likely to prevail. 

It remains now to demonstrate the usage of this framework 
through the analysis of an historical case, and it is to this anal-
ysis that this study will now turn.
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Chapter Four 
The Origins and Aims  

of the Dreadnought Race
God of our fathers, known of old—
Lord of our far-flung battle-line—
Beneath whose awful hand we hold
Dominion over palm and pine—
Lord God of Hosts, be with us yet, 
Lest we forget—lest we forget!

~ Rudyard Kipling1

It is easy today to forget that the English were North-
men just as much as the Vikings . . . sharing traditions 
of kingship and the ordering of society, sharing not 
least a common style of shipbuilding and a common 
maritime tradition; a world in which a warship was a 
natural present for a king.

~ N. A. M. Rodger2

The competition that emerged at the turn of the twentieth 
century between Great Britain and Germany amounted to a 

competition for North Sea hegemony—over the preponderance 
of naval power around the seaward approaches to northern Eu-
rope, and over the prestige, access to colonies, and freedom of 
action within the international system that that power afforded 
its possessor. As such, this competition had two major, related 
sets of aims. In the first place, it was, for Germany, a material, 
technical, and highly technologized competition to, at the very 
least, alter or maintain the naval balance in the North Sea and, at 
the outside, to maintain or supplant British naval predominance 
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there, at acceptable or at least realistically possible cost. In the 
second place, the competitors sought the corollary political ef-
fects of such a change or maintenance of that naval balance, as 
well as (more imperfectly) certain political requisites. The two 
factors were intimately related in that each enabled the other: 
naval power was seen as leading to political respect, of which 
access to colonies was one tangible indicator, though not the 
sole one. 

What is referred to here as the “Dreadnought Race” may 
be dubbed an “arms race plus,” with the “plus” signifying the 
longer-term goal of success in the eponymous naval arms race—
namely, prestige within the system and the (often intangible) 
gains that prestige represented.3 The Dreadnought Race there-
fore contained elements that would satisfy the fundamental 
assumptions of either realism (concern for national security 
driving policy) or constructivism (policy driven by contingent 
interactions of states within the system, with states pursuing 
that which was important in the context of the other states, 
their often implicit values and priorities, and their resulting 
policies and the systemic norms derived from them). As has 
been noted, this study does not seek to resolve, or even take a 
side in, the longstanding philosophical argument as to whether 
tangible factors or less tangible social constructs are the funda-
mental determinants of the international system. It is enough 
to note that both were present in the case of the Dreadnought 
Race, and that it is actually futile to separate the two factors. 
Military power—specifically, naval power—in a key region and 
status within the international system were tightly intertwined 
and informed the motives and goals of the two major players. 

It is critical here to understand how primary and secondary 
objectives within this competition affect not only each other 
but also the inquiry provided here. The framework offers lines 
of inquiry both for the primary objectives of a competition for 
regional hegemony, in terms of what is sought in-region, and for 
the competition’s greater implications. First and foremost, the 
Dreadnought Race was a competition for naval supremacy, and 
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the political environment necessary to sustain it, in the North 
Sea. As will be shown, the major component of the compe-
tition—a naval arms race to build and maintain battleship 
fleets—was only of use in this context for Germany (and of 
limited use otherwise for Britain) and was, in fact, a resource 
drain for other objectives. It was a regional competition with 
broader relevance for the grand strategies for the states involved, 
and the framework presented here offers means of inquiry into 
how these matters fit together.

To understand how this state of affairs came to be, it is neces-
sary to understand not only the distribution of power within 
Europe at the time but also what that power meant, as well as 
how matters had come to this point. As is often remarked, the 
catalyst for Anglo-German rivalry prior to World War I was the 
way in which naval dominance in a particular area—namely the 
North Sea—was seen by Britain and the other states of Europe, 
both at the level of decision-making elites and by the general 
public.

This study will move from a consideration of these view-
points to a narrative of the key decisions undertaken in the 
Dreadnought Race before proceeding to an analysis of those deci-
sions in the context of competitive strategy. The narrative that 
follows may be summed up briefly. Beginning in 1897, Germany, 
under Kaiser Wilhelm II, sought to build a fleet of capital ships 
that would alter the naval balance in the North Sea, then domi-
nated and controlled by the British Royal Navy, in Germany’s 
favor. This would, per se, increase Germany’s prestige, a goal 
sought by Wilhelm for personal reasons. It would also theoreti-
cally allow, at minimum, for a deterrent to a British blockade in 
the event of war, which would in turn allow Germany to pursue 
its imperialist ambitions—particularly in Africa, but also 
potentially elsewhere—without British approval. It would, at 
maximum, achieve sufficient dominance of Great Britain close 
to home as to force Britain into a subordinate position relative 
to Germany, again increasing Germany’s international status 
and fulfilling Wilhelm’s personal goals. Almost as a side note, it 



Chapter Four 

114

would also theoretically provide for a unification of the various 
factions opposed to socialism within German society, allowing 
for effective suppression of the German Social Democrats, 
who were feared to be gaining electoral ground. There were 
numerous flaws in both the conceptualization and execution 
of this plan, and in the end, both for reasons of its own and in 
response to German actions, Britain succeeded in outbuilding 
the Imperial German Navy’s battleship program and in diplo-
matically isolating Germany. Although the Dreadnought Race 
did not come to a formal conclusion, it had effectively been 
resolved in Britain’s favor by the time of the outbreak of World 
War I. Whether to count it among the contributing factors to 
that war is an open question, which, although this study need 
not take a definitive position on it, can be understood as having 
some impact on the assessment of the success or failure of each 
competitor’s competitive strategy.4

A Note on Historiography 
Before beginning, it is necessary to address a few points that 
may be of interest to specialists. Because this study is primarily 
concerned with the strategy of great power competitors as it 
pertains to their pursuit of regional hegemony and the signif-
icance of that goal to their broader aims, it is not primarily a 
work of history. Although readers will find a bit of original 
research here in the form of statistical analysis based on a 
consolidation of historical data and modern inferences about it 
(see the appendix), this work does not pretend to add any great 
detail to any of the existing historical analysis of the Dread-
nought Race or its surrounding context. If it should provide 
such insight, such is the better, but that is not its objective, and 
this author will be successful to have merely kept up with, and 
addressed, existing scholarly debates and research. To that end, 
this work relies heavily on secondary sources, although where 
appropriate primary sources are referred to. 

Although the main text of the narrative hopefully addresses 
all major points of contention regarding the historiography of 
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the events understood as the Dreadnought Race, some addi-
tional commentary is provided here regarding the approach 
taken. Although, as noted, this study is not a work of history and 
is principally concerned only with a fairly cursory appraisal of 
the Anglo-German competition that is styled the Dreadnought 
Race (any longer treatment of the subject being prohibitive), 
and although space constraints necessarily (but unfortunately) 
prevent this work from considering every detail and aspect 
of British and German policy at the time, it is nevertheless 
important to consider some of the historical and historiograph-
ical disputes that underlie the major events under study, and 
to locate this study within some of these disputes where it is 
strictly necessary to take sides. 

In the first place, this study proceeds, albeit cautiously, from 
the assumption that Germany’s late-nineteenth-century expan-
sionism from the accession of Kaiser Wilhelm II onward was 
driven at least in part by the kaiser’s personality and personal 
motivations, and that these included envy of Britain’s access 
to overseas colonies (particularly and primarily in Africa) as 
well as a fascination with naval primacy and the international 
prestige that that primacy conferred. It hews to the view, most 
notably promulgated by Paul M. Kennedy and Ivo Lambi, and 
echoed by Peter Padfield and Robert K. Massie, that the wishes 
of the kaiser, and the influence on him of a few key individuals 
(notably German statesman Bernhard von Bülow and Imperial 
German Navy grand admiral Alfred von Tirpitz) were key to 
understanding Germany’s intentions at the state level before, 
during, and immediately after the Dreadnought Race ran its 
course.5 It acknowledges that the drivers of German policy 
were complex, and that structural factors—more than can be 
discussed in the space available here—did indeed play a role in 
shaping and limiting German intentions, as Volker Berghahn 
and others have noted.6 Where appropriate, it acknowledges 
some of these factors—particularly the influence of big busi-
ness in the German Reichstag and the ideological and cultural 
concerns of both the Social Democrats and the Prussian nobility, 
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all of which served as both limiting factors (to which, it will be 
noted, Wilhelm and his advisors paid insufficient attention) and 
drivers of policy. Without disputing or even minimizing these 
structural concerns, however, this study, because it is, in the 
end, a study of decision making and resource allocation, does 
nevertheless pay attention principally to the decisions taken 
at the higher levels. As is noted in chapter 6, there are ways in 
which it is possible to imagine Germany charting a different 
course, and many decisions that it is possible to imagine in the 
abstract that it is nevertheless impossible to envision Germany 
making in actuality. In that sense, the limitations of German 
society are acknowledged even as the focus is on the most influ-
ential decision makers themselves. As noted in the preceding 
chapters, states are treated in this study as having agency, 
even allowing for excellent arguments as to why they do not, 
and state decision making is treated holistically, even allowing 
for the problems of doing so. When this study speaks of a 
state—Germany or Britain—having a strategy, that strategy is 
understood through the thoughts and actions of its principal 
decision makers and those taking the initiative to make decisions. 

This study also proceeds from the assumption that the indi-
viduals on which it focuses were the most influential decision 
makers on their respective sides. This is an essentially classical 
view at this point, in that a number of revisionist interpreta-
tions have now been put forward. On the German side, this 
study retains the focus on Alfred Tirpitz as the key driver of 
German naval policy in the Dreadnought Race that is employed 
by Kennedy, Lambi, and others (notably Jonathan Steinberg, 
Holger Herwig, Patrick J. Kelly, Padfield, and Massie), as well 
as on Wilhelm and Bülow. On the British side, it similarly treats 
Royal Navy admiral Sir John Arbuthnot Fisher as a center-stage 
character (per, especially, Arthur Marder, as well as Kennedy, 
Padfield, and Massie). It is necessary in doing so to acknowledge 
more recent revisionist interpretations that have attempted to 
qualify these figures’ roles—notably those of Matthew S. Selig-
mann and Nicholas A. Lambert, who have argued variously 
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that the foregrounding of Tirpitz’s role has obscured equally 
important contrary efforts by other German naval officers and 
that too much has been made of Fisher’s reforms in relation to 
Germany as opposed to other factors. These revisionist inter-
pretations are not without foundation and, where appropriate, 
are accounted for in the narrative presented here. Nevertheless, 
this study works with the basic assumption that these figures’ 
roles were, indeed, central to the Dreadnought Race.7 

Perhaps most importantly, this study proceeds from the 
assumption that the Dreadnought Race was a major naval arms 
race that affected not only the defense budgets but also the 
foreign policies of the two competitors. In so doing, this study 
has unabashedly followed sources that treat the Dreadnought 
Race as an important and discrete series of historical events 
worthy of study in their own. These sources have included the 
more popularly accessible histories of Padfield and Massie, as 
well as a more recent narrative by Seligmann, Frank Nägler, 
and Michael Epkenhans, and the more exhaustive analysis of 
Lambi on the German side.8 It is important to acknowledge 
key counterarguments, and this narrative attempts to do so as 
they arise—most notably, this study can readily acknowledge  
the objections of Lambert and others that Britain’s naval 
decision making, particularly early on in the Dreadnought 
Race, involved other priorities besides Germany’s battleship 
program.9 It is enough to note here that, while one can say 
that both Britain and Germany were indeed attending to other 
matters as they competed against each other, and while neither 
side at any given time threw the full weight of its resources and 
resolution into the competition (a fact that will be noted in the 
strategic analysis in the final chapter of this book), a competi-
tion was underway and, in that competition, even not to have a 
strategy was in an important sense to have one. Likewise, this 
study (following Seligmann, Nägler, and Epkenhans) proceeds 
from the reasonable position that there was indeed a major 
naval arms race worthy of analysis from both perspectives.10 
In that sense, although this study can acknowledge objections 
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that various decision makers had priorities besides the Dread-
nought Race and factor them in, in the end, this study is about 
the competitive relationship between Britain and Germany 
in the military and political realm that existed from the last 
decade of the nineteenth century until World War I and seeks to 
understand the two competitors’ decisions in light of that rela-
tionship. 

Other matters can also be dealt with here. This study 
touches on the importance of imperialism and colonies for the 
international prestige that Wilhelm, and Germany under his 
direction, sought. It does not delve into the complexities of the 
history of nineteenth century European imperialism except 
as those complexities bear directly on the questions of stra-
tegic goals and strategic intent that are at hand. It can readily 
concede (though it does not necessarily have to) the thesis of 
Ronald Robinson, John Gallagher, and Alice Denny, which states 
that British imperialism was not directed by a well thought-out 
grand strategic plan or a singular ambition but rather evolved 
from specific British security concerns and political impera-
tives as they arose.11 It can likewise concede D. K. Fieldhouse’ 
arguments that colonialism was driven by as many historical 
factors as there were European colonies, while still acknowl-
edging the subjective importance that colonies had to specific 
German decision makers—including Wilhelm and those in his 
inner circle—and the nature of that importance.12 On these 
matters, Fieldhouse’s insights actually serve as confirmation, in 
that he notes that colonies were often seen as having intrinsic 
importance that transcended material cost-benefit analysis, an 
insight that is relevant to the framework under study here.13 
This study is in broad agreement with the argument of P. J. Cain 
and A. G. Hopkins, who note that the German threat to British 
North Sea primacy was a major impetus behind the changes in 
British foreign and defense policy at the time, even as it also can 
concede their point that colonies were only a marginal prize in 
this rivalry.14 Colonies did, however, serve as a lagging indicator 
of Germany’s worldwide influence, which in turn Germany 
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sought to enhance by its actions to overtake Britain’s North Sea 
hegemony, as will be discussed. 

Likewise, this study moves around the edges of a gargan-
tuan debate into which it can only timidly dip—namely, the 
question of the causes of World War I. This study is prepared to 
accept—although it considers the alternative—that the Dread-
nought Race did indeed contribute to the outbreak of World 
War I. It decisively accepts the conventional thesis promul-
gated by Kennedy and Lambi (as well as recently by Seligmann, 
Nägler, and Epkenhans, and in the narrative histories of 
Padfield and Massie) that the Dreadnought Race contributed 
directly to Germany’s diplomatic isolation, which was inher-
ently detrimental according to the framework discussed above, 
and also contributed to the enmity between Germany and other 
powers that made World War I, and British involvement in it, 
more likely.15 It is not necessary here, however, to assume that 
World War I became inevitable because of the Dreadnought 
Race—only that the Dreadnought Race contributed to its like-
lihood (indeed, the final analysis considers other possibilities). 
Although some of this study’s source materials do accept the 
thesis of German war guilt—most notably Padfield’s narrative 
of the Dreadnought Race, which begins with this assertion—it 
is not strictly necessary for the narrative offered here to accept 
it.16 In particular, this study does not accept, at least not in 
their entirety, the more provocative arguments of Fritz Fischer 
regarding German culpability for World War I. Fischer’s crucial 
arguments—that Germany was incorrigibly expansionist prior 
to World War I as assuredly as before World War II, and that 
Germany made the decision to begin hostilities well before they 
broke out—do not have to be taken as valid for the analysis here 
to hold water.17 As will be treated in more detail in chapter 6, all 
that is argued here is that the Dreadnought Race, at key points 
and in key ways, diminished Germany’s position along all of the 
metrics employed in the framework offered above; that this ran 
directly counter to Germany’s ultimate strategic aims; and that, 
to the extent that the Dreadnought Race had a role in increasing 
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the likelihood of war, it did not serve the interests of Germany 
that it did so. British policy toward Germany is accounted for 
in a similar fashion: although British policy during the Dread-
nought Race may have helped to set Britain on the road to war 
by shifting Britain’s national security policy away from older 
adversaries and toward Germany, it is not necessary to take a 
strong position on the ultimate causes of the war for this study, 
in its final analysis, to comment on the results of British policies 
for Britain’s competitive strategy.18 In essence, the Dreadnought 
Race’s effects on the international position and strategic goals of 
both sides can be understood whether or not World War I is ulti-
mately included among them, but where it can be argued that it 
should be, this is discussed. 

With historiographical matters addressed, this study now  
turns to the strategic theories and context that drove the comp- 
etitors in this case. 

Theoretical Underpinnings:  
The Influence of Sea Power Upon History
To understand how the Dreadnought Race began, it is neces-
sary to understand how the competitors understood seapower. 
The second half of the nineteenth century gave rise to 
dramatic changes in naval technology—specifically, the rise 
of steam-powered ships, armor plating (the first ironclads), 
and, eventually, swivel-turret gun mounts with breech-loading 
guns.19 As befitted the leading seapower of its era, Britain 
largely took the lead in developing these technologies. As of 
the mid-1870s, Britain’s four steam-driven, swivel-turreted, 
heavily armored ironclads constituted the most technologically 
advanced capital ships afloat, and they were seen as technolog-
ically unique, capable of defeating any ships then deployed by 
any power. These ships represented a qualitative break from 
the previous practice of either plating sailing vessels with steel 
armor (with the addition of a steam engine) or of producing 
ironclad hulls with guns in batteries.20 These ships represented 
the beginning of the battleship revolution that defined naval 
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competition in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centu-
ries, and with it the overall challenge by Germany to Britain’s 
Atlantic hegemony. 

Conversely, a somewhat viable alternative was also in 
development in the form of small, fast-moving torpedo boats 
that could literally run circles around the big line-of-battle 
ironclads, moving faster than rotating turret guns could track. 
These boats ran the gamut from genuine torpedo boats to larger 
destroyers, which both fired torpedoes and hunted torpedo 
boats. They were limited in range: their unguided torpedoes 
(which traveled erratically) had effective ranges of only about 
a kilometer and were accurate at about one-half that distance. 
They likewise lacked combat radius, as they were ill-suited to 
long deployment at sea.21 Big battleships were preferable, and 
no navy that aspired to great power status would seriously 
consider torpedo boats an adequate substitute (though they 
showed promise), but the latter offered a cheap, “good enough” 
alternative for a power that wished to content itself with coastal 
defense and perhaps short-range commerce raiding.22 Such 
debates would become part and parcel of Germany’s internal 
deliberations at the start of the Dreadnought Race. 

The implications of these technological developments for 
naval procurement and doctrine were mirrored by the theoret-
ical disputes of the time. For Alfred Thayer Mahan, a U.S. naval 
officer who became famous for his 1890 book The Influence of Sea 
Power Upon History, seapower came down to a few fairly simple 
concepts. Whoever controlled the ocean controlled sea trade, 
and the way to control oceanic trade was to be able to win naval 
battles. This view was neither intuitive in the minds of naval 
planners of the time nor without opposition. Commerce raiding 
(derisively called a kleinkrieg, or little war, in Germany) was a 
time-honored strategy of naval warfare and was in fact the 
dominant view of naval warfare at the time. In Mahan’s view, 
it was an indecisive strategy. The way to command the ocean, 
in Mahan’s analysis, was not to be able to make hit-and-run 
attacks on an adversary’s commerce, but to be able to render 
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that commerce inherently vulnerable by sweeping the seas 
clean of opposing ships. This, by definition, required possession 
of battleships—having enough of the most powerful and tech-
nologically advanced warships of one’s era to be able to win sea 
battles and deny the sea to opposing navies. Once command of 
the sea had been achieved, a naval power could then blockade 
an adversary’s coasts at will, arresting not only their trade but 
also military force projection, therefore inherently limiting the 
adversary’s military options in the event of war and, thereby, 
their international power and influence.23 

British naval historian Sir Julian S. Corbett critiqued some 
of Mahan’s ideas in his 1911 book Some Principles of Maritime 
Strategy. Corbett noted that, if only because of the sheer size 
of the area involved, the default condition of the sea was not 
control by a particular state, but the lack of it: “command of the 
sea” had to be obtained; it could not be assumed simply because 
one state had a preponderance of seapower. For Corbett, one 
only assumed command of the sea when one had exclusive 
control of “maritime communications,” a concept that linked 
naval force projection with protection of commerce; the key 
was to hold the right areas at the right time, not all areas at once, 
so as to be continually on the move and in play.24 Corbett tied 
together the concepts of overseas force projection (and denial of 
the same to an adversary) and trade protection, since he viewed 
these matters as a question of interdicting seaborne logistics.25 
As a result, it was not overwhelming naval force but rather the 
right naval force in the right place at the right time—or even 
the risk to an adversary that one might exist—that was enough 
to protect what needed to be protected. Corbett referred to this 
concept as a “fleet in being.”26 Corbett wrote Some Principles of 
Maritime Strategy when the Dreadnought Race was at its height 
(he looked backward to “the golden age of our navy”) and there-
fore possessed a spirit of caution and resource conservation 
that Mahan lacked.27 For this reason, he was acutely attentive 
to financial reality: as he noted, the question of paying for naval 
warfare could not be dodged, and “the side with the longer 
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purse wins”; accordingly, interference with trade only mattered 
if it affected the opposing state’s fiscal options.28 As will become 
clear, the Germans in the Dreadnought Race were motivated 
more by a Mahanian vision than a more modest Corbettian one. 

Mahan’s views, however, formed one endpoint of an ideo-
logical continuum in an increasingly intense debate about naval 
force structure and doctrine that took place across the European 
great powers at the end of the nineteenth century. Corbett’s 
critique, moreover, lay at the midpoint of the continuum, in that 
it still partially concerned how to achieve Mahanian aims on a 
budget. It is important to understand this debate in some detail 
to understand (at least to the extent possible) what Germany 
ultimately tried to do in the Dreadnought Race. 

At the other end of the continuum lay the French Jeune 
École (Young School), a naval strategic doctrine or concept that, 
in various forms and by different names, underlay the naval 
acquisition and doctrinal planning of some of Britain’s rivals in 
the late nineteenth century. Its chief proponent, as the name 
suggests, was the French Navy, which devoted considerable 
time and effort to honing it. In essence, the Jeune École held that 
seapower could be used effectively by a weaker navy if it targeted 
an adversary’s commerce instead of seeking to blockade their 
shores. In this, it was a direct rebuttal to Mahan: the smaller 
fleet could at least hold its own, and what mattered was not raw 
naval power but the ability to use smaller amounts of power in 
a highly targeted fashion. 

The genesis of the Jeune École lay in an obvious fact of life: 
if France’s navy was to have any use in a war against Britain, 
its historical adversary, it would have to overcome its essential 
weakness in ships of the line. Because of Britain’s overwhelming 
naval strength, France would have to devise a strategy to remain 
relevant at sea without fighting a losing “big battle.” French 
naval planners, beginning in the second half of the nine-
teenth century, therefore turned to the historical alternative 
that would be denounced as ineffective by Mahan: commerce 
raiding. What differentiated their analysis—what made “this 
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time different,” if one wills—was a somewhat optimistic assess-
ment of the vulnerabilities created by the interaction of overseas 
colonialism and an industrial economy. French naval theorists 
believed Britain to be excessively sensitive to disruption of its 
overseas trade: because Britain’s industries relied heavily on 
imports of colonial raw materials in a way that, for example, an 
agrarian economy in the days of the Spanish Armada might not 
have done, they could be easily disrupted and shut down by a 
coordinated attack on colonial shipping lanes.29 In this, French 
naval theorists anticipated, in an odd fashion, later maximalist 
arguments concerning airpower: a few strikes against a few key 
economic pressure points would throw an entire economy into 
chaos. 

These arguments, as overblown as they now seem, were 
not without foundation. In aggregate terms, Britain’s economy 
was a world trader par excellence. As Arne Røksund notes in his 
history of the Jeune École’s influence on the French Navy, prior 
to World War I Britain alone accounted for about 40 percent of 
global trade by weight. It was heavily dependent on its colo-
nies for industrial raw materials and for food, of which it was 
a net importer. Røksund even notes, amusingly, that Britain 
also could not function without its tea, coffee, and tobacco, all 
of which had to be brought in by sea. British war planners and 
political leaders were uniformly concerned about this vulner-
ability, even if they were not entirely sure what to do about it. 
It was a reasonable assumption that severe disruption of this 
trade would have profound economic effects. It was, perhaps, a 
slightly less reasonable assumption that this could be effected 
cheaply and easily in the event of war.30 The basic idea, however, 
that commerce raiding could be an effective option in the event 
of a war with Britain not only permeated French naval thought 
from the late nineteenth century until its rivalry with Britain 
ended (during the Dreadnought Race, as will be seen), but also 
found its way into the disputes over naval force structure in 
other potential adversaries of Britain—including Germany.31 
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As it happened, the Jeune École in its original conception was 
ultimately overtaken by events. France, in the end, concluded 
an entente with Britain and fought alongside it in World War 
I, thereby rendering moot its original, somewhat speculative 
plans for commerce raiding in the event of war. But, as Røksund 
notes, what France began in speculative terms, Germany ulti-
mately accomplished in its submarine warfare strategy in 
World War I, although the actual effects were far less adequate 
than had been anticipated.32 In any event, it is enough for now 
to note that the ideas of the Jeune École were widely discussed at 
the end of the nineteenth century, influenced naval planners in 
Germany as well as France and elsewhere, stood in stark opposi-
tion to Mahanian ideas about sea dominance, and had to be dealt 
with if one were to forge a naval acquisition plan in that era. 

The basic tactics of the Jeune École were a modernized ver- 
sion of those used by weaker naval powers for centuries: the 
so-called “guerre de course” in which small, fast ships would 
attack enemy commercial vessels in piratical fashion, either 
relieving them of their cargo or sending them to the bottom 
of the ocean. The ships available for this task at the end of the 
nineteenth century varied. The oldest and most straightfor-
ward method was the use of small, fast cruisers that could keep 
up with merchant vessels. This, of course, had been practiced 
since time immemorial, either by navies or on a contract basis 
by privateers. A more outré version of this basic practice has 
been extensively documented recently by Matthew S. Selig-
mann, who notes that plans existed in Germany even during 
the Dreadnought Race to turn to commerce raiding in the event 
of war with Britain by conscripting civilian merchant vessels, 
which were required by regulation to be pre-equipped for the 
purpose, outfitting them with guns, placing them under naval 
command and control, and unleashing them—initially out of 
neutral ports—on British commerce. The normal counter to this 
method was to escort or screen merchant convoys with small 
friendly cruisers or similar light vessels, or to use these vessels 
to patrol shipping lanes for predators.33 
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The end of the nineteenth century, with its increase in the 
rapidity of naval technological development, would bring new 
options for guerre de course. As noted, torpedo boats were in 
development from the 1870s onward, their development being 
led by the Imperial German Navy, which, despite organizational 
doubts about the viability of a Jeune École-driven doctrine, was 
concerned with economizing on costs. Torpedo boats created 
basing problems, since their short range limited their use to 
coastal waters unless inventive measures were taken. In a 
preview of what was to come, the German officer responsible for 
torpedo boat development at the end of the nineteenth century, 
Alfred Tirpitz, repeatedly sought to increase their range so that 
they could operate in the far reaches of the North Sea. The devel-
opment of submarines at the beginning of the twentieth century 
would further refine the concept in predictable ways. For all 
this, however, the Jeune École primarily envisioned long-range 
cruisers rather than short-range small craft as its commerce 
raiders of choice, for the obvious reason that cruisers alone had 
the proven ability to strike at trade on the high seas far from 
home bases. The submarine, in its now-fabled World War I role 
as a commerce raider, was a comparative latecomer, long after 
France had abandoned the Jeune École and Germany had begun 
the Dreadnought Race.34 

The two ends of the debate, therefore, could be summed up 
in somewhat alliterative terms: battleships would be used for 
battles and blockades; cruisers would be used for commerce 
raiding. Although a navy might seek a balanced mix of small craft 
and ships of the line, the weighting of this mix—constrained 
by state finances, a factor that would become crucial during 
the Dreadnought Race—effectively announced a decision, and 
an intellectual position, as to which side of the debate had 
more practical merit. In general, a basic choice faced the naval 
planners of a state such as Germany that wished to compete 
with Britain: such a state could compete directly, according to 
Mahanian principles, by building a main battle fleet capable 
of surviving combat with Britain’s, or indirectly, by preparing 
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for large-scale commerce raiding. Each end of this continuum 
contained risks, both doctrinal (the theoretical underpinnings 
had not been tested in a modern conflict) and strategic (commit-
ting to one frequently meant avoiding the other).35 

From an international relations theory perspective, Karen 
Rasler and William R. Thompson (drawing on a line of analysis 
begun by Thompson and George Modelski), have presented 
a more modern version of Mahanian reasoning in the form 
of leadership long-cycle theory.36 It is worthwhile to examine 
their contentions in greater detail here as a context for Britain’s  
global position that drove its regional competitive thinking 
during the Dreadnought Race. Echoing Corbett’s views on the 
fusion of state finance and naval power, Rasler and Thompson 
argue that waves of economic innovation, which is usually 
monopolized when it occurs by a single state’s economy, drive 
temporary boosts in relative power by giving the states that initiate 
them temporary increases in economic production that can  
be mobilized to obtain greater naval power. This power, in turn, 
enables greater control of the seas and a corresponding in- 
crease in global political influence. Rasler and Thompson write: 

For a number of reasons related to winning global 
wars and supporting long-distance economic 
activities in war and peace, global leaders must 
develop sea power to be successful. Historically, 
naval leadership has been vital to both attaining 
and maintaining the ability to project force over 
long distances. That is why the global leader’s 
[their term for a world hegemon] naval capability 
share, one method of indexing the level of mili-
tary power concentration and deconcentration 
at the global level, is highlighted. . . . That is also 
the main reason why so much stress is placed on 
long-term fluctuations in naval capability within 
the leadership long cycle framework.37
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In Rasler and Thompson’s model, global leadership by a 
given state rises and then falls (and may rise again) in cycles 
linked to cycles of economic innovation, which in turn drive 
cycles of naval power concentration. Rasler and Thompson 
use the term global reach capability to describe what seapower 
provides: the ability to project hard power on the one hand and 
push it away on the other. For almost all periods for which it 
is relevant, however, global reach capability is synonymous, for 
Rasler and Thompson’s purposes, with seapower.38 

The waves of economic innovation are styled “Kondratieff 
waves,” named after Soviet economist Nikolay D. Kondratiev 
(a.k.a. Kondratieff), who first hypothesized their existence. 
Per the leadership long-cycle model, waves of global leader-
ship driven by Kondratieff waves are bracketed by them and, in 
turn, by periods of global warfare. At the beginning of a cycle, a 
sitting global leader is knocked off its perch in a crisis—histor-
ically always a major global war—by a challenger state that has 
successfully monopolized a new wave of innovation that, in 
turn, allows its economy to grow faster and its share of global 
reach capability—seapower—to rival the sitting global leader. 
The new global leader then maintains its position for a while 
and legitimizes its position to some degree by offering the types 
of public goods that a monopoly on naval power can provide—
notably safety of commerce and a degree of global governance. 
However, deconcentration of global reach capability—and 
therefore global hard power—occurs when another state is able 
to monopolize a new wave of innovation and use it to build up its 
own naval power. Typically, during this time, the global leader 
will also have fallen into a “territorial trap” in which it is sed- 
uced into maintaining its global reach by acquiring land-based 
territories and assets that must be defended by land forces, 
eroding its naval budget and therefore its ability to fend off 
challenges. Eventually, another crisis (effectively, another war) 
occurs, and unless the sitting global leader has caught hold of 
another wave of economic innovation, it is likely to lose this 
challenge to the upstart state. Rasler and Thompson posit and 
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argue for five such cycles of global leadership: one by Portugal 
(and eventually Spain, after the union of their crowns) in the 
sixteenth century, one by the Netherlands after the Eighty 
Years’ War (or Dutch Revolt) in the seventeenth century, one 
by Britain after the wars of Louis XIV that inaugurated the 
eighteenth century, a second cycle of British leadership in the 
eighteenth century after the failed attempt by France under 
Napoléon Bonaparte to supplant Britain in the Napoleonic Wars, 
and finally a wave of U.S. hegemony beginning after the collapse 
of Britain’s world authority following World Wars I and II.39 

At the end of the nineteenth century, Britain faced decon-
centration. Although there was not yet a direct challenge to its 
naval dominance, all of the European powers now had rapidly 
growing industrial economies—on average, Germany’s gross 
national product is estimated here to have been growing more 
rapidly than Britain’s. The heavy industries that had been at 
the vanguard of the industrial revolution and are a good proxy 
for Rasler and Thompson’s innovation wave—particularly coal 
and steel—were now possessed by all; Britain’s share of global 
production was slacking dramatically, with Germany about to 
exceed Britain as the leading producer. As Paul M. Kennedy 
and others have noted, Britain’s strategic position—a powerful 
military backed up by a new industrial economy—was not 
unique anymore, and by this time Britain was not exceptional 
or even well-off in this regard.40 It is therefore perhaps far from 
surprising that British seapower should have come to be both 
a point of contention and a point of vulnerability for Britain at 
the end of the nineteenth century. 

The British Royal Navy in the Nineteenth Century
It had begun well. To say that Britannia ruled the waves in the 
middle decades of the nineteenth century is to downplay the 
situation: there was no one else on the waves. Since the Napole-
onic Wars, Britain had enjoyed a blue-water naval preeminence 
enjoyed by few states at any point in history. Following the 
defeat of Napoléon—which had most famously demonstrated 
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British naval competence (as well as courage and sheer dramatic 
daring) at the Battle of Trafalgar (21 October 1805)—the Royal 
Navy was mostly demobilized, as there were simply no threats 
remaining. So unquestioned was British naval power that the 
Royal Navy was relegated to convoy and blockade duty during 
the Crimean War (October 1853–February 1856)—the Russian 
czar was more intelligent than to waste his navy in a futile 
effort to combat Britain far from port. With that much less to 
do, the Royal Navy’s principal duties lay in a smaller imperial 
policing role, most famously in deterring piracy and mopping 
up the oceanic slave trade, which Britain banned. The fact that 
it was able to take the lead in banning slave-trafficking should 
provide an indication of how little Britain was opposed. Perhaps 
the most dramatic illustration of the Royal Navy’s preeminence 
is the almost complete absence throughout the first half of the 
nineteenth century of anything like a defensive mentality: ships 
were widely dispersed globally instead of being concentrated 
in bases close to home, as there was simply no one in Europe 
left to fight. Although the Royal Navy’s first priority remained 
guarding the seaward approaches to Britain and controlling 
access to the Mediterranean, it was not necessary to devote a 
large share of fiscal resources or ships to the accomplishment 
of this task.41 

Still, Britain had come to view seapower in almost obses-
sive terms. This had somewhat to do with British anxiety about 
holding onto a good thing once they had control of it, but it also 
had to do with the exigencies of modern life. As noted, and as 
the proponents of the Jeune École had argued firmly, now that 
the Industrial Revolution had come to Britain, Britain could 
no longer feed itself—it was part of an interdependent global 
economy, and it was a net importer of food. As of the latter 
half of the nineteenth century, Britain had, at any given time, 
enough food within its borders to feed its population for three to 
six months, but probably not longer. Just as vital was protection 
for British commerce. Although trade is often seen as a barrier 
to hostilities, for Britain, overseas trade amounted to an Achilles 
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heel. If a foreign adversary in wartime were to interdict it, Brit-
ain’s domestic economy would essentially shut down, and with 
it Britain’s war effort; food supply disruption, it was thought, 
did not even have to reach starvation levels to contribute to this 
theorized breakdown.42 

National security was therefore a matter of protecting com- 
merce and avoiding blockade through overwhelming strength.43 
Although this concern spoke most directly to the threat of Jeune 
École-style commerce raiding, it also argued in part—particu-
larly where the North Sea was concerned—for the maintenance 
of Britain’s essentially Mahanian naval policy: it was better not 
to be blockaded, and this argued for a preponderance of capital 
ships.44 

For this reason, too, Britain also endeavored to keep the 
Dardanelles and Bosporus straits open to British trade (partic-
ularly as Britain’s Crimean War nemesis Russia was seen as a 
threat to that trade), which meant maintaining as strong Medi-
terranean fleet on the one hand and keeping good relations with 
the Ottoman Empire on the other. For this reason, British prime 
minister William Ewart Gladstone’s opposition to Turkey on 
what today would be called human rights grounds was a sharp 
break with more hardheaded British policy makers—including 
his predecessor, Benjamin Disraeli.45 As will be shown, the need 
to safeguard Mediterranean waters ultimately clashed with 
even more vital priorities closer to home. 

It was also a matter of avoiding invasion. Although at var- 
ious points British politicians and defense planners discussed 
the possibility of enlisting the citizenry en masse into some sort 
of militia or home defense force (the idea was a hardy peren-
nial among British governments hoping to shave a few pounds 
off the defense estimates), the reality was that the best way 
to defend Britain—a small, flat island—from invasion was to 
ensure that invasion never happened. This required ensuring 
that foreign fleets were weaker than the Royal Navy, and in 
particular those ships of the Royal Navy that were assigned to 
the British Channel Fleet (or Home Fleet, as such ships were 
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occasionally designated).46 As will be seen, Britain was capable 
(in a way that Germany was not) of linking its diplomatic and 
military policies in the service of a common set of goals. But in 
any event, keeping foreign ships away from British shores and 
keeping a favorable balance of naval power, both globally and 
crucially in home waters, were vital national security interests 
in the eyes of Britain’s leaders. If other powers had an issue with 
this arrangement, it was their problem. 

Naval Strengths and Estimates
To this end, Britain paid close attention to naval balances. After 
the mid-nineteenth century, these were in flux due to rapid 
technological change. The latter half of the century witnessed a 
massive revolution in naval technology that forced navalists in 
all the major powers to pay close attention to the latest develop-
ments. The viability and ultimate superiority of ironclad ships 
had been demonstrated by the experience of the American Civil 
War (particularly once it was shown that such ships could be 
made seaworthy for blue water deployments). Britain had led 
the development of ironclad naval technology. The first ironclad 
warships, of which Britain’s HMS Warrior (1860) was a formi-
dable and leading example, had copied the design of the hybrid 
steam- and sail-driven wooden vessels. After the development 
of rotating turrets (the first being that used on the fabled USS 
Monitor in 1862) and breech-loading cannon, however, ship 
design had undergone massive change, dispensing with sails 
altogether and beginning to mount guns on rotating, open-air 
turrets that would, in time, give way to true ones. About the 
same time, muzzle-loading cannon were replaced with breech-
loaders.47 

Conversely, Germany initially, before Tirpitz, had internal-
ized the principles, if not the full doctrine, of the Jeune École, 
and was primarily concerned with protecting its commerce 
and, perhaps, threatening that of its adversaries.48 It is perhaps 
to be expected, given all this, that Germany actually led the way 
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in torpedo boat development, while Britain concentrated on 
battleships.49 

The one constant in naval technology throughout this 
period was rapid change, which upset naval planners’ best-laid 
plans. Ironically, this made it pointless and counterproductive 
to lock a navy into a long-term ship-building program, because 
the ships would likely be obsolete after launching if the plans 
were not continually updated.50 This lesson, which British naval 
planners often took to heart, eluded Germany when it began the 
Dreadnought Race. 

In the midst of all this, it was nevertheless possible to become 
complacent. Although for most of the nineteenth century there 
were no serious challengers to Britain, there was a natural 
tendency, in a country to which militarism was foreign and 
fiscal discipline was taken seriously, for governments to become 
lax. The most serious case of this occurred in the decade from 
about the mid-1870s to the mid-1880s, when Britain came close 
to falling behind its longstanding rival France. It was rectified 
by the 1889 Naval Defence Act, which led to agreement on the 
then-famous “Two-Power Standard”: the Royal Navy would be 
kept at sufficient strength (technologically and numerically) to 
be superior to the next two most powerful navies in the world.51 
But even after this, France and eventually Russia would attempt 
to gain a more favorable ratio of naval forces to Britain’s, a set 
of arms races that did not end until the three powers patched 
up their differences with their respective ententes (discussed 
below) in the decade preceding World War I, to meet the more 
urgent German challenge.52 

The Dreadnought Race would strain the Two-Power Stan-
dard to the point of abandonment: a determined adversary 
would see to it that Britain could not maintain this level of capa-
bility without dramatically hiking its budget. But as the last 
decade of the nineteenth century began, Britain was committed 
to being untouchable at sea. 
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Seapower and the Scramble for Africa
There was an intuitive, if not entirely logical, connection 
between seapower and the competition for colonies in which 
European powers were engaged. At minimum, it was plain that 
seapower had played a role in the colonization of the continent 
of Africa. This would not necessarily have been a major issue for 
German expansionists were it not for the closer and more deter-
ministic relationship between German imperialism in Africa, 
British approval for that imperialism, and Britain’s North Sea 
primacy, as well as the general mental picture created by the 
spectacle of European gunboat diplomacy in Africa. There was 
an implicit connection between naval power and access to colo-
nies that was apparent to navalists and imperialists; there was, 
more importantly, a much more tangible and explicit connec-
tion between the ability to deter Britain’s capital ship fleet and 
the ability to move freely in the colonial world. 

Where European powers were concerned in the late nine-
teenth century, African colonization was a status symbol, 
even if its economic proceeds were an uncertain gamble.53 The 
“scramble for Africa” (the phrase dates from the time and has 
entered the historical lexicon as a distinct set of events) was a 
remarkable process.54 In the space of a generation—from the 
mid-1870s to the turn of the twentieth century—Africa tran-
sitioned from an almost uncolonized and unmapped continent 
to a veritable game board for European empires, with almost 
every major European power claiming a geographic stake. 
Beginning in 1876, the British explorer Henry Morton Stanley 
mapped the Congo River and what was to become the Belgian 
Congo, initiating British interest in the continent. In 1884, the 
Berlin Conference began the process of European partitioning 
of Africa, even as its host, the German chancellor Otto von 
Bismarck, was privately skeptical of what his own country could 
achieve by it.55 Although colonies made up only a small fraction 
of Germany’s policy goals when it ultimately challenged Brit-
ain’s North Sea naval primacy, the ability to acquire them at will 
rather than by Britain’s leave—along with an intuitive, if not 
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strictly logical, understanding of the linkages between naval 
power and influence in this realm—formed a significant part  
of the impetus behind the Dreadnought Race and the thinking 
that informed it. 

The Royal Navy had been a necessary component of early 
British colonization of Africa. As Daniel Owen Spence, writing 
for the National Museum of the Royal Navy, notes, a series of 
small naval actions and deployments had aided the establish-
ment of the British foothold on South Africa in the first half of 
the nineteenth century, and a sizeable detachment of Royal Navy 
ironclads had played a critical role in the suppression of the 
Egyptian revolt of 1882, an action that set the stage for further 
British involvement on the African continent.56 More generally, 
Britain had from the beginning treated its worldwide colonial 
commerce as an implicitly naval affair, appointing, from 1696 
onward, “naval officers” in each colonial port whose job it was 
to enforce trade rules, even as it avoided regulating its oceanic 
commerce to the extent other powers had.57 The relevance of 
naval power to the maintenance of an overseas empire probably 
goes without saying, but it is important to state nonetheless. It 
is even possible, as Spence notes, to see a mutually reinforcing 
relationship between the use of the Royal Navy for imperial 
expansion, on the one hand, and the economic development 
and availability of raw materials that drove naval technological 
development and fleet size, on the other.58 

By comparison, although Germany possessed a small fleet 
that could be—and was—deployed to Africa and East Asia for 
the purpose of showing the flag, it lacked the resources to do 
so systematically, and its first attempt to do so in Africa from 
1885 to 1886 was followed by an immediate drawdown of naval 
forces. The Imperial German Navy preferred to send to Africa 
small gunboats that were nearing the end of their service life 
to economize on costs.59 In general, however, in the midst of the 
moves made by European powers to colonize a distant conti-
nent, German nationalism, imperialism, and navalism became 
intertwined. Those who wanted colonies came to also want 
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ships, even if the means by which the one entailed or necessi-
tated the other were not perfectly seen.60 

But although the general mental connection between 
navalism and imperialism could be made by the impression 
that such small exercises of seapower made, the actual, tangible 
connection of seapower to colonialism—and to other worldwide 
influence—was made much nearer to home. Fundamentally, 
Britain’s naval strength conferred not only a worldwide naval 
hegemony, but more specifically an Atlantic one, and with it the 
ability both to limit and even control what European powers 
could do in their home region and, accordingly, to obtain a 
measure of political deference. The method by which this was 
accomplished was as crude as it was effective: Britain, with 
its vast superiority in capital ships, could, by Mahanian logic, 
simply blockade an adversary that ran afoul of its imperial 
interests. The threat was so obvious as to be implicit and, in 
the inverse of a Rudyard Kipling line, was most certainly not 
“an hundred times made plain.”61 It did, however, occasionally 
have to be made. The most noteworthy instance of it may well 
have occurred in 1897, when, as Christopher M. Clark has noted, 
the British Foreign Office submitted a démarche to the German 
ambassador in London to the effect that German involvement 
in the Transvaal region of Africa could lead to war and specifi-
cally threatened a naval blockade alongside high seas commerce 
raiding (Britain then being in a position to easily do both) as 
an intermediary step in Britain’s near-certain retaliation should 
such interference occur. The connection between the need for a 
naval breakout from the North Sea and the capability to inter-
fere in matters farther afield was therefore quite apparent.62 

For purposes of this study, it is enough to note that, at 
minimum, Germany came to covet Britain’s status as a global 
power that was conferred by a local naval hegemony—namely, 
the ability to concentrate capital ships in the North Sea and the 
political influence that entailed. As discussed in the preceding 
chapters, the goals of a competitor in such situations are essen-
tially idiosyncratic; the point of this study is not merely to look 
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at regional hegemony as such, but to evaluate competition for 
control of some specific part of the globe. 

German Strategic Doctrine 
Germany played far less of a role in Africa than Britain or 
France did, and it had negligible imperial interests elsewhere.63 
It remained preoccupied with national security concerns 
closer to home: in the same way and to the same degree that 
Britain was a seapower, Germany was the quintessential land 
power. Although from its founding it possessed enormous geo- 
graphic size, population, and industrial production, it was 
caught in a geographic straitjacket by its powerful neighbors. 
Unlike Britain, which before World War I never instituted a 
system of formal military conscription even during the darkest 
hours of the Napoleonic Wars (except for the haphazard, ad 
hoc, and much-hated naval press gangs), Germany had, post- 
Napoléon, adopted a mass conscription system.64 Not only did 
Germany, as the successor to Prussia, require universal military 
service, but the overwhelming majority of its (sizeable) mili-
tary budget was devoted to its army. Detailed analysis is offered 
in the following chapter, but for now it is sufficient to note 
that Germany’s Army estimates between 1875 and 1898, which 
appear to have not always reflected actual expenditure but are a 
useful guide to the intentions of policy makers, averaged more 
than 90 percent of overall defense estimates.65 Throughout this 
period, Germany could theoretically put 2.5 million troops into 
the field in the event of war, given some notice, although admit-
tedly this would have come at enormous financial cost.66 Perhaps 
the most telling, if anecdotal, indicator of how Germany treated 
naval power is that its two notable naval chiefs of staff in this 
era, Albrecht von Stosch and Leo von Caprivi, were in fact Prus-
sian Army generals. Caprivi never even wore a naval uniform.67 

As is so often mentioned in histories of the era, Germany’s 
greatest national security problem—its policy makers’ greatest 
fear—was the specter of a two-front war with France and 
Russia.68 In theory, even a three-front war was possible, insofar 
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as Austria, which Prussia had fought in 1866 to obtain some of 
the territory that was to be incorporated into Germany, shared a 
border with Germany and could theoretically also attack. Thank-
fully, political considerations—specifically the longstanding 
feud between Austria and Russia over the Balkans and the Black 
Sea coast—tended to prevent this from being a concern, and 
had allowed Germany to form an alliance with Austria instead.69 
Although in practical terms Germany was most concerned with 
France, which it had humiliated in the Franco-Prussian War of 
1870–71 and with which Germany had the least cordial relations, 
Russia remained a serious concern because of its expansionist  
policies, quasireligious nationalist rhetoric, and slowly mod- 
ernizing economy. While Germany’s Army, then under the 
leadership of Field Marshal Helmut von Moltke the Elder, was 
prepared for the contingency of a two-front war, German diplo-
macy prior to Kaiser Wilhelm’s accession was almost obsessively 
focused on preventing the conditions for a two-front war from 
arising. And although, as many have noted, there were inherent 
problems for German diplomacy in Germany’s very existence as 
a powerful and rising state in the heart of Europe, it is never-
theless fair to say that, prior to the kaiser, Germany treated its 
security as a political problem rather than a purely military one 
and adjusted policy according to political conditions.70 

Otto von Bismarck, the German chancellor of the era whose 
name has become a byword for shrewd diplomatic maneu-
vering, sought, during the course of a long tenure in office, 
to keep Germany’s foreign relations on an even keel even as 
it became more and more difficult to do so. Despite his image, 
which he had cultivated, as a strongman willing to employ “iron 
and blood” to accomplish his goals, Bismarck preferred polit-
ical maneuvering to bloodshed wherever feasible.71 The essence 
of Bismarck’s foreign policy lay in preventing foreign powers 
from forming a coalition against Germany without committing 
Germany to the defense of any foreign power, which might, in 
its turn, cause a coalition to form. Bismarck’s grand strategy 
lay in forming overlapping agreements that mediated conflict 
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between Austria and Russia (in which Germany might have 
to get involved) while tying Austria and, eventually, Italy to a 
German-led alliance. More specifically, through the Reinsur-
ance Treaty of 1887, he managed to obtain an agreement on the 
part of Austria and Russia alongside Germany to avoid coming 
to one another’s aid except if attacked (implicitly guaranteeing 
that Austria would not attack Russia) while simultaneously 
maintaining an alliance with Austria (guaranteeing that Russia 
would not attack Austria). In time, as noted, he added Italy to 
the German-Austrian alliance, ensuring by this that Italy would 
not be a problem for Germany either. Bismarck’s particular 
insight lay in his assertion that, in a world of five major powers, 
success and safety lay in being in the coalition of three against 
the remaining two.72 He particularly avoided alienating Britain 
in Europe for this reason, although he had no such compunction 
regarding imperial competition farther afield.73 

Germany’s African Diplomacy
With Germany, under Bismarck, concerned with matters much 
closer to home, at least in comparative terms, it mostly stayed 
out of the scramble for Africa, notwithstanding the fact that the 
pivotal conference that led to Africa’s colonial partition was held 
in Berlin. Rhetorically, Bismarck was quite modest in his African 
ambitions. When asked about African colonies, Bismarck fam- 
ously pointed to a map of Europe, indicated Germany’s position 
sandwiched between France and Russia, and said, “that is my 
map of Africa.”74 But in practice, Bismarck was as deft a colonial 
maneuverist as he was in European politics, although it appears 
that he approached colonial matters with even greater caution 
and shrewdness. Precisely because image was so important to 
Bismarck both officially and privately, it is difficult to take any 
of his statements at face value. Much of his rhetoric may indeed 
have been designed to reassure while he plotted his next move. 
However, his actions with regard to African colonization were 
almost schizophrenic, and they bespeak a rather characteristic 
pragmatism. “In January 1883,” writes the historian Thomas 
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Pakenham, “no one dreamt that Bismarck would try to grab a 
slice of Britain’s unofficial empire.”75 In fact, Bismarck quite 
aggressively did exactly this, audaciously claiming modern 
Cameroon (Kamerun, as it was known to Germany), Togo (Togo-
land), and Namibia (German South-West Africa) in 1884 and 
arranging a British guarantee for a slice of East Africa in 1885 
(roughly modern Tanzania), while tying German diplomatic 
assistance to Britain on disputes about Egypt to British acquies-
cence in the matter. In the case of German South-West Africa, as 
of 1889 Bismarck was already attempting to sell the colony back 
to the British on the grounds that it was not worth the expense 
required to maintain it.76 As of the first decade of the twentieth 
century, the colony, still in German hands and about to undergo 
the atrocious Herero conflict, was costing Germany 9 million 
marks (or about 440,000 British pounds in that era’s currency) 
annually, with no obvious return on the investment.77 Bismarck 
made no further African land grabs. His successor, Caprivi, 
would obtain some land along the Zambezi River that bears his 
name in 1890 and annex modern Tanzania in 1891, bringing 
Germany’s colonial project to its greatest extent.78 Bismarck’s 
colonialism, then, was of a rather pragmatic nature, and it was 
subordinated to more pressing concerns closer to home. 

When it came to Germany’s actual aims, however, more 
complex questions of national interest and intent were raised. 
German imperialism has been described by historian D. K. Field-
house as having initially approached colonialism pragmatically, 
even if its profitability came into question from quite early on.79 

It is the profitability question that more directly impacts 
the understanding of Germany’s imperial aims, which would 
ultimately impact the Dreadnought Race. In the main, Germa-
ny’s African colonies lost money. Togoland and Kamerun were 
so unattractive that (unusually) no companies could be formed 
to administer them, so that they had to be administered by the 
German state directly. All of Germany’s African colonies were 
losing money by the outbreak of World War I: they required 
massive infusions of government funds (estimated at between 
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50 and 100 million pounds sterling in the era’s currency), which 
they did not repay in the volume of added trade they brought 
in, let alone in any other terms. German imperialists tended—
through 1906, when the Reichstag effectively put the brakes 
on additional increases in colonial expenditure, and even 
afterward—to couch their arguments for colonies in noneco-
nomic terms, ranging from national prestige to the need to 
secure raw materials for Germany’s defense industrial base in 
the event of war.80 Colonies did not need to provide Germany 
with any material benefits to be worthwhile; their value was 
psychosocial, providing Germany with the accouterments of 
a great power even when those trappings came at a cost.81 As 
Fieldhouse notes, it is counterproductive to understand nine-
teenth century imperialism, on any great power’s part, in strict 
penny-and-pound terms: a colony was a societal appendage that 
had intrinsic value to the great power that owned it, even if that 
value could not be expressed in terms of what money it brought 
in. Empires, Fieldhouse notes, were not businesses, and this 
basic understanding applied as assuredly to German colonial 
priorities as to British ones.82 This will become important in 
assessing Germany’s competitive goals, since the colonial ambi-
tions that were at least nominally tied to the Dreadnought Race 
had more psychological than material roots. 

Germany—though it was not alone in this—did not under-
stand the extremely simple guiding purpose behind Britain’s 
colonial strategy. Britain may not have had a coherent Africa 
policy, but when push came to shove it was guided neither by 
profit nor sentiment but rather security and geopolitical logic. 
Having secured control of the Suez Canal by alliance with a 
puppet regime—the Khedivate—in Egypt, whose hold on power 
necessitated greater and greater intervention, and seeking to 
protect access by it to India and its eastern possessions, Britain 
picked up African real estate that was not so much profitable 
as strategic, holding onto the Cape Colony while picking up 
possessions that allowed it to protect the Khedivate and related 
choke points. German strategy, seeing colonies as either prof-
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itable ventures—which they turned out not to be—or prestige 
vehicles, never approached even the relatively rudimentary 
level of sophistication that British imperial policy in Africa 
demonstrated.83 

The bottom line, then, was not the bottom line: Germany 
pursued colonies for reasons besides their economic attractive-
ness (and while seemingly oblivious to their power projection 
value), on the one hand, and did so from Bismarck’s time through 
the early years of Wilhelm II’s reign with a degree of coolness, 
on the other. Germany prioritized politics and diplomacy over 
hard power alone, cultivated land power at the expense of 
seapower, participated only very tentatively (in relative terms) 
in the scramble for Africa, and in fact consciously avoided 
confronting Britain. It was not until the accession of Kaiser 
Wilhelm II that Germany looked to exert influence in a manner 
that might require a confrontation with Britain closer to home. 

Weltpolitik, Sammlungspolitik, Renewed Colonial Interest, 
and the Coming of the Dreadnought Race

The accession of Kaiser Wilhelm II to the German imperial throne 
in 1888, and the subsequent eclipse not only of Bismarck but of 
his political vision, would have profound effects that would set 
the stage for the Dreadnought Race, turning the Anglo-German 
relationship entirely on its head and beginning the phase of 
direct competition. It is often remarked that the alignment of 
the major powers on the eve of World War I was historically 
anomalous to the point of absurdity. By the time of the outbreak 
of war, Britain was aligned with its almost atavistically estab-
lished enemy—France—and its historic rival over the Crimea 
and Black Sea—Russia—against the country that held both at 
bay physically and that had historically been Britain’s reliable 
ally when needed—Germany.84 The turnaround occurred in a 
long sequence of events that began with Wilhelm’s Weltpolitik, 
to the details of which this historical narrative now turns. 
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It is easy to suggest that Wilhelm’s change of policy toward 
Britain grew out of his fragile psyche.85 Crippled from birth with 
a malformed arm (the result of a botched delivery), and educated 
in an unsympathetic manner by an unevenly caring mother; a 
martinet of a tutor; and, in young adulthood, a Prussian officer 
corps whose machismo was legendary, Wilhelm had acquired 
a noteworthy temper, a hostility to deep thought or contrary 
advice, and a vainglorious sense of his own destiny.86 Concerned 
for their own professional self-preservation, officers who dealt 
with him repeatedly advised each other to flatter the kaiser as 
much as was feasible, and at any rate to keep him grounded and 
well-handled, lest he make an ill-considered move.87 Wilhelm 
was also vain, almost to the point of pathos; loved (more than 
most of his European royal peers) to strut in military uniforms; 
and was given to gaudy bravado, longwinded monologues and 
social faux pas, which frequently bemused British officials who 
had the misfortune to spend too much time with him.88

To this emotional state must be added familial rivalry. 
Wilhelm’s mother was Queen Victoria’s daughter (Victoria, or 
more formally Empress Frederick), and Britain’s King Edward 
VII (a man who, incidentally, possessed more than his own share 
of psychological baggage) was therefore his uncle.89 Wilhelm, 
even in his prime, was therefore literally looked down on by a 
patronizing British (and incidentally Hanoverian) royal family, 
one of whose princesses was also his estranged mother. The 
fact that Wilhelm’s accession into office had been necessitated 
by the botched diagnosis and failed treatment of his mori-
bund father, Frederick II, by British doctors recommended by 
his mother’s family, could scarcely have helped matters.90 Nor 
could his reception by British high officialdom, which treated 
him with a mixture of amusement and scorn.91 Although it is 
possible to make too much of such matters, it has seldom gone 
unremarked-on that Wilhelm vacillated emotionally between 
seeking his British relatives’ respect and, when it was insuffi-
ciently or too slowly given, rejecting them in turn. He claimed, 
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moreover, to have grown up admiring the ships of the Royal 
Navy at anchor.92 

German decision making under Wilhelm is generally 
understood through two distinct lenses, one emphasizing indi-
vidual agency and the other structural factors. As will be seen, 
these two viewpoints are more complementary than contra-
dictory. Briefly, at the actual point of any given decision, the 
kaiser’s personal influence, and in turn his psychological moti-
vations, were of paramount importance. The kaiser jealously 
guarded his royal prerogative as the head of Germany’s armed 
forces and, in effect, its warrior-king, with the result that all 
military decisions within a policy framework classically noted 
for its militarism ran through him. As will be discussed further 
below, the kaiser went so far as to divide authority within his 
own military still further—particularly within the Imperial 
German Navy—so as to emphasize his role as commander in 
chief and involve himself in the details of military organization 
and command, in which he took no shortage of pride. Alter-
nately micromanaging when it suited him and delegating when 
he trusted his subordinates, Wilhelm would, along with a mere 
handful of trusted advisors and policy makers, bear a great 
deal of responsibility for Germany’s military planning during 
the Dreadnought Race, even as his management of the details 
was predictably chaotic.93 For this reason, the naval officer  
who Wilhelm entrusted with naval procurement and whose 
warped vision drove the Dreadnought Race, Alfred von Tirpitz, 
is normally brought to center stage in narratives of these events, 
and is so treated here, although his bureaucratic opposition will 
be given its due where appropriate. On foreign policy questions, 
however, Wilhelm was inclined to delegate to his chancellors, 
and for this reason they, Bernhard von Bülow and Theobald von 
Bethmann Hollweg, will feature prominently in this narrative. 
Wilhelm’s essentially personal model of governance has justly 
been called “polycratic chaos,” and the seams in Germany’s 
grand and competitive strategies will emerge in this narrative.94 
But because of his firm, yet erratic, hold on German policy, his 
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personal motivations and those to whom he directly entrusted 
his government are important guides to Germany’s competitive 
goals. 

On the other hand, a more structural interpretation of 
Germany’s decision making hinges on the various factions 
within the German state at the time, the social changes Germany 
was undergoing in the course of rapid industrialization, and the 
social pressures that subsequently emerged.95 This study cannot 
presume to account for all of the historical and historiograph-
ical debates that emerge from the study of Germany’s industrial 
revolution. It is sufficient here to note, as Hew Strachan has 
done, that Germany industrialized both later and more quickly 
than many European powers, and that the effect on German 
society was dramatic. The upshot was a fluid political situation 
in which, classically, a moribund landed nobility with tight links 
to the army clashed with an industrial middle class that increas-
ingly formed the backbone of the Imperial German Navy’s officer 
corps, even as both opposed an increasingly insistent industrial 
proletariat whose rising political influence took the form of an 
increasingly aggressive Social Democratic Party. Into this social 
fire may also be thrown Germany’s Protestant-Catholic divide, 
which periodically injected itself into political negotiations.96 
To this in turn, as Gordon A. Craig has noted, must be added 
the German Reichstag’s essential political immaturity: with 
German democracy in its infancy, members of parliament were 
simply not used to making serious decisions and did not always 
know how to make the necessary compromises.97 

Because this study concerns competitive strategy, and 
because strategy is understood to be found first and foremost 
within the minds of an organization’s leaders, even as they may 
face pressure from below, this study will frequently focus on 
the motivations of Germany’s key policy makers, oftentimes 
necessitating understanding the mindset of Wilhelm, but 
accounting where appropriate for their structural motivations. 
The same can apply to Britain. But because of the erratic nature 
of not only the kaiser’s government but the society it governed, 
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the structure of German society will occasionally play a role 
here as a driver of German strategic intentions, insofar as the 
need to bring some order to Germany’s political maelstrom was 
therefore as much a factor in determining German aims in the 
Dreadnought Race as the psychology of Germany’s leadership.98 

Wilhelm possessed more grandiose (and nebulous) geopo-
litical ambitions than Bismarck. In 1890, scarcely two years 
after ascending the German throne, Wilhelm removed Bismarck 
from the chancellorship to prevent the latter from challenging 
his authority.99 Throughout the following decade, Wilhelm and 
his advisors claimed to be pursuing Weltpolitik, a term that they 
never defined but that meant an attempt to make Germany’s 
political influence felt across a wider area than merely central 
Europe and that implicitly required seapower.100 

To understand what Germany’s key decision makers—and 
particularly Wilhelm, around whom they revolved—wanted 
when they referred to Weltpolitik, it is necessary to trace the 
origins and evolution of the term. At its most basic, the term, 
coined by the kaiser’s senior lieutenant Bernhard von Bülow, 
who would rise from the rank of foreign minister in 1897 to 
chancellor in 1900, meant an attempt to break out of the strait-
jacket of landward power and exert worldwide influence.101 

Weltpolitik would ultimately serve as what the frame-
work suggested here would categorize as a third-metric goal: 
concerned neither with relative security nor relative wealth but 
with intangible or visionary goals. As such, it had at least two 
major drivers and at least three major aims. Its driving forces lay 
in the kaiser’s personal motivations, on the one hand, and the 
domestic needs and pressures of the new German state, on the 
other. These, in turn, determined its goals, of which increased 
access to colonies was perhaps the least important one. The first 
aim was domestic harmony and, in particular, maintaining 
Germany as a broadly nonsocialist state, a goal essentially agreed 
on by all German decision makers except the Social Democratic 
parliamentarians themselves, expressed in the curious neolo- 
gism Sammlungspolitik, which referred to a national unity 
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policy. The next aim was reordering Germany’s position in the 
international system—and particularly within Europe—so that 
it was not merely a continental power but rather a state capable 
of dominating European waters and thereby reducing the domi-
nant maritime power—Britain—to the status of a subordinate 
ally. The last aim would provide for the other two: it would unite 
Germany’s various political factions behind a common nation-
alist goal, and it would pave the way for further imperial gains, 
in which the major international playground was Africa but 
which might occur elsewhere as easily.102 

Each of these may be addressed in turn. Where Wilhelm 
was concerned, his personal motivations have been covered. 
These manifested in a generalized ambition for German expan-
sion, which could take many forms but gravitated toward 
generalized imperial influence, on the one hand, and navalism 
for its own sake, on the other (again, driven as much by the 
kaiser’s own personal obsessions as anything else).103 Likewise, 
Wilhelm’s calculus was in part driven by his own preoccupa-
tion with presenting a united front against the German Social 
Democrats, who were gaining electoral ground.104 

The genesis of Germany’s renewed interest under Wilhelm 
in acquiring colonies is traced by Gordon Craig to Paul Kayser, 
then the chief colonial affairs officer of Germany’s Foreign 
Ministry and, ironically, a Bismarck protégé. Kayser advocated 
that the government take a greater interest in overseas coloni-
zation and—presaging Wilhelm’s later interest in involvement 
in the politics of the Boer War—interfering in other European 
empires’ colonial conflicts. As Craig notes, this entailed getting 
into disputes with Britain, which was the logical choice of an 
adversary where colonial disagreements were concerned. 
In what would be a repeated pattern throughout the Dread-
nought Race, Kayser had only to win the enthusiastic support 
of Wilhelm (such support being an essentially all-or-nothing 
proposition) to make his department’s influence felt. Once 
Kayser had accomplished this, the seeds of Wilhelm’s interest 
in overseas power projection were sown. For all the interest he 
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took in principle in acquiring colonies, however, Wilhelm left 
the specifics vague—in effect, Germany merely needed to be in 
a position to take advantage of opportunities as they arose. This 
Germany would do, repeatedly antagonizing Britain in the colo-
nial realm, although without tangible results to show for the 
effort.105 

The psychological, vice material, importance of colonies for 
Germany has just been discussed. What is equally important 
to note, however, is that from the mindset of the key German 
decision makers, colonies were the least important aspect of the 
problem and the goal most amenable to diplomatic accommo-
dation. As Paul Kennedy has noted, at various points during the 
course of what would become the Dreadnought Race incentives 
existed, and attempts were made, to resolve Anglo-German 
tensions over colonization; indeed, as the British policy maker 
Eyre Crowe would ultimately suggest in a famous memorandum, 
if all that were in play during this period between Britain and 
Germany were a few colonies, absent gross aggression, Britain 
would have (and had) remained capable of reaching a reasonable 
agreement. And indeed, as Kennedy has famously noted, Britain 
was quite willing to engage in what would come to be known as 
“appeasement” toward Germany and others if it would resolve 
international disputes at acceptable cost.106 Wilhelm, however, 
wanted more than this, and hoped to force Britain into the posi-
tion of a subordinate ally who would compliantly acquiesce to 
further German overseas initiatives. 

From the German perspective, as D. K. Fieldhouse has 
noted, Wilhelm’s desire for colonies was driven not by their 
practical benefit, but by the intangible status they conferred 
as markings of world power status.107 From the point of view 
of the framework offered here, colonies were first and fore-
most part of the intangibles metric. Whatever the case, while 
the connection between Mahanian seapower—predominance 
in capital ships—and overseas colonies was tenuous, it none-
theless existed. Germany in its current position was allowed 
overseas colonial adventures only by British permission. Other-
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wise, Britain’s predominance in capital ships could make the 
North Sea a very unfriendly area of home waters for Germany. 
On this basis alone, pursuing seapower beyond the capabilities 
required by the Jeune École, and specifically in the North Sea, 
was a necessary intermediate goal for a Germany seeking to 
make its influence felt on a broader stage. 

Opposing Britain also furthered the goal of Sammlung-
spolitik. In essence, this policy idea referred to fusing much of 
Germany’s foreign and domestic policy together so as to unify 
the feuding factions that opposed the Social Democrats—
the common political opponent of all of Germany’s decision 
makers from Wilhelm on down—causing them to work on a 
common political project against a common foreign adversary 
and a common domestic foe. As will be seen, the fleet-building 
program that inaugurated the Dreadnought Race was supposed 
to accomplish this to the extent possible: although it would 
ultimately stoke tensions between the aristocrats and the busi-
ness class (particularly regarding funding and direct taxation), 
initially it served to enlist multiple factions in pursuit of a 
hawkish foreign policy against Britain.108 

As has been noted, there was an intuitive connection be- 
tween imperialism and navalism, which Wilhelm, a naval 
enthusiast, had grasped but not fully developed. For purposes 
of making German influence felt globally, Wilhelm initially (as 
of the latter half of the 1890s) favored a policy of naval procure-
ment, but of an entirely different kind from the policy that 
would ultimately drive the Dreadnought Race. Thinking solely 
in terms of power projection rather than great power relations, 
Wilhelm favored procuring cruisers rather than battleships, on 
the assumption that these relatively cheap ships would allow 
for gunboat diplomacy and overseas troop deployments. In 
this, Wilhelm was driven more by images than detailed logic, 
including everything from his perception that a strong cruiser 
fleet would allow Germany to intervene in the Mediterranean; 
to a newfound fear for the safety of overseas colonial posses-
sions; to a grand leap of logic, from Mahan to the Jeune École, that 
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held that the purpose of new ships would be to protect Germa-
ny’s burgeoning overseas trade.109 It was not until 1898, as will 
be discussed, that Alfred von Tirpitz would persuade Wilhelm 
that in order to make German influence felt outside European 
waters, Germany would first have to acquire the capital ships 
necessary to dominate those waters. 

Where Britain was concerned, Wilhelm, having appointed 
the likeable, if not exactly brilliant, Leo von Caprivi to fill 
Bismarck’s office, initially sought closer ties to Britain.110 Prac-
tically Caprivi’s first act, sanctioned implicitly if not explicitly 
by Wilhelm, was to refuse to renew the Reinsurance Treaty 
with Russia, whose expiration was pending, to curry favor with 
Britain, a rival to Russia since the Crimean War. In so doing, 
Caprivi, and presumably Wilhelm, sought to pull Britain closer 
to Germany and ultimately facilitate the establishment of a 
formal alliance between them. In this, they almost comically 
miscalculated. As Henry Kissinger notes, Britain simply did not 
enter binding alliances—in fact, it did not enter alliances at all 
except as a matter of convenience. Conversely, as Bismarck had 
understood and Wilhelm and Caprivi did not, what Germany 
needed, from the standpoint of its own security, was not Brit-
ain’s allegiance but its acquiescence: a simple guarantee of 
British neutrality in any continental war involving Germany 
(which might have been possible given certain caveats) would 
have been quite sufficient to guarantee Germany’s safety from 
almost any reasonably imaginable set of aggressors. It was only 
if Germany sought to subordinate Britain for its own sake that 
an alliance was necessary, and it was in precisely such circum-
stances that Britain was least likely to acquiesce in one. Britain 
rebuffed Wilhelm and Caprivi’s requests for a formal alliance. At 
least in some part, the naval arms race that followed can be seen 
as a rather ham-fisted attempt by Wilhelm to convince Britain 
that Germany was better as a friend than an enemy. However, 
as Kissinger dryly observes, there was little in recent history to 
suggest that this was a good idea.111 
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Germany was being slowly encircled politically and mili-
tarily well before the Dreadnought Race began. Germany’s 
refusal under Wilhelm to renew the expiring Reinsurance 
Treaty, which had kept the peace with Russia under Bismarck, 
and its subsequent courting of Britain as a coalition partner 
pushed Russia abruptly into France’s camp. The Franco-Russian 
Military Alliance Convention was formally concluded, after 
two years of informal agreement on its basic terms, in 1894. 
The agreement, which was kept secret between the two parties, 
merely stipulated that France or Russia, as relevant, would 
declare war on Germany if Germany (or one of its allies, Austria 
and Italy) attacked the other party. The agreement did not consti-
tute a unified front against Germany in all circumstances.112  
For all that, it brought together Germany’s two principal poten-
tial adversaries in a political coalition against it. In the midst of 
this, Germany would nonetheless embark on a collision course 
with Great Britain as well, partly in an attempt to win it over as 
an ally. 

Exactly when Germany, and specifically Wilhelm, decided to 
stop treating Britain as a potential coalition partner and started 
treating it as an adversary is disputable, insofar as early on, the 
one was thought to entail the other. German might would force 
Britain to treat it with respect and instill a desire to join a German 
alliance as a junior partner.113 In Kissinger’s formulation, there 
was potential for an Anglo-German entente throughout the 
Dreadnought Race, but the problem was that Germany never 
ceased its demands for a formal alliance that Britain would not 
give.114 This, however, is a form of retroactive wishful thinking 
regarding both sides. As Kissinger stresses, Britain during the 
Dreadnought Race quickly and uncharacteristically cast its lot 
with France and Russia; despite the absence of formal security 
guarantees by Britain to its entente partners during the decade 
prior to World War I, what had been done could not be easily 
undone.115 As for Germany, while it may have continued publicly 
to hold out an olive branch to Britain on certain conditions, the 
Dreadnought Race effectively began when Germany decided to 
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knock Britain off its perch for good. In its most genuine form, 
Wilhelm’s early thinking on the matter clearly did not admit to 
even a short-term partnership with Britain. 

By the middle of the 1890s, the kaiser’s desire to make 
German influence felt abroad was already on a collision course 
with Britain’s empire. During the New Year between 1895 and 
1896, the British colonial agent Sir Leander Starr Jameson made 
an abortive attempt to start an insurgency of British settlers 
against the Boer government in the Transvaal Republic in 
modern South Africa. Although Britain disavowed Jameson, 
Kaiser Wilhelm took the opportunity to publicly congratulate 
the Transvaal government on repelling the invasion and in so 
doing obliquely humiliate Britain. Kissinger puts the gaffe (if 
it was) down to a “public-relations ploy” to burnish the kaiser’s 
nationalist credentials (which scarcely needed help) and mobi-
lize public support for his policies. However, given Wilhelm’s 
subsequent interest in the Boer War, it seems more likely that 
he was making a rather characteristically frank statement of 
his views and had already decided that British interests were 
fundamentally hostile to Germany’s.116 

To sum up, therefore, Germany’s key decisionmaker, an  
unstable and erratic individual with numerous personal eccen- 
tricities, was motivated variously by a desire to unite his coun-
try’s competing domestic factions behind a common enemy, an 
acute sensitivity to social status relative to British society and 
its monarchy, an understanding of colonies as a status symbol 
and a desire to acquire them, a desire to subordinate Britain 
diplomatically, and a nebulous but distinct impression that 
building a navy would solve all of these problems. Wilhelm 
lacked the precise understanding of what form that fleet would 
take or how it would perform its task. In fact, as noted, his initial 
intuition ran to cruiser procurement, both because he was 
initially concerned with trade protection and because gunboat 
diplomacy—of which he cited the Mediterranean as a specific 
example—seemed to suggest the need for cruisers. The decision 
to challenge Britain’s capital ship fleet in North Sea waters, and 
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thereby to crystallize a strategy for accomplishing Wilhelm’s 
nebulous goals, would ultimately lie in the hands of the man 
Wilhelm eventually put in charge of naval procurement, Alfred 
Tirpitz (later von Tirpitz). 

Tirpitz, in his role as head of the Imperial Naval Office 
(Reichsmarineamt), would become the crucial mastermind of the 
Dreadnought Race. Tirpitz was a self-made man of middle-class 
origins (the nobiliary “von” was added to his name only during 
the Dreadnought Race in recognition of his services) who had 
worked his way up the German naval hierarchy in the era when 
the German Navy was a strategic afterthought. A brilliant, 
erudite man with impeccable manners and considerable (and 
un-Prussian) charm that made up for an intimidating appear-
ance (a bulky frame, bald head, scowling face, and forked 
beard) and an arrogant temperament, Tirpitz had learned to 
work the internal politics of the German naval bureaucracy 
to his advantage, making more than a few enemies along the 
way. Although his major burst of creativity to date had involved 
overseeing torpedo-boat procurement, Tirpitz was a disciple of 
Alfred Thayer Mahan who internalized the latter’s rejection of 
commerce raiding as a naval strategy and promotion of the big 
fleet and big battle as the route to power. As an ambitious officer 
and intellectual in a landlubber navy that attracted the Prus-
sian Army’s personnel rejects, Tirpitz was a big fish in a small 
pond.117 In any event, he would come to sell the idea of a massive 
German capital ship fleet, which coincidentally would bring 
him renown and secure his place in history, as a solution to a 
heretofore questionable problem: the threat posed by British 
North Sea naval hegemony. 

Wilhelm and Tirpitz shared certain character traits and 
a congenial relationship that made for easy cooperation, even 
if it took time for Tirpitz to convince Wilhelm to authorize 
his capital ship program. Wilhelm, who as noted had been 
enamored of ships from boyhood, first discovered Tirpitz 
and made him a protégé shortly after ascending the throne 
and accelerating the modernization of the German Navy; 
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Tirpitz reciprocated by lobbying carefully but aggressively for 
fast-track postings. Wilhelm saw to it that Tirpitz was given 
ever-increasing responsibilities as a strategy advisor, including 
him in discussions with more senior officers and accelerating 
his career, eventually making him chief of staff of the Impe-
rial German Navy’s Naval High Command.118 The two men had 
similar predilections. Perhaps significantly, both were not only 
navalists but also imitators of British culture: Wilhelm by birth, 
and Tirpitz by education and affectation (the latter sent his chil-
dren to English schools)—this notwithstanding the fact that 
both came to regard Britain as a major adversary and, in Tirpitz’ 
case, an ideological one.119 And while Wilhelm had provided the 
initial impetus toward naval modernization, proclaiming that 
“our future is in the water” and pushing for the construction of 
the four earlier battleships, his ambitions in this area were, as 
noted, quite vague and unfocused until Tirpitz took over naval 
procurement in 1897.120 

But despite his Anglo-Saxon mannerisms and admiration 
for British maritime power, Tirpitz was a German nationalist 
of a radical bent. The congenial exterior concealed a darker set 
of influences. To understand these, it is necessary to trace the 
rapid ascendancy of navalism within Germany at the time.

German Navalism: Origins
The rise of German navalism tracked closely with the rise of both 
German industry and German nationalism. As the historian  
Lawrence Sondhaus has documented, from Prussia’s earliest 
years intellectuals and policy makers had made the connection 
between the possession of at least some seapower and inter-
national recognition of a state’s sovereignty, although Prussia 
had been slow to build a navy of any meaningful size. Fred-
erick the Great’s Prussia had assembled and maintained ad 
hoc fleets of small ships, but Prussia had, out of expediency, 
avoided building any substantive naval force even at the height 
of the Napoleonic Wars.121 The industrial era changed this. One 
of the earliest proponents of seapower in nineteenth-century 
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Germany had been the neomercantilist economist and German 
nationalist Friedrich List, who in addition to his arguments for 
an active state role in Germany’s industrialization also argued 
for the combination of German resources at sea. List in partic-
ular argued for flying the same national flag by merchant 
ships of the (then disunited) German states and, more ambi-
tiously, a prototypical German fleet for littoral defense. In line 
with his nationalist credo, List believed that only by making a 
strong show of naval force could Germany hope to obtain the 
respect of Britain or other states. In this, he was well ahead of 
his time, and it was not until more than a half-century after he 
committed suicide in 1846 that the Dreadnought Race would test 
his intuition about the connection between German seapower 
and respect for Germany’s international position. List probably 
never in his wildest imaginations envisioned that Germany 
would seek seapower on the scale to which it ultimately did. His 
argument as to the reasons for seapower’s importance, however, 
was, if anything, too well taken.122 

It was not until the 1880s, however, that the now-united 
Germany took any meaningful steps to maintain more than a 
modicum of naval strength. As noted above, as of 1875, Britain 
possessed four large, state-of-the-art battleships that were 
considered superior to any ship deployed by any state of the 
era, including Germany.123 Germany only belatedly followed 
suit, beginning in the 1870s with a massive naval moderniza-
tion program that was accelerated post-1888 by the newly 
coronated Kaiser Wilhelm.124 Although this study will treat the  
Dreadnought Race as having begun with the passage of the 
German naval law nine years later, it is important to note that 
German naval modernization for ambiguous purposes was 
already underway well before this time. It reflected Germany’s 
newfound national self-confidence; its nascent, if small, colo-
nial policy; its new kaiser’s commitment to Weltpolitik; and, 
above all, its statist national philosophy. 

The impetus for shipbuilding went hand in hand with a 
trend, accelerated after Wilhelm’s coronation, toward a more 
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overt and incautious militarism that elevated military service to 
the level of society’s highest calling and extolled obedience to a 
warfighting state.125 As historian Barbara W. Tuchman observes 
in a small but telling vignette, in an otherwise patronizingly 
chivalrous era, when high-born German ladies encountered 
military officers on city streets, it was the women who were 
expected to step aside and make way.126 This was an era in 
which, as the military historian John Keegan has remarked, 
professors and military officers vied for the top of Germany’s 
social hierarchy, and it is easy to see why: the relationship was 
symbiotic.127 Although a discussion of the intellectual origins 
of German militarism could fill a separate book, it is sufficient 
here to note that such origins existed and had many illustrious 
proponents. One of them is of particular relevance here. The 
spokesman for the next generation of German navalism—and 
the chief spokesman for German nationalism generally—was 
the German nationalist historian and philosopher Heinrich  
von Treitschke. Treitschke was a charismatic public speaker 
whose lectures extolled militarism and approved of an author-
itarian state that would unite the German people against their 
enemies, end the divisiveness of democratic politics, and propel 
them to international greatness. Treitschke did not delve into 
the details of seapower and its requirements, but he thought 
he recognized its purpose. For Treitschke, it was Germany’s 
destiny to dominate other nations, and the ultimate prize 
was Britain. Although Treitschke was careful to argue for 
naval parity with Britain rather than completely supplanting 
Britain’s power, it was quite clear what he wanted.128 Treit-
schke’s navalism paired well with Social Darwinist intellectual 
fads of the time, and a number of Social Darwinist thinkers 
voiced similar sentiments and would lend their weight to 
the naval project that Tirpitz would ultimately undertake.129 

Treitschke was an intellectual mentor to Tirpitz. Tirpitz 
had taken Treitschke’s classes while at university and had spent 
long hours discussing politics with Treitschke over meals and 
drinks, almost literally taking notes on cocktail napkins.130 
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Tirpitz had also absorbed a series of almost protofascist phil-
osophical tenets, including, as Paul Kennedy has noted, a fair 
bit of Social Darwinism, combined with extreme nationalism 
and a hostility to its more internationalist antitheses, a dose 
of anti-Semitism, and an affection for statism, all of which 
only increased in intensity as Tirpitz aged. As Kennedy notes, 
Tirpitz’s respect for Britain did not ultimately entail a genuine 
liking for it—in fact, Tirpitz contrasted his own fervent nation-
alism with Britain’s more internationalist pretensions, to the 
point of seeing Britain as the emblem of all that he had come 
to hate.131 The union of nationalist ideas, Wilhelm’s global ambi-
tions, and Tirpitz’ drive amounted to a perfect storm. 

Tirpitz’ own views existed at the far end of a spectrum 
of opinion on force structure and policy within the Imperial 
German Navy. As noted above, Germany’s force structure to date 
had largely been designed with the Jeune École in mind: torpedo 
boats would defend the coasts in wartime while cruisers and 
small ships would raid enemy commerce; expectations of the 
navy in wartime (heretofore expected to involve conflict with 
France and Russia) were modest. Tirpitz’s views ran to the oppo-
site end of the range of opinion: he was a Mahan disciple who 
favored a capital ship fleet on ideological and practical grounds. 
He particularly drew a connection, supposedly founded in 
Mahan’s thought, between the possession of a fleet of ships of 
the line and the ability to sustain cruiser warfare, in that the 
latter could supposedly only achieve success in the presence of 
the former. As an ideologue rather than a technocrat, however, 
Tirpitz had also internalized a Mahanian conception of the 
linkage of capital ships and national power, which dovetailed 
in turn with his Social Darwinist views and his increasingly 
personal jealousy and hostility toward Britain. In this he was 
not alone: a number of prominent defense intellectuals within 
Germany had adopted and refined a basic Mahanian ideology, as 
had the kaiser, although he had only digested it in outline form. 
In time Tirpitz would acquire a unique capacity to implement 
these views.132 
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Germany’s naval program before the Dreadnought Race 
was unfocused. It did not seek to challenge, much less supplant, 
Britain as a naval power and had initially the fairly modest 
goal of building only eight ironclad frigates, most of them  
of the old “casemate” design that aligned guns in batteries 
rather than rotating turrets. As of 1889 (the year Britain 
adopted the Two-Power Standard in response to concerns about 
naval modernization worldwide), the goal had been moved 
up to building a few large battleships; four were planned in 
the German naval estimates of that year.133 The growth of the 
German Imperial Navy after 1888 was quite frenzied. Sondhaus 
argues that, although Tirpitz, the subsequent architect of the 
naval race with Britain, saw the years between 1888 and 1898 
as a “wasted ten years,” in reality the Imperial German Navy 
underwent extensive reorganization during this time, and only 
a few years were without significant naval developments.134 The 
Dreadnought Race, in the end, built on a fairly solid foundation 
of German naval preparation that had been laboriously assem-
bled during the course of two and a half decades. What was 
different about the Dreadnought Race was both the scale and 
scope of naval construction, on the one hand, and its intent, on 
the other.

Perhaps significantly, under Bismarck and in the early 
years of Wilhelm’s reign, Germany outsourced much of its 
naval shipbuilding to British contractors. German ships were 
being built at the Bath Ironworks, Thames Ironworks, Poplar, 
and other locations in Britain, with no objection from either 
party.135 Britain was in fact rather indulgent toward the Impe-
rial German Navy, most notably when it offered a Portsmouth 
dockyard to repair the German ironclad SMS König Wilhelm 
(1868) after it inadvertently collided with (and sank) another 
vessel, the SMS Grosser Kurfürst (1878), in the English Channel 
on a clear day in 1878.136 The complicated relationship between 
Britain and Germany in naval matters mirrored the complicated 
relationship between their monarchs. It was, however, about 
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to be simplified by Tirpitz’s plan to make the Imperial German 
Navy serve Wilhelm’s goals. 

Alfred von Tirpitz and the  
Coming of the Dreadnought Race
In 1897, Wilhelm appointed Tirpitz, now elevated to the rank of 
admiral, to the official position of state secretary for the Impe-
rial Naval Office (Reichsmarineamt), the office responsible for 
naval procurement and force structure.137 Although in theory 
the state secretary for the Naval Office reported to the German 
chancellor, Tirpitz’s relationship to Wilhelm was such that he 
could, when it suited his purposes, go straight to the top of the 
hierarchy for approval. 

To understand the strategic problems that followed, a 
word is necessary regarding the naval organization—or lack 
thereof—to which Tirpitz reported. Britain’s famously conser-
vative and sclerotic naval bureaucracy, with a uniformed First 
Sea Lord leading an administrative Board of Admiralty and a 
set of fleet commands, presided over by a single civilian First 
Lord of the Admiralty, was efficient compared to its German 
counterpart. There was no titular uniformed head of the Impe-
rial German Navy. Rather, under reforms personally instituted 
by Wilhelm to consolidate and strengthen his authority, the 
kaiser was nominally that leader, while administration was 
divided between the Oberkommando der Wehrmacht (Naval High 
Command, responsible for operations, which dissolved when 
the kaiser assumed this role in 1899, with the remainder of 
its offices transferred to a newly formed Admiralstab, Imperial 
Admiralty Staff), the Reichsmarineamt (Imperial Naval Office, 
responsible for procurement and force structure—famously 
headed by Tirpitz throughout the Dreadnought Race), and 
the Marinekabinett (Imperial Naval Cabinet, which nominally 
handled personnel matters and doctrine but in some respects 
duplicated the other two). Tirpitz, as state secretary of the Naval 
Office (head of the Reichsmarineamt) was therefore the head of 
only one of the three bureaus and answered nominally to the 
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chancellor, even as the kaiser was the nominal commander in 
chief. An intense bureaucratic squabble existed from the outset 
between the High Command and the Naval Office, as the divi-
sion between fleet structure and tactical doctrine was artificial 
at best—it was an organizational conflict in which Tirpitz was 
eventually to have fought on both sides, first in his old capacity 
as chief of staff to the High Command and then as state secre-
tary of the Naval Office. To make matters more confusing, 
Wilhelm, while mostly ignoring his role as commander in chief, 
would interject himself as he saw fit between the chancellor and 
Tirpitz. Suffice it to say that, in Weberian terms, Britain naval 
administration was institutionalized, while in Germany it was 
heavily charismatic.138 

Tirpitz replaced Admiral Friedrich von Hollmann, whose 
ambitions for the German Navy were modest. In the years 
preceding Tirpitz’s appointment as his successor, Hollmann 
had not seen the need for a powerful battle fleet, preferring to 
acquire midsize cruisers for coastal defense and for waging a 
Jeune École-style guerre de course. He in particular did not envi-
sion (ironically, as it turned out) that the Reichstag, which held 
veto over the military’s budget, would ever vote the necessary 
expenditures for a large, blue water fleet. Pressured by Wilhelm 
to do more and unwilling to carry on, Hollmann resigned in 
March 1897, paving the way for Tirpitz’s promotion and appoint-
ment.139 

The Dreadnought Race Begins: Tirpitz and the Naval Laws
Tirpitz, who regarded the years preceding his appointment as 
a “lost decade,” wasted little time.140 In June 1897, mere months 
after Hollmann’s resignation and only a week after arriving home 
from an extended leave abroad to take up his new office, Tirpitz 
penned a memo for Kaiser Wilhelm outlining his arguments for 
a powerful fleet that could challenge Britain. “For Germany,” 
Tirpitz wrote, “the most dangerous enemy at the present time 
is England. She is also the enemy against whom we must have 
a certain measure of Fleet Power as a political power factor.”141 
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This marked a change of attitude. It was the first time a serious 
policy document argued for treating Britain, as opposed to the 
more immediately threatening states of France and Russia, as 
the focus of effort for Germany’s national security policy. It 
was also unwarranted, in that it was clear from context that 
deciding to compete with Britain’s naval primacy was a strategic 
choice—the memo was largely silent on the question of why 
Britain had suddenly become a problem. Tirpitz elaborated that 
the purpose of the fleet should be to confront Britain in its home 
waters, “between Heligoland and the Thames,” and that there-
fore large battleships would be required.142 Tirpitz modestly 
requested that the fleet acquire 19 such warships: 2 squadrons 
of 8, which he had previously calculated to be the ideal squadron 
size, plus a flagship, with 2 more kept back to replace losses 
in either squadron. The construction of these ships would be 
accompanied by the construction of new cruisers and torpedo 
boat fleets.143 Tirpitz expected that the fleet, which would come 
to be known as the High Seas Fleet, could be complete by 1905 
and built within approximately the same budget that his prede-
cessor had requested for a coastal defense force. The difference 
would be not cost but capability and intended use.144 

The specifics of Tirpitz’s logic regarding the construction 
of a fleet are as vital to the question of understanding Germa-
ny’s competitive goals as they are disputable. Certain aspects of 
Tirpitz’s plan can be taken for granted, certain ones are probable, 
and certain ones can be suspected but not proven. In the first 
place, Tirpitz was solving a problem for his sovereign: Wilhelm 
wanted a fleet, and although he was not specific or even consis-
tent about what form that fleet was to take or what purpose it 
was to serve, his desires tracked well with the navalism of Treit-
schke and other intellectuals of the era, and Tirpitz, in creating 
a battleship fleet, was giving it both a concrete form and a 
purpose.145 As noted, moreover, the procurement of battleships 
for opposition to Britain served the goals of Sammlungspolitik by 
giving various domestic factions an ideological and sometimes 
financial stake in the procurement program.146 
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Where the latter was concerned, at minimum, Tirpitz 
intended to deter a British naval blockade of German shores, 
which had been threatened in the above-mentioned demarche 
of 1897 regarding the Transvaal, but which had always been 
a theoretical possibility, as noted. His extant documents 
demonstrate at the very least that he hoped to accomplish 
this by achieving a 2:3 ratio of capital ships between Germany 
and Britain, respectively, in the North Sea. At this point, the  
Royal Navy would have difficulty blockading German shores in 
wartime without incurring unacceptable losses. Given certain 
assumptions about superior seamanship and technology, it was 
even possible to imagine the weaker German fleet winning such 
a fight or at least achieving a draw. This was particularly true 
if, as Tirpitz appears to have envisioned, the Royal Navy was 
unable to bring all of its capital ship fleet into home waters, as 
this would require it to denude its farther-flung bases and leave 
more distant parts of the British Empire vulnerable. All that was 
required to achieve this was to build a fleet of sufficient size to 
achieve the appropriate force ratio in North Sea waters. Tirpitz 
referred to the fleet as a “Risk Fleet,” emphasizing its primary 
purpose as a deterrent.147 

There were a number of problems with the usage of such 
a fleet for deterrence, some more obvious than others, but 
all of them centering around the willingness of Britain to 
play into Germany’s hands in wartime. As Paul Kennedy has 
noted, the “Risk Fleet” concept assumed a British operational  
doctrine of employing a close blockade in wartime—if Britain 
chose an option other than a direct confrontation in German 
coastal waters, including the highly probable one of a blockade 
farther out, the options for confronting it would diminish 
considerably. 

The problem in particular was one of range: coal-fired 
battleships sortieing from German North Sea ports would not 
be able to operate for long periods at the distances necessary 
to confront a distant blockade, and although various solutions 
existed—all of them involving the seizure of foreign ports or 
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acquiring agreements to allow their use—few of them were 
seriously contemplated. Kennedy, echoing the historian Wolf-
gang Wegener, suggests an audacious means of doing so that 
Germany megalomaniacally attempted in World War II: the 
seizure of Norway as a base for further power projection into 
the North Sea and North Atlantic. As much as this makes clear 
the degree to which the Dreadnought Race was holistically a 
regional supremacy gambit, there were obvious reasons why 
this was not attempted. But not gaining access to northern ports, 
by means fair or foul, made for a sizeable hole in German plans. 
Kennedy also notes that while there was considerable synergy 
in the future German strategy of attacking through Belgium 
on war’s outbreak and Tirpitz’s plans for naval dominion of the 
North Sea, Germany’s various organs of government, perhaps 
mercifully, did not put this together, either.148 

As for the ultimate size of the fleet and the uses to which it 
might be put, whether Tirpitz hoped for more than a deterrent 
from a position of weakness—or at least dreamed of this—is 
a more open question. At various points in the Dreadnought 
Race—particularly toward the end—Tirpitz not only spoke of 
achieving parity with the Royal Navy in the North Sea but also 
stymied arms control negotiations that would have potentially 
codified the supposedly acceptable outcome of a 2:3 force ratio 
in the form of a treaty. He also admitted privately that he could 
not be specific about his aims in public, and it appears that he 
regarded the 2:3 ratio as a minimum rather than a stopping 
point.149 This study is in broad agreement with Paul Kennedy’s 
assertion that although there is little documentation suggesting 
that Tirpitz sought naval parity or superiority, it made sense for 
him to do so if possible, and such was probably at least at the 
back of his mind—though, admittedly, other interpretations 
are possible.150 

The purpose of the fleet, whatever size it ultimately achieved 
and whatever the extent to which Britain was able to build and 
move ships to oppose it, also is subject to a range of interpre-
tations. At minimum, in its function as a deterrent, it would 
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enable Weltpolitik by eliminating the ability of Britain to thwart 
German interference outside Europe by threatening a blockade. 
At the outside, if the fleet achieved something like qualitative 
or quantitative parity—or superiority—vis à vis the Royal Navy 
in North Sea waters, it would force Britain into an inferior 
bargaining position, perhaps even giving Germany the upper 
hand in wartime and reversing the then-current position of 
Britain as the potential blockader and Germany as the potential 
blockaded. This, in turn, would serve the aforementioned diplo-
matic purpose of forcing Britain to become a subordinate ally; 
failing this, it would at least allow Germany to engage in what 
Volker Berghahn has called “diplomatic bullying” with regard 
to colonies or similar matters. Obviously, the degree of leverage 
that Germany would acquire would depend on the force ratio it 
could achieve; on these points there were few specifics.151 

German policy did not immediately crystallize around 
even this relatively vague goal set. Wilhelm was enthusiastic 
about the High Seas Fleet, but lacked detailed knowledge of its 
scope and purpose. Where enthusiasm was concerned, Wilhelm 
peppered his public appearances with navalism. In a speech 
given in 1898, he announced at the opening of a new harbor at 
Stettin (now Szczecin, Poland) and stated, “Our future lies upon 
the water.”152 The link to Weltpolitik appeared clearly in a speech 
Wilhelm gave at Kiel in 1900 on the launching of the battleship 
SMS Wittelsbach (1899), in which he extolled how “powerfully 
the wave beat of the ocean knocks at the door of our people and 
forces it to demand its place in the world as a great nation.”153 It 
appeared more notably in Wilhelm’s now infamous speech in 
1901, in which he lamented that “we have no such fleet as we 
should have” but affirmed that nonetheless “we have conquered 
for ourselves a place in the sun.” The famous phrase, which  
referenced the successful resolution of the Boxer Rebellion 
in China, to the crushing of which Germany had contributed, 
echoed a statement by Bernhard von Bülow before the Reich-
stag in 1897 in which he had announced intervention in China 
and affirmed, “In short, we do not want to put anyone in our 



The Origins and Aims of the Dreadnought Race

165

shadow, but we also demand our place in the sun.” Wilhelm then 
repeated the fateful line: “[O]ur future lies upon the water.”154

Knowledge and attention to detail, however, were another 
story. When first presented with Tirpitz’s plan for battleships, 
and even after it was in process, in 1902, Wilhelm was interested 
in cruisers—normally understood as a Jeune École implement 
for commerce raiding and protection—at least as much as,  
and as an alternative to, a battleship fleet. Tirpitz had to 
convince Wilhelm of the importance of battleships (which was 
not difficult) and keep him convinced long enough to execute 
his plan (which was).155 Indeed, despite the naval moderniza-
tion program already underway, and despite a partial shift away 
from the Jeune École, there was not yet an impetus within the 
German Imperial Navy for an ambitious battleship program.156 
Tirpitz’s plan, therefore, involved a twofold shift. First, the basis 
of German naval strategy would now be the construction and 
maintenance of capital ships, not the Jeune École and its corol-
lary small ship and cruiser-based guerre de course (although the 
protection of trade was retained as a justification). And second, 
the fleet would be built, for the first time, with the intention of 
directly competing with British naval might. 

The problem that Tirpitz did foresee—one that he grossly 
underestimated—was the need to cross what he referred to as 
the “danger zone” in military preparedness.157 Somewhat like a 
modern state seeking an illicit nuclear arsenal, Germany faced 
the possibility of attracting attention to which it could not 
respond to in kind. Belying the notion that Britain was a direct 
and immediate threat, Tirpitz’s conception of the project held 
that the most dangerous period for Germany would be, not that 
exact moment when Britain’s attention was elsewhere, or the 
time when the fleet was fully operational, but the period in 
between, when Germany’s nascent fleet was large enough to 
be a threat to Britain but not large enough to hold its own in a 
fight. This transitional phase Tirpitz labeled the “danger zone.” 
In his professional and technical judgment, the danger zone 
could be crossed by 1905. As it happened, the danger zone was 



Chapter Four 

166

never crossed: in the years immediately preceding World War 
I, Tirpitz thought that the navy would be out of trouble by 1915. 
This did not turn out to be correct, either. The story of Germa-
ny’s decision to locate itself indefinitely in Tirpitz’s danger zone 
is, in brief, the story of the Dreadnought Race. But at the time 
he conceived of the idea for the fleet, Tirpitz thought the danger 
zone could be crossed.158 

Doing so required policy coordination. As his biographer  
Patrick J. Kelly has remarked, it is no small irony that Tirpitz, 
in the service of Weltpolitik, actually lobbied Bülow to reduce 
Germany’s foreign entanglements to allow the navy the oppor-
tunity to focus on the development of its fleet. Tirpitz in 
particular requested that Bülow adopt a conciliatory policy 
toward Britain so as to avoid a confrontation that might involve 
his nascent fleet when it was too weak to fight, and he also 
requested that Germany stay out of colonial confrontations, 
which paradoxically caused him to advocate both concili-
ating Russia and avoiding alliance talks with it. As Kelly notes, 
however, and as Rolf Hobson has intimated, Tirpitz appears to 
have been sufficiently dedicated to his building program as to 
pursue it regardless of foreign developments. As will be shown, 
these quickly got out of hand.159 

The distance between conception and execution was a 
short one. Wilhelm approved the memo, and Tirpitz set to work 
drafting what would become known as the first of five Naval 
Laws. The law authorized ship construction and, within limits, 
allowed the Navy to spend money freely without having to go 
through the normal budget process, which the Reichstag ordi-
narily controlled.160 Tirpitz personally supervised the political 
negotiations, which were no easy task. In principle, the bill 
would set limits to the size of the new fleet, but these limits 
actually worked in the Tirpitz’s favor, insofar as they mandated 
a minimum fleet size that was well above what Tirpitz’s oppo-
nents, not least among them the German Social Democrats, 
wanted to pay for. It would also give Wilhelm legal leeway to 
spend what was necessary to build the ships. Theoretically, this 
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was to avoid the legislative pork barrel, on the one hand, and 
give formal authorization for the naval funding, on the other. 
In practice, it eliminated the necessity for any future consul-
tation with the Reichstag (unless more ships were required, as 
they would be), while giving Wilhelm a blank check for naval 
construction.161 

Buried in the political maneuvers, however, lay layers of 
domestic intrigue, bias, and machination. Tirpitz, it will be 
remembered, was not a member of the hereditary nobility, and 
as a naval officer he possessed no great affinity for the nobility’s 
preferred service or for its privileges. The German naval plan, at 
minimum, had profound social implications. 

Tirpitz has been lauded for his ability to manipulate and 
mobilize German industrial interests to not only support the 
project politically, but to deliver the ships at cut rates—some-
times even at or below cost, for the sake of both industrial pride 
and good advertising. But he also appears, from the start, to have 
anticipated—and also underestimated—a major fiscal concern 
that his program possessed: namely, the absence of sufficient 
funds that could be generated through normal means. The 
typical peacetime method of military funding—and of govern-
ment funding in general—at the time was the indirect taxation 
of goods and services. It was apparent early on that this taxa-
tion would not produce enough tax money to fund a naval arms 
race, particularly once it turned into a race as opposed to a mere 
building program. The normal way of augmenting funding for 
such projects, understood in hypothetical terms because of its 
political gravity, was direct taxation, specifically of property 
and specifically of inheritances. At this, the German nobility 
could be expected to do no less than scream. Tirpitz appears 
to have understood this, and by dodging questions about the 
anticipated worst-case costs of his program, he appears to have 
sought to logroll the program to completion. In this way, Tirpitz 
could make the naval buildup a fait accompli before anyone 
could object, with the ultimate hopes of making its funding, in 
turn, a fait accompli, no matter what the nobles might have to 
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say about it. In this, as will be shown, Tirpitz was both terribly 
duplicitous and naïve: indirect tax increases would float the 
naval buildup along for a while, but in the end the requisite 
inheritance taxes would not be forthcoming. On this basis alone, 
Sammlungspolitik was destined to fail.162 

To sell this project, Tirpitz and Wilhelm (at the former’s 
urging, and with difficulty, given Wilhelm’s legendary penchant 
for braggadocio and filibuster) avoided any mention of the fleet 
being aimed offensively at Britain, portraying it as a means of 
commerce protection instead. They also downplayed the obvious 
implication that the navy would now have a legal minimum size. 
In pushing the Naval Law, Tirpitz exercised creativity. He was 
also not above resorting to more practical measures, ranging 
from legitimate political horse-trading (concessions to Bavarian 
Catholics in exchange for votes) to soft bribery (payments made 
for future expenses). The wide-ranging and varied opposition 
that Tirpitz encountered—which included Social Democrats, 
landowning traditionalists who favored the army, and even 
merely less ambitious politicians with more parochial concerns; 
the degree of prevarication and dissembling required to sell 
the project as an innocuous defensive measure; and even the 
difficulty Tirpitz had in keeping Wilhelm from indiscreetly 
discussing the project during this time—should have served 
as a warning. In Germany, the navalists were in the minority, 
and there were reasons for that. That it did not is a testament 
to Tirpitz’s famous singlemindedness, a classic example of a 
vice made out of a virtue. In the end, thanks to Tirpitz’s capable 
management and crafty political maneuvering, the First Fleet 
Act passed in March 1898, less than a year after he assumed 
his office and barely a year since his predecessor Hollmann 
resigned.163 

Going forward, Tirpitz sought to mobilize intellectual opin- 
ion as well. In particular, he enlisted the intellectual support 
of the navalists in the German professoriate—the flottenprofes-
soren, as they became known. These individuals were perhaps 
most notably represented by the Deutscher Flottenverein (Naval 
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League), which was formed within a few weeks of the passage 
of the first Naval Law to promote German seapower, and which 
occasionally proved even more zealous than Tirpitz. Tirpitz also 
made good use of his access to propagandists within the Impe-
rial German Navy, in particular to silence dissent from within 
the officer corps.164 

Political Forces Align: The First Steps in the Race
Three events in 1898 and 1899 seemed only to further illustrate 
the value of seapower, and they served as clarifying motivations 
for Wilhelm and Tirpitz. The first was the Spanish-American 
War, in which modern battleships clashed for effectively the 
first time, and in which decisive U.S. sea victories brought a 
swift end to the conflict. Bülow, as Wilhelm’s new chancellor, 
employed the war as a talking point in drumming up support 
for the new navy in the newspapers, claiming that seapower—
or lack of it—was the reason “Spain lie[s] on the floor.”165 

The second was the Fashoda Incident. In the autumn of 
1898, an unfortunate event in Africa between rival French and 
British colonial expeditions nearly got out of hand. France 
was attempting to establish a string of colonies along an 
east-west axis across the heart of Africa, which would interdict  
the British north-south colonial territory being established 
along the eastern coast of the continent. Germany would later 
attempt to duplicate this project, taking its first tentative steps 
during the Agadir Incident of 1911, and would meet with even 
less success. The French Jean-Baptiste Marchand Expedition 
made a dramatic 14-month trek across central Africa to estab-
lish a fort at Fashoda in modern Sudan, which the British were 
already in the process of colonizing (the war with the Mahdi 
was concluded in the bloodbath at Omdurman that year). A 
British force led by none other than Horatio H. Kitchener, the 
victorious general of the recent war in the Sudan and later the 
brains behind Britain’s mobilization in World War I, met them 
there. Exercising a high level of military professionalism, the 
two commanders managed to avoid bloodshed and agreed to 
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wait for instructions from their respective governments. In 
the end, in October, France was forced to back down and cede 
Fashoda, accepting a negotiated settlement for the borders 
of their respective colonies. This occurred for one simple and 
telling reason that did not escape Wilhelm’s notice: France, 
lacking naval power, could not sustain a conflict with Britain in 
Africa.166 

The third development was the outbreak of the Boer War 
the following year. The already tense relationship between 
Britain and the Afrikaner Transvaal Republic, smoldering since 
the 1895 Jameson Raid, resulted in an exchange of ultimatums 
and finally in armed conflict. The war was a serious matter for 
Britain, not only costing lives but also humiliating the Empire 
as ragtag Boer militias repeatedly defeated Britain’s finest 
troops. Britain’s defense expenditure spiked, and it became tied 
down in a bloody, protracted guerrilla conflict that it ultimately 
settled, to its permanent shame, with the first use of concen-
tration camps to isolate the Boer civilians from the guerrilla 
fighters. But while Britain’s reputation suffered, Germany, in 
Wilhelm’s mind, was similarly shamed. Ever since his congratu-
lation of the Boers for repelling the Jameson Raid, Wilhelm had 
dreamed of a more active role in South Africa, supporting the 
Boers whom he regarded as ethnic kinsmen and diminishing 
Britain’s colonial and political position. As it had been for France 
at Fashoda, so it was for Wilhelm: without a fleet, he could do 
nothing. This fact was hammered home in humiliating fashion 
in 1900 when Britain briefly detained three German steam-
ships to prevent them from sending aid to the Boer guerrillas.167 
The demonstration of small-scale seapower combined with the 
by-now familiar problem of being unable to confront Britain 
for fear of what the Royal Navy might do would have served as a 
further impetus for Wilhelm’s personal navalism. 

Having followed all these developments, and excited at their 
success with the first Naval Law, Tirpitz and Wilhelm decided in 
1900 to push through what would become known as the Second 
Naval Law, which upped the mandatory fleet size to 38 battle-
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ships. This time there was no difficulty: the humiliating seizure 
of the steamships inflamed nationalistic sentiment, and the 
vote in the Reichstag was near-unanimous. Although Britain 
was distracted by the Boer War, and although its colonial secre-
tary, Joseph Chamberlain, was still reaching out to Germany 
in search of diplomatic accommodation, what in time would 
become known as the Dreadnought Race was officially on.168 

German Strategic Intent: Ultimate Aims
It is therefore possible to sum up Germany’s aims as of the start 
of the Dreadnought Race, allowing for appropriate caution 
in the face of considerable ambiguity. Precisely because the 
principal instigator of the hard-power component of the Dread-
nought Race, Tirpitz, was ambiguous in his statements, at least 
partly for political effect, and because of the mercurial nature 
of Germany’s top political and military leader, Wilhelm, it is 
difficult to pin down Germany’s aims conclusively. This much 
appears to be known and agreed on: under Tirpitz, and some-
times over the objections of other members of Tirpitz’s service, 
the Imperial German Navy initiated a buildup of capital ships 
designed, at the very least, to thwart a British blockade or 
invasion the event of war. At the outside, it can reasonably be 
assumed that Tirpitz—and Wilhelm, once convinced—were 
prepared to pursue a preponderance of naval power in the 
North Sea, cutting into and to some extent nullifying Britain’s 
existing naval dominance there, assuming the opportunity 
presented itself. This would serve the varying purposes of 
serving as a show of national strength per se, by providing a 
unifying impetus to German domestic politics, forcing Britain 
by deterrence to allow Germany a free hand on the world stage, 
allowing Germany some political leverage in extracting colonies 
and other concessions, possibly dominating Britain to the point 
where it would have to settle for subordinate status, and gener-
ally increasing German prestige in the process. 

How all this was to be achieved was left vague as was the 
question of how to satisfactorily conclude the arms race, given 
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Tirpitz’s legitimate concerns about the “danger zone” and the 
emergent problems of overcoming it, and likewise given the 
fact that no plans to protest Britain diplomatically appear to 
have existed and neither did plans to actually go to war. This 
point is driven home by the fact that, in the end, not only did 
arms control negotiations fail to satisfactorily conclude the 
Dreadnought Race, but they were stymied in part by the race’s 
architect Tirpitz. 

Finally, although in one sense the ultimate drivers of 
German policy are beyond the scope of this study, a word must 
be said concerning the ultimate intentions of Germany’s lead-
ership. Even apart from the goals just discussed, Wilhelm also 
sought to upend the regional naval balance of power as an end 
in itself, for the aforesaid psychological and personal reasons, 
which ultimately can be summarized as a desire for increased 
German international prestige, a prestige which would reflect 
on Wilhelm personally. Such prestige was obviously desirable 
to German nationalists, not least among them the thinkers who 
formed an enthusiastic following and propaganda machine 
for Tirpitz (as well as the consumers of their work), and was 
therefore not out of place with its times. It was also, as noted, 
intensely desired by Wilhelm, and this forms a key to under-
standing the competitive goals of his state. Wilhelm and his 
likeminded subordinates also sought to unify their country in 
the pursuit of a common objective, a fundamentally nonmate-
rial goal with imprecise boundaries. 

To recapitulate, Germany, through its political and mili-
tary leadership, may have made numerous conceptual errors 
in deciding to compete with Britain’s naval hegemony, but its 
competitive goals can be summed up. First and foremost, they 
involved closing the naval power gap in North Sea waters, and 
possibly reversing the North Sea naval balance if such could 
be achieved. This would allow for the projection of German 
power outside those waters, obtaining a more favorable polit-
ical rebalancing by subordinating Britain, bringing unity under 
a nationalist banner to their own feuding political factions at 
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home, and obtaining increased international prestige through 
acquiring a powerful navy and, to a much lesser degree, more 
colonies. 

Germany’s aims were not strictly finite. They involved 
the establishment of a known (if expansive) quantity of hard 
power and thereby the acquisition of an unknown type of soft 
power and a nebulous political harmony at home. Whatever the 
case, it is clear Tirpitz and Wilhelm thought in terms similar to 
those described by Gary Hamel and C. K. Prahalad: they would 
focus their efforts and force a change, in effect requiring the 
creation of a “finish line” to the competition, even if they did 
not understand what this entailed. As the next chapter’s narra-
tive will show, however, the expansive and fuzzy nature of their 
goals and the flaws in the execution of the Dreadnought Race to 
come—and the original sin of not knowing how to apply their 
advantage if they ever achieved it—would ultimately ensure 
that they got too little and paid too much. Germany’s ability to 
achieve these goals, and its resource allocation in their pursuit, 
is discussed in the analysis that follows. Next, this narrative will 
turn to the actual course and outcome of the Dreadnought Race.



Chapter Four 

174

Endnotes
1.	 Rudyard Kipling, “Recessional,” Spectator, 24 July 1897.
2.	 N. A. M. Rodger, The Safeguard of the Sea: A Naval History of Britain, 

660–1649 (New York: W. W. Norton, 1999), 2. 
3.	 The term Dreadnought Race is in common usage on many 

websites, blogs, and news outlets, but it is not commonly used as 
a phrasing for the subject studied here. Scholarly literature tends 
to prefer “Anglo-German naval arms race” or a similar phrasing. 
As much as this phrasing has to recommend it, Dreadnought 
Race is preferred here, less for any inherent drama or evocative-
ness than for its brevity. Although the author has not located a 
previous scholarly usage of the term as a proper noun phrase, it 
is doubtful this is the first such instance. 

4.	 The details of the historical controversies surrounding key points 
in the Dreadnought Race will be discussed in more detail as the 
narrative progresses. 

5.	 Paul M. Kennedy, Strategy and Diplomacy, 1870–1945: Eight Studies 
(London: Fontana, 1983), 116–19; and Paul M. Kennedy, The Rise  
of the Anglo-German Antagonism, 1860–1914 (London: Ashfield 
Press, 1987), 204–6, 223–28. Kennedy focuses on the role of these  
individuals in particular, as well as the role of individual deci-
sion making (albeit influenced by political trends) in explaining 
German policy. See also Ivo Nikolai Lambi, The Navy and German 
Power Politics, 1862–1914 (Boston, MA: Allen and Unwin, 1984), 
31–37, 57–86, 181–86. Lambi similarly places these individuals 
at center stage. See also Peter Padfield, The Great Naval Race: 
The Anglo-German Naval Rivalry, 1900–1914 (Edinburgh, Scot-
land: Birlinn, 2005), 28–51; and Robert K. Massie, Dreadnought: 
Britain, Germany, and the Coming of the Great War (London: 
Vintage Books, 2004), 137–43, 164–85. These two narrative 
histories of the Dreadnought Race similarly foreground these 
individuals and emphasize their roles as key decision makers. 
See also Matthew S. Seligmann, Frank Nägler, and Michael 
Epkenhans, The Naval Route to the Abyss: The Anglo-German Naval 
Race, 1895–1914 (London: Routledge, 2016), 1–14. These authors 
take a similar approach, with Tirpitz as the prime mover. As 
Seligmann has noted separately, however, this is as much a 
narrative convention as anything else, and the focus on Tirpitz 
and Wilhelm can obscure a more complicated picture involving 
more players and less unity of purpose and effort than the story 
of Tirpitz and Wilhelm will allow. See Matthew S. Seligmann, 
The Royal Navy and the German Threat, 1901–1914: Admiralty Plans 
to Protect British Trade in a War against Germany (Oxford, UK: 



The Origins and Aims of the Dreadnought Race

175

Oxford University Press, 2012), 23–24. This may be quite true, 
but it should not obscure the basic understanding that these 
individuals, acting largely on their own initiative and for their 
own purposes, did indeed set in motion the arms race in capital 
ships and the diplomatic maneuvers that accompanied it that 
are here collectively dubbed the “Dreadnought Race.” The inter-
action of this attempt to upset the North Sea naval balance and 
redraw the diplomatic map with political and bureaucratic 
realities and structural factors is discussed in the narrative.

6.	 See Volker R. Berghahn, Germany and the Approach of War in 1914, 
2d ed. (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1993), 1–14, 24–55. Berghahn 
lays out a case for a German foreign and military policy driven 
by structural forces within German society and politics. See also 
Hans-Ulrich Wehler, The German Empire: 1871–1918 (Oxford, UK: 
Berg, 1997), 232–46. Wehler echoes Berghahn’s point, arguing for 
an understanding of Germany’s move toward war as being driven 
by the chaos of its social modernization. This study readily 
concedes these historians’ points regarding the structure of the 
German state while nevertheless focusing on the decisions taken 
by its leaders and the motivations for them. In discussing a state’s 
strategy, it is often enough to know what its leaders did and what 
they sought by doing so, even if the position those leaders found 
themselves in was not of their own making or even that of any 
particular person or group. 

7.	 The story is usually presented (and admittedly is presented here) 
as a conflict between characters who are foils for one another: 
Tirpitz is pitted against Fisher and Wilhelm is pitted against a 
consensus-based British political system. There is no shortage 
of examples, all of which appear as sources in the narrative  
that follows. See, for example, Jonathan Steinberg, Yesterday’s 
Deterrent: Tirpitz and the Birth of the German Battle Fleet (London: 
MacDonald, 1965), 200–7; Holger H. Herwig, “Luxury” Fleet: The 
Imperial German Navy, 1888–1918 (New York: Humanity Books, an 
imprint of Prometheus Books, 1987), 17–20, 32–35; Kennedy, The 
Rise of the Anglo-German Antagonism; Kennedy, Strategy and Diplo-
macy, 111–26, 130–60; Padfield, The Great Naval Race, 29–32, 35–59, 
113–16; Massie, Dreadnought, 150–85, 401–32; Lambi, The Navy and 
German Power Politics, 68–86, 155–70; and Patrick J. Kelly, Tirpitz 
and the Imperial German Navy (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 2011). Steinberg treats the era as “the Tirpitz Era,” while 
Herwig begins his narrative of the subject with a character 
sketch of Wilhelm and Tirpitz, who are to be the key dramatis 
personae. In Kennedy’s large-scale narrative of the era, The Rise 



Chapter Four 

176

of the Anglo-German Antagonism, numerous figures are treated, 
but where naval affairs are concerned Tirpitz looms large, while 
in Kennedy’s other essays on British national security policy in 
the era, Strategy and Diplomacy, the Tirpitz-Fisher rivalry and 
Wilhelm’s own intentions are foregrounded. Padfield and Massie 
take a similar approach. Lambi places Tirpitz at center stage but 
also in the context of the complex German naval bureaucracy and 
its interaction with the Kaiser. Kelly’s book, Tirpitz and the Impe-
rial German Navy, as the title makes clear, is devoted to Tirpitz. 
This tendency to pit great figures against each other ignores the 
previously discussed structural interpretations, which Kennedy 
has devoted an essay to analyzing. As he notes, although struc-
tural factors did help steer Germany’s turn toward Weltpolitik, the 
major decisions were nevertheless taken by individual people, of 
whom Wilhelm and Tirpitz were the most noteworthy. See Paul 
M. Kennedy, “The Kaiser and German Weltpolitik: Reflexions on 
Wilhelm II’s Place in the Making of German Foreign Policy,” in 
Kaiser Wilhelm II: New Interpretations, ed. John C. G. Röhl and 
Nicolaus Sombart (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 
1982), 143–46. See also Nicholas A. Lambert, Sir John Fisher’s 
Naval Revolution (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 
1999); and Seligmann, The Royal Navy and the German Threat, 
7–25, 65–88. There has been a push recently to break out of this 
frame, with Lambert foregrounding Fisher but challenging the 
received wisdom that Germany was Fisher’s primary concern, 
and with Seligmann pointing out that Tirpitz had competitors 
within his own bureaucracy while the Dreadnought Race was 
but one part of a complicated naval rivalry. For a discussion of 
the merits and demerits of the revisionist case, see Matthew S. 
Seligmann, “Naval History by Conspiracy Theory: The British 
Admiralty before the First World War and the Methodology of 
Revisionism,” Journal of Strategic Studies 38, no. 7 (July 2015): 
967–68, https://doi.org/10.1080/01402390.2015.1005443. As is 
discussed in the narrative that follows, it is possible to accept 
some of the revisionist claims and to acknowledge the broader 
picture painted by Seligmann while still treating the matter as 
being, fundamentally, a competition between two states with at 
least some agency and whose decisions are traceable to specific 
leaders, who are rightly given central treatment in the historiog-
raphy of this subject. No more and no less is claimed here. 

8.	 Lambi, The Navy and German Power Politics; Seligmann, Nägler, 
and Epkenhans, The Naval Route to the Abyss; Massie, Dreadnought; 
and Padfield, The Great Naval Race. 



The Origins and Aims of the Dreadnought Race

177

9.	 Lambert, Sir John Fisher’s Naval Revolution. For analysis and debate 
on these matters, see Jon Tetsuro Sumida, In Defence of Naval 
Supremacy: Finance, Technology, and British Naval Policy, 1889–1914 
(London: Unwin Hyman, 1989); Seligmann, “Naval History by 
Conspiracy Theory”; Christopher M. Bell, “Contested Waters: The 
Royal Navy in the Fisher Era,” War in History 23, no. 1 (January 2016): 
115–26, https://doi.org/10.1177/0968344515595330; Christopher  
M. Bell, “Sir John Fisher’s Naval Revolution Reconsidered: Winston 
Churchill at the Admiralty, 1911–1914,” War in History 18, no. 3 
(July 2011): 333–56, https://doi.org/10.11177/0968344511401489; 
Nicholas A. Lambert, “On Standards: A Reply to Christopher 
Bell,” War in History 19, no. 2 (April 2012): 217–40, https://doi.
org/10.1177/0968344511432977; and Christopher M. Bell, “On 
Standards and Scholarship: A Reply To Nicholas Lambert,” 
War in History 20, no. 3 (July 2013): 381–409, https://doi.
org/10.1177/0968344513483069. See also Hew Strachan, The 
First World War, vol. 1, To Arms (Oxford, UK: Oxford University 
Press, 2001), 383; and P. J. Cain and A. G. Hopkins, British Imperi-
alism: 1688–2000, 2d ed. (London: Pearson Education, 2002), 389. 
Strachan echoes Lambert in noting that the Royal Navy’s more 
immediate concerns at the start of the first decade of the twen-
tieth century involved navies other than Germany’s, specifically 
those of France and Russia. Cain and Hopkins also take this posi-
tion. 

10.	 Seligmann, Nägler, and Epkenhans, The Naval Route to the Abyss, 
151–81. The position is noteworthy given Seligmann’s contribution 
to the aforementioned debate regarding the priorities of the naval 
planners on both sides, arguing broadly that the Dreadnought  
Race, whether strictly intended or a happenstance result of inde-
pendent naval planning, occurred in the context of a broader 
naval rivalry. See Seligmann, The Royal Navy and the German 
Threat, 1–6.

11.	 Ronald Robinson, John Gallagher, and Alice Denny, Africa and the 
Victorians: The Official Mind of Imperialism (London: I. B. Tauris, 
2015), 462–72. 

12.	 D. K. Fieldhouse, The Colonial Empires: A Comparative Survey from 
the Eighteenth Century (New York: Delacorte Press, 1966), 178–80, 
370–71.

13.	 Fieldhouse, The Colonial Empires, 370–71, 380–81, 393.
14.	 Cain and Hopkins, British Imperialism, 390–93. Cain and Hopkins 

do note that another major driver of the Anglo-German rivalry 
was disputes about trade and protectionism, a point that this 
study can concede but that goes beyond its scope, which concerns 



Chapter Four 

178

Germany’s attempt to supplant British naval power in the North 
Sea and the political consequences and implications thereof. 

15.	 Lambi, The Navy and German Power Politics, 427; Kennedy, The Rise 
of the Anglo-German Antagonism, 420–23; Seligmann, Nägler, and 
Epkenhans, The Naval Route to the Abyss, loc. 403–4; Padfield, The 
Great Naval Race, 343–46; and Massie, Dreadnought, 888–908. 

16.	 See Padfield, The Great Naval Race, xiii–xvi. It is noteworthy that 
it is far from necessary to hew to Padfield’s dire synthesis of the 
historiographical claims regarding German war guilt to accept 
the general validity of his narrative regarding the connection 
between the Dreadnought Race and the deterioration of Germa-
ny’s international position, making such claims all the more 
histrionic. 

17.	 See Fritz Fischer, Germany’s Aims in the First World War (New 
York: W. W. Norton, 1967), 11–49; and Fritz Fischer, World Power 
or Decline: The Controversy over Germany’s Aims in the First World 
War, trans. Lancelot L. Farrar, Robert Kimber, and Rita Kimber 
(New York: W. W. Norton, 1974), vii–ix. For a discussion of the 
problems, or at least the limitations, of this approach, see Stra-
chan, To Arms, 3–4, 52–57, 86–87.

18.	 Regarding Britain’s contribution, see Kennedy, The Rise of the 
Anglo-German Antagonism, 458–59. Kennedy notes that the 
scales had tipped in favor of British intervention in World War I 
simply because Britain was now exclusively focused on Germany. 
Although intuitively sound, the question becomes murkier when 
the specifics are examined, insofar as the process by which 
Britain moved toward war during and before the 1914 July Crisis 
was far from straightforward. For a countervailing analysis, 
see Strachan, To Arms, 93–98. Strachan notes that the British 
political system practically guaranteed a lack of consensus on 
whether to go to war until the last minute. This study does not 
dispute this, merely noting that, to the extent that the Dread-
nought Race impacted Germany’s political position adversely and 
to the extent that it played a role in shaping the environment that 
led to World War I, this can be accounted for in the framework 
proposed here as well. 

19.	 David K. Brown, “Wood, Sail, and Cannonballs to Steel, Steam, 
and Shells, 1815–1895,” in The Oxford Illustrated History of the Royal 
Navy, ed. J. R. Hill (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 1995), 
207–20. 

20.	 See John Scott Keltie, ed., The Statesman’s Yearbook (London: 
Macmillan, 1875), 236. See also Lambert, Sir John Fisher’s Naval 
Revolution, 17. 



The Origins and Aims of the Dreadnought Race

179

21.	 See Arthur J. Marder, The Anatomy of British Sea Power: A History 
of British Naval Policy in the Pre-Dreadnought Era, 1880–1905 
(Hamden, CT: Archon Books, 1940), 5; Lawrence Sondhaus, 
Preparing for Weltpolitik: German Sea Power before the Tirpitz Era 
(Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 1997), 110–15; Sumida, In 
Defence of Naval Supremacy, 9, 43–44; Massie, Dreadnought, 167, 
414; and Robert K. Massie, Castles of Steel: Britain, Germany, and 
the Winning of the Great War at Sea (New York: Random House, 
2003), 123.

22.	 Lambert, Sir John Fisher’s Naval Revolution, 27–29; Strachan, To 
Arms, 418; Sumida, In Defence of Naval Supremacy, 51–52; and 
Brown, “Wood, Sail, and Cannonballs to Steel, Steam, and Shells,” 
218. 

23.	 Alfred T. Mahan, The Influence of Sea Power Upon History: 1660–
1783, ed. Ellen Lyle Mahan (Boston, MA: Little, Brown, 1918; 
Amazon, 2011), Kindle ed., loc. 1196–1238, 2131–57, 9359–75, 9439; 
and Seligmann, The Royal Navy and the German Threat, Kindle ed., 
loc. 249–65. 

24.	 Julian S. Corbett, Some Principles of Maritime Strategy (London: 
Longmans, Green, 1911; Project Gutenberg, 2005), Kindle ed., loc. 
940–58, 998–1001, 1021–31, 1036–40. 

25.	 Corbett, Some Principles of Maritime Strategy, loc. 940–44, 3139–73. 
26.	 Corbett, Some Principles of Maritime Strategy, loc. 1946–51, 2487–

91, 2513–38. 
27.	 Corbett, Some Principles of Maritime Strategy, loc. 11, 2518.
28.	 Corbett, Some Principles of Maritime Strategy, loc. 1154–56, 3342. 
29.	 Arne Røksund, The Jeune École: The Strategy of the Weak (Boston, 

MA: Brill, 2007), 1–23. 
30.	 Røksund, The Jeune École, 9–12. 
31.	 Røksund, The Jeune École, 210, 228–29; Lambi, The Navy and German 

Power Politics, 7–9, 164–66; Seligmann, Nägler, and Epkenhans, 
The Naval Route to the Abyss, 2–3; and Strachan, To Arms, 375–77. 
Strachan notes the long shadow that the Jeune École cast over 
French naval procurement doctrine. 

32.	 Røksund, The Jeune École, 228–29. 
33.	 Røksund, The Jeune École, x–xii; Lambi, The Navy and German Power 

Politics, 2, 76; Seligmann, Nägler, and Epkenhans, The Naval Route 
to the Abyss, loc. 349–56; and Seligmann, The Royal Navy and the  
German Threat, 2–6, 12–24. Seligmann’s discussion of the contro-
versy regarding the relevance of the Dreadnought Race to 
Anglo-German relations and to German war plans is discussed 
below.



Chapter Four 

180

34.	 Seligmann, Nägler, and Epkenhans, The Naval Route to the Abyss, 
loc. 346–50; Lambert, Sir John Fisher’s Naval Revolution, 38–40; 
Lambert, “On Standards and Scholarship,” 219–20; Lambi, The 
Navy and German Power Politics, 6–8, 346; and Kelly, Tirpitz and the 
Imperial German Navy, 47–66.

35.	 See Lambi, The Navy and German Power Politics, 7–9, 65–68. 
36.	 For the original argument for long cycles, see George Modelski, 

Long Cycles in World Politics (Hampshire, UK: Macmillan Press, 
1987). 

37.	 Karen Rasler and William R. Thompson, The Great Powers and 
Global Struggle, 1490–1990 (Lexington: University Press of Ken- 
tucky, 1994), 158.

38.	 Rasler and Thompson, The Great Powers and Global Struggle, 18, 27. 
In theory, this can include other forms of capability that accom-
plish similar tasks. The U.S. Air Force’s modern long-range heavy 
airlift and strategic bombing capability might qualify as well (an 
insight that this author owes to Georgetown University professor 
Charles Pirtle). 

39.	 Rasler and Thompson, The Great Powers and Global Struggle, 1–14, 
73–97, 146–54, 157–62. Note that the state that ultimately acquires 
global leadership status need not be the only challenger, or even 
consciously involved in challenging—only that it be the domi-
nant naval power at the end of this phase. 

40.	 An average of 2.44 percent annually between 1875 and 1898, 
versus just 2.1 percent for Britain for the same time period. Esti-
mates are based on Angus Maddison’s per capita gross national 
product (GNP) estimates and approximate population figures 
drawn from census data presented in The Statesman’s Yearbook. 
See the appendix for methodology. For a discussion of Britain’s 
declining relative position, see Kennedy, Strategy and Diplomacy, 
91–92; Kennedy, The Rise of the Anglo-German Antagonism, 464–66; 
and Massie, Dreadnought, 134–35. For a partial concurrence, see 
Strachan, To Arms, 12–13. See also Andrew D. Lambert, “The Royal 
Navy, 1856–1914: Deterrence and the Strategy of World Power,” in 
Navies and Global Defense: Theories and Strategy, ed. Keith Neilson 
and Elizabeth Jane Errington (Westport, CT: Praeger, 1995), 
71–74. Lambert critiques this general picture, noting that British 
primacy remained assured even despite such relative setbacks. 

41.	 Lambert, Sir John Fisher’s Naval Revolution, 15–17; and Massie, 
Dreadnought, xiii–xvi, 373–74. 

42.	 Røksund, The Jeune École, 8–12.
43.	 Marder, The Anatomy of British Sea Power, 84–87. Marder cites 

a London Times editorial of the era as condemning commerce 



The Origins and Aims of the Dreadnought Race

181

raiding as entailing nonstop fatal attacks on civilians, but what-
ever norms existed that forbade this, they were apparently not 
considered a sufficient deterrent by anyone involved. 

44.	 See Seligmann, The Royal Navy and the German Threat, 171–72. As 
Seligmann has noted, the debate about whether threats to high 
seas commerce or of blockade by battleships were of greater 
concern took on increasing urgency as the Dreadnought Race 
ran its course, with a parallel effort being made to counter the 
German commerce-raiding threat.

45.	 Henry Kissinger, Diplomacy (New York: Simon and Schuster, 
1994), 161–62.

46.	 Marder, The Anatomy of British Sea Power, 65–83. 
47.	 Marder, The Anatomy of British Sea Power, 3–9; and Brown, “Wood, 

Sail, and Cannonballs to Steel, Steam, and Shells,” 200–26.
48.	 The commitment was more general than specific. See David  

H. Olivier, German Naval Strategy, 1856–1888: Forerunners of Tirpitz 
(London: Frank Cass, 2004), 130–46. As Olivier notes, while Ger- 
many broadly sought to copy the Jeune École’s playbook, its admi-
rals in the 1880s came up with a hybrid model that deemphasized 
second-order economic effects in favor of simple commerce 
raiding, mainly with cruisers as the weapons system of choice. 
For Germany, much of the Jeune École’s distinctive features that 
distinguished it from mere commerce raiding were more hypo-
thetical than real. 

49.	 Keltie, The Statesman’s Yearbook, 106. 
50.	 Marder, The Anatomy of British Sea Power, 7–9. See also Lambert, 

Sir John Fisher’s Naval Revolution, 18. 
51.	 Naval Defence Bill (No. 80), HL Deb, 27 May 1889, vol. 336, 1059–

89. 
52.	 Sumida, In Defence of Naval Supremacy, 10–16; Kennedy, Strategy 

and Diplomacy, 167–68; and Lambert, Sir John Fisher’s Naval 
Revolution, 17–21. Lambert notes that the Two-Power Standard 
mattered more for political and electoral purposes than as a 
precise measurement of naval capability. The fact, however, that 
the Two-Power Standard was thought achievable, and what later 
happened to it, can serve as a useful heuristic for Britain’s relative 
naval power. Kennedy views Britain’s long-term naval arms race 
with France and Russia as the more dangerous one, but given that 
it entailed a combined effort on the part of two powers to achieve 
a split parity with Britain, rather than by one as was the case in 
the Dreadnought Race, it in the end did not pose the same unified 
threat that the German North Sea naval buildup posed, and was 
handled differently. This study does not treat the Franco-Russian 



Chapter Four 

182

attempt to attain parity with Britain in detail, not least because, 
as Kennedy notes, those states’ attempts ended inconclusively, 
with the formation of the respective ententes, but the strategy 
of either state’s attempts to do so could be analyzed in similar 
fashion to the case under study here using this study’s frame-
work. The whole point of a framework such as this is to enable 
the analysis of a competition from the point of view of one of 
its participants, in terms of what it is doing and what it may do 
to prevail. It is important to note that, while “beta” in the afore-
mentioned framework is typically forced to focus its resources if 
it is to make any initial progress, “alpha” (in all these cases Great 
Britain) may, in its preeminent position, face a set of challenges 
and have a series of priorities. As is discussed below, the chal-
lenge once competition begins in earnest is to match one’s grand 
strategy to one’s competitive strategy, focusing one’s resources 
and avoiding taking on more than one can handle. Alpha can 
get away with this for a while, at least until beta becomes a real 
threat; beta must start out in this fashion. 

53.	 See Fieldhouse, The Colonial Empires, 179–80. Fieldhouse has 
argued persuasively that the major impetus for African coloni-
zation was local imperatives faced by European colonial powers 
that made colonial expansion slightly more attractive than not in 
each of many unrelated cases. This general picture is confirmed 
in Robinson, Gallagher, and Denny, Africa and the Victorians, 
464–72. The authors note that British imperialism was driven by 
ad hoc improvisation—and specifically a desire to protect access 
to eastern possessions—rather than a comprehensive strategy. 
Fieldhouse has also noted that, at least in retrospect, African 
colonization was hardly profitable and was as much an end as a 
means. He notes that this was certainly true for Germany, whose 
colonial acquisitions’ greatest significance was as a status symbol 
and lagging indicator of world power status. See Fieldhouse, 
The Colonial Empires, 364, 370–71, 381, 393; and D. K. Field-
house, Economics and Empire, 1830–1914 (London: Weidenfeld and 
Nicolson, 1973), 472–73, 476. See also Cain and Hopkins, British 
Imperialism, 389–93. The authors essentially echo Fieldhouse by 
connecting Germany’s naval ambitions at this time to its impe-
rial challenge to Britain but note that the real threat it posed was 
to Britain at home, not to the Empire. See also Kennedy, Strategy 
and Diplomacy, 20–25; and Kennedy, The Rise of the Anglo-German 
Antagonism, 410–17. Kennedy notes that Britain was quite willing 
to accommodate Germany on colonization—provided Germany 
asked nicely and was willing to negotiate. The impetus to chal-



The Origins and Aims of the Dreadnought Race

183

lenge Britain’s North Sea hegemony was a desire, by acquiring a 
satisfactory level of theater naval capability, to circumvent this 
proviso. 

54.	 See Thomas Pakenham, The Scramble for Africa: The White Man’s 
Conquest of the Dark Continent from 1876 to 1912 (New York: Avon 
Books, 1991), xxvii. Pakenham dates the phrase to 1884 but notes 
that its originator is unknown. 

55.	 For the origins of Britain and German’s colonial stakes, including 
the Stanley expedition; Bismarck’s initial attitude toward African 
colonization; and the Berlin Conference, see Pakenham, The 
Scramble for Africa, xxiii, 24–38, 207, 239–42. See also Fieldhouse, 
The Colonial Empires, 180–81, 184–90; and Robinson, Gallagher, and 
Denny, Africa and the Victorians, 462–72. Because the motivations 
of German (if not British and other) would-be colonialists are of 
relevance to understanding Germany’s competitive strategy, it 
is worth noting briefly that no complete consensus exists as to 
a single set of motives that drove European African expansion. 
Fieldhouse notes that African expansionism was driven by a host 
of factors, of which ideology (imperialism) was but one of many 
and often not a major one, a point echoed by Robinson, Gallagher, 
and Denny in arguing that British expansionism in particular 
was driven not by ideology but by expediency. In this argument, 
what drove Britain’s sudden increased interest in Africa was not 
a surge in public support or a new set of beliefs about colonies, 
but rather national security imperatives—specifically the need 
to maintain control of strategic areas that were slipping away 
from British influence by normal means. Fieldhouse, by contrast, 
assigns less importance to security concerns than to economic 
developments and ideology, such as the numerous factors that 
drove expansion in tropical West Africa and, by contrast, on the 
explicitly ideological roots of Belgian ambitions in the Congo. 
It is not necessary here to posit a single set of reasons for Euro-
pean powers’ African adventures. What will be relevant is that, 
in the minds of certain senior German policy makers who moved 
Germany into confrontation with Britain, African colonialism, 
and Britain’s interference with it, moved hand in hand with naval 
concerns. 

56.	 Daniel Owen Spence, A History of the Royal Navy: Empire and Impe-
rialism (New York: I. B. Tauris, 2015), 77–78.

57.	 Fieldhouse, The Colonial Empires, 67.
58.	 Spence, A History of the Royal Navy, 193.
59.	 For Germany’s early recognition of the importance of seapower 

in African and other colonization and its early attempts to use its 



Chapter Four 

184

small fleet for the purpose, see Sondhaus, Preparing for Weltpo-
litik, 154–56. 

60.	 This exact point was highlighted in a policy memorandum for the 
Foreign Office by Sir Eyre Crowe at the height of the Dreadnought 
Race. See Eyre Crowe, “Memorandum on the Present State of 
British Relations with France and Germany,” in The Hidden 
Perspective: The Military Conversations 1906–1914, ed. David Owen 
(London: Haus Publishing, 2014), 230–31, 235, 245–50. Crowe 
also noted German interest in East Asia at the time, although 
comparatively speaking the German colonial interest there was 
minuscule by comparison to its active and ongoing search for 
available African territory. See, for example, Fieldhouse, The Colo-
nial Empires, 365. See also Rolf Hobson, Imperialism at Sea: Naval 
Strategic Thought, the Ideology of Sea Power, and the Tirpitz Plan, 
1875–1914 (Boston, MA: Brill Academic Publishers, 2002), 303–4. 
Hobson writes, “The ‘scramble for Africa’ and the prospect of a 
similar carve-up of East Asia in the 1890s unleashed a general 
rivalry in which navies were considered to play a decisive role. 
. . . The new navalism proper translated its colonial hopes and 
fears into battle fleets. Mahan’s publications were enormously 
influential in focusing attention on the battleship and in creating 
the ideological link between this concentrated expression of sea 
power and economic and colonial growth.” 

61.	 Rudyard Kipling, “The White Man’s Burden,” Times (London), 4 
February 1899.

62.	 Christopher M. Clark, The Sleepwalkers: How Europe Went to War in 
1914 (New York: HarperCollins, 2014), 148–49. This was the crux 
of the matter. Germany could have colonies and even the prestige 
that they represented, but to do so as it willed and not as it must, 
and to acquire the prestige that this status conferred, it needed 
capital ships. The year the demarche occurred—effectively the 
same time Tirpitz took over the Imperial Naval Office, as will be 
discussed—was therefore not without some significance. For all 
that, the connection between seapower and worldwide power 
projection acquired focus in the German official mind only at the 
start of the Dreadnought Race, if then. Even as of 1897, Wilhelm 
was still thinking of seapower in terms of deployable fleets of 
smaller cruisers. See Lambi, The Navy and German Power Politics, 
34–35. 

63.	 See Fieldhouse, The Colonial Empires, 364–65. As Fieldhouse notes, 
the German Empire was not only short-lived, but something like 
nine-tenths of it were concentrated on the African continent, the 
small remainder being located in the Pacific.



The Origins and Aims of the Dreadnought Race

185

64.	 Massie, Dreadnought, 61–62; and Paul M. Kennedy, The Rise and 
Fall of the Great Powers: Economic Change and Military Conflict from  
1500 to 2000 (New York: Vintage Books, 1989), 182–88. Paradox-
ically, Prussia’s victory in the Franco-Prussian War is seen as a 
triumph of an efficient mass conscription-based system over 
the comparatively inefficient system employed by France at the 
time. As for Britain’s hatred of forced service, naval historian N. 
A. M. Rodger attributes the usage of press gangs to “Parliament’s 
refusal to confront the manning problem,” noting that British 
libertarianism prevented almost any sort of forced service except 
in the most ad hoc fashion in emergencies. See N. A. M. Rodger, 
The Command of the Ocean: A Naval History of Britain, 1649–1815 
(New York: W. W. Norton, 2004), 312–13.

65.	 See the appendix. Data are derived from volumes of The States-
man’s Yearbook, 1876–99. 

66.	 See the appendix. Data are derived from volumes of The States-
man’s Yearbook, 1876–99. 

67.	 Massie, Dreadnought, 162–63; and Sondhaus, Preparing for Weltpo-
litik, 149–52. 

68.	 Kissinger, Diplomacy, 132, 159, 165. 
69.	 Gordon A. Craig, Germany: 1866–1945 (Oxford, UK: Clarendon 

Press, 1978), 114–16; Kissinger, Diplomacy, 132–33, 204; and 
Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers, 188–91. 

70.	 Kissinger, Diplomacy, 137–67, 204; Massie, Dreadnought, 76–82; 
and Strachan, To Arms, 8. 

71.	 Massie, Dreadnought, 49, 56, 76–82; and Kissinger, Diplomacy, 121. 
72.	 Craig, Germany, 131–32; Kissinger, Diplomac, 160, 165–66; and 

Massie, Dreadnought, 76–82. 
73.	 Kissinger, Diplomacy, 160; Massie, Dreadnought, 82–83; and Craig, 

Germany, 121–22, 130–31. 
74.	 Pakenham, The Scramble for Africa, 202–3; and Kissinger, Diplo-

macy, 146. Kissinger sees Bismarck’s forays into colonialism  
as an instance of nationalist political pressure overriding his 
better judgment, which is, at the very least, a plausible hypoth-
esis. 

75.	 Pakenham, The Scramble for Africa, 188. 
76.	 Pakenham, The Scramble for Africa, 200–4, 292–95; and Massie, 

Dreadnought, 84–90. 
77.	 Pakenham The Scramble for Africa, 602. For the sources for the 

currency conversion, see the appendix. 
78.	 Kissinger, Diplomacy, 180. 
79.	 Fieldhouse, The Colonial Empires, 364–67, 370–71. 
80.	 Fieldhouse, The Colonial Empires, 367–71. 



Chapter Four 

186

81.	 Fieldhouse, The Colonial Empires, 364, 370–71; and Fieldhouse, Econ- 
omics and Empire, 472–73. 

82.	 Fieldhouse, The Colonial Empires, 380–81, 392–93; and Fieldhouse, 
Economics and Empire, 475–76. Fieldhouse concludes his magis-
terial study of the subject, Economics and Empire, by noting that, 
although economics had an important role in incentivizing colo-
nization, political factors—what this study would refer to as the 
security and intangibles metrics—were at least as important. 

83.	 See Robinson, Gallagher, and Denny, Africa and the Victorians, 
462–72. 

84.	 See, for example, Kissinger, Diplomacy, 171. 
85.	 Padfield, The Great Naval Race, xiv, 53. See also Kennedy, “The 

Kaiser and German Weltpolitik,” 143–68. Kennedy discusses the 
relative merits of assigning responsibility for key decisions 
made by Germany to the kaiser’s personal agency as opposed to 
structural factors, noting that in many cases the kaiser’s pecu-
liar personality must be seen as the decisive factor even when 
structural factors are accounted for. As noted above, because this 
study is concerned with strategy as conceived from the top, it 
focuses on the decisions of key leaders even as it can acknowledge 
that those leaders operated in a domestic political environment 
framed and shaped from below. 

86.	 Padfield, The Great Naval Race, 30–33; and Massie, Dreadnought, 
26–34. 

87.	 Kennedy, “The Kaiser and German Weltpolitik,” 155–56; Strachan, 
To Arms, 5–6; Padfield, The Great Naval Race, 53–54; and Massie, 
Dreadnought, 120–21, 143. 

88.	 Jonathan Steinberg, “The Kaiser and the British: The State Visit to 
Windsor, November 1907,” in Kaiser Wilhelm II, 121–27. Steinberg 
notes that the pathetically egotistical kaiser was as likely to be a 
victim of well-calibrated English snobbery as he was to put off 
his interlocutors by his manners. 

89.	 Massie, Dreadnought, 6–10, 24, 26. 
90.	 Massie, Dreadnought, 41–46. 
91.	 Steinberg, “The Kaiser and the British,” 121–30.
92.	 Lambi, The Navy and German Power Politics, 31–32; and Massie, 

Dreadnought, 150–58, 262–66, 302–3, 652–56. 
93.	 See Kennedy, “The Kaiser and German Weltpolitik,” 143–57. 
94.	 Wehler, The German Empire, 62, 64, 65. The actual phrasing is 

“polycratic, but uncoordinated authoritarianism” and “authori-
tarian polycracy.” 

95.	 For the classic structuralist approaches, see Berghahn, Germany 
and the Approach of War in 1914, 1–14; and Wehler, The German 



The Origins and Aims of the Dreadnought Race

187

Empire, 52–100. For a discussion, see Kennedy, “The Kaiser and 
German Weltpolitik,” 143–51. See also Strachan, To Arms, 5–8. 

96.	 Strachan, To Arms, 5–8, 11. See also Craig, Germany, 248. 
97.	 Craig, Germany, 46–47. 
98.	 See Kennedy, “The Kaiser and German Weltpolitik,” 164–66; and 

Strachan, To Arms, 5–11. 
99.	 Massie, Dreadnought, 97–99. Bismarck’s resignation was in fact 

voluntary, an attempt to force the kaiser to make a policy change 
that backfired when the kaiser accepted it—but it was the ulti-
mate result of an unarrested deterioration of their working 
relationship. 

100.	 The term was coined by Bernhard von Bülow, before becoming 
official policy. Although it is closely tied to Imperial German Navy 
grand admiral Alfred von Tirpitz and the Dreadnought Race, and 
acquired specificity through this series of events, it originally 
simply referred to a desire to make German influence felt outside 
its borders. It did, however, almost of necessity dovetail with 
German navalism, although not originally in any specific form. 
See Craig, Germany, 275, 303; and Lambi, The Navy and German 
Power Politics, 91, 113. See also Kissinger, Diplomacy, 171; Massie, 
Dreadnought, 137; Crowe, “Memorandum on the Present State of 
British Relations with France and Germany,” 231, Padfield, The 
Great Naval Race, 35, 45; and Sondhaus, Preparing for Weltpolitik, ix. 

101.	 Strachan, To Arms, 8–9; and Craig, Germany, 275. 
102.	 Craig, Germany, 240–47; and Strachan, To Arms, 8–10. 
103.	 Lambi, The Navy and German Power Politics, 31–35. 
104.	 Craig, Germany, 274–75.
105.	 Craig, Germany, 240–47. 
106.	 Kennedy, The Rise of the Anglo-German Antagonism, 410–11; 

Kennedy, Strategy and Diplomacy, 20–25; and Crowe, “Memo-
randum on the Present State of British Relations with France and 
Germany,” 230–50. 

107.	 Fieldhouse, The Colonial Empires, 370–71; and Fieldhouse, Econ- 
omics and Empire, 472–73. 

108.	 Berghahn, Germany and the Approach of War in 1914, 42–45; 
Wehler, The German Empire, 94–97; Strachan, To Arms, 8–10; and 
Craig, Germany, 274–77, 302–3. For a detailed discussion of the 
connection, see Hobson Imperialism at Sea, 313–24. Hobson qual-
ifies the relationship between Sammlungspolitik, Weltpolitik, and 
navalism, noting that ideology played at least as important a role 
as hard political interests in explaining Wilhelmine navalism. 

109.	 Lambi, The Navy and German Power Politics, 33–35. As Lambi 
acidly puts it, “In the case of the navy it would have helped if 



Chapter Four 

188

Wilhelm had known exactly what he wanted. He did very much 
want a large fleet, but he did not really know why he wanted 
it and whether it should primarily consist of large ships of the 
line or cruisers.” Tirpitz, partly for his own purposes and partly 
in furtherance of Wilhelm’s, would later fill in the details of 
Wilhelm’s thinking. 

110.	 Sondhaus, Preparing for Weltpolitik, 184; and Massie, Dreadnought, 
110–12. 

111.	 Kissinger, Diplomacy, 179–85; Craig, Germany, 238; Massie, Dread-
nought, 113–15; and Owen, The Hidden Perspective, 10–11. 

112.	 Craig, Germany, 239; Kissinger, Diplomacy, 181, 194; and Owen, 
The Hidden Perspective, 6. 

113.	 Craig, Germany, 238–40; Kissinger, Diplomacy, 185; and Massie, 
Dreadnought, 306–7.

114.	 Kissinger, Diplomacy, 185–86. 
115.	 Kissinger, Diplomacy, 183, 189. 
116.	 Craig, Germany, 243–47. See also Kissinger, Diplomacy, 184–85. To 

contrast, see Massie, Dreadnought, 218–25. 
117.	 Kennedy, Strategy and Diplomacy, 112–13; Kelly, Tirpitz and the 

Imperial German Navy, 33–128; Lambi, The Navy and German Power 
Politics, 62–68; Massie, Dreadnought, 164–68; and Padfield, The 
Great Naval Race, 35–36, 39. 

118.	 Kelly, Tirpitz and the Imperial German Navy, 79–80, 84, 110; Lambi, 
The Navy and German Power Politics, 62–65, 68; Kennedy, Strategy 
and Diplomacy, 113, 116–18; and Massie, Dreadnought, 168–69. 

119.	 Kelly, Tirpitz and the Imperial German Navy, 71; Kennedy, Strategy 
and Diplomacy, 124–25; and Massie, Dreadnought, 166–69. 

120.	 Sondhaus, Preparing for Weltpolitik, 176–81; quotation found in 
Massie, Dreadnought, 63. For the vagueness of Wilhelm’s thinking 
and Tirpitz’s increasing influence, see Lambi, The Navy and 
German Power Politics, 33–37. 

121.	 Sondhaus, Preparing for Weltpolitik, 3–4. 
122.	 See Sondhaus, Preparing for Weltpolitik, 15–17, 153. See also Kelly, 

Tirpitz and the Imperial German Navy, 19–20. 
123.	 Keltie, The Statesman’s Yearbook (1875), 235–36; and Brown, 

“Wood, Sail, and Cannonballs to Steel, Steam, and Shells,” 215–17. 
124.	 Sondhaus, Preparing for Weltpolitik, 179–84. 
125.	 Craig, Germany, 205–6; and Padfield, The Great Naval Race, 15–23. 
126.	 Barbara W. Tuchman, The Proud Tower: A Portrait of the World 

before the War, 1890–1914 (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1966), 243. 
127.	 John Keegan, A History of Warfare (New York: Vintage Books, 

1994), 358. 



The Origins and Aims of the Dreadnought Race

189

128.	 For a discussion of Treitschke’s influence on Germany and its 
top decision makers, see Wehler, The German Empire, 72; Craig, 
Germany, 48–49; Padfield, The Great Naval Race, 16–25, 40–41, 52; 
and Tuchman, The Proud Tower, 242–43. 

129.	 Sondhaus, Preparing for Weltpolitik, 224; and Kennedy, Strategy 
and Diplomacy, 124–25. 

130.	 Kennedy, Strategy and Diplomacy, 157; Kelly, Tirpitz and the Impe-
rial German Navy, 57, 72; Craig, Germany, 204–5; and Padfield, The 
Great Naval Race, 40–41. 

131.	 Kennedy, Strategy and Diplomacy, 124–25. 
132.	 See Lambi, The Navy and German Power Politics, 34–35, 62–68; 

Kennedy, Strategy and Diplomacy, 124–25; and Kelly, Tirpitz and the 
Imperial German Navy, 107, 110–15. See also Hobson, Imperialism at 
Sea, 202–9. Hobson gives a detailed discussion of Tirpitz’s ideas 
and notes that he may have derived some of them independently 
of Mahan. 

133.	 Sondhaus, Preparing for Weltpolitik, 179–80.
134.	 Sondhaus, Preparing for Weltpolitik, 176, 228. 
135.	 Keltie, The Statesman’s Yearbook (1875), 105–6; and John Scott 

Keltie, ed., The Statesman’s Yearbook (London: Macmillan, 1890), 
538. 

136.	 Sondhaus, Preparing for Weltpolitik, 126. 
137.	 Massie, Dreadnought, 170–71.
138.	 See Seligmann, Nägler, and Epkenhans, The Naval Route to the 

Abyss, 2–3; Lambi, The Navy and German Power Politics, 32–37, 
167–68; Kelly, Tirpitz and the Imperial German Navy, 98–99; 
Padfield, The Great Naval Race, 38; and Massie, Dreadnought, 
163–64. For a characterization of the British system, see Padfield, 
The Great Naval Race, 47–48. For the pitfalls of routine British 
naval management, see Massie, Dreadnought, 391–400, 462–63. 
This convoluted organizational structure was merely one facet 
of a pervasive German governance pattern famously dubbed 
“authoritarian polycracy” by Hans-Ulrich Wehler. See Wehler, 
The German Empire, 64. Although this narrative treats Tirpitz, the 
prime mover behind Germany’s naval policy, as a major driver of 
German competitive strategy, it must be noted that this designa-
tion appears clean and tidy only in retrospect. See also Seligmann, 
The Royal Navy and the German Threat, 8–9. In particular, as Selig-
mann has noted, while Tirpitz tended to prevail in bureaucratic 
battles by means of his relationship with his monarch, this in 
no way means he did not have to fight them. In particular, while 
Tirpitz would have largely unitary control of ship procurement 
(and would engineer the political appropriations process to avoid 



Chapter Four 

190

meddling), the actual use of ships—doctrine—was the respon-
sibility of the Naval High Command, which at a number of key 
points attempted to interfere with Tirpitz’s decisions on the basis 
that doctrine had to work hand in hand with procurement if a 
navy were to function. For a more thorough description of this 
bureaucratic infighting, see Seligmann, The Royal Navy and the 
German Threat, 16–19. This is treated in more detail below, but for 
now it is enough to note that in understanding German compet-
itive strategy, it is necessary at times to simplify a complex 
decision-making narrative, and that this study merely treats the 
most relevant players as the sources of planning and decision 
making without intending to minimize the importance or the 
scope of a complex historical and historiographical process. 

139.	 Lambi, The Navy and German Power Politics, 61–62; Massie, Dread-
nought, 168–71; and Padfield, The Great Naval Race, 37–40. Tirpitz, 
in his previous post as chief of staff to the High Command, had 
been advocating for a battleship fleet for most of the preceding 
decade, particularly in 1895. See Hobson, Imperialism at Sea, 
193–212. 

140.	 Alfred von Tirpitz, My Memoirs, 2 vols. (New York: Dodd, Mead, 
1919; Amazon, 2019), 49. In translation, the phrasing is replaced 
by the less-catchy “the ten years lost from 1888 to 1897.” 

141.	 Alfred von Tirpitz, memorandum dated 15 June 1897, found in 
Padfield, The Great Naval Race, 44–45. 

142.	 Seligmann, Nägler, and Epkenhans, The Naval Route to the Abyss, 
6; Padfield, The Great Naval Race, 44–45; and Massie, Dreadnought, 
172. 

143.	 Padfield, The Great Naval Race, 44–45; Massie, Dreadnought, 172; 
and Steinberg, “The Kaiser and the British,” 128. For the torpedo 
revolution, see also Sumida, In Defence of Naval Supremacy, 41; 
and Marder, The Anatomy of British Sea Power, 5–6. 

144.	 Massie, Dreadnought, 172; and Padfield, The Great Naval Race, 45. 
145.	 See, for example, Lambi, The Navy and German Power Politics, 

33–37; Hobson, Imperialism at Sea, 300–3; and Seligmann, The 
Royal Navy and the German Threat, 7. 

146.	 See, for example, Berghahn, Germany and the Approach of War in 
1914, 52. 

147.	 The minimal purpose of the fleet as a deterrent to a close blockade 
from a position of possibly inferior strength is widely attested 
and agreed on. For more on this, see Steinberg, “The Kaiser and 
the British,” 20–21; Kennedy, Strategy and Diplomacy, 132–33; 
and Hobson, Imperialism at Sea, 260–73, 301–7, 316–31. Hobson is 
perhaps the most conservative on this point, in that he argues 



The Origins and Aims of the Dreadnought Race

191

the notion of overtaking Britain as the dominant power in the 
North Sea, as opposed to merely establishing an acceptable force 
ratio, was little more than a pipe dream for Tirpitz, and not one 
much found in evidence in an objective appraisal his writings. He 
ironically notes, with puzzlement, that the very force ratio that 
Tirpitz saw as a minimal deterrent was also acceptable in later 
arms control talks as a means of ensuring British superiority. 

148.	 Kennedy, Strategy and Diplomacy, 146–54. The citation to Wegener 
is Wolfgang Wegener, Die Seestrategie des Weltkrieges [The Naval 
Strategy of the World War] (Berlin: E. S. Mittler & Sohn, 1929). 

149.	 See Hobson, Imperialism at Sea, 263–70; and Kennedy, The Rise 
of the Anglo-German Antagonism, 422, 443–44. Although Hobson 
disputes Kennedy’s more maximalist interpretations of Tirpitz’s 
intentions, such interpretations have more than their share of 
plausibility given the personalities and implicit goals involved. 
See Kennedy, Strategy and Diplomacy, 154–56. 

150.	 See Kennedy, Strategy and Diplomacy, 154–60. Kennedy notes that 
Germany’s only sure way to subordinate Britain, which was at 
least under consideration as a policy goal, was to build a fleet 
sufficient to either defeat or contain the Royal Navy, as ambitious 
as such an undertaking might be. 

151.	 “A lever and a deterrent” is the apt phrasing of Jonathan Stein-
berg; see Steinberg, “The Kaiser and the British,” 20–21. Kennedy 
sees the deterrent effect of the fleet as “the first, essentially 
negative, stage in Germany’s development as a sea power” and 
suggests that its ultimate purpose was to prevent Britain from 
interfering with German colonialism at will. See Kennedy, 
Strategy and Diplomacy, 133–35. Kennedy attributes Tirpitz’s 
desire for the fleet to his belief in an inevitable showdown with 
Britain and to a general desire to acquire Britain’s deference—“a 
middle position between war and alliance” by deterring it—and 
stresses its connection with Bernhard von Bülow’s attempts to 
avoid a war, and perhaps court Russian political support, until 
the fleet was ready for action. See Kennedy, The Rise of the Anglo-
German Antagonism, 223–27. Clark downplays the political angle 
altogether, noting that the fleet was merely the culmination of 
German naval ambitions and that, although it was envisioned 
with Britain as its adversary, it was simply using the world’s 
most powerful navy as its yardstick. See Clark, The Sleepwalkers, 
149. Herwig also stresses the deterrent-leverage plan but notes 
Tirpitz’s argument that the fleet would, in ominous terms for 
Britain, make Germany of “value” to Britain as a partner. See 
Herwig, “Luxury” Fleet, 36–37. 



Chapter Four 

192

Herwig sums up Tirpitz’s program as an “aggressive policy of 
forcing colonial expansion with a powerful battle fleet stationed 
off the British coast. . . . And if in the future Great Britain should 
refuse to yield to this pressure, Tirpitz was willing to stake 
Germany’s fate on a single, decisive naval battle.” See Holger 
H. Herwig, The German Naval Officer Corps: A Social and Political 
History, 1890–1918 (Oxford, UK: Clarendon Press, an imprint of 
Oxford University Press, 1973), 14–15. In Herwig’s earlier view, 
the fleet’s ultimate purpose was to enable colonial imperialism, 
and its means could include a direct attack if necessary. Berghahn 
argues that it “would be wrong to deduce . . . that the Imperial 
Navy was designed to be no more than a deterrent . . . in fact, it 
was to be used for a policy of diplomatic bullying. . . . Presuming 
that it would retain its deterrent effect on the Royal Navy and 
would not have to be employed in war, Tirpitz wanted to bully 
the other powers into recognizing Germany’s need for a colonial 
empire.” See Berghahn, Germany and the Approach of War in 1914, 
52–53. Epkenhans writes, “Against this background [Tirpitz’s 
Anglophobia and belief in German national destiny] it is difficult 
to regard the risk theory only as ‘a defensive deterrent concept’,” 
though he subscribes to the argument that the fleet could have 
served a diplomatically offensive purpose from a position of 
military inferiority. See Michael Epkenhans, Tirpitz: Architect 
of the German High Seas Fleet (Washington, DC: Potomac Books, 
2008), 33–34. By contrast, Kelly, refuting Berghahn, argues 
that for Tirpitz the fleet was almost an end in itself and that 
little documentation exists to suggest that Tirpitz had thought 
through the external political import of the fleet, and that Tirpitz 
was so narrowly focused that he ignored both external and 
domestic political consequences of his single-minded pursuit 
of a battleship fleet. He also echoes Kennedy’s point that Tirpitz 
overlooked the Royal Navy’s ability to use a wide rather than 
close blockade, neutralizing his fleet. He also notes the historical 
consensus that the fleet’s purpose was primarily defensive. See 
Kelly, Tirpitz and the Imperial German Navy, 153, 200–1. Similarly, 
Lambi takes the most parsimonious and indeed pessimistic tack: 
that the fleet as originally conceived by Tirpitz was suitable for 
little more than a suicide run in wartime, but can be understood 
to have been intended to “[raise] Germany’s value as an ally.” See 
Lambi, The Navy and German Power Politics, 143. Craig sees the 
matter as essentially a spectrum: the more Germany closed the 
naval gap, the more political options it would have and the more 
respect it would be afforded. See Craig, Germany, 309–10. Hobson 



The Origins and Aims of the Dreadnought Race

193

is agnostic, noting that Tirpitz “could excuse himself from the 
task of defining what the projected fleet could achieve in war 
because its political importance would ensure that there would 
be no war”—the fleet would be a deterrent first, with unspeci-
fied political effects as a follow-on. Hobson further argues that 
the fleet grew out of “the ideology of sea power”—perhaps the 
best way of describing what was fundamentally an open-ended 
set of goals for an open-ended project driven by the dreams of 
ambitious leaders and their navalist supporters. See Hobson, 
Imperialism at Sea, 237–38, 325. Strachan sums up the project 
elegantly: to “use naval power as a deterrent and as a means to 
a new diplomatic order.” See Strachan, To Arms, 449. Viewing 
the matter holistically, and noting that the Dreadnought Race’s 
key instigators were competitive and arrogant men with a strong 
sense of their own and their country’s destiny, it seems fair to 
say that the ratio of German battleship fleet to its competitor 
was intended to be whatever could be achieved, and the purpose 
of building that fleet was simply whatever Germany could get 
from it. Seligmann floats the hypothesis, originally suggested 
by a Royal Navy officer, that the entire Dreadnought Race was 
a diversion or distraction to remove British attention from the 
real German plan to threaten British commerce. See Seligmann, 
The Royal Navy and the German Threat, 172. Intriguing though this 
hypothesis may be, the political context—a revisionist Germany 
led by an ambitious and touchy kaiser known to be jealous of his 
British relatives’ international social position; a nebulous push 
for Weltpolitik that seemed to require a North Sea breakout first; 
the enthusiasm of German navalists; and, above all, the character 
of Tirpitz, a sometimes mendacious man who preferred ambi-
tious goals over middling ones—should give pause. 

152.	 Quote found in Christian Gauss, The German Emperor as Shown 
in His Public Utterances (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1915; 
Project Gutenberg, 2013), 127. 

153.	 Quote found in Gauss, The German Emperor as Shown in His Public 
Utterances, 162. 

154.	 Quote found in Gauss, The German Emperor as Shown in His Public 
Utterances, 182; and Bernhard von Bülow, “Bernhard von Bülow 
on Germany’s ‘Place in the Sun’ ” (speech to Reichstag, 1897), 
German History in Documents and Images, accessed 2 December 
2021.

155.	 Lambi, The Navy and German Power Politics, 37, 77; and Kelly, Tirpitz 
and the Imperial German Navy, 179.



Chapter Four 

194

156.	 See Kelly, Tirpitz and the Imperial German Navy, 47–68; Kennedy, 
Strategy and Diplomacy, 150; Hobson, Imperialism at Sea, 187; 
and Seligmann, The Royal Navy and the German Threat, 8–19. The 
German Imperial Navy was of multiple minds on this question. 
There had long been a broad consensus in favor of the continued 
development of torpedo boats for coastal defense, which would 
at least deter a close blockade of German shores. There was 
also a faction, of which Tirpitz was merely the most ambitious, 
that favored a Mahanian blue water battle fleet; the question 
was simply what form that fleet would take, what its objective 
would be, and when and how it might be built. Additionally, a 
separate faction favored a focus on cruisers and Jeune École-style 
commerce raiding. As Seligmann has noted, the dispute between 
these two factions was never entirely resolved, with the Dread-
nought Race consuming resources that could have gone to a 
cruiser procurement program but not completely eradicating 
the commerce-raiding doctrine or its associated procurement 
programs, which ultimately were implemented in the form of 
submarine warfare and an ineffective partial liner-conversion 
strategy. 

157.	 Tirpitz, My Memoirs, 49. 
158.	 For Tirpitz’s original and evolving conception of the danger 

zone, see Seligmann, Nägler, and Epkenhans, The Naval Route to 
the Abyss, 283; Kelly, Tirpitz and the Imperial German Navy, 196; 
Herwig, “Luxury” Fleet: The Imperial German Navy, 36–37; Massie, 
Dreadnought, 181–82; and Padfield, The Great Naval Race, 42–43. 

159.	 Kelly, Tirpitz and the Imperial German Navy, 196–201; Kennedy, 
Strategy and Diplomacy, 150–51; and Hobson, Imperialism at Sea, 
269. 

160.	 Craig, Germany, 308; Strachan, To Arms, 10–12; Kelly, Tirpitz and 
the Imperial German Navy, 132–55; Steinberg, “The Kaiser and 
the British,” 149–53; Padfield, The Great Naval Race, 54–56; and 
Massie, Dreadnought, 173–74. 

161.	 Padfield, The Great Naval Race, 56–57; and Massie, Dreadnought, 
173–74. 

162.	 Herwig, “Luxury” Fleet: The Imperial German Navy, 37–8. See also  
Craig, Germany, 276–77; Wehler, The German Empire, 96–97, 
167–68, 176–77; and Berghahn, Germany and the Approach of War 
in 1914, 53–54, 87–89. Craig notes that Tirpitz was able to mobi-
lize the German nobility’s fear of industrialism displacing 
agrarianism globally (as exemplified by the nascent Boer War) 
in support of the naval program, even as he in the early years 
made mention only of needing further tariffs. Wehler points out 



The Origins and Aims of the Dreadnought Race

195

that Tirpitz was capable of alternately courting and countering 
the German agrarian right as part of the perennial maintenance 
of the unwieldy anti-Social Democratic political bloc while 
pursuing his goals, and one does not have to subscribe entirely to 
Wehler’s thesis that Weltpolitik was driven primarily by domestic 
politics to appreciate his understanding of Tirpitz’s role (and 
political abilities). Wehler emphasizes Tirpitz’s courting of the 
agrarian right by initially including protective tariffs for agricul-
ture as the preferred means of funding the naval buildup, a point 
echoed by Berghahn, who deemphasizes Tirpitz’s duplicity on 
the funding question. Whatever the case, inadequate agricultural 
tariffs would be the first source of funding for the Dreadnought 
Race. What for the nobles were the more lugubrious aspects of 
naval funding would wait for later.

163.	 Steinberg, “The Kaiser and the British,” 149–200, 206; Strachan, 
To Arms, 11; Seligmann, Nägler, and Epkenhans, The Naval Route 
to the Abyss, 7–8; Massie, Dreadnought, 174–81; and Padfield, The 
Great Naval Race, 57–65. Steinberg in particular lauds Tirpitz 
political skill, which he suggests actually exceeded his skill as a 
strategist, given what followed. 

164.	 Seligmann, Nägler, and Epkenhans, The Naval Route to the Abyss, 
158–59; Strachan, To Arms, 11; Seligmann, The Royal Navy and the 
German Threat, 9; Kelly, Tirpitz and the Imperial German Navy, 6; 
Hobson, Imperialism at Sea, 261; Lambi, The Navy and German 
Power Politics, 280; and Padfield, The Great Naval Race, 68–70. 

165.	 Padfield, The Great Naval Race, 70–71; and Massie, Dreadnought, 
135, 138–49. 

166.	 Pakenham, The Scramble for Africa, 467–69, 508–11, 516–17, 535–56; 
Padfield, The Great Naval Race, 70–72; and Massie, Dreadnought, 
248–56, 341–42. 

167.	 Padfield, The Great Naval Race, 83–87; and Massie, Dreadnought, 
180, 271–75, 307, 553. This was far from the first time the issue had 
come up. As was noted earlier, the mere idea of German inter-
ference in South Africa was enough to provoke the barely veiled 
threat of a British naval blockade, the implications of which for 
German navalists were quite obvious. 

168.	 For Chamberlain’s efforts, see Padfield, The Great Naval Race, 
87–88; and Massie, Dreadnought, 306–7.



196

Chapter Five 
The Dreadnought Race 

The earth is full of anger,
The seas are dark with wrath,
The Nations in their harness
Go up against our path: 
Ere yet we loose the legions—
Ere yet we draw the blade,
Jehovah of the Thunders,
Lord God of Battles, aid!

~ Rudyard Kipling1

Britain initially responded sluggishly, if at all, to Germany’s 
challenge. Neither the political nor the bureaucratic will to 

move quickly existed. The Royal Navy was mired in institution-
al inertia and complacency born of a lack of practice. As might 
be expected from a military service that had been at peace for 
too long, form had taken precedence over function. Captains 
were promoted and held to account on the basis of their ability 
to keep their ships in spotless condition and perform tactically 
useless maneuvers on parade. Gunnery tests were conducted 
infrequently and were not treated as important; captains who 
focused on gunnery to the detriment of appearances were pe-
nalized by the personnel system and not infrequently had their 
careers ruined, and inconvenient results of gunnery tests—
which were often extremely poor—were kept out of public 
view. Tactics had stagnated as well. Until the 1890s, especially 
given the lack of actual combat experience to go on, Royal Navy 
officers had been taught to assume that future battles would 
resemble Trafalgar: ships would fall out of the line of battle 
to engage the enemy at close quarters, with the action decid-
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ed by boarding operations; the true implications of long-range 
gunnery and armored hulls were slow to catch on.2 Administra-
tively, the Admiralty was incoherent and difficult to manage, 
with an almost overconfident organizational culture and with, 
in the historian Peter Padfield’s evocative description, “tennis  
. . . played on the Admiralty lawn.”3 

The naval historian Arthur J. Marder famously noted that 
Britain took little notice of Germany as a naval threat—as 
opposed to a political adversary—until the intent behind the 
new German battleship fleet became plain by its sheer size and 
rapid growth. It is more likely, in fact, that the Admiralty did not 
fully come around to the idea of Germany as Britain’s primary 
adversary until considerably later, and that Britain’s political 
leadership did not internalize the German challenge until at 
least 1904, if not 1908.4 When the Dreadnought Race began, the 
Admiralty were still committed to maintaining the Two-Power 
Standard. To them, acquisition policy was simply a question 
of maintaining a quantitative edge in fleet size over potential 
foreign competitors in general, not Germany specifically.5 With 
the Fashoda Incident fresh in their minds, the Admiralty were 
more apt to expect to have to fight France than Germany.6 When 
several key publications ran editorials on the rising German 
naval threat, the Admiralty patronizingly rejected their argu-
ments as amateurish.7 There was also inertia at the top. Robert 
Gascoyne-Cecil, Third Marquess of Salisbury, the Tory prime 
minister at the time the Dreadnought Race began, was an old 
man with but a few short years to live. He was well past his 
prime; he would tender his resignation to Buckingham Palace 
with minimal ceremony and almost no warning in 1902 and die 
peacefully of old age the following year. 

Indeed, several misconceptions and oversights contrib-
uted to Britain’s lack of a coherent response to the German 
challenge. Where national security was concerned, both public 
opinion and the government were preoccupied with the Boer 
War. The so-called “Khaki Election” of 1900 brought Salisbury’s 
conservative government back into power, but this was on the 
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basis of its conduct of the Boer War, not its ability to deal with 
longer-term problems.8 About the same time, the colonial secre-
tary, Joseph Chamberlain, who was the de facto manager of the 
war effort and, by this time, the government as well, was advo-
cating for an alliance with Germany, which German chancellor 
Bernhard von Bülow was simultaneously advocating. The nego-
tiations went nowhere for the very reason that Germany was 
willing to engage in them. As Robert K. Massie notes, Britain 
could not upset the balance of power by acquiescing to German 
domination of the continent and becoming a junior partner in 
a German alliance; it had instead to oppose German expansion 
by any means possible. Chamberlain was overruled, and despite 
Bülow’s advocacy Britain politely turned the proposal down.9 
The fact that the question was still up for discussion, though, 
should illustrate just how slow Britain was to come around to 
the idea that Germany specifically, and not some hypothetical 
combination of foreign powers in general, was Britain’s prin-
cipal national security problem.

But the fact that the Royal Navy’s leadership did not imme-
diately treat Germany as a threat did not mean that it stood 
entirely idle. As noted, there was the Two-Power Standard 
to maintain. With the onset of the Boer War, British defense 
expenditure spiked, though the army received the lion’s share. 
Still, the Royal Navy’s estimates did increase, and by the end of 
the Boer War they had gone up almost 50 percent, from £23.8 
million in 1898 to a peak of £36.9 million in 1904.10 The Royal 
Navy was in the process of mothballing older battleships and 
building new ones with heavier guns and armor than the ones 
they replaced.11 The naval modernization program begun in 
1889 was therefore still in the implementation phase, even at 
great cost.

But the post-Boer War world was not the same for Britain 
as before. Queen Victoria, the stern monarch whose reign had 
effectively defined Britain for two-thirds of a century, had died 
in 1901; the bon vivant, playboy former Prince of Wales Edward 
VII was now on the throne.12 Britain had suffered significant 
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blows to its prestige. The Boers had proven a tough adversary, and 
Britain had brought them down only by employing the world’s 
first concentration camps as a means of separating the civilian 
population from the Boer guerrillas, unofficially sanctioning 
the killing of Boer prisoners of war in the process, atrocities 
that not only diminished Britain’s international standing but 
fueled German nationalist propaganda.13 Britain had incurred 
an enormous war debt; despite the fact that it had been waged 
against a third-rate adversary over whom victory was no great 
achievement, the war had been no small affair.14 Salisbury was 
dead. Chamberlain, the colonial secretary who had been the last 
hold-out in the question of a German alliance, had been discred-
ited by the brutal tactics employed to win the war and finally 
brought down by his unsuccessful advocacy of protectionist 
policies that other members of the government did not support. 
The new government of prime minister Arthur J. Balfour was 
under attack by the liberals, who proved much more politically 
cohesive than Balfour’s unwieldy conservative-unionist coali-
tion.15 The new German fleet was simply the latest of a series of 
problems with which Britain now had to wrestle, and it was far 
from the top of its priority stack. The conservative government 
remained of multiple minds on policy even as the British public, 
led by major publications, veered toward skepticism of German 
intentions and eventually toward hostility.16

Three developments occurred in tandem immediately after 
the Boer War that served to change Britain’s strategy. The first 
was a diplomatic change of tack, by which Britain ended its 
policy of “splendid isolation” and, by a complex series of agree-
ments, tied itself to the Franco-Russian anti-German coalition. 
The second was an emphasis on cost-cutting: a belated attempt 
by the post-Salisbury conservatives to get the budget under 
control, followed by the election of a Liberal government with an 
eye toward finding room in the budget for social spending, which  
led to the genesis of Britain’s welfare state. And the third was 
the appointment of Admiral Sir John Fisher as First Sea Lord 
in 1904, who came in with orders to find savings in the budget, 
but who in short order crafted Britain’s new naval procure-
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ment policy, built the battleship HMS Dreadnought, and brought 
the Royal Navy around to direct competition with Germany.

The British Awakening: Diplomatic Hawks, Cost-Cutting 
in the Royal Navy, and the Building of HMS Dreadnought
With the abortive negotiations for an Anglo-German alli-
ance having run their course, the British government adopted 
an almost opposite policy. Its genesis lay in a gradual shift in 
British threat perception. The shift was not uniform. Not only in 
the government, but in public opinion as well, German actions 
and rhetoric—the naval program, the kaiser’s inflammatory 
remarks regarding the Boer War, the increasingly hostile rhet-
oric of the German nationalist press, and the unsubtle way 
in which Germany had conducted the failed alliance negoti-
ations—had created the impression of a German threat in at 
least certain quarters. The degree to which this was seen as 
important varied greatly. The First Sea Lord, Admiral Sir Walter 
T. Kerr, repeatedly warned the British government regarding 
the German capital ship program, but he viewed it as one of 
several problems. Several prominent editors were prepared 
to go further, openly considering in print a “Copenhagening” 
of Imperial German Navy grand admiral Alfred von Tirpitz’s 
nascent High Seas Fleet: a (hopefully bloodless) preventive 
strike to seize and then sink all of the new battleships launched 
or in production—an action that, despite the obvious risks, was 
within the Royal Navy’s capabilities. The expression recalled an 
earlier action during the Napoleonic Wars. Conversely, several 
more obscure ministers were deeply ambivalent about the 
degree of threat that Germany posed, while many civil servants 
were not sold on the idea of a German threat at all. But at the 
highest levels, there was a growing consensus in favor at least 
of doing something—a consensus that included the First Lord 
of the Admiralty, William W. Palmer, 2d earl of Selborne, as well 
as, to a lesser degree, the heads of the War and Foreign Offices, 
H. O. Arnold-Forster and Henry C. K. Petty-Fitzmaurice, 5th 
marquess of Lansdowne, respectively, as well as Balfour. Over-
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shadowing this, in spirit if not through official power, lay 
Edward VII’s own personal animus toward not only Germany 
but his impulsive relative on the German throne.17 

What emerged was the Entente Cordiale, officially a mere 
shakeup of diplomatic relations with France, but one with 
far-reaching implications. In 1903, the British foreign secretary, 
Lord Lansdowne, began a series of wide-ranging and open-ended 
negotiations with France, with the stated, modest objective 
of sorting out some longstanding colonial issues. A series of 
agreements, collectively known as the Entente Cordiale—a 
mere “understanding,” as British public opinion and even the 
government would not admit of anything so drastic as an actual 
foreign partnership—were formalized in 1904. Although the 
aforementioned policy makers were not entirely of one mind, 
as Paul M. Kennedy notes, a consensus emerged in favor of a 
diplomatic move to reduce tensions with France so that Britain 
could deal with Germany, and each time negotiations stalled (as 
they frequently did), there was sufficient impetus from within 
the government to persevere. This may be taken, insofar as it 
is possible to generalize, as an approximate indication of the 
Balfour government’s mood, even if, as noted, opinion was far 
from uniform. For all this, a major distinction still existed among 
proponents of the entente between those who simply saw it as 
a way of managing a general (and hopefully temporary) decline 
in Britain’s political position and those who saw it actually as 
a means of clearing the decks to oppose Germany specifically. 
This ambiguity of purpose would be paralleled by the military 
developments of the same period (discussed below), which 
even now are seen either as a direct attempt to compete with 
Germany or simply as a means of resolving resource pressures. 
What looks ambiguous in retrospect was no clearer at the time, 
and the one aspect of Britain’s posture by 1904 that is clear is 
that it still lacked a clarity of purpose.18 It would not acquire 
such clarity until the end of the decade. 

On paper, the Entente Cordiale looked like little more than 
(badly needed) diplomatic housekeeping. Even this was not easy, 
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and the entente explicitly comprised what were seen as several 
fairly dramatic agreements. In effect, France would guarantee 
noninterference in Egypt, which was under a de facto British 
protectorate, in return for a British pledge of noninterference 
in Morocco, which, being opposite the Strait of Gibraltar, was 
a longstanding British concern. Since these two areas were 
key geopolitical chokepoints, this represented an agreement to 
put aside two major areas of regional competition in their own 
right. Other matters were similarly cleared up, such as fishing 
rights off the coast of Newfoundland and designating spheres 
of influence in Southeast Asia. The concessions made by both 
sides were numerous, and they required considerable political 
finesse both at the negotiating table and with their respective 
publics, not to mention substantial political risk-taking given 
the way each side’s electorate might react. A royal visit by 
Edward VII to Paris—which initially was warily received—also 
helped mend fences. However, on its face, the entente repre-

sented the settling of imperial disputes far from home, nothing 
more.19

The spirit of the entente mattered far more than the letter. 
Britain was patching up its differences with the state that had 
historically been one of its most feared adversaries, even as 
it declined an alliance with the state alongside which it had 
fought Napoléon. In practice, the entente signified a far more 
wide-ranging agreement. As Henry Kissinger describes, while a 
series of governments disavowed any sort of military or national 
security commitment that the entente might be claimed to 
signify, the general impression it created led in turn to what 
Kissinger refers to as “moral obligations,” a set of soft promises 
that impacted the political situation and could be seen as a soft 
alliance, even if its proponents disavowed this. In effect, sorting 
out colonial disputes meant the end of Anglo-French enmity. 
Put together with the end of Anglo-German negotiations and 
the already-existing Franco-Russian alliance, the entente meant 
that Britain had chosen its side in European political disputes.20 
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There was no going back. Under subsequent governments, the 
entente resulted in a dialogue on defense matters that led to 
mutual preparations for war against Germany as a common 
adversary—linking French and British policy on Germany even  
in the absence of a formal mutual security guarantee and ending 
the Anglo-French naval rivalry while ensuring naval coopera-
tion.21 

The exact motivations for the Entente Cordiale, as well as 
its precise nature and extent, are not only the subject of dispute 
now but were subject to evolution at the time. Dovetailing with 
Britain’s ambivalence toward confronting Germany in this time, 
the entente promised little as of its formation. It would subse-
quently assume more of a role in British policy even as, right up 
to the end, British policy makers would deny that it committed 
Britain to anything at all. As Samuel R. Williamson Jr. has noted, 
the German naval challenge gave the entente more significance 
as the decade wore on, again without any official admission that 
such was the case.22 

While the practical effects of the Entente Cordiale took a 
while to register, they were wide-ranging. Militarily, the entente 
effectively removed the French naval threat to Britain, thereby 
allowing Britain the freedom—which it was admittedly slow to 
exercise with full intent—to focus on competing with the new 
German naval program. In practice, as has been noted, the Royal 
Navy was more apt to view its French counterpart with arro-
gant contempt, but the removal of the need to worry about it did 
allow for the switch, toward the end of the decade, toward naval 
competition with Germany alone and specifically. Moreover, as 
Arne Røksund has noted, the entente effectively terminated the 
French Jeune École, which would survive as a school of thought 
but not as a procurement doctrine. With Anglo-French relations 
thawing, and ultimately with the commencement of military 
coordination between the two powers, the need on France’s 
part for a comprehensive set of plans for strangling the British 
economy in the event of war faded away.23 
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In Germany, at the highest levels, the Entente Cordiale was 
seen as having significantly altered the Anglo-German relation-
ship. It also eliminated a favorite Bismarckian ploy—though 
admittedly one that, post-Bismarck, Germany had been unable 
to pull off—namely exploiting diplomatic divisions regarding 
colonies and other matters between Britain and France to 
prevent a total diplomatic containment of Germany. Nor, as 
Kennedy has noted, did any solutions suggest themselves. Bülow 
and Kaiser Wilhelm II discussed the possibility of a rapproche-
ment with Russia, which, because of the Russo-Japanese War 
and Britain’s partnership with Japan, was a potential adversary 
to Britain even as it was a formal ally of France. This would have 
been a necessary step to allow Germany the necessary strategic 
focus to compete effectively with Britain; sadly, for Germany 
and Bülow, it failed. 

The idea of a Russian rapprochement went nowhere. As will 
be discussed when dealing with the Royal Navy’s own prepara-
tions, the idea had circulated among British policy makers, and 
ultimately in the British press, that an obvious solution to the 
problem of Germany’s naval program was a preventive strike 
against it, an event that Tirpitz, in his “danger zone” hypoth-
esis, had anticipated. The German naval leadership, rarely  
of one mind on anything, were therefore united in opposition to 
making any hostile moves against Britain, even diplomatically; 
paradoxically, this included Tirpitz, who opposed a rapproche-
ment with Russia for these reasons. There was little evidence 
at the time that Russia would be ultimately amenable to a thaw 
in relations with Germany as opposed to Britain—notwith-
standing the Dogger Bank crisis, in which the Russian Navy 
inadvertently fired on British fishing vessels, which the British 
press ultimately spun into a conspiracy theory involving 
Germany—and, in fact, Anglo-Russian rapprochement ulti-
mately occurred instead. But perhaps the biggest contributing 
factor to the Entente Cordiale—Germany’s heavy-handed diplo-
macy combined with its too-obvious intention of supplanting 
Britain as the dominant naval power in European waters and 
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farther afield—was also the biggest contributing factor to the 
lack of options for dealing with it.24 The only option was to 
attempt to undermine it, at which Germany, under Wilhelm’s 
leadership, would fail spectacularly. 

The entente saw its first test with the Algeçiras crisis of 
1905–6. In March 1905, Wilhelm, at the urging of Bülow, made 
a state visit to Tangiers in French-controlled Morocco, at which 
he pledged support for the sovereignty of the sultan of Morocco, 
then under French dominion. This overt threat to French control 
of an important colony would serve as an attempt to divide the 
entente, but it would fail. The implicit threat to French control 
of Morocco led in turn to the implicit counterthreat of war in 
France, despite French policy makers’ acute understanding of 
France’s weakness relative to Germany. Britain backed France 
diplomatically, effectively reaffirming the Entente Cordiale. At 
the Algeçiras Conference the following year, which was called 
to settle the crisis, Germany received the face-saving conces-
sion of being allowed to support the nominal transfer of the 
Moroccan police force to the sultan’s control, after which the 
crisis dissipated. Germany was unable to obtain the diplomatic 
support of any great power apart from Austria-Hungary at the 
conference, which left it in a diminished international political 
position.25

The second and third developments came in quick succes-
sion. Britain had incurred a substantial war debt fighting the 
Boers, and financially the Royal Navy was flailing. Maintaining 
the Two-Power Standard had led to a more than 50-percent 
increase in naval estimates; at least from the point of view of 
a government that had to justify its existence to an electorate, 
this was an unsustainable trend.26 As will be discussed in the 
following chapter, Britain’s fiscal conservatism would come to 
be its undoing in the Dreadnought Race for this very reason. The 
man brought in to do it in 1904 was the Balfour government’s 
First Sea Lord—the empire’s chief naval officer—Admiral Sir 
John Fisher.27
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Fisher was a perfect foil for his counterpart, Tirpitz. A man 
of humble origins with an aggressive and eccentric personality 
and a gift for both religious allusion and profanity, who had 
worked his way up the Royal Navy’s bureaucracy by hard work 
and bravery under fire, Fisher would come to influence the Royal 
Navy in everything from force posture to personnel policy to 
procurement and doctrine, even as he occasionally had to bow 
to consensus and political reality.28 Much of the historiograph-
ical dispute surrounding Fisher concerns the degree to which 
he was able to put his more avant-garde ideas into practice, as 
well as the numerous purposes to which those ideas were to 
be put and their relationship to the political environment that 
swirled around them. This study is prepared to accept the “revi-
sionist” interpretation of Fisher’s tenure of office, which holds 
that he was concerned with revolutionizing the Royal Navy for 
reasons of his own, and not merely Germany—as noted several 
times above, it is possible and even necessary to analyze a state’s 
strategy even if that strategy is incoherent or its decision makers 
distracted. This study can, however, suggest that Germany was 
indeed among Fisher’s top priorities and that this basic intu-
ition was not as off-base as it is sometimes portrayed.29

Fisher’s Reforms
Fisher had intuited the German threat earlier than many.  
His extant writings suggest a preoccupation with countering 
Germany as early as 1902, and he came into office with the 
intention of doing something about the German naval threat—
if necessary, by taking preventive military action to eliminate 
it, a position he reiterated at the height of the Algeçiras crisis.30 
Although Fisher is best known as the father of HMS Dreadnought 
and its successors, his first acts were administrative. Osten-
sibly as a cost-cutting measure, Fisher began a wide-ranging 
shake-up of the Royal Navy’s deployment. 

The Royal Navy’s ships were distributed according to the 
strategic conceptions of an earlier, more congenial era. In 
better times, when the Royal Navy’s control of the seas had 
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been undisputed and its main task was imperial gunboat diplo-
macy and simply showing the flag, the navy had been divided 
into numerous squadrons spread across the surface of the 
globe. Fisher’s initial review of the situation pointed out the 
obvious: all of these squadrons (many of which contained obso-
lete ships) could be defeated in detail; they were weaker than 
the local fleets they opposed. At the same time, ships would 
be needed to face the German High Seas Fleet in due course—
and disturbingly soon. Fisher therefore reorganized the navy’s 
squadrons. Overseas squadrons were consolidated into larger 
units, obsolete ships were mothballed or decommissioned even 
at the cost of having a smaller fleet, and ships that could fight 
were brought progressively closer to home. The China fleet 
was effectively disbanded. The Mediterranean Fleet, which had 
responsibility for maintaining access to the Dardanelles and 
containing potential Russian moves to seize them, was down-
sized. Several of these ships were then used to augment the 
Channel Fleet, the fleet closest to home that was responsible for 
the security of the British Isles; Fisher later consolidated all of 
the squadrons around the North Sea into a single Home Fleet. 
The latter effectively doubled in size. Meanwhile, ships of lesser 
fighting value were given skeleton “nucleus” crews so as to keep 
them in partial readiness, rather than alternate between being 
fully manned and being in drydock. In a sign of what was to 
come, Fisher experienced significant pushback on these deci-
sions from active duty naval officers and retired flag officers. He 
ignored the latter and, where necessary, fired the former.31 

There is continued controversy as to whether Fisher pur- 
sued these reforms—and, perhaps equally important, was 
allowed to pursue these reforms—primarily as a cost-cutting 
measure and a chance to give British naval policy a badly 
needed shake-up, or whether he did so with the actual inten-
tion of confronting Germany. On balance, it would appear that 
Fisher was of the more hawkish faction within the British 
government where Germany was concerned, and that, as noted, 
his pronouncements regarding policy went well beyond the 
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existing policy consensus.32 Despite this, neither Fisher nor his 
political masters appear to have been exclusively concerned 
with Germany until well into the second half of the decade.33 
For all this, however, the redeployment of a large chunk of the 
Royal Navy to home waters after the entente and the deteriora-
tion of Anglo-German relations is best understood for what it 
was: the beginnings of a policy shift toward direct competition 
with Germany for control of these waters and the political influ-
ence that came with it. The fact that Britain had other concerns 
and was not yet single-mindedly fixated on Germany, and the 
fact that Fisher was hardly without other things to do, does not 
fundamentally alter this basic interpretation. 

In his more radical moments, Fisher appears to have 
envisioned a drastic change in naval warfare predicated on long- 
range weaponry, smaller target profiles, and speed. Observing 
the rapid pace of naval technological development, Fisher had 
come to a simple but radical thesis: future naval engagements 
would be decided by the ability to outdistance the enemy. In 
particular, as Fisher saw it, battles would be won or lost on the 
basis of a fleet’s ability to consistently hit an enemy from a longer 
range than that at which its own guns could respond, which in 
turn would require superior speed to maintain that distance. 
Armor would become irrelevant: not only was it becoming 
useless in the face of bigger naval guns firing more powerful 
shells, but its weight would slow down a ship and prevent it from 
outrunning a lighter-armed opponent. In Fisher’s conception, 
the ideal ship would be an “all big-gun” ship, carrying 12-inch 
or bigger guns that could hit at the longest range possible in any 
direction, not least directly forward during a chase. It would 
have the best available powerplant to maximize its speed, and 
it would have just about enough armor—almost as an after-
thought or concession—to survive in combat, and no more. In 
Fisher’s conception, the concept of the cruiser, a ship that relied 
on speed at the expense of armor and firepower, would merge 
with the concept of a battleship, a ship of the line that sacri-
ficed speed for firepower and the ability to take as much as it 
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gave.34 Fisher would ultimately become famous for the design 
and procurement of two major new types of battleship: HMS 
Dreadnought and its successors, which would revolutionize the 
concept of the battleship, effectively the apogee of the battle-
ship as far as Fisher’s preferred design concept would allow; 
and the genuine battlecruiser HMS Invincible (1907) and its 
successor classes, which were the more faithful expression of 
Fisher’s vision of a light, fast, up-gunned ship. Such a design ran 
counter to the more conservative design concepts and tactical 
doctrines then-prevalent in the Royal Navy.

Doctrinal questions regarding the prescribed use of Fish-
er’s lighter battlecruisers remain unresolved even now, in that 
documentation on Fisher’s intended use for the battlecruisers 
remains both spotty and subject to multiple interpretations. 
The most radical of these has been advanced by Matthew S. 
Seligmann, who has made a persuasive case that a number of 
senior Admiralty officials from Fisher on down saw the new 
light-armored battlecruisers as an answer to the problem of 
countering German cruiser attacks—specifically, armed German 
merchant vessel attacks—on British shipping in the event of 
war. The case, in brief, lies not merely in the fact that a number 
of British admirals explicitly advocated this, but in the genuine 
mystery of what the battlecruisers were actually supposed to do 
otherwise, as they were not suitable for line-of-battle service (a 
fact that would be made clear during the 1916 Battle of Jutland). 
Fisher, who for all his verbosity sometimes did not lay out his 
thoughts in detail, appears to have neglected to explain this to 
the entire Admiralty.35 

It is nevertheless possible that Fisher’s vision really was 
as radical as it has been made out to be: that the battlecruisers 
were intended to run rings around heavier capital ships in open 
battle. Where Seligmann’s argument is concerned, he is no 
doubt quite correct, but his argument misses the more funda-
mental question of whether countering commerce raiding was 
Invincible’s only or primary purpose. The up-gunned, underar-
mored Invincible appears to have grown out of Fisher’s vision, 
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imperfectly realized the first time around with HMS Dread-
nought, for a ship that would use speed almost as a form of 
armor while pummeling slower enemy vessels that could not 
respond in kind. As such, Invincible reflected Fisher’s person-
ality as much as any specific mission, and it was more likely to 
have been designed as something worthwhile, and then put to a 
specific use, rather than the other way around. The iconoclastic 
and rebellious Fisher was an extremely aggressive individual—
not only at war but in person—who thrived on motion (literally 
in his personal manners as well as organizationally and at sea). 
The highly innovative, fast-moving, hard-hitting Dreadnought 
and Invincible were, quite simply, exactly the kind of vessels 
Fisher would have designed—and, indeed, perhaps the only 
kind he could have imagined. This, perhaps, best explains a 
point that Seligmann glosses over: the large caliber of Invinci-
ble’s armament was fundamentally unnecessary if its mission 
was simply to hunt commerce raiders, and an expensive luxury 
to boot (simply going from 9-inch to 12-inch guns raised the 
cost of a battlecruiser from £1 million to £1.75 million). Even 
more evidence of the lack of clarity about doctrine—suggesting 
that countering commerce raiders was only part of the battlec-
ruisers’ mission—is the simple fact that the battlecruisers were 
put to use as line-of-battle ships when World War I broke out.36 

Allowing, however, for the assumption that Fisher’s more 
ideal vision was corrupted in execution by committee, the 
concept of the state-of-the-art surface warship as a hyperpow-
ered, heavily gunned ship did indeed come to fruition under 
Fisher’s supervision, initially as HMS Dreadnought and subse-
quently as a series of ships and ship classes.37 

Fisher was, moreover, highly sensitive to larger technolog-
ical trends, to a greater degree than his contemporaries, even if 
some of their expressed skepticism was performative. During his 
tenure of office as First Sea Lord, he proposed assigning roles to 
submarines that had previously been reserved for capital ships, 
and he pushed through the rapid technological development 
and large-scale procurement of submarines and torpedo craft. 
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Fisher is also credited with at least speculating about replacing 
battleships for blockade purposes (their primary role in the 
event of war) with a “flotilla defence” concept in which fleets of 
submarines and torpedo boats would substitute for battleships, 
freeing the latter for other operations.38 As one would expect 
from a man generally regarded as a genius in such matters, not 
all of Fisher’s ideas came to fruition or were even fully baked. 
His idea for flotilla defense would be adopted, after his tenure of 
office had ended, as a stopgap measure for defending the Medi-
terranean, freeing up battleships to defend home waters—but 
no one was going to gamble the safety of British home waters or 
the effectiveness of a wartime blockade on an unproven tech-
nology.39 In the following chapter, some analysis will be offered 
concerning the balance of forces in this area, as it was of at 
least speculative relevance to the naval balance that Germany 
was trying to overturn, but the focus of the competition would 
remain the building of capital ships. 

The Royal Navy’s problems with form as a substitute for 
substance did not begin or end with technological wizardry, 
however. Throughout his short career as First Sea Lord 
(1904–10), the polarizing Fisher had to contend with insubordi-
nation from Lord Charles William de la Poer Beresford, the ad- 
miral in command of the Channel Fleet, which because of its 
geographic position was the most important and politically 
visible combatant command in the Royal Navy. A ruthlessly and 
remorselessly political officer who could not be removed from 
command because of his political connections (and because he 
would be even more dangerous as a politician than as a subor-
dinate), Beresford repeatedly demanded resources that the  
Royal Navy did not possess and threatened to ruin Fisher’s polit-
ical reputation when the latter refused to change policy. More 
importantly, however, Beresford developed a bureaucratic 
and ultimately personal feud with the one officer who Fisher 
managed to put in a position to revolutionize the Royal Navy’s 
gunnery doctrine, Admiral Sir Percy M. Scott. Although Scott 
ultimately succeeded in updating the Royal Navy’s doctrine 
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and training practices to account for new long-range gunnery, 
Beresford’s meddling slowed the process at every turn.40 For all 
Fisher’s brilliance, he never succeeded in systematically over-
hauling the Royal Navy’s personnel system or bending it to his 
will, a deficiency attributed by some modern analysts to his 
failure to develop and cultivate a modern strategic planning 
staff. It is fair to say that even at the time he retired as First Sea 
Lord, the Royal Navy’s people were not as up to date as its tech-
nology.41 

The year 1905 saw the election of a liberal government, to 
be led by Henry Campbell-Bannerman as prime minister, with 
the future prime minister Herbert H. Asquith as chancellor of 
the exchequer.42 The liberals shared the previous government’s 
interest in cost-cutting, but for different reasons. The ratio-
nale for the Campbell-Bannerman government was to rapidly 
pay down the national debt (particularly the part of it that had 
risen during the Boer War) to free up funds for the liberals’ 
proposed social programs—notably the Old Age Pensions Act 
(1908) and unemployment insurance—which, though modest 
by modern standards, were revolutionary in their time and 
represented an enormous increase in government spending.43 
The liberals planned to pay down the debt and ultimately raise 
taxes to support social programs.44 Although this general policy 
gave Fisher the support he would need for a naval program 
that was ostensibly a cost-cutting measure, it would also serve 
to hamstring Britain’s efforts to stay ahead of Germany in the 
Dreadnought Race.45 The moment of truth would come three 
years later, when, in 1908, the German High Seas Fleet almost 
caught up. 

This, however, was far off at the time HMS Dreadnought  
was launched. Dreadnought had a short development span. 
Although Fisher preferred a more radical design, when forced 
by his civilian superior, First Lord of the Admiralty William 
Palmer, to adhere to a ship-of-the-line concept, he designed 
Dreadnought in 1905; its keel was laid in October of that year; 
and it was finished and christened on 9 February 1906. Following 
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Fisher’s concept of future tactics and ship design, Dreadnought 
was built for long-range fighting. The ship mounted five turrets 
with two guns each: one amidships on the bow; two abeam, with 
one on each side; and two astern, normally facing rearward. 
Each gun was of 12 inches’ diameter. In keeping with the new 
tactical concept, Dreadnought finally did away with a vestigial 
feature of previous warships: the beaked ram on the bow. What 
made Dreadnought revolutionary, though—indeed, what made 
it possible at all, and what allowed Fisher to square the circle 
of armor versus speed—was its powerplant, which allowed for 
a maximum speed of 21 knots, compared with a previous theo-
retical maximum of 18–19 knots and a practical maximum of 
14 knots. Recognizing that he could not have everything and, 
like Tirpitz, worried about the political ramifications of his 
work, Fisher kept Dreadnought’s size within the general limits 
of previous ships, and in so doing kept costs down. The new 
ship cost only £181,000 more than a previous ship of the line—
an acceptable increase given the increased capabilities and 
weighed against a £31,000,000 naval budget. With the Boer 
War over and the liberals in power, Fisher had to be careful not 
to be seen to spend money, a built-in cost-controlling factor that 
probably helped to make Dreadnought a revolutionary design 
and its descendant ships sustainably affordable.46 

The term dreadnought hereafter refers to ships designed 
roughly to these specifications, as it came to be an internation-
ally recognized term of art for this new kind of capital ship.47 In 
practice, as the design was copied abroad and, as new designs 
were put forward, there was considerable variation. In partic-
ular, the tension between armor and speed was never entirely 
resolved. The ensuing years would see both lighter battlecruisers 
of a design closer to that originally envisioned by Fisher, as well 
as heavier battleships with upgraded powerplants that allowed 
them to compete acceptably with the lighter ships on speed. 
What united these disparate design concepts was an acceptance 
of Fisher’s tactical concept: long-distance engagements fought 
with large guns by ships that were designed for the purpose, 
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that could survive in this type of tactical environment, and that 
were much faster than anything previously launched. 

Tirpitz’s Countermove 
At a stroke, HMS Dreadnought ruined Tirpitz’s plans. Although 
it is often remarked that Dreadnought leveled the playing field 
by rendering all capital ships in all navies obsolete at the 
same time, the fact was that the Royal Navy had a momentary 
technical edge (before the technology diffused) and a lasting 
financial edge. Because of its relative competence in ship-
building, Britain could turn out ships of whatever quality at a 
lower unit cost than Germany—a situation that Tirpitz never 
succeeded in remedying. Fisher had forced the issue and in so 
doing forced Tirpitz to compete on a new set of terms.48 Tirpitz, 
who was caught so off-guard that he nearly resigned his office, 
was now faced with the challenge of suspending his building 
program, reverse-engineering Fisher’s design, and then impro-
vising a new building program for dreadnoughts.49 

With this in mind, Tirpitz in 1906 sought an amendment 
(or novelle, in the German legislative parlance of the time) to 
the existing Naval Laws that would allow him to catch up once 
more. The novelle, which became known as the Third Naval Law, 
reinterpreted the permission given in the preceding two laws 
for 38 battleships and 20 cruisers as permission for 58 battle-
ships or battlecruisers of similar type to Dreadnought that, as 
Fisher had intended, had muddied the distinction between the 
two classes of ship. A successor novelle in 1908 also permitted 
a quicker pace of production for new ships and a shortened 
planned obsolescence for new builds. Ships would now be built 
with the intention of being commissioned for 20 years instead 
of a previous 25, effectively authorizing a slight but significant 
increase in shipbuilding.50 

However, Tirpitz’s dockyards were still not up to the pace 
of the Royal Navy’s. The German shipyards could put out a ship 
in 42 months, and a crash program could bring that time down 
to 35 months—but Dreadnought had been built in 12. And while 
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Dreadnought had represented a modest increase in the cost per 
ship, Tirpitz’s new planned ships were expected to be twice as 
expensive as his old ones. Nor, in fact, would the new ships be 
in quite the same technological league as Dreadnought: Tirpitz 
struggled to build ships that could pull 20 knots, while Dread-
nought could manage 21.51 Worse yet, Tirpitz was not in a position 
to make meaningful gains in the one indisputable area of his 
own intentions: altering the balance of forces with Britain. 
The most he could hope for was to build two ships to Britain’s 
three, making narrowing the capital ship gap in the North Sea 
a tenuous proposition.52 Germany was not playing to its strong 
suit; it was, in fact, struggling even to keep pace with an adver-
sary that, despite its internal inertia and mismanagement, was 
quite used to handling these sorts of challenges. 

Tirpitz, moreover, was embroiled in multiple bureaucratic 
battles merely to implement his own vision. As an inevitable 
outgrowth of Kaiser Wilhelm’s purely personal leadership style 
and fractured organization, it was difficult to sustain consensus 
to almost any degree without constant bureaucratic jockeying. 
For this reason, Tirpitz’s radical vision—eroding Britain’s naval 
primacy in North Sea waters as a means of increasing political 
leverage—was never uniformly adopted by the multiple heads 
of the Imperial German Navy. The upshot was a policy problem 
that manifested in at least two major forms: the persistence of 
the Jeune École as a doctrine not only for tactics but impacting 
procurement as well (despite Tirpitz’s theoretical control of 
these matters), and repeated challenges to Tirpitz’s basic plan 
on matters of budgeting. 

Where the first was concerned, the Admiralty Staff—who 
would actually be ordering ships into combat in wartime and 
who answered not to Tirpitz but (if to anyone) to the kaiser 
personally in his role as commander in chief—continued 
preparations for Jeune École-style commerce raiding operations 
throughout this period. As Matthew Seligmann has painstak-
ingly documented, the adoption of Tirpitz’s plans for the High 
Seas Fleet did not end the thinking in the operational arm of 
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the Imperial German Navy’s leadership that commerce raiding 
would be of primary importance once war broke out. Moreover, 
with the High Seas Fleet consuming an ever-increasing portion 
of the Imperial German Navy’s resources, the High Command 
turned to the German merchant marine as a force multiplier, 
making elaborate plans to commandeer and outfit civilian 
ocean liners (which were built for speed) as commerce raiding 
cruisers, complete with instructions to carry disassembled guns 
in peacetime in readiness for wartime operations. Throughout 
this period, the Admiralty Staff, which had replaced the High 
Command, feuded continuously with Tirpitz’s office about the 
devotion of scarce resources to these projects, even as they also 
pressured the Imperial Naval Office to procure submarines for 
more standard commerce raiding missions.53 

The second problem was simple bureaucratic feuding. 
Although the kaiser’s dissolution of the High Command had left 
its replacement, the Admiralty Staff, in a relatively neutered 
bureaucratic position, it was still in a position to obstruct Tirpitz 
and was, at the least, completely uncoordinated with him. As of 
1905, the Admiralty Staff had no plans for war with Britain (with 
or without French involvement), despite the Algeçiras crisis 
forcing the issue. Throughout the latter half of the decade, the 
Admiralty Staff kept Tirpitz at a distance in its war planning.  
The Admiralty Staff in particular waged a bureaucratically 
wasteful rearguard action against Tirpitz’s building program, 
which because of resource constraints had to sacrifice certain 
technical advantages for the sake of fiscal solvency; the Admi-
ralty Staff repeatedly requested resources the state simply 
did not have.54 Indeed, in Hew Strachan’s apt phrasing, with 
“only brief exceptions, relations between the two departments 
[Tirpitz’s office and the Admiralty Staff], in peace and war, 
verged on the fratricidal.” Tirpitz won most of his bureaucratic 
battles with the Admiralty Staff, but this came at the cost of the 
latter’s effectiveness: during the course of the decade, Tirpitz 
succeeded in seeding the Admiralty Staff with his own loyal-
ists whose abilities as naval officers were second to their loyalty 
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to Tirpitz and their ability to imitate the latter’s capacity for 
back-biting. But over time, this was not sufficient to prevent 
Tirpitz’s ultimate failure to carry his building program to a 
successful conclusion, and lobbying from the Admiralty Staff 
played a role in Tirpitz’s gradual sidelining immediately prior to 
the outbreak of World War I and subsequent forced retirement 
in 1916.55

For all that, Tirpitz had his legal authorization for new 
ships. The new 1908 Naval Law ultimately allowed for a building 
tempo of four ships per year.56 Fisher, meanwhile, was under 
the same pressure to cut costs as before: based on the estimates 
as they stood in 1906, the Royal Navy would be adding only three 
new Dreadnought-class warships.57 This left the Royal Navy for 
a time still in the lead—insofar as Dreadnought represented a 
unique development in naval technology that only Britain then 
possessed, and that it would take several years for Tirpitz to 
catch up—but the race was headed for its most competitive 
phase. 

Tirpitz also lobbied successfully for the widening of the 
Kiel Canal, which connected the North and Baltic Seas via 
the Jutland peninsula, to admit the new dreadnoughts, which 
would otherwise be useless. The existing canal imposed a prac-
tical upper limit to the size and speed of ships, which would 
doom any attempt to compete with the Royal Navy unless the 
canal were modified.58 Fisher forecast that the canal would be 
fit for the passage of the big ships by October 1914 and predicted 
that war would follow immediately after its completion, likely 
on a bank holiday. He was, in the event, right in all the particu-
lars except for the month: the canal was completed early in June 
1914, with war following in August.59 

Although Dreadnought remains Fisher’s best-known naval 
innovation, Fisher was perhaps even more dedicated to another 
ship class authorized at the same time: HMS Invincible and a 
series of class ships. Invincible would carry eight 12-inch guns 
and, with less armor than Dreadnought, could steam at 26 knots 
or even 28 knots for short distances. The Invincible-class ships 
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were true battlecruisers of the type Fisher preferred to build, 
relying on speed and long-range gunnery to the practical exclu-
sion of armor. There is an apocryphal story that, knowing his 
adversary, Fisher carefully referred in public statements to 
Invincible having 9.5-inch guns; when Tirpitz laid the keels for 
a new class of German heavy cruiser that would imitate the 
Invincible, he relied on this information and built them with 
similar weaponry. The new German cruisers were therefore 
obsolete from the start, since the ships they were designed to 
counter outgunned them. It appears, however, that Tirpitz had 
the correct information from the start and simply was unable 
initially to duplicate Invincible’s armament. Whatever the 
case, Fisher’s new ship design effectively put Tirpitz’s building 
program back on its heels once again.60 

Consensus Forms: British Democracy  
Does the Right Thing after Trying Everything Else61

While Britain had gained an edge in military technology, diplo- 
matically, the British government was already losing its 
customary cohesion, due again to an inability to handle human 
resources. While Campbell-Bannerman sought to cut costs, 
his energetic but introverted foreign secretary, Sir Edward 
Grey, with whom he never developed a congenial working  
relationship, was beginning a long correspondence with 
his French counterparts regarding plans for a hypothetical 
outbreak of hostilities between France and Germany. France 
repeatedly sought assurances that Britain, in the spirit if not 
the exact letter of the Entente, would come to its aid in the event 
of a German invasion; moreover, it wanted troops, not merely 
naval assistance. Although Grey did not formally commit his 
government, he allowed himself and his office—and ultimately 
the British Army—to be drawn in to a series of discussions (now 
simply known as the “military conversations”) of a hypothet-
ical British commitment of an expeditionary force in the event 
of a war, along with a parallel series of naval discussions that 
assigned the French fleet responsibility for the Mediterranean 
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and in so doing allowed Britain to concentrate forces in the 
North Sea.62 

Grey may not have formally agreed, but he did not disagree, 
either, and the fact that the discussions were ongoing, with 
Grey’s blessing and encouragement, amounted to what Henry 
Kissinger refers to as a “moral obligation.” The British Foreign 
Office, by habit, was now in the process of encouraging France 
to believe that Britain would send an expeditionary force, an 
encouragement that was diplomatically as good as a promise. 
The military conversations’ practical effect was a slow but 
noticeable sclerosis of British policy options. In particular,  
they made and encouraged more specific assumptions about 
Britain’s commitment to the integrity of Belgium, now univer-
sally understood to be the likely front line in the event of a 
Franco-German war. Under the Salisbury government, contrary 
to the widespread impression of an ironclad British guarantee 
of Belgian territorial integrity under Britain’s treaty obligations, 
there had been considerable variation of opinion. Although 
British policy makers were in broad agreement that Britain had 
some sort of obligation to Belgium and that there were reasons 
for this, opinion ran the gamut from a mere naval show of force 
(favored by military intelligence) to the actual dispatch of an 
expeditionary force to the continent (favored by Lord Lans-
downe’s Foreign Office)—although even here the details were 
murky and only a small force was envisioned—to a general lack of 
interest in specifics (professed by Salisbury, who suggested that 
policy would guide treaty interpretation rather than the other 
way around). All of this would change under Grey, insofar as the 
military conversations led, beginning as early as 1905, to serious 
discussions about the inevitable dispatch of several British 
Army divisions to Belgium after the outbreak of hostilities.63 

Exactly how much this influenced British policy—and, crit-
ically, its ultimate entry into World War I—is debatable. By 1911, 
military-to-military dialogue endorsed by the Foreign Office 
between the British Army and its French counterpart had led 
to detailed plans for the deployment and logistical support of 
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a British expeditionary force in France if war broke out. With 
this kind of hands-on engagement, it became more difficult for 
Britain to opt out of reinforcing France on land in the event of 
war. However, the process was chaotic and its impact is disput-
able. The British Army would not even coordinate operational 
planning with the Royal Navy. When, at a famous meeting of 
the Committee of Imperial Defence in 1911 in response to the  
Agadir crisis, the British Army and the Royal Navy presented 
conflicting war plans to the government, the army’s recom-
mendation was adopted over the navy’s. However, as various 
historians have noted, it is more plausible to state that 
Anglo-French naval talks, which created soft commitments for 
Britain to defend France while the latter’s fleet was deployed 
to the Mediterranean, had more to do with Britain’s “moral 
obligation” than the land forces’ coordination, which does not 
seem to have entered into the debate in Britain during the July 
Crisis of 1914 regarding whether to intervene. As Hew Strachan 
and others have noted, although the existence of the military 
conversations influenced some British decision makers, the 
question of whether and how to intervene was left open up 
to the very end of the July Crisis. It is perhaps permissible to 
conclude that the need to coordinate with a de facto partner had 
something to do with Britain’s entry into World War I, but it is 
difficult to speak more definitely than this.64 This study claims 
no more than this. What can be stated definitively, however, is 
that from Germany’s perspective, the staff talks led to closer 
cooperation between Britain and France and a corresponding 
dearth of diplomatic options for dealing with Britain. 

The staff talks did, however, contribute to the British 
government’s chaos. Astoundingly, once Asquith succeeded 
Campbell-Bannerman as prime minister in 1908, Grey did not 
immediately perceive a need to inform him of the exact nature of 
these discussions, only belatedly briefing Asquith on his activi-
ties in this area in 1911.65 The British government was beginning 
to factionalize over the issue. Perhaps counterintuitively, Grey 
and the Foreign Office stood on the more hawkish end of the 
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spectrum. Effectively at Grey’s side during these deliberations 
was an influential policy aide, Sir Eyre Crowe, who performed 
for the Dreadnought Race a similar function to that performed 
by George F. Kennan for the U.S. State Department at the start 
of the Cold War.66 In a long memorandum (the similarities to the 
“Long Telegram” of Cold War fame may again be noted) to Grey 
dated 1 January 1907, Crowe summed up the Anglo-German 
relationship: 

The general character of England’s foreign policy 
is determined by the immutable conditions of 
her geographical situation on the ocean flank 
of Europe as an island State with vast oversea 
colonies and dependencies, whose existence 
and survival as an independent community are 
inseparably bound up with the possession of 
preponderant sea power. . . . The colonies and 
foreign possessions of England more especially 
were seen to give to that country a recognized 
and enviable status in a world where the name of 
Germany, if mentioned at all, excited no partic-
ular interest. . . . Here was a distinct inequality, 
with a heavy bias in favour of the maritime and 
colonizing Powers. Such a state of things was not 
welcome to German patriotic pride. . . . [Over] and 
beyond the European Great Powers there seemed 
to stand the “World Powers.” It was at once clear 
that Germany must become a “World Power.” . . . 
A few fresh possessions were added by purchase 
or by international agreement. . . . On the whole, 
however, the “Colonies” have proved assets of 
somewhat doubtful value. Meanwhile the dream 
of a Colonial Empire had taken deep hold on the 
German imagination. . . . If . . . Germany believes 
that greater relative preponderance of mate-
rial power, wider extent of territory, inviolable 
frontiers, and supremacy at sea are the neces-
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sary and preliminary possessions without which 
any aspirations to such leadership must end in 
failure, then England must expect that Germany 
will surely seek . . . ultimately to break up and 
supplant the British Empire.67 

Crowe’s memorandum, which Grey approved, was hardly 
concise—it ran to more than 40 pages of florid prose—but 
it accurately reflected the essentially nonmaterial nature of 
Germany’s competitive goals.68

On the other side of the debate lay the prevailing opinion 
of the British government. Although Campbell-Bannerman 
was astute enough to recognize the need to take precautions,  
the radical faction within the liberals headed by David Lloyd 
George, who became chancellor of the exchequer when 
Campbell-Bannerman died and Asquith became prime minister 
in 1908, wanted little to do with the national defense.69 Lloyd 
George possessed wide-ranging ambitions for poverty relief and 
social reform in an already reformist government that passed 
the Old Age Pensions Act in 1908 to be followed at the beginning 
of the next decade by the National Insurance Act, and for this 
reason regarded defense spending as a political distraction and 
a fiscal waste.70 He was joined in these objections by an ardent 
and influential admirer, namely the young Winston Churchill, 
at the time a mere member of British Parliament, whose own 
opinion was that there simply were not sufficient points of 
contention between Britain and Germany to be worth a fight—
in effect, that the threat was minimal because the requisite 
harmful intentions could not possibly be there.71 Churchill, at 
the time a member of the liberal coalition, would become pres-
ident of the Board of Trade in 1908 before becoming First Lord 
of the Admiralty (the civilian overseer of the First Sea Lord) in 
1911. By that time, he had completely reversed his views.72 

While the dispute was underway, the dynamic Grey was 
already seeking to augment Britain’s political position. Nego-
tiations begun in 1907 with Russia concluded in 1908 with the 
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signing of the Anglo-Russian Convention, which, combined 
with the Entente Cordiale with France and the preexisting 
Franco-Russian alliance, formed the Triple Entente by which 
Britain would ultimately enter World War I on the side of France 
and Russia. As with the Entente Cordiale, the Anglo-Russian 
Entente was formally a piece of colonial housekeeping—it settled 
British and Russian spheres in Afghanistan, Iran, and elsewhere 
as a means of building goodwill. Formally, it was not meant to be 
interpreted as a binding military alliance (which Britain would 
not enter); likewise, the Triple Entente, taken together, was not 
intended as an agreement to act in concert on all issues. As with 
the Entente Cordiale, however, the Anglo-Russian agreements 
cleared up issues that might previously have hindered coopera-
tion in order for Britain and Russia to cooperate.73 

The British internal dispute came to a head during the period 
from late 1908 to early 1909, when the Royal Navy’s intelligence 
sources and the British naval attaché in Germany acquired 
a much more disturbing picture of German fleet-building, 
which suggested the possibility of near-parity in fleet size by 
1914, with 16 British dreadnoughts arrayed against 13 German 
ones. There was also intelligence, which was initially close-hold 
information even within the German government, that Tirpitz 
was accelerating the contracting process for the ships slated for 
construction in 1909, a technical violation of the Naval Laws. 
Britain was not moving quickly enough. The British naval esti-
mates for the years from 1905 (when the keel of Dreadnought 
had been laid) through 1908 had initially budgeted for four new 
ships per year, for a total of 16 new hulls, but this had been cut 
to 12 as of 1906, with only two ships slated for construction in 
1908. Shocked at the latest naval intelligence, the Admiralty, led 
by Fisher, demanded that the estimates be revised to allow for 
the construction of six ships. The Lloyd George faction of the 
government, which included Churchill and commanded consid-
erable support from the back benches, agitated for only four 
ships.74 
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The disputes reached the press, in which a predictable 
storm of name-calling broke out between liberal and conserva-
tive publications. With the debate having gone public, Asquith 
succeeded in brokering a compromise. The radical faction would 
get its limit of four ships, but a contingency authorization of 
four additional hulls would be given subject to confirmation of 
the latest intelligence regarding German plans and intentions, 
which it was understood would be forthcoming. Churchill 
summed up the compromise wittily: “The economists wanted 
four, the Admiralty wanted six, and we compromised on eight.”75 

The so-called “Naval Scare” had a number of longer-term 
effects. It forced the liberal government, with Lloyd George 
now serving as chancellor of the exchequer, to levy new taxes 
to fund both its social programs and the new ships, which in 
turn provoked a legislative showdown with the reactionary 
House of Lords. It also led to a flurry of diplomatic exchanges 
between the Foreign Office and Germany, with German chan-
cellor Bernhard von Bülow for the first time floating the idea 
of a negotiated settlement, which would also contain the Impe-
rial German Navy’s growing fiscal burden. This in turn led to 
Tirpitz concealing his intentions regarding the aforementioned  
accelerated contracting process even from Bülow, so as to 
enable the latter to answer honestly that he had no informa-
tion regarding the issue to his British interlocutors. Most 
importantly, however, it led to a sea of change in Britain’s under-
standing of the German naval challenge, building a consensus 
around the concept of Germany as Britain’s chief competitor.76 

In effect, as several historians have noted, the Naval Scare, 
which awakened the British government and public to the true 
balance of naval forces near British home waters, amounted 
to the end of the Two-Power Standard and the beginning of a 
“one-power standard” directed at Germany alone. Although in 
concrete terms it merely led to an accelerated naval acquisition 
process, psychologically the Naval Scare put the government, 
the Admiralty, and the Foreign Office on the same political  
page for the first time and led to a focus of effort directed at 
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Germany to the exclusion of other concerns.77 By 1910, the 
British government had unofficially adopted a new standard 
for naval dominance: the Royal Navy would be maintained at 
60 percent greater strength than the German High Seas Fleet, 
and as Germany was expected to have 24 dreadnoughts in short 
order, Britain would have 38.78 The next year, 1910, saw autho-
rization given for five additional new dreadnoughts with an 
option for four more, one more ship even than the previous 
year’s “four and four” compromise.79 

The practical effect of the new naval policy was the creation 
of prototypical “superdreadnoughts,” the new Orion-class 
battleships whose keels were laid beginning in 1909. The Orion- 
class ships had 10 13.5-inch guns—an improvement over Dread-
nought’s 10 12-inch guns—and for the first time deployed all 
their main armament along the centerline of the ship (Dread-
nought had located 4 of its 10 guns broadside), which enabled 
a wider field of fire for each gun. Ironically, this innovation 
was a copy of an American design: the U.S. Navy’s first dread-
nought, USS South Carolina (BB 26), was the first ship to have 
this feature. This innovation yet again put the German building 
program behind the technological curve.80 

All this notwithstanding, it took another two years and 
another crisis to finally remove all doubt from British policy 
makers’ minds—notably Churchill and Lloyd George’s—and to 
change their policy stances about the need to counter German 
naval dominance. It was not until 1911 that a crisis in France’s 
colonial territory brought about a complete consensus on the 
German threat. 

German Actions: Bureaucratic Infighting,  
Lost Consensus, and Premature Aggressiveness
In Germany, meanwhile, the resolve to build the High Seas 
Fleet was being sustained almost exclusively by Tirpitz and 
Kaiser Wilhelm. Within the kaiser’s immediate circle, there was 
alarm—notably expressed by Chancellor Bülow—over the possi-
bility of Britain launching a preventive war to stop Germany’s 
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shipbuilding program. Legislatively, meanwhile, support was 
collapsing, as the financial strain imposed by the shipbuilding 
program forced legislators in favor of it to contemplate a shift 
towards funding it with direct taxation on wealth, a program 
sure to be bitterly opposed. A domestic consensus in favor of 
the naval project had always been elusive. Big business—at least 
those parts of it that could profit from shipbuilding or use it as 
a lobbying tool for subsidies—was the mainstay of domestic 
support for the fleet. Arrayed against it were the German Social 
Democrats, who saw it as the route to war and a tool of domestic 
repression, as well as, oddly enough, the traditional Prussian 
Junker nobility and their allies in the other states. For this latter 
group, the High Seas Fleet was an unwelcome innovation and an 
aberration from the familiar and traditional policy of strength 
on land. Not only did it threaten the traditional Prussian way 
of life, the fleet also threatened the Junkers’ finances and land 
holdings. As of 1909, desperate to find money to finance the 
fleet at the tempo of shipbuilding that Tirpitz wanted, Wilhelm 
had to propose an inheritance tax, the unpopularity of which 
with his traditional political support base can well be imagined. 
The tax was defeated in the Reichstag. Wilhelm used the defeat 
as an excuse to dismiss Bülow, with whom he was gradually 
growing weary. Bülow accelerated his own end by his failure 
to adequately manage the increasingly erratic kaiser’s public 
image, though he was afforded the rare privilege of nominating 
his successor.81 

The chancellor who replaced Bülow, Theobald von Bethmann  
Hollweg, was a dutiful civil servant with minimal ambitions 
and (unusually for a Prussian high official) a modest ego. He had 
little interest in war except, perhaps, for its value for Sammlung- 
spolitik, and he favored negotiation over the arms race.82 In 1909, 
therefore, he began a series of attempts to reach an arms limita-
tion agreement with Britain, which continued for two years. 
Bethmann Hollweg called on his British interlocutors for an 
unspecified mutual drawdown in naval construction combined 
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with a neutrality agreement that would reduce the significance 
of the Entente Cordiale.83 

During the next two years, Bethmann Hollweg was stymied 
at every turn. Wilhelm backed him in this endeavor at best 
unenthusiastically. Tirpitz, who had Wilhelm’s ear and was 
on far better terms with him than was Bethmann Hollweg, 
argued against any agreement that would make crossing 
the (ever-widening) “danger zone” more difficult, refused to 
suspend his building program, and demanded tangible British 
concessions before considering any change of course. Strangely, 
the German Social Democrats, and particularly their leader, 
August Bebel, made overtures to Britain to argue for a hawkish 
British naval policy. They feared that if Britain showed weak-
ness or otherwise slackened the pace of its naval buildup, the 
kaiser might succeed in leading Germany to war, which would 
crush the Social Democrats’ political position by ruining their 
reputation and provide further political justification to their 
opponents. Ironically, they were in exactly the opposite political 
position from the left wing in British politics, which, as noted, 
had every reason to oppose British navalism in all its forms. 
Bebel corresponded with the British Foreign Office on this issue, 
repeatedly urging Britain to continue its arms buildup with 
sufficient aggression as to deter Wilhelm from pursuing the 
race further. And where formal channels were concerned, Beth-
mann Hollweg’s initiative was dead on arrival. Grey, as always, 
preferred a hard line, arguing that Britain would be getting 
nothing substantive in return by agreeing to a nebulous slow-
down in construction and a neutrality agreement. This time, the 
government was with him. Bethmann Hollweg, undermined at 
home and refused abroad, reached no agreement.84 

In 1911, the Agadir Incident served to eliminate the British 
government’s last political reservations about Germany’s inten-
tions. After rebellion broke out in French Morocco, the thuggish 
new German foreign minister, Alfred von Kiderlen-Wächter, 
persuaded Wilhelm, over Bethmann Hollweg’s head, to send 
a fleet to Morocco to threaten intervention. Wilhelm, without 
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informing Tirpitz, sent the small gunboat SMS Panther (1901). 
The move was a pathetic bluff, in the absence of any serious 
German war plans for such a situation, but it was enough to 
raise the hackles of the Asquith government. Britain diplomat-
ically backed France; France, in turn, bribed Kiderlen-Wächter 
to back down by offering a tract of politically and finan-
cially near-worthless land in the French Congo to Germany 
in exchange for ceasing its military intervention in Morocco. 
Kiderlen-Wächter, satisfied that he had gotten the better end of 
the deal, had Panther sent home.85 

British Reaction: New Leadership,  
Strategic Consensus, and Rapid Arms Buildup 
The so-called Panthersprung (panther-leap, in reference to the 
Panther’s long-distance deployment) further cemented British 
policy toward Germany, particularly in its effect on the last 
two major political holdouts in the British government, Lloyd 
George and Churchill. During the crisis, at some political risk 
to himself, Lloyd George made a carefully worded (and Foreign 
Office-approved) statement during a dinner speech before a 
financial audience that was being copied in shorthand by jour-
nalists that subtly reminded anyone who might hear that Britain 
did not back down in the face of threats. Grey privately praised 
Lloyd George’s political courage. The speech finally cemented 
Lloyd George’s public support for a harder line against Germany. 
Churchill, meanwhile, after meditating briefly on the meaning 
of it all, decided that he had been wrong in his earlier skepti-
cism and that (in his customary style) courage and resolution 
were now called for. Meanwhile, after the aforementioned 
fracas in the meeting of the Committee of Imperial Defence 
in which the Navy had been humiliated by the Army, Asquith, 
perhaps sensing an opportunity, appointed Churchill, who at 
the moment was Home Secretary, to a new position: First Lord 
of the Admiralty.86 

By this time, Fisher had retired; the old sea dog submitted 
his resignation in 1910. A combination of factors had influenced 
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the decision. Fisher wanted his protégé, Admiral Sir Arthur K. 
Wilson, to succeed him as First Sea Lord and did not want to 
obstruct the younger man’s professional advancement; he was 
also finally tired of feuding with Beresford about the latter’s 
attempts to undermine his reforms to advance his own career. 
Not least of all, Fisher, at 69, was simply growing too old for the 
job. He accepted a barony from King Edward VII in gratitude for 
his services and stepped down.87 Although Wilson was adequate 
to the task of carrying on the Royal Navy’s reforms, he was not 
a dynamic leader, and he was responsible for having humili-
ated his service in the aforementioned war council. Wilson was 
sidelined by Churchill about bureaucratic disputes; his undis-
tinguished successor, Admiral Sir Francis Bridgeman, fared 
little better; and Bridgeman’s successor, Prince Louis of Batten-
berg, another Fisher disciple, was similarly marginalized. From 
this point on it would be the navy’s civilian leadership—in the 
form of Churchill, unofficially advised by Fisher—that drove 
policy.88 Edward VII was likewise not long for the world, and he 
died in May 1910, with his son George V assuming the throne.89 
At the royal, civilian, and military levels of decision, the guard 
had changed. 

Churchill at the Royal Navy’s Helm
With Fisher advising him from retirement, Churchill success- 
fully pushed for the construction of new classes of superdread-
nought battleships. The first two classes, the George V-class and 
Iron Duke-class, deployed 10 13.5-inch guns (all at centerline) 
and had a maximum speed of 21 knots (as with the previous 
classes). However, the latest class, the Queen Elizabeth-class, 
which were finally commissioned in 1915, bore eight enormous 
15-inch guns, all at centerline, and had a maximum speed of 24 
knots, 3 knots faster than Dreadnought. They also introduced 
a new innovation with enormous geopolitical implications: 
oil-fired boilers, a new design feature made necessary by the 
added weight required to stabilize the ship while firing its 
gigantic armament. Churchill approached the last class with his 
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customary energy and an almost chastened sense of urgency, 
pushing through the early construction phases without suffi-
cient testing or construction of a prototype, on the basis that 
there was no time to waste. Fisher was sufficiently enthusiastic 
(as ever) about the new design as to earn the title of “oil maniac” 
in the media. In addition to solving some of the weight problem, 
oil-fired boilers were more energy-efficient relative to space 
constraints. An equivalent amount of energy could be carried in 
a much smaller space, with correspondingly less weight, with 
oil-fired engines than with coal-fired ones. Once appropriate 
measures had been taken to secure a fuel source for them (the 
Persian Gulf), oil-powered vessels were also easier to refuel 
and could be refueled at sea, which would theoretically give the 
ships a greater combat radius.90 The new ships were therefore 
qualitatively superior both to anything Tirpitz had built and 
to their Royal Navy predecessors. They are, in fact, regarded as 
rendering the previous classes obsolescent in the quantitative 
analysis that follows in the next chapter.91 Yet again, Tirpitz was 
behind the curve. 

Tirpitz’s Last Chance
During this time, Tirpitz was hard at work devising a new 
novelle that would authorize still more capital ship construc-
tion. His building tempo had been reduced to a mere two ships 
per year as a result of the inability of the German government 
to find financing (notwithstanding the broad authorization the 
law gave him to build new ships up to the maximum 58 allowed). 
As of 1912, Tirpitz was hoping that Britain, which relied  
on well-paid, long-service volunteer crews (unlike Germany’s 
conscript crew) for the Royal Navy (ironically, in stark contrast 
to the impressment system resorted to during the Royal Navy’s 
more famous era a century before), would be unable to staff 
its ships even if it continued building beyond a certain point, 
which Tirpitz thought Britain would reach around 1918 or 1919. 
Bethmann Hollweg, in turn, was still hoping, albeit in the face 
of contrary evidence, that Britain might be amenable to some 
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type of arms limitation agreement and political coexistence. 
In fact, the salient political issues of the previous decade were 
largely irrelevant at this point. Edward Grey noted publicly that 
if maintaining peace were merely a matter of accommodating 
German colonial ambitions, it might be possible to make room 
for German colonization in Africa, but that the issue was now 
one of survival for Britain, and that all other issues were irrel-
evant at this point. Tirpitz achieved passage of the novelle (the 
fifth, and final, Naval Law) in 1912, which authorized three more 
capital ships, bringing the final total authorized capital ship 
count to 61, which in turn, by Grey’s own declaration, rendered 
arms control talks pointless. Ironically, to pass the novelle and 
create the necessary parliamentary and official consensus, 
Tirpitz had to acquiesce in the removal of a battlecruiser from 
the fleet bill and a reduction in building tempo to three ships 
in alternating years and two otherwise, which pushed his goal 
further out of reach.92 

Churchill decided to build faster than Tirpitz. Tirpitz was 
now building at an alternating rate of three ships one year 
and two ships the following year; Churchill proposed to build 
at a 4:3 and then 5:4 alternating annual rate (thereafter to be 
sustained at a continuous 4 per year), a pace of production that, 
although fiscally onerous, the British government agreed to with 
comparative ease, now that opposition to naval rearmament 
amounted to a fringe position. Lloyd George and his faction 
offered ineffective opposition. From 1912 onward, Churchill 
officially sanctioned a 60-percent superiority standard above 
Germany alone, prioritized competing with German strength in 
the North Sea over other theaters, and publicly announced his 
intention to build two ships for every one that Tirpitz produced. 
In the political arena, beginning in 1912, Churchill, along with 
the British war secretary Richard Burdon Haldane, began a 
diplomatic initiative to propose a temporary shipbuilding 
freeze that (conveniently) would only apply to dockyards in 
Britain, allowing for construction elsewhere in the dominions. 
The proposal failed—although success, as opposed to sowing 
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discord among German decision makers, may not have been 
the objective. Substantively, the dominions proposal also failed,  
as Canada, the principal member expected to contribute, 
declined to do so. This same year, Bethmann Hollweg renewed 
his attempts to obtain a mutual freeze in the naval arms race 
combined with a British guarantee of neutrality in any conti-
nental conflict, a proposal that was as good as dead on arrival in 
view of Britain’s increasing commitment to the Entente Cordiale 
and the military conversations. As noted, Grey peremptorily 
rejected the German proposal.93

Although the question of what might have happened had 
Grey been willing to consider the proposal provides an inter-
esting counterfactual, in the end, the neutrality agreement 
sought by Germany—essentially, an agreement by Britain to 
act favorably toward German interests—was not materially 
different from the Entente Britain already had with France and 
Russia, insofar as it guaranteed nothing on paper but imposed 
soft obligations. Given all this, it was perhaps inevitable that 
the search for such an agreement died as readily as the German 
proposal for an alliance, with Britain as a junior partner, did a 
decade previously. In sum, Germany was, rather ham-fistedly, 
seeking to legitimize by agreement Britain’s acquiescence in 
Germany’s new world power status, and in the absence either of 
any provision to sweeten the pill for Britain or a decisive naval 
advantage (the danger zone still not having been fully crossed), 
such an agreement was neither in Britain’s interest nor likely 
to be seen as such. This was as close as Germany ever came to 
a settlement with Britain—creating a “finish line”—that would 
alter the political status quo in its favor and in line with its 
objectives. It failed utterly. 

In broad terms, the political tides were moving in an alto-
gether different direction. Beginning in 1912, German policy 
makers, influenced by leading opinion makers in the German 
press (notably the editor Walther Rathenau), deemphasized 
Weltpolitik as the major focus of German foreign policy. In its 
place, beginning with Rathenau’s suggestion to Wilhelm and 
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Bethmann Hollweg, Germany would pursue a policy of tighter 
European trade ties, to culminate in a customs agreement, to 
be dubbed Mitteleuropa (middle Europe). This, as Hew Stra-
chan has noted, would accord more reasonably with Germany’s 
trade, which was becoming unbalanced, and with its allies 
Austria-Hungary and Italy, which stood little to gain from 
Germany’s naval policy. As Strachan notes, this was delaying 
the inevitable: a mere focus on trade and a corresponding lack 
of emphasis on naval power and colonies would not resolve the 
more fundamental structural problems Germany posed for the 
great power system or suppress German nationalist ambitions 
forever. It was, however, an admission made official by Beth-
mann Hollweg in a speech to the Reichstag that Germany had 
to put first things first and that it could not devote unlimited 
resources to its navy when there was work to do closer to home. 
In so doing, it had effectively decided to fold its hand, even if 
Tirpitz and Wilhelm would continue to try in vain to continue 
the naval arms race for a while longer. As will be discussed, this 
would require more funding than they could obtain.94 

Even as he made these overtures, Churchill continued the 
base consolidation begun under Fisher, transferring the bulk 
of the Mediterranean Fleet to the Channel Fleet so as to keep 
scarce naval resources close to home. The move was seen both  
in Britain and elsewhere as a final indignity and an indicator 
of how desperate the situation had become. In doing so, he 
employed a mix of creativity, pragmatism, and conservatism. 
Recognizing the promise of submarines—a point on which 
Fisher had come to hold some rather avant-garde views, even 
if he did not always follow them up—Churchill sought to speed 
up the development of long-range fast submarines that could, 
at least theoretically, take on capital ships on the high seas. 
He also made plans to base submarines in the Mediterranean 
as part of a “flotilla defence” strategy that would employ the 
smaller craft in the event of war against threats to strategic 
chokepoints, while in turn freeing up battleships for service 
closer to home. In this, however, Churchill was more conserva-
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tive. Although both he and Fisher may at times have understood 
that the battleship’s status as a capital ship might well be tran-
sient, Churchill confronted the basic fact that, for the moment 
at least, battleships remained the dominant high seas vessel 
and acted accordingly. He proceeded to do exactly what Tirpitz 
had gambled would be too difficult for the Royal Navy to accom-
plish all at once, moving the majority of the Royal Navy’s capital 
ships to the Home Fleet to defend North Sea waters, in effect 
staring down Tirpitz’ High Seas Fleet. The move completed the 
work begun by Fisher of moving the Royal Navy’s capital ships 
close to home, an obvious blow to British prestige that created 
the appearance of a siege mentality but also ensured that the 
German High Seas Fleet would be in no position to take offen-
sive action.95 

With neither more funding nor more time, however, Chur-
chill was forced to make the best of the situation. He therefore 
doggedly resolved to continue ship construction. By this point, 
the maintenance costs for the ships and crews in both the 
German Imperial and British Royal Navies were nearing the 
breaking point, as the sizes of the two fleets were approaching 
ludicrous levels with no end in sight. Tirpitz believed that he 
could force an end to the race once Britain became unable to 
crew its new ships, which cost more to crew than their German 
counterparts because of the latter’s use of conscription. In the 
event, no satisfactory method of either forcing a political reso-
lution or winning a great sea battle presented itself, and Tirpitz 
was forced to face the fact that the German Army always took 
the first cut of defense funding. The Imperial German Navy was 
nearing the upper limit of its available funds.96 

By 1914, Wilhelm wanted yet another Naval Law or novelle 
to increase fleet size still further. Tirpitz demurred: because 
of Germany’s financial straits and opposition in the Reich-
stag, further authorizations for shipbuilding simply could not 
be obtained. Tirpitz believed that a new law might be possible  
in the indefinite future, as Germany’s economy was growing 
faster than Britain’s and would eventually allow for more 
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construction. As of 1914, a de facto shipbuilding pause was 
fast approaching. The fact that even the latest ships in the 
High Seas Fleet at this point employed design concepts that 
the Royal Navy’s ship designers had discarded several years 
previously (such as broadside-mounted turrets and coal-fired 
engines) merely reinforced the sad fact that Tirpitz and his fleet 
could not catch up.97 During the two-year period from 1912 to 
1914, Germany and Britain avoided war over the Balkans and 
appeared to have reached something resembling détente, with 
Grey even acting as a peace broker to prevent escalation of the 
Balkan wars.98 In this sense, with the status quo having been 
expensively maintained, Britain had achieved something like a 
victory in the Dreadnought Race. 

In June 1914, the newly widened Kiel Canal, whose comple-
tion Fisher had predicted would presage the outbreak of war, 
opened. That same month, Archduke Franz Ferdinand was 
assassinated, and 39 days later Britain, France, and Russia were 
at war with Germany.99 

The War that Followed
The two sides’ naval operations throughout the long war that 
followed were famously inconclusive. As might well have been 
predicted, the very first step the Royal Navy took was to blockade 
German ports, effectively tying down the incongruously named 
High Seas Fleet. It avoided a close blockade, however, which 
would have allowed for a decisive encounter with the High Seas 
Fleet, in favor of a distant blockade enforced by a series of patrol 
lines and quick-reaction forces.100 

Ironically, both Fisher and Churchill saw their reputations 
tarnished by an only tangentially related matter, the abortive 
and disastrous plan to seize control of the Dardanelles prior to 
the Gallipoli offensive, after the Ottoman Empire joined Germa-
ny’s coalition. Fisher had been brought out of retirement to serve 
again as First Sea Lord at the onset of war. He resigned in protest 
against Churchill’s handling of the Gallipoli operations, ending 
what had been a very friendly working relationship between 
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the two men. Churchill was ultimately forced to step down as 
First Lord of the Admiralty as a result of the same debacle.101 

Tirpitz, meanwhile, had gradually lost influence before 
the war due to his ongoing feuds with an increasing number of 
fellow officers and high officials, including Bethmann-Hollweg, 
who was horrified by Tirpitz’s support for what would become 
Germany’s unrestricted submarine warfare program. Having 
less of a role to play now that success depended on compe-
tence in combat and not merely in force design, and lacking his 
former bureaucratic influence, Tirpitz ultimately had to resign 
his position in March 1916. Though he would become a player in 
various German political factions during and after the war, his 
official contribution to German wartime decision making was 
effectively over.102 

The High Seas Fleet, or elements of it, made a series of 
attempts to break the stalemate, none of which succeeded. In 
1915, in the Battle of Dogger Bank, the aggressive Royal Navy 
admiral David Beatty succeeded in intercepting a squadron of 
the High Seas Fleet attempting to run the blockade and chasing 
it back to harbor. One German ship, the cruiser SMS Blücher 
(1908), went down, while Beatty’s flagship, HMS Lion (1910), a 
fast battlecruiser, sustained serious damage. Beatty’s success 
demonstrated the value of the high-speed ships that Fisher had 
lobbied so successfully to construct, but it was marred by his 
squadron’s inability to finish the job.103 

The next year, at the Battle of Jutland, the High Seas Fleet 
made a break for the North Sea and was confronted by the 
Royal Navy’s Battle Cruiser Fleet, under Beatty, and the Grand 
Fleet, composed of heavy battleships and led by one of Fisher’s 
favorite officers, Admiral John Rushworth Jellicoe. Ironically, 
HMS Dreadnought was not present, instead undergoing a refit 
in drydock. A series of deadly maneuvers followed, but despite 
the Royal Navy’s squadrons’ success in “crossing the T” of the 
German formations on two occasions—cutting across their line 
of movement in perpendicular fashion at close range, so as to 
make it near-impossible to miss—only one German capital ship 
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was sunk. Beatty’s battlecruisers, however, sustained heavy  
punishment. Not intended for use at close range in the tight 
confines of a major battle, having traded armor for speed per 
Fisher’s earlier designs, and being steamed directly at the 
enemy as if they were heavy battleships, the battlecruisers 
suffered heavily: three were hit and exploded, one of them Fish-
er’s favorite, HMS Invincible. Depending on one’s point of view, 
the fast battlecruisers’ performance can be seen as a vindication 
of Fisher (because they performed as expected and were being 
used incorrectly) or a condemnation of his whole plan (because, 
in the end, it was deemed necessary to put the comparatively 
light, fast ships into the line with the heavy battleships, whose 
design was a compromise with Fisher’s ideal design). Churchill 
was furious with Jellicoe for failing to follow up his success, 
noting ruefully that he “was the only man who could lose the 
war in an afternoon.” Although Jellicoe was hardly an aggres-
sive commander, his larger strategic instincts were arguably 
right. Britain had little to gain and more to risk by taking offen-
sive action against the High Seas Fleet that, as long as it could 
not leave the blockaded waters of the North Sea, was no threat 
to anyone.104 Even Churchill admitted that, as the High Seas 
Fleet had failed to accomplish anything, British naval strength 
had been reaffirmed.105

A few other, smaller actions followed, all of them having the 
same result: the High Seas Fleet stayed where it was. In 1917, as 
the German economy began to fail and Marxism-Leninism was 
taking hold in Russia, the High Seas Fleet’s enlisted personnel 
mutinied while the ships were in dock. At war’s end, as part 
of the peace terms, the remainder of the High Seas Fleet was 
finally “Copenhagened” as Fisher had demanded so long earlier, 
being escorted under guard to Scapa Flow in Scotland and there 
scuttled and sunk.106 

As for the military technology that had driven the entire 
competition: precisely because of the dearth of actual combat 
between battleship and battlecruiser fleets after Jutland, it is 
difficult to determine who was right on the speed versus armor 
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question. It is enough perhaps to note that, as is the larger 
lesson of the entire affair, the relative merits of any strategic 
choices depend on the degree to which they fit into the broader 
plan. Used correctly, either Fisher’s compromise battleships,  
of which Dreadnought was the original one, or his ideal fast 
battlecruisers, such as the Invincible-class, might have served 
well, but right up to Jutland training and operational doctrine for 
the new ships had never been satisfactorily agreed on, nor was 
there much experience before (or after) to draw on.107 Although 
it is tempting to argue that the entire battleship-battlecruiser 
dispute, which involved debate about everything from ship 
design to tactical doctrine, made a mess of the performance of 
both categories of ships in the one great action in which they 
were involved, as recent research by Nicholas A. Lambert places 
the blame for the loss of the battlecruisers at Jutland on ammu-
nition storage rather than either design or doctrine.108 The most 
that can be said with certainty is that the Royal Navy muddled 
through. 

As for Wilhelm and Tirpitz, despite the turn the war ulti-
mately took and the High Seas Fleet’s ineffectiveness and sad 
fate, neither expressed serious remorse for the futility of their 
decisions.109
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Chapter Six 
The Dreadnought Race  
in Strategic Perspective

Far-called our navies melt away;
On dune and headland sinks the fire:
Lo, all our pomp of yesterday
Is one with Nineveh and Tyre!
Judge of the Nations, spare us yet,
Lest we forget—lest we forget!

~ Rudyard Kipling1

When your weapons are dulled and ardour damped, 
your strength exhausted and treasure spent, neigh-
boring rulers will take advantage of your distress to 
act. And even though you have wise counselors, none 
will be able to lay good plans for the future.

~ Sun Tzu2

If not in the interests of the state, do not act. If you 
cannot succeed, do not use troops. If you are not in 
danger, do not fight. . . . Therefore, the enlightened 
ruler is prudent and the good general is warned 
against rash action. Thus the state is kept secure and 
the army preserved.

~ Sun Tzu3

Having overviewed the history of the Dreadnought Race as 
it is relevant to this study, this book now turns to analy-

sis of the strategies of the competitor states. This analysis will 
proceed in three stages, following the framework established 
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in chapter 3. First, it will address in general terms the outcome 
of the race in light of the strategic goals of both sides. Second, 
it will consider the race from the perspectives of both sides as 
measured against the three basic strategic metrics discussed 
in chapter 2, namely those of national security, finance and 
welfare, and intangible goals. Finally, it will consider the com-
petition in light of the strategic principles discussed in chapter 
2, particularly competitive advantage, strategic intent, and  
decision-cycle analysis, showing that such principles are in fact 
applicable to this scenario and offer some insight into the com-
petitors’ performance against one another—insights that can 
be extrapolated to similar competitive scenarios. 

A few important notes are required before this analysis 
begins in earnest. The first concerns the meaning of strategy as 
used in this study and as commonly understood, as it relates to 
the question of analysis of each state’s competitive strategy. It 
will be recalled that strategy has been defined here as “a plan 
of action and process of decision making for the allocation of 
resources in anticipation of a contingent event, orchestrating 
simultaneous and sequential engagement, to achieve an orga-
nization objective, in the context of a contest with other 
organizations.” Crucially, such a plan and process may not exist 
on paper, nor may they exist in any single individual’s mind. 
They are said to exist only in the abstract sense in which any 
particular organization may be said to have agency, exactly in 
the same way that one may say that “Britain perceived x” or 
“Germany intended y.” Organizations such as states, of course, 
do not perceive anything, except in an almost metaphor-
ical sense, and similarly do not plan or decide anything in the 
sense of having the cognition or consciousness of an individual 
human being. They are treated as acting like individual human 
beings for purposes of analysis or simplicity, and when this 
occurs generalization is inevitable. As such, there is no reason 
to assume that a state’s strategy will ever be entirely coherent, 
as it might be (or might not be) if a single person made it. It 
is certainly true that strategy is traditionally understood to 
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be made by an organization’s leadership, and it is equally true 
that that leadership may involve more than one person or even 
change over time. It is simply posited here that a good strategy 
is a coherent one, tightly linking means and ends and aligning 
available resources behind a well-understood strategic intent. 
Failure to do so, in the end, is understood, deductively, to be 
detrimental to the goal that the strategy is supposed to serve—
though, of course, in any particular instance, it is still possible 
for one to simply be lucky. 

For this reason, this study should not expect—and will not 
find—that either competitor in the Dreadnought Race played 
brilliantly, well, or even coherently according to the framework 
employed here and its underlying principles. At any given time, 
not to have a coherent strategy, or any strategy at all, is still, in an 
important sense, a strategy, as assuredly as not to decide on any 
matter is to choose the status quo. Although it has the potential 
to cloud the issue as much as to illuminate, Henry Mintzberg’s 
important point that a strategy can be a “pattern”—a consistent 
resource allocation policy over time—as assuredly as a “plan” 
or “process” is relevant here: a state such as Britain or Germany 
has a strategy if it can be said to be following a plan for resource 
allocation or to be involved in an active process of doing so, 
whether any given individual is at the helm and whether that 
person might be asleep at the wheel.4 A general tendency in a 
given direction is as good as a decision, and a decision to allocate 
resources in a given direction is effectively a plan. 

As to what that strategy was at any given time, it can only 
be understood by looking at the available history. Although 
such matters are quite murky when looked at closely, this 
study has endeavored, when faced with controversy, to eval-
uate the major points of contention and navigate through them, 
either by extracting a consensus where possible or, where not, 
choosing from among differing views. Because of the gravity of 
the subject matter and the numerous questions that surround 
it, every effort has been made to be modest in assumptions. For 
all that, certain assertions can be confidently made regarding 
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what each competitor appeared to want to do at any given time 
and what it actually decided to do to achieve it, and from this 
to synthesize a general analysis of each competitor’s strategy, 
according to the framework presented in this study. To that 
end, the framework is followed here as a line of inquiry into the 
strategies of the two competitors in this case. In each section 
following, the elements of the framework being employed are 
noted at the beginning. 

General Analysis: A German Loss;  
a Qualified British Victory

1.	 Determine the competitive objective—what is at stake 
in the competition. Within the limits of this study, the 
competitive objective refers to regional hegemony, but 
exactly what that entails will vary in each case. 

2.	 Determine which competitor is “alpha”—the reigning 
hegemon—and which is “beta,” the challenger.

The framework first asks what the competition is about—not 
simply its regional boundaries (though of course this defines 
the competition’s scope) but also its implications, to include 
what each side wants out of it and what each side is in broad 
terms willing to put in. It asks concomitantly which competitor 
is the reigning regional hegemon (alpha) and which is the revi-
sionist attempting to achieve that status (beta). 

As noted, the exact strategic goals of the two competitors 
can be understood with some precision. The nature of compe-
tition is a zero- or negative-sum relationship, and therefore 
within the context of the Dreadnought Race it was not possible 
for both Germany and Britain to “win.” For certain purposes, 
however, it was possible for both to lose.5 

Germany’s strategic goals, in the end, were to achieve 
something close to naval parity with Britain in the North Sea  
(the aforementioned “floor” of a 2:3 ratio in capital ships), if 
not naval superiority over it, to acquire equal political status 
to Britain as an Atlantic hegemon and overseas colonialist. 
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These goals have to be understood in tandem. Nevertheless, 
in their details they were quite murky, and specificity was 
lacking. In essence, Germany’s goals—summed up in the 
never-quite-defined term Weltpolitik—boiled down to some-
thing like: 

•	 Germany wanted, at minimum, a deterrent to a British 
blockade of German ports in the event of war, which was 
to be achieved by closing the North Sea capital ship gap 
to an acceptable level—at least a 2:3 ratio in ships, and 
ideally closer. 

•	 Germany wanted to build up its forces in North Sea wa- 
ters and the seaward approaches to Germany and the 
European continent, effectively altering or potentially 
even reversing a naval balance by which Britain could 
threaten to blockade or invade the continent at will, to 
one in which Germany could do so to Britain. Whether 
Germany would ever have exercised such privileges if it 
had them was beside the point, and a century later this 
can only be speculated on. Although at numerous points, 
Germany, via Alfred von Tirpitz, Theobald von Bethmann 
Hollweg, and others, would claim a willingness to seek a 
less ambitious naval balance, there was no upper limit to 
German ambitions in this regard except the constraints 
that Germany confronted in the course of the competi-
tion. 

•	 Germany wanted the international prestige that came 
with such dominance, which would signal the rise of 
Germany from a mere continental land power to a world 
power. 

•	 Germany in particular sought to leverage that prestige to 
acquire new colonies, most notably in Africa, the major 
imperial playground of the era, notwithstanding the fact 
that such colonies were scarcely profitable and there was 
little experience of their being so in its own case. In effect, 
Germany sought to leverage a prestige instrument (a new 
navy) to acquire more prestige instruments. 
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•	 As Kaiser Wilhelm’s frustration with regard to German 
inability to affect the outcome of the Boer War suggests, 
Germany wanted a place at the top of the international 
naval hierarchy that would ensure that it—and not 
Britain—could intervene at will in the colonial periphery. 
This last is more speculative and is based on a few chance 
remarks, but as Paul M. Kennedy, Gordon A. Craig, and 
others have noted, it is clear that Weltpolitik required 
Germany first to break out of European waters before the 
question of smaller-scale gunboat diplomacy in Africa 
could be seriously discussed. 

•	 Germany’s leadership—Wilhelm and others below him—
viewed all of the above as a solution to their own domestic 
political problems, and insofar as they were the major 
decision makers, Weltpolitik was supposed to serve their 
purposes. 

On this basis, the Dreadnought Race was a competition for 
regional hegemony, the region in question being the waters 
surrounding Europe and especially the North Sea. What was 
sought was not merely a preponderance of hard power, but also 
the soft power and idiosyncratic national goals that came with 
it. This competition had global implications, and its ultimate 
intentions form part of any assessment of its competitors’ strat-
egies—but it was bounded geographically in its substance, and 
in the end it sought control of a region of the map. 

Britain’s hegemony is usually referenced in global terms, 
as described by Karen Rasler and William R. Thompson, but it 
was also of a regional kind, insofar as it dominated the naval 
approaches to northern Europe and therefore was able to 
contain European great powers and their conflicts. This hege-
mony was not total: even under the Two-Power Standard, 
Britain maintained only enough naval forces to deter a fight 
with most conceivable combinations of great powers, not any 
and all such combinations. With this regional naval hegemony 
came concomitant international prestige among the region’s 
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powers—the very prestige that Wilhelm most coveted and by 
which he was personally affronted. In brief, Britain sought 
to maintain this state of affairs. Although, as is extensively 
documented, Britain does not appear to have taken Germany 
seriously as a specific threat to its hegemony at first, Britain 
clearly preferred a continuation of the regional status quo to 
the extent possible.6 As Paul Kennedy has noted, Britain would 
make appropriate adjustments—even entailing what in a later 
era would be called “appeasement”—to its policies when fiscal 
and other constraints required it to do so, but it could not and 
would not surrender its regional naval dominance in toto.7

The competition can therefore be framed in very simple 
terms. Germany sought to approach naval parity in the North 
Sea as a means to achieving the level of political prestige, 
regional military power, and access to colonies enjoyed by 
Britain, amounting to a challenge to Britain’s regional hege-
mony. Britain sought to prevent this from occurring. From the 
first German Naval Law onward, beginning about 1898, the die 
was cast. That Germany failed in its attempt is quite obvious. It 
never was able to challenge the Royal Navy on equal terms, much 
less achieve any of its more ultimate goals. Britain succeeded in 
preserving its hegemony on these terms. 

Despite this, the outbreak of World War I, which might 
have been foreseen but which, in the end, neither competitor 
wanted, must be seen as a limit to Britain’s success. Britain 
succeeded in preventing Germany from winning the competi-
tion, but a devastating world war intervened that, regardless 
of the complex questions of causation it has always posed, 
may have had something to do with the Dreadnought Race and 
its course. Not only does this temper Britain’s success, but all 
further analysis of the competition must be viewed through a 
counterfactual lens. If there are strategic lessons, they can only 
be drawn on the assumption that better decisions would have 
led to better results. Appropriate caution and humility must be 
exercised here, but certain conclusions can be drawn. 
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It is a truism that any linkage of the Dreadnought Race to 
the war’s outbreak is likely to be indirect and arguable. The 
war began in the Balkans, not in the North Sea, and the need 
for Britain’s entry into it was a matter of debate at the time, to 
say nothing of after the fact. Moreover, the traditional argu-
ment linking the Dreadnought Race to Britain’s entry into the 
war involved assumptions about the primacy of structure over 
agency that are now heavily questioned by historians. Briefly, it 
can no longer be said that the war began entirely accidentally 
or over the objections of those involved: high-level decision 
makers in all the major powers consciously made decisions that 
were likely to lead to war, or even to go to war, without force or 
fatalism.8 For these reasons, the argument that the Dreadnought 
Race “caused” Britain to go to war with Germany, or even set 
Germany on a collision course with Britain, cannot be taken for 
granted, as intuitive as it may seem. 

With that said, it is safe to take certain propositions as more 
or less demonstrated. There is a line of argument, which this 
study is prepared to adopt, that the Entente Cordiale (less so 
the Triple Entente) came about at a time of German hostility to 
Britain, if not strictly because of it; that Germany’s challenge 
to British naval primacy in European waters was a crucial and 
inextricable part of that hostility; and that the entente, in turn, 
led to the military conversations, creating Henry Kissinger’s 
“moral obligations” that made British involvement in a conti-
nental war very likely once war broke out—even if, as Samuel 
R. Williamson Jr. persuasively argues, it was less Britain’s mili-
tary than its naval commitment to France that spoke most 
persuasively.9 Likely, of course, does not mean certain, and it can 
be said that there were plenty of opportunities for Britain to 
avoid war, albeit perhaps at perilous diplomatic cost, and even 
that the process by which it ultimately went to war paid only 
partial heed to previous commitments and existing plans. The 
decision to go to war was taken at the last minute, and it was not 
even necessarily precipitated entirely by the German violation 
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of Belgium, even if some members of the British government 
were in favor of war for that reason.10 

But this comes second to the more basic point that the 
Dreadnought Race created an encirclement of Germany and a 
corresponding environment of hostility that made war more 
likely and would most likely have had dire consequences even 
if a completely different chain of events had occurred either 
in June 1914 or at some other time. The ultimate argument 
accepted here is not that the Dreadnought Race led to World 
War I or Britain’s involvement in it—in fact, a strong case can 
be made that just the opposite was true, that the war broke out 
for extraneous reasons and that, after all, the Dreadnought 
Race had been mitigated by the time of war’s outbreak.11 Nor 
is it necessary to subscribe to theses arguing for German “war 
guilt” to see the connection between the Dreadnought Race and 
the ultimate outbreak of war between Britain and Germany—
and this study does not subscribe to them.12 All that is accepted 
here is that the Dreadnought Race led to two linked develop-
ments that contributed to the war: the diplomatic encirclement 
of Germany, in which Britain played a key role, and the linkage 
of British military and foreign policy to continental develop-
ments in a way neither previously seen nor necessarily likely 
to have been the case. As Matthew S. Seligmann, Frank Nagler, 
and Michael Epkenhans have argued, echoing an old debate 
most comprehensively laid out by Paul Kennedy and Ivo Lambi, 
the Dreadnought Race may not have caused World War I, but it 
unquestionably created the “environment” for British involve-
ment in it.13 This commonsense proposition is difficult to dispute, 
even if the actual causes of the war and the decisions involved 
in beginning it are far from settled and never likely to be. 

There is a reasonable counterargument, to the effect that 
Britain’s involvement in World War I was precipitated by 
nothing more or less than an inability to remain aloof from 
continental politics. Briefly, as Zara S. Steiner and Keith Neilson 
have argued, from a very broad perspective it may well have 
been impossible for Britain to remain neutral once the July Crisis 
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occurred, insofar as there was no outcome favorable to Britain 
that could result from neutrality. Either Germany would domi-
nate the continent, or the rest of the entente, having eked out a 
victory, would not only regard British credibility as suspect but 
revert to hostility toward Britain in the absence of any reason 
to maintain good relations.14 This elegant argument in this  
way avoids becoming bogged down in documentary details 
and rests on a simple intuitive understanding of the situation 
that Britain faced in 1914—one which it might well have faced 
regardless of whether the Dreadnought Race had ever occurred. 
But while one can readily concede this point, and even admire its 
lucidity, one nevertheless must fall back on the aforementioned 
and equally obvious and lucid point made by Kennedy: that 
Britain during the July Crisis was debating war with Germany 
on the side of France and Russia and no other proposition, and 
that this situation had its origins at least in part in the Dread-
nought Race.15

Such being the case, this study is prepared to consider the 
cautious but necessary judgment that each of the competitors 
in the Dreadnought Race, to the extent that they were respon-
sible for their own welfare and that of their own people, fell 
down when it came to the question of managing the compe-
tition in such a way as to ensure that their desired objectives 
were met. During an approximately 15-year period, Britain 
succeeded in out-competing Germany. The next year, it fell into 
war. Something similar can be said of Germany, even allowing 
that it did not necessarily intend for war to break out or that, 
when it decided to go to war, it did so for reasons of its own. 
The fact that both Britain and Germany’s decisions to go to 
war were made for a complicated set of reasons, many of them 
quite valid, or that Britain had other options, does not entirely 
remove the links between their decisions during the Dread-
nought Race and the advent of the war that followed, with all its 
consequences. It is enough here to note that the narrative of the 
Dreadnought Race must end with the outbreak of war between 
the competitors that, notwithstanding their having reached a 
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kind of resolution with the German abandonment of Weltpo-
litik, had seen their diplomatic relationship eroded in the course 
of a high-stakes competition for control of a key piece of ocean. 
The Dreadnought Race contributed to the conditions that led to 
war’s outbreak—conditions that the various participants were 
unable to manage successfully—as well as to the conditions at 
the outbreak of war. This is all that is claimed here, but it is not 
a claim without implications or consequences. These implica-
tions will be considered as the three metrics are examined for 
each competitor. 

The Three Metrics
3.	 Determine how that objective is manifested in terms of 

changes in the three metrics for each of the competitors. 
Determine what resources alpha and beta each have in 
terms of the three metrics. In so doing, also assess in partic-
ular which of the three metrics it is willing to trade for the 
others, and whether it has an abundance or a scarcity along 
this metric, to determine whether it is utilizing a strength or 
a relatively weak area. 

By the metrics of security, financial well-being, and intangible 
goals, Germany can still be said to have been roundly beaten 
in the competition, and well before World War I removed any  
doubt. On the other hand, Britain’s performance becomes 
more ambiguous, even as the specific costs and benefits are 
more precisely tallied. Germany remains a strategic failure, 
whereas Britain’s resource management appears excellent until 
the context of the impending world war is considered. In this 
context, a more nuanced picture emerges. 

Britain
Security
It must be said that analysis of the overall security of a state 
from military invasion or attack is a daunting prospect, for a 
number of reasons. Although approximate calculations of the 
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military balance between states are quite possible, such calcu-
lations can never be exact. As many from Carl von Clausewitz 
onward have noted, war is the realm of uncertainty, and abso-
lute certainty about the outcome of a war would mean it would 
never be started.16 For competitors who are somewhat equal in 
terms of their ability to harm one another—the very concept 
of security competition implies a level of equality or compet-
itiveness—there can be no complete certainty. Although an 
arms race (for that is what the Dreadnought Race was) implies 
an attempt by at least one side (if not both) to gain military 
dominance over the other, realistically, the very fact that 
competition exists means that such dominance will be difficult 
to obtain. Moreover, all security is not created equal. A threat 
to one’s capital city or home territory is graver by nature than 
a threat to a far-flung imperial province that, under some set 
of diplomatic conditions, might be ceded to avoid a fight. As 
Clausewitz came to realize late in the writing of his magnum 
opus, On War, although wars may tend toward “the maximum 
exertion of strength,” it is often the case that they are started 
and even ended with the aim of achieving limited objectives.17 
Political factors also come into play: a state may control and rely 
on its own forces, but control of an ally’s forces is far less likely. 

For all that, it is both possible and necessary for states to 
make some judgments about how secure they are and what risks 
they can afford to run, and it is possible for an outside analyst to 
examine such judgments. In the case of the Dreadnought Race, 
the metrics for success, where security is concerned, are actu-
ally fairly straightforward. For although the Dreadnought Race 
had profound political implications and was run for reasons 
that initially had little to do with apprehended threats, it was, 
in the end, simply a naval arms race into which other means 
were brought. It can therefore be understood by analysis of the 
naval balance between Britain and Germany on the one hand, 
and the military and security implications of the overall polit-
ical balance on the other. 
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The Dreadnought Race may have begun as a prestige gambit 
on the part of Germany, but it had serious implications for 
Britain’s vital security interests. Britain had a choice (at some 
level) as to whether to compete to hold onto its global hege-
mony, but it had rather less of a choice about the security of 
its home waters. Fundamentally, Germany’s decision to pursue 
naval, rather than land-based, strength amounted to a threat to 
Britain’s home territory. Maintaining naval preeminence, and 
specifically naval supremacy in northern European waters, had 
therefore long been a vital security interest for Britain; without 
it, Britain was vulnerable to blockade or even (in theory) to 
invasion. For Britain, naval primacy was not simply what the 
Dreadnought Race was about; it was all that mattered, and 
matching Germany’s capital ship fleet in North Sea waters was 
of vital importance.18 

The naval balance between Britain and Germany before, 
during, and after the Dreadnought Race can be fairly easily 
assessed, given the basic symmetry in technology involved, 
though the quality of the ships that each side deployed could 
vary and was also relevant. A complication arises from the 
need to accurately (for statistical purposes) categorize ships 
of varying technological advancement and capability. This was 
difficult even at the time, given the aforementioned debates 
about speed versus armor, advances in gunnery, and disputes 
over the merits of creating a separate category of battlecruisers 
as opposed to battleships. This study tends to adopt British 
admiral Sir John Arbuthnot Fisher’s view that the distinction 
was minimal for the macro level of military analysis—“simply 
armoured ships”—despite the speed-versus-armor tradeoff 
between the two and longstanding legitimate arguments over 
the ultimate performance of these ships in the 1916 Battle of 
Jutland.19 For this reason, this study counts both battleships 
and battlecruisers as capital ships.20 Further difficulties arise in 
characterizing a “second-class” or “second-rate” ship as a capital 
ship, particularly as, with changes in technology, the previous 
year’s state-of-the-art capital ship could become second-rate. 
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In general, this study counts only ships specifically styled “first 
rate” in any given year as capital ships in that year. There was 
considerable rotation, localized to three specific periods during 
the competition: the initial decision by Tirpitz to build new, 
technologically advanced battleships under the First Naval Law, 
from 1898 onward; the launching of HMS Dreadnought and the 
subsequent scramble to replace obsolete ships on both sides, 
beginning around 1905–7; and the creation of the first oil-fired 
“superdreadnoughts” by the Royal Navy in the last few years 
preceding the outbreak of World War I, a move that relegated 
the old dreadnoughts to second-rate status and that was not 
copied by Germany. Strictly for counting purposes, this study 
treats dreadnoughts as battleships prior to the advent of the 
superdreadnought and as battlecruisers thereafter. This does 
not appear to have a substantive effect on the overall count of 
ships in each competitor’s fleet, since repurposed dreadnoughts 
are still counted as capital ships. 

To get a full picture of each side’s naval strength, it is useful 
to count not only capital ships, but fighting ships in general, 
as well as overall fleet size. The first category, as noted, counts 
first-rate battleships and battlecruisers; the second cate-
gory, any and all seaworthy and combat-ready large vessels, 
excluding small torpedo boats, destroyers, and submarines; and 
the last category, the total number of ships of any kind deployed 
by each navy. The strengths and weaknesses of relying on any 
individual one of these metrics should be obvious. 

Moreover, a word must be said about torpedo boats and 
submarines, which were coming to be seen as the wave of the 
future and a possible technological paradigm shift in naval 
warfare. As noted, Fisher and others anticipated a day in which 
these craft might supersede surface ships with conventional 
armament; they may, in their more radical moments, have 
contemplated replacing battleships with submarines. For all 
that, their actions did not match their speculations: when hard 
decisions had to be made, battleships were built and relied on. 
A word will be said about the balance of small craft between 
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the two competitors, but the choice to compete to build fleets 
of large capital ships rather than torpedo boats was a carefully 
considered, well-taken decision: there was a reason for it.21 

At the beginning of the Dreadnought Race, in 1898, Britain’s 
fleet of capital ships—39 all told—was more than five times the 
size of Germany’s capital ship fleet (figure 2), which had only 
8 (rapidly obsolescent) ships. This ratio (487.5 percent) was 
actually historically high. The historical average from 1885 to  
1898 was 343.9 percent, although prior to 1885 Germany had 
possessed essentially no capital ships afloat that could compete 
with Britain’s top ships. Although this study treats the Dread-
nought Race as having begun with Tirpitz’s naval laws, the earlier 
modernization of the German fleet can nevertheless serve as a 
reminder that Tirpitz’s and Kaiser Wilhelm’s ambitions did not 
come as a bolt out of the blue. During the Dreadnought Race—
from 1899 through 1915, when several ships planned before the 
war were finally launched—the ratio of British to German capital 
ships averaged 409 percent. This figure is misleading, however, 
and largely derives from the temporary boost to Britain’s posi-
tion offered by the “reset” that accompanied the launching of 
HMS Dreadnought. In actuality, the capital ship ratio during the 
Dreadnought Race was quite a bit lower than this: it averaged 
165.75 percent between 1906 and 1915, finishing at 147.6 percent 
in 1914 and 156.5 percent in 1915, when World War I was already 
on. The highest it rose consistently after 1905, let alone after 
Dreadnought was launched, was 200 percent in 1910.22

It is clear from these figures, which tell the story more 
plainly than accounts of parliamentary debates ever can, that 
Britain struggled to maintain its naval advantage over Germany 
during this time period. By historic standards, Britain really 
was in actual danger of losing its preeminence and with it its 
national security. The one thing Germany succeeded in accom-
plishing as a result of the Dreadnought Race was producing a 
modern fleet that was closer to parity with Britain’s than ever 
before, even if it did not match the Royal Navy ship for ship.
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Despite this, and with the benefit of hindsight, the Imperial 
German Navy never really acquired the resources with which 
to challenge the Royal Navy. The vaunted and feared High Seas 
Fleet spent World War I bottled up in port, unable to do anything 
about Britain’s wide blockade, much less threaten Britain. In 
that sense, it just barely served its hypothetical role as a deter-
rent to invasion (which would have been a long shot anyway) 
but utterly failed to do anything else. The great historical test 
of both sides’ national security strategy vis à vis each other is 
the laboratory of combat. Although the Battle of Jutland was a 
tactical and operational disappointment (even embarrassment) 
for the Royal Navy, it proved that the High Seas Fleet could not 
win a favorable operational decision. Britain’s national security, 
as measured against a historic high, may have been reduced but 
not unacceptably so. 
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Figure 2. Ratio of British capital ships to German capital ships, 1875–1915



Chapter Six 

274

Other measurements tell a similar story. The rapid, half- 
planned obsolescence of older capital ships—with the introduc-
tion of HMS Dreadnought, Invincible-class battlecruisers, and 
Orion- and Queen Elizabeth-class superdreadnoughts—did have 
a silver lining for Britain’s overall naval posture: it increased 
the total number of combat-ready vessels available to the Royal 
Navy even as it meant that most of these vessels were of lesser 
value. Britain’s average ratio of major combatant vessels (i.e., 
large surface ships, whether capital ships or of lower rates) 
to Germany’s actually increased during the Dreadnought  
Race (figure 3).23 The historical average from 1875 to 1898 had 
been 274 percent, allowing for serious caveats regarding what 
counted as a combat-ready ship in an age of rapid innovation  
and obsolescence. From 1899 to 1915, the average was 331 percent. 
This figure is somewhat misleading, as from 1904 onward the 
average was merely 177 percent—proof that Germany was 
catching up. Still, from this perspective, Britain was well ahead 
of Germany by a comfortable margin. Even accounting for 
the fact that the ratio declined from a peak of 628 percent in 
1902 just after the start of the Dreadnought Race to a lesser 175 
percent in 1913, Britain still finished well ahead of Germany.

In terms of the sheer number of vessels in each navy (figure 
4), the ratio of Britain’s overall fleet size to Germany’s averaged 
211.6 percent from 1875 to 1898 but only 203.5 percent from 1899 
to 1915, peaking in 1903 at more than 401 percent with another 
peak in 1908 (after Dreadnought was built) at 245.45 percent. 
Once again, the intensity of the competition is reflected in the 
statistics. Overall, Germany was gaining on Britain, though not 
to the point where it was close to overtaking it.24 

Another area in which Britain’s position improved during 
this timeframe was that of small attack vessels, including 
submarines, torpedo craft, and small destroyers. As noted, the 
utility of these vessels for control of the high seas rather than 
coastal defense remained unproven at the time, though they 
had some utility as a force multiplier given their capabilities for 
flotilla defense, as previously discussed. It is therefore inter-
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esting to count such craft, insofar as their hypothetical utility 
for such purposes was at least under discussion at the time. 

Germany had initially possessed a small advantage in 
this area, in that it was the first to deploy any torpedo boats, 
during a time when such craft were more of a curiosity than 
anything else. From 1875 to 1884, Germany possessed a pair of 
such craft, which were used to impress international onlookers, 
while Britain had possessed none.25 By the 1890s, however, both 
Britain and Germany were making serious efforts to acquire 
small assault craft. Britain acquired its first in 1888, and by 1894 
the two powers were essentially at parity in this area, with Brit-
ain’s torpedo-craft fleet at a 101.5 percent ratio to Germany’s 
(figure 5). The average ratio of British to German small assault 
craft fleets from 1893 to 1898 was 104.9 percent. Subsequently, 
from 1899 to 1915, the average ratio was 199.9 percent. Effec-
tively, therefore, during the Dreadnought Race, and even while 
racing to build dreadnoughts, Britain doubled its strength in 
small craft relative to Germany’s. As noted above, the potential 
uses and effectiveness of such craft and the associated doctrine 
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Figure 3. Ratio of British major combatant fleet to German major combatant fleet, 
1875–1915
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Figure 4. Ratio of British fleet size to German fleet size, 1875–1915
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were all evolving and in question at the time. Whatever the case, 
Germany lost out even in the balance of unconventional craft, 
regardless of their ultimate utility. Germany’s inherent disad-
vantage in naval procurement meant that even if it competed 
with Britain in one area, it lost in others. In any case, this was 
another area in which Britain made net gains vis à vis its German 
competitor during the Dreadnought Race.

Matthew Seligmann’s more intriguing arguments regarding 
Germany’s bureaucratic preference, reflected in the delibera-
tions of the Naval High Command even as they were shunted 
aside by Tirpitz and Wilhelm, for waging a handelskrieg (trade 
war) against British shipping using refitted ocean liners have 
been discussed in the last chapter. Because the Dreadnought 
Race was an attempt by Germany to outdo Britain in conven-
tional battleships and dominance of the North Sea rather than 
in commerce-raiding capabilities, these arguments are largely 
outside the scope of this study. However, Seligmann’s argu-
ments raise a very important point: to the extent that Germany 
and Britain were on a collision course for war (about which 
more will be said shortly), the Dreadnought Race imposed 
bureaucratic and fiscal constraints on its historically preferred 
(and more viable) commerce-raiding strategy that ran to the 
detriment of both. In this sense, the Dreadnought Race further 



The Dreadnought Race in Strategic Perspective

277

contributed to a military balance that was advantageous for 
Britain but disadvantageous for Germany. 

In the political realm, Britain, paradoxically, both succeeded 
and failed. It succeeded in containing its competitor and 
bringing to bear the maximum amount of international effort 
against Germany, ensuring that Britain faced as little force as 
possible and Germany faced as much. If one ends the narrative 
in 1912, when Germany effectively abandoned Weltpolitik as a 
policy, scaled back its rhetoric, engaged in arms control talks, 
and initiated a process of diplomatic conciliation that included 
some substantive overtures, the Dreadnought Race had been 
won outright by Britain there and then. It is only if one links the 
developments in the Dreadnought Race to British involvement 
in World War I—arguing either that they precipitated the war 
or at the least ensured that Britain would be dragged into it—
that the Dreadnought Race’s outcome appears tragic. 

It goes without saying that World War I, though it did not 
threaten British home soil, nevertheless weakened Britain 
greatly and ruined its international position, quite apart from 
its human costs.26 In the lead-up to the war, Britain’s policies of 
conciliation toward France and Russia, undertaken at least in 

Figure 5. Ratio of British torpedo-craft fleet to German torpedo-craft fleet, 1894–1914

Source: compiled by the author, adapted by MCUP. See appendix for sources and methodology.
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part to contain Germany—however debatable the exact motives 
of each decision maker—served to accomplish precisely that. 
The practical effect of the Triple Entente was not merely to 
contain Germany, but to ensure, in a zero-sum world, that 
the maximum number of guns was pointed at Germany and 
the minimum number pointed at Britain. As former German 
chancellor Otto von Bismarck had understood, but as Kaiser 
Wilhelm and his ministers apparently had not, in a multipolar 
world there were obvious benefits to belonging to the larger 
coalition. Because Germany, post-Bismarck, declined to achieve 
this, Britain did so, with the result that Britain, being allied with 
France and Russia, did not have to fear them and could end mili-
tary competition in favor of open cooperation, while Germany 
lost all diplomatic and military flexibility. 

It is even possible that the Dreadnought Race compro-
mised Germany militarily in the opening phase of the war. As 
Peter Padfield notes, the German Army was as vital to Germa-
ny’s basic territorial security as the Royal Navy was to Britain’s, 
and the funds appropriated for the horrendously expensive 
High Seas Fleet could have been more useful paying for a few 
extra infantry divisions—which may, just possibly, have robbed 
Germany of a necessary quick victory in the western theater in 
the war’s opening weeks.27 It is impossible to say for certain, but 
the famous “Miracle on the Marne” in September 1914, in which 
British and French troops turned back the German advance just 
east of Paris, may well have been made possible almost exclu-
sively by Germany’s antagonism of an offshore power that 
historically had acted as an occasional ally. Competing with 
Britain at sea diverted resources that Germany needed to win 
on land while simultaneously making the deployment of the 
British Expeditionary Force (BEF) into the fight on land more 
likely—a double blow to Germany’s national security that was 
acutely felt. The Dreadnought Race had therefore affected the 
military balance on land at the start of World War I as assur-
edly as it had failed to alter the military balance at sea against 
Britain. 
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However, whether the Dreadnought Race alone caused the 
dispatch of the BEF is a questionable proposition given Britain’s 
historical attachment to securing Belgium and the Netherlands, 
which lay in the path of most reasonably anticipatable German 
war plans from the 1890s onward, and also given the other 
factors involved. The political fundamentals—Britain’s aver-
sion to involvement on the continent pitted against its need to 
preserve a balance of power there—were not entirely altered 
by the Dreadnought Race, which merely added some additional 
weight.28 All that is assumed here is that there was a tenuous 
but observable connection between the Dreadnought Race, the 
military conversations, Britain’s ultimate decision during the 
July Crisis to go to war (at least insofar as Britain had only one 
meaningful potential enemy to consider by this point), and the 
dispatch of the BEF to the continent once war was underway—
and that, to the extent that the former two made the last likely, 
British involvement in World War I must be counted among 
their costs.29 

Conversely, as noted, even if the war occurred for other 
reasons, and even if the dispatch of the BEF was a tragic inev-
itability, one can at least say that the Dreadnought Race did 
nothing for Germany where it mattered most, and that it may 
have made the BEF’s task ever so slightly easier. Britain had 
done what it could to make the German naval challenge futile; 
the war was out of any single state’s hands. In that sense, 
Britain won the Dreadnought Race. If, as noted in chapter 3, war  
cannot be prevented, then the best one can do along the security 
metric is to ensure that one is properly prepared. Britain had, if 
not maximized its security on the eve of war, at least increased 
it relative to what it might have been. The opposite was true for 
Germany. 

Given all this, the way to understand Britain’s performance 
in the security metric is twofold: whether it neutralized the 
German threat to the naval balance that its security depended 
on; and whether doing so affected its readiness for a war that it 
at least arguably could not prevent. It achieved the former and 
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at least arguably the latter. Where the former was concerned, 
the German abandonment of Weltpolitik as anything more 
than a halfhearted slogan, its shift in focus back to continental 
matters, and its conciliatory gestures after 1912 all argue that 
Britain had decisively outcompeted Germany and restored 
an adequate military balance. There is little evidence that the 
Dreadnought Race contributed to British unreadiness for war. 
To the contrary, the upshot of the Dreadnought Race was a rein-
vigorated Royal Navy. 

Winning the race with no finish line, as the quotation that 
inspired the title of this book reminds us, requires convincing 
the challenger to quit. As discussed with regard to Gary P. 
Hamel and C. K. Prahalad’s arguments above, and in more 
detail regarding this case below, Britain did ultimately succeed 
in making further competition futile, even if the Dreadnought 
Race did not entirely end. Britain’s security was not assured—
the war, after all, was ruinous—but Britain was as secure as it 
could reasonably be expected to be, and it survived. 

Finance and Welfare
It was in the financial realm that Britain suffered most as a result 
of the Dreadnought Race. Although it was able to use resources 
more efficiently than its competitor, it suffered a net loss to its 
people’s welfare and treasury’s assets, albeit one minimized by 
frugality. 

The most obvious measure of the cost of the Dreadnought 
Race to Britain’s finances was the increase in defense spending 
to finance the necessary naval expansion, an increase not 
offset by any obvious financial gain. In a different universe, 
an increase in defense spending might have amounted to an 
investment in the riches of empire that, however illegitimate 
by modern standards, might have added to Britain’s coffers. 
Deterring German expansion and confronting its naval buildup 
offered no such offset. Where the finances of the British Empire 
were concerned, it amounted to a deadweight loss. 
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The gradual increases in defense expenditures that occurred 
during the timeframe of the Dreadnought Race appear small 
only by the standards of the era, in which government spending 
was much lower than today. In relative terms, they were both 
sudden and monumental. From 1875 to 1898 (the year before the 
Boer War, which took its own toll on Britain’s finances), Brit-
ain’s overall defense expenditure (figure 6) averaged about 2 
percent of its gross national product (GNP).30 From 1903 (after 
the end of the Boer War, and therefore not counting increases 
for it) to 1913, Britain’s overall defense expenditure averaged 3.1 
percent of GNP—notwithstanding the fact that GNP was rising. 
In net terms, defense expenditure as a percentage of GNP rose 
in Britain from 2.16 percent in 1898 to 3.22 percent in 1913, a net 
increase of 1.1 percent.

The increase was attributable in the main, if not entirely, to 
naval spending, and although Britain had other concerns during 
this time, this increase in naval spending in turn is attributable 
in aggregate terms to Britain’s naval competition with Germany. 
Although historical analyses may differ as to the degree to which 
Britain’s naval policies were driven by the Dreadnought Race 
as opposed to other factors, as well as on the degree to which 
Britain could be said to have specifically concerned itself with 
the German challenge at the start of the decade, it can never-
theless be said with some accuracy that Britain’s increases in 
naval expenditure served the purpose of confronting Germany 
and would have had to do so whether or not its decision makers 
had that specific purpose in mind. Such being the case, Royal 
Navy estimates (figure 7) ran from £22,338,000 in 1898 to 
£51,550,000 in 1914, an increase of 131 percent. As a percentage 
of GNP (figure 8), Royal Navy estimates increased from 1.18 
percent in 1898 to more than 2 percent in 1913. The average 
naval expenditure as a share of GNP between 1875 and 1898 was 
0.86 percent; after 1903 (and the end of the Boer War) until 1913, 
naval expenditure averaged 1.75 percent of GNP. 

The overall effect can be seen in naval estimates as a share 
of overall defense spending (figure 9). In 1898, estimates for 



Chapter Six 

282

the Royal Navy amounted to 54.9 percent of British estimated 
overall defense expenditure; as of 1914, the figure was 64.1 
percent. Historically, the 1898 figure was high—the average 
share of overall expenditure allotted to the Royal Navy between 
1875 and 1898 had been 43.5 percent. After the Boer War, from 
1903 to 1914, the Royal Navy’s share of the overall estimates 
averaged 57 percent. 

The Royal Navy estimates increased by an average of 3.6 
percent annually between 1875 and 1898. Between 1899 and 1913, 
the estimates increased by an annual average of 5.6 percent. Not 
only was the naval budget increasing, but it was also increasing 
at a faster rate (figure 10).

All these data can serve to illustrate, in very tangible terms, 
the price of naval primacy. Although in any particular instance 

Figure 6. British total defense expenditures as percentage of gross national product, 
1875–1913

Source: compiled by the author, adapted by MCUP. See appendix for sources and methodology.

0%

1%

2%

3%

4%

5%

6%

7%

1875 1880 1885 1890 1895 1900 1905 1910 1915



The Dreadnought Race in Strategic Perspective

283

other factors besides the Dreadnought Race can be cited as 
underlying Britain’s naval expenditure, it is indisputable that 
Britain’s naval competition with Germany became the main 
driver of its naval policy during the course of the first decade 
of the twentieth century, and that this is reflected in its naval 
expenditures. 

By contrast, the British Army showed negligible increases 
in personnel during this time, as well as comparatively small 
increases in absolute and relative spending (figure 11). Once 
Boer War mobilization and demobilization are accounted for, 
Britain’s Regular Army was about the same size at the height 
of the Dreadnought Race as it had been before: 184,853 in 1898, 
versus 181,100 in 1913. If anything, as these figures show, it had 
shrunk slightly. 

Once various part-time forces (e.g., territorials, yeomen, 
etc.) are included, the figures show only a small increase: 677,314 

Figure 7. British naval estimates in pounds, 1875–1914

Source: compiled by the author, adapted by MCUP. See appendix for sources and methodology.
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Figure 8. British naval estimates as percentage of gross national product, 1875–1914
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Source: compiled by the author, adapted by MCUP. See appendix for sources and methodology.

in 1900 (the first year for which such figures were available), 
and 711,575 in 1914 (figure 12).

Expenditure per professional soldier (the army estimates 
divided by the strength of the regular army) rose from £99 in 
1898 to £156 in 1913, and in general, the army estimates also 
increased, from £18,340,500 in 1898 to £28,845,000 in 1914 
(figures 13 and 14).

It is clear, however, that the British Army’s funding growth 
was less dramatic than the Royal Navy’s, showing a net increase 
of 57.3 percent as opposed to the navy’s 131 percent (figure 15). 
In general, army estimates increased annually by an average 
of 1.2 percent from 1875 to 1898. From 1904 (by which time the 
army had completed its post-Boer War drawdown) to 1914, army 
estimates were flat (with 0.04 percent average annual growth). 

Unlike the Royal Navy, the British Army not only grew at 
slower rates generally, but it also had its rate of funding growth 
slowed by the Dreadnought Race, during which the navy’s 
funding growth had accelerated. This might be fully expected 
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Figure 9. British naval estimates as percentage of total defense budget, 1875–1914
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Source: compiled by the author, adapted by MCUP. See appendix for sources and methodology.
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Figure 10. British naval estimates’ growth rate from previous year, 1876–1914

Source: compiled by the author, adapted by MCUP. See appendix for sources and methodology.

under the circumstances, but in any event the statistics tell the 
tale quite clearly.

All in all, the share of defense budget growth for Britain that 
could be attributed to the Royal Navy as opposed to the British 
Army had long been higher, but the rate of growth increased 
in a serious fashion during the Dreadnought Race. The average 
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annual rate of increase in overall British defense estimates from 
1875 to 1898 was 2.3 percent, with increases in naval expendi-
ture accounting for an average of 77.4 percent of these overall 
increases (figures 16 and 17).31

From 1905 to 1914 (setting aside the Boer War increases and 
drawdowns), overall British defense estimates increased at the 
slightly slower average rate of 2.2 percent, but the Royal Navy 
accounted for an average of more than 100 percent of annual 
increases in defense estimates where increases occurred (figure 
17). The British Army’s share was actually negative, as army 
estimates were reduced to make room for naval spending. In 
net terms, increases in naval expenditure accounted for 63.3 
percent of increased defense spending in 1898 and 81.4 percent 
in 1914—a pronounced upward trend. By any account, the Royal 
Navy was the senior service by more than honorifics during this 
period. Again, one does not have to accept that all British naval 
policy makers were at all times concerned solely with Germany 
during this period to see the general trend at work and to note 
that the Dreadnought Race was an obvious driver of it. 

The cost to the British taxpayer was in proportion to this 
financial reality. British defense spending grew relative to GNP 
during this time. Where the latter was concerned, Britain’s GNP 
grew at an average rate of 1.9 percent per year from 1875 to 
1913, but its growth rate slowed during the Dreadnought Race. 
From 1875 to 1898, British GNP grew an average of 2.1 percent 
per year; from 1899 to 1913 the annual average was 1.6 percent 
(figure 18).

Though one cannot know for sure, it is possible that the 
diversion of significant funds from the private sector to the 
government impacted investment, and therefore GNP growth, 
during this period. Even if this was not the case, the Dread-
nought Race was a drain on British taxpayers’ pocketbooks, 
increasing taxation and deficit spending, and in this way 
consuming resources that could have been used for government 
social spending, investment, or private consumption. More-
over, the least that can be said is that this occurred at a time 
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Figure 11. British Regular Army total personnel, 1875–1913
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Figure 12. British Army total effective personnel, including reserves, militias, and 
others, 1900–14

Source: compiled by the author, adapted by MCUP. See appendix for sources and methodology.
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Figure 14. British expenditures per soldier in pounds, 1875–1913
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Source: compiled by the author, adapted by MCUP. See appendix for sources and methodology.

Figure 13. British Army estimates in pounds, 1875–1914
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of slowing growth, when private citizens could justly be said to 
need the funds being requisitioned all the more. 

Britain’s public spending grew during the Dreadnought 
Race for reasons of both foreign and domestic policy (figures 19 
and 20). It is true that this period also saw the beginnings of the 
modern British welfare state, including old age pensions and 
the national insurance program. Funding for these programs 
is partly reflected in increases in British revenues relative to 
GNP at this time, and in the aggregate these represent funds 
diverted for legitimate domestic purposes. But competition 
with Germany also played a role, which can be quantified. From 
1875 to 1898, British revenues as a percentage of GNP averaged 
5.8 percent. From 1898 to 1913, they averaged 7.2 percent—effec-
tively a 25-percent increase in taxation relative to production 
and a net increase of 1.4 percent. Likewise, from 1875 to 1898, 
British overall expenditure as a percentage of GNP averaged 5.7 
percent; from 1898 to 1913, it averaged 7.4 percent, a 30-percent 
increase in expenditure relative to production and a net increase 
of 1.7 percent. 

Figure 15. British Army estimates’ growth rate from previous year, 1875–1914
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Figure 17. Share of British defense budget growth attributable to Royal Navy  
estimates increase, 1876–1914
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Source: compiled by the author, adapted by MCUP. Gaps indicate years where no documentable positive 
defense budget increase occurred. See appendix for sources and methodology.
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Figure 16. British defense budget growth rate from previous year, 1876–1914

Source: compiled by the author, adapted by MCUP. See appendix for sources and methodology.
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As noted, Britain’s average defense expenditure was higher 
by an amount equal to 1.1 percent of GNP in this period, almost 
80 percent of the total increase in tax revenue and 65 percent of 
the total increase in expenditure. And, as seen above, effectively 
all of that increase occurred as naval expenditure. Once more, 
one does not have to accept that these increases were intended 
solely to confront Germany, or that they ultimately had that 
effect, to accept that a significant part of them did. The Dread-
nought Race, quite simply, ate revenue. 

Furthermore, Britain’s defense expenditure began to 
slowly crowd out nondefense spending during this period 
(figure 21). Prior to the Dreadnought Race, from 1875 to 1898, 
defense expenditures accounted for an average of 34.1 percent 
of overall expenditure. From 1899 to 1913, defense expenditure 
averaged 46.5 percent of overall expenditure. Even discounting 
the dramatic uptick in defense spending during the Boer War, 
defense spending increased relative to overall expenditure: 
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Figure 18. British gross national product growth rate from previous year, 1876–1913
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Figure 20. British overall expenditure as percentage of gross national product, 1875–
1913

Source: compiled by the author, adapted by MCUP. See appendix for sources and methodology.
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Figure 19. British revenue as percentage of gross national product, 1875–1913

Source: compiled by the author, adapted by MCUP. See appendix for sources and methodology.
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defense expenditure from 1903 to 1913 averaged 41 percent of 
overall expenditure. As of 1913, it was 40.8 percent of the overall 
total. At least in relative terms, Britain was trading butter for 
guns, almost literally, to stay afloat. Yet, once more, one may 
note that although the Dreadnought Race was not solely respon-
sible for this trend, it was most definitely a major part of it, 
particularly given that the Royal Navy took the lion’s share of 
the increases. 

Allowing for all the appropriate historical caveats, the 
Dreadnought Race, all told, and just in terms of the increases 
in spending on the Royal Navy, can be said to have accounted 
for an increase of anything up to 20 percent in British annual 
spending relative to GNP for each of the years it took place. 
Effectively, Britain poured more than 1 percent of its annual 
income down the drain—or, if one prefers, into the sea. 

But this is not quite the end of the matter. The increased 
spending could, of course, be offset both by taxation or debt 
issuance. Britain was much more heavily burdened by debt 
than Germany. In 1898, Britain carried a national debt equal to 
33.6 percent of GNP (figure 22). What is amazing, however, and 
what offers some insight into the lack of urgency felt by British 
policy makers at the time, is that this ratio declined. By 1914, 
Britain’s national debt amounted to a mere 27.7 percent of GNP, 
a fall of 24 percent in the space of 16 years. In absolute terms, 
the national debt rose only 4 percent, from £634,435,704 in 
1898 to £661,473,765 in 1914 (figure 23). In the interim, the debt 
rose to a peak of £770,778,762 in 1903 before declining. Incred-
ibly, Britain had actually managed to pay off some debt while 
competing with Germany for naval supremacy, a fiscal stiff 
upper lip if ever there were one. Whatever else may be said, the 
competition did not sap British resources to the point where 
fiscal prudence had to be sacrificed, and indeed this tracks with 
the revisionist argument that Fisher’s reforms were as much to 
do with cost-cutting as with confronting Germany, and that a 
true sense of urgency developed late. 
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Figure 21. British defense expenditure as percentage of overall expenditure, 1875–
1913
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Although this may be read as the final word on the matter, 
there is a little more yet. Where the welfare metric is concerned, 
this study has yet to reckon with the concern noted earlier 
regarding the intervention of World War I in the best-laid plans 
of Britain’s policy makers. If one holds that Britain’s entry into 
World War I had somewhat to do with the Dreadnought Race, 
then Britain’s astounding fiscal restraint, which left room for 
debt reduction but failed to intimidate Germany enough to 
prevent a threat to the Triple Entente’s members, seems not 
prudent but reckless. Where the million or more British and 
British Imperial dead of World War I were concerned, they 
were better indebted than dead.32 If, however, one hews to the 
quite reasonable view that, although the Anglo-German rivalry 
increased the likelihood of Britain’s involvement in the war 
but that the war had a multitude of contributory factors, and 
that Britain might well have gotten involved regardless, then 
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Britain’s fiscal restraint assumes less significance. This study is 
prepared to hold that the Dreadnought Race contributed to a less 
than salubrious international atmosphere and locked Britain 
into a policy of supporting France against Germany, even on 
land and at great cost—but it is not prepared to argue that the 
war could necessarily have been prevented simply by a greater 
British military deterrent or diplomatic initiative. The interna-
tional environment in which the war ultimately occurred was 
far too complex for that. 

If anything, therefore, Britain did about as well as it could 
from the standpoint of its citizens’ and treasury’s finances, at 
least in the short run. It is only if one adopts the assumption 
that a more aggressive British armament policy would somehow 
have prevented World War I that this policy looks ineffective. 
Assuming that this was not the case (or that it cannot be proven), 
Britain actually managed to maintain its position along the first 
metric (security) at an acceptable cost to the second (welfare). 
But there is no question that welfare was impacted. 
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Figure 22. British national debt as percentage of gross national product, 1875–1913

Source: compiled by the author, adapted by MCUP. See appendix for sources and methodology.
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Intangibles
Although one could argue that Britain was not damaged in 
the area of intangibles by the Dreadnought Race, one must 
remember that in certain intangible areas, Germany’s gain was 
Britain’s loss even if no harm was done. 

The British Empire—including the African colonies and the 
unimpeded access to them that Kaiser Wilhelm had coveted—
was probably never in better shape than in the decade preceding 
World War I. Britain’s international prestige had taken some-
what of a blow as a result of the Boer War, which showed not 
only that ragtag militias could humble a world power but also 
that a world power that claimed to be liberal could stoop to 
considerable savagery. In broad terms, however, it is difficult to 
find any tangible effects of this in the diplomatic developments 
that occurred in the subsequent decade—except, of course, 
for the turn that Anglo-German relations took. What is true, 
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Figure 23. British national debt in pounds, 1875–1913

Source: compiled by the author, adapted by MCUP. See appendix for sources and methodology.
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however, is that Britain’s overall prestige was damaged by the 
need to confront a rising great power threat for the first time 
since Napoléon. 

What one observes in viewing the deployments of the 
Royal Navy during the Dreadnought Race are the beginnings 
of a siege mentality. Initially, as noted, the Royal Navy was a 
prestige instrument, its captains chosen and promoted for their 
ability to keep their ships spotless and beautiful. The very fact 
that gunnery was an afterthought and that, in Peter Padfield’s 
almost poetic characterization, “tennis was played on the 
Admiralty lawn” bespeaks fearlessness and self-confidence.33 
The Royal Navy was ubiquitous, based not solely in European 
waters, but worldwide. But during the course of the Dread-
nought Race, this posture changed, with almost tragic results. 
Under Fisher, bases were consolidated, with an eye toward 
maintaining strength in the North Sea and Channel, effectively 
localizing Britain’s naval hegemony. In a way, the formation 
of the Triple Entente minimized the harm from this, in that it 
prevented France, historically a more formidable competitor 
with Britain for African colonies than Germany (as the 1898 
Fashoda Incident demonstrates), from taking advantage of 
the situation, particularly as it effectively put paid to the long-
standing (and slow-moving) Anglo-French naval rivalry, in the 
process unintentionally rendering the Jeune École in its original 
form a mere hypothetical.34 The entente also reduced the possi-
bility of general hostilities, and it amounted to an agreement 
that France would focus its military growth on the land-
ward side. After Fisher’s time as First Sea Lord, Britain’s naval 
posture shrunk still further, with the bulk of the Royal Navy 
now concentrated exclusively in home waters, a buildup to the 
naval events of World War I, when the Royal Navy concerned 
almost entirely with blockading German ports. As noted earlier, 
this even extended to the Mediterranean, where the Royal Navy, 
under the guidance of Winston Churchill as First Lord of the 
Admiralty, took the unprecedented step of turning to a flotilla 
defense utilizing small craft, even as it eschewed this option 



Chapter Six 

298

in the much more critical defense of the North Sea, where it 
adopted the more conservative option of concentrating its 
capital ships.35 All of this may have been economical, but the 
image it presented was scarcely one of strength. 

Although it is difficult to quantify or even qualify, Britain’s 
prestige had therefore been dampened. It had been reduced 
from a world power, to a regional power, to a regional compet-
itor. It will never be known how long this might have continued 
had World War I not intervened. What is certain, however, is 
that, to the extent that Germany had sought the humiliation of 
Britain at any cost (and really to that extent alone), Germany 
had succeeded in its undertakings. Britain endured a blow to 
its prestige and therefore suffered a loss in terms of intangi-
bles. British imperial pride, which had tremendous sentimental 
value (as the Rudyard Kipling quotations that began the 
preceding chapters can readily attest), had been chastened. 
Given a choice, British policy makers would no doubt have 
preferred it not end this way, even before World War I began its 
terrible course. Although they maintained a kind of stiff upper 
lip, and although, as Paul Kennedy in particular has noted, they 
were wont to prefer conciliation and appeasement (before the 
word acquired its modern connotation) over open confronta-
tion, British policy makers were forced, inch by inch, to cede 
British prestige in exchange for the more tangible outcome of 
basic security (the first metric) at acceptable cost (the second).36 
In that particular sense, Germany’s foolish confrontation with 
Britain about North Sea naval hegemony had a peculiarly 
vengeful quality to it. It may, in fact, have provided some tiny 
satisfaction to Tirpitz and Wilhelm that no matter how badly 
their country suffered, they had succeeded for a time in taking 
Britain down a peg. To a more cold-hearted (or clear-headed) 
strategist, the blow to Britain’s prestige may well have been 
insubstantial and therefore not worth considering. Indeed, 
a little humiliation was very much an acceptable price to pay 
when threats to basic national security and fiscal livelihood 
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were at stake. Objectively, and in material terms, the cost was 
not worth counting. But it was there all the same, and it stung. 

Germany
Analysis of Germany’s performance along the three metrics is 
in many ways redundant, not only because some of that perfor-
mance has been discussed above, but also because Germany’s 
loss, even before World War I removed any ambiguity, was near-
total. For thoroughness sake, however, an accounting follows. 

Security
Everything that can be said regarding Britain’s performance in 
this area can be said in reverse about Germany’s, in that security 
can be regarded in a competitive scenario as being essentially 
zero-sum. To challenge Britain’s North Sea hegemony, Germany 
had to take measures that amounted to seeking a loss of security 
for Britain; Britain’s losses and gains in this area were therefore 
Germany’s gains and losses, respectively. As above, the secu-
rity aspect must be understood through both raw strength and 
political maneuvering. Although Germany’s fevered efforts to 
build a fleet able to confront Britain’s came to some success and 
in a narrow sense diminished Britain’s military position, in the 
aggregate it served to box Germany in, leaving it many adver-
saries, comparatively few military resources, and fewer options. 
Quantitatively, by a certain narrow measurement, Germany 
improved its position, but qualitatively and holistically its situ-
ation was grim well before the guns began to fire. 

In purely naval terms, by one measure, Germany came 
out somewhat ahead. As noted above, Germany did succeed, 
by certain measures, in improving the ratio of its own naval 
strength to Britain’s, at least in totality (figure 24). For the first 
time in history, Germany had put to sea a fleet of modern battle-
ships that could challenge Britain on an approximately 2:3 or 
1:2 ratio, depending on the year. As noted above, Germany was 
closing the capital ship gap as of 1914, with a fleet of capital 
ships 67.74 percent the size of Britain’s. This may have satisfied 
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Tirpitz’s minimum requirements, but not the more expansive 
dreams that accompanied them. 

Germany’s High Seas Fleet never achieved parity—much 
less dominance—and was in an inferior and vulnerable position. 
It spent World War I rusting in port. It was not even able to act 
as a Corbettian “fleet in being,” since this would have required 
mobility and a high seas presence, which the inaptly named 
High Seas Fleet did not have.37 Apart from this, as discussed, 
Britain actually succeeded in increasing the overall size of its 
fleet relative to Germany’s, both in terms of the overall number 
of ships and in terms of major combatant vessels. Britain also 
maintained a 2:1 or (at the end) 3:2 edge in small attack craft 
(figures 25 and 26). 

Germany’s overall fleet, as noted, never approached the size 
of Britain’s, ending the Dreadnought Race in a somewhat worse 
position to where it began (figure 27). 

Even if only large combatant vessels (battleships, battlec-
ruisers, and large surface ships) were counted, the picture 
scarcely improved. As noted above regarding the Royal Navy, 
the German Imperial Navy improved its overall ratio of major 
surface combatants to those of the Royal Navy, but not enough 
to gain parity (figure 28). As of 1914, Germany had a fleet of 
large surface combatant vessels only 44 percent the size of Brit-
ain’s—an improvement from the 12.7-percent ratio with which 
it began the Dreadnought Race, but not enough to close the gap. 
Given the vital importance that the North Sea had for British 
security, to compete with Britain there was to compete with the 
Royal Navy in its totality, and Germany could not accomplish 
this. 

For all this, as has been said, Germany did succeed in 
building a modern navy for perhaps the first time and narrowing 
the gap in capital ships with Britain. If one wishes, one may 
award it marks for effort. Otherwise, one must conclude that 
the whole exercise was a dismal failure. By the end of the 
Dreadnought Race—indeed, about the time HMS Dreadnought 
was launched—the walls were closing in. Whereas Germany 
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had had some strategic options prior to the Dreadnought Race, 
the formation of the Entente Cordiale isolated it politically and 
militarily, even as the High Seas Fleet diverted scarce resources 
away from both commerce raiding and the army. 

This, however, is not necessarily the most significant result 
of Germany’s political isolation. More damaging was the loss 
of options with regard to dealing with various combinations of 
powers. As Paul Kennedy notes, the one thing that was guaran-
teed where the British response to the July Crisis was concerned 
was that Britain would be considering war with Germany and 
no other power: the formation of the entente had calcified 
British policy and put it in knee-jerk opposition to Germany.38 
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Figure 24. Ratio of German capital ships to British capital ships, 1875–1915

Source: compiled by the author, adapted by MCUP. See appendix for sources and methodology.
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Figure 25. Ratio of German torpedo-craft fleet to British torpedo-craft fleet, 1875–1915

Source: compiled by the author, adapted by MCUP. Points that show 0 percent are a divide-by-zero error. 
See appendix for sources and methodology.
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Figure 26. Ratio of German torpedo-craft fleet to British torpedo-craft fleet during (and 
immediately before) the Dreadnought Race, 1895–1915

Source: compiled by the author, adapted by MCUP. Points that show 0 percent are a divide-by-zero error. 
See appendix for sources and methodology.
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Figure 27. Ratio of German fleet size to British fleet size, 1875–1915

Source: compiled by the author, adapted by MCUP. See appendix for sources and methodology.
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Figure 28. Ratio of German major surface combatant fleet size to British major surface 
combatant fleet size, 1875–1915

Source: compiled by the author, adapted by MCUP. See appendix for sources and methodology.
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Likewise, as noted by Arne Røksund and others, the entente put 
an end to any real or potential Anglo-French rivalry, ending the 
Jeune École in its original form in the process, and in so doing 
ensured that Germany would not have the option of playing 
potential adversaries off one another that it had enjoyed in the 
past.39 By this, then, Germany had not only made it somewhat 
more likely that it would face the BEF on land at the commence-
ment of hostilities, but it had also eliminated its ability to turn 
to diplomacy for a solution. 

Here again, the numbers tell a story. Unlike Britain, which 
apart from its temporary mobilization for the Boer War kept 
the strength of its land forces essentially constant, Germany 
steadily increased the size of its active army during the Dread-
nought Race, as in fact it had done previously, from 585,453 in 
1898 to 790,985 in 1913 (figure 29). 

Throughout this period, Germany relied, famously, on its 
military reserve system to swell the ranks in the event of war. In 
theory, as many as 3 million troops could be called to the colors 
in wartime throughout this period. The theoretical wartime 
figure, as of the eve of war, stood at 3.25 million (figure 30).

Throughout this period, about 1 percent of Germany’s popula-
tion were on active duty in the army at any given time (figure 31). 

In net terms, this was a loss. Germany was forced to use 
essentially the same army it had relied on in the past to deter 
attack in a changed threat environment—one in which diplo-
macy was less useful as a tool for mitigating crises because 
adversaries could not be so easily divided or played off against 
one another; in which a full-scale British response to military 
action in Belgium and France was marginally more likely; and 
in which Britain and France had more closely coordinated their 
plans for land and naval war. The difference may have been 
slight. Nevertheless, Germany’s reduced diplomatic flexibility 
and the tighter coordination of potential adversaries were 
unmitigated by any additional available forces except for an 
ineffective battleship fleet. 
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War is the ultimate laboratory, and in the final analysis 
the opening moves of World War I—even before the Battle of 
Jutland put paid to the notion that the High Seas Fleet might 
be militarily relevant—revealed the essential flaw in Germa-
ny’s defense posture. As Peter Padfield notes, although one can 
never know for certain, the funds poured into the High Seas 
Fleet probably denuded the German Army of much-needed 
personnel, training, and equipment.40 In the end, the initial 
German offensive bogged down before Paris, having failed 
to destroy the French Army. Though certainty is elusive, one 
can only assume that had the resources that had gone into the 
(useless) High Seas Fleet gone into the German Army instead, 
the extra divisions needed to prevent the Miracle on the Marne 
might have been there.41 In essence, Germany had not only 
needlessly made enemies, lost political options, and boxed itself 
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Figure 29. German Army total personnel, peace footing, 1875–1913

Source: compiled by the author, adapted by MCUP. See appendix for sources and methodology.
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Figure 30. German Army estimated total personnel, war footing, 1875–1913

Source: compiled by the author, adapted by MCUP. See appendix for sources and methodology.
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in with adversaries on all sides, but it had forgone an opportu-
nity to play to its strengths and perhaps even repeat its triumph 
in the Franco-Prussian War a generation earlier. 

It did so, in particular, in the face of better options. Insofar 
as the Royal Navy was deterred from a close blockade for reasons 
having nothing to do with the High Seas Fleet and everything to 
do with advances in technology and tactics, the High Seas Fleet 
constituted an almost criminal waste of resources.42 By contrast, 
as the squabbles between the German High Command and 
Tirpitz’s own office regarding resources for commerce raiding 
amply demonstrate, the High Seas Fleet starved the Imperial 
German Navy of resources for a more effective wartime naval 
strategy—one which would have played to Germany’s existing 
core competencies, particularly given that Germany had thor-
oughly absorbed the doctrines of the Jeune École. Even if the 
money that had gone into the High Seas Fleet had not been used 
to augment Germany’s capabilities on land, there were better 
uses for it at sea that were widely understood at the time. The 
seemingly unimaginative concerns of the lesser mortals in the 
Imperial German Navy’s other departments may have been a 
distraction for Tirpitz from implementing his great vision, but 
they were born of a great deal of military good sense.43 

To sum up, whether to connect the British entry into World 
War I specifically to the Dreadnought Race is an open question, 
although the Dreadnought Race undoubtedly made that entry 
more likely, and in this sense it can only be called a detriment to 
Germany’s overall security even if events had transpired differ-
ently. Regardless, however, it is certainly the case that, on the 
eve of World War I, the High Seas Fleet was nowhere near the 
capability Tirpitz had sought for it, and the ultimate German 
aim—to alter the North Sea naval balance and thereby move 
the political situation in Germany’s favor, either by war or by 
suasion—was nowhere close to fulfillment. This would not have 
changed even had World War I not intervened. 

On the other hand, if Germany had to go to war with 
Britain—if it had in truth set on this course from the beginning 
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of their rivalry, and if World War I was the culmination of that 
course, a thesis this study does not necessarily credit but can 
consider as a hypothetical—then it went about preparing for it 
in the worst possible way: it built ships when it needed soldiers, 
and it built useless battleships when it could have used smaller 
cruisers and submarines. It neither achieved its original goals 
nor a favorable political-military outcome, and it was far more 
unprepared for World War I than it might have been. Though 
much more may yet be said, the matter may be comfortably left 
there. 

Finance and Welfare
Germany’s finances were strained in a similar manner to Brit-
ain’s, but not to the same degree. Although both Britain and 
Germany were forced to expend financial resources on the 
Dreadnought Race, the remarkable fact is that Britain exerted 
itself more heavily in this regard than did Germany. Compared 
to Britain’s dramatic increases in public expenditure to meet 
the crisis, Germany’s increases were more muted. This is attrib-
utable in the main to the fact that, at least initially, Germany 
retained some initiative—it could control the degree to which 
it competed with Britain, whereas Britain’s naval planners had 
to reason that they were better safe than sorry. The lackadai-
sical attitude of Germany’s senior decision makers toward what 
should have been a top priority once the decision to compete 
with Britain’s naval superiority was taken go a long way toward 
explaining Germany’s failure in the Dreadnought Race. On the 
other hand, on paper, Germany did not experience the same 
level of financial strain that Britain experienced. 

Germany’s main problem was actually not increases in 
its overall defense expenditure or even the Imperial Germany 
Navy’s share of it—it was that its competition in the security 
realm was limited by its people’s, and especially its aristocracy’s, 
willingness to put up with the necessary taxation and expen-
diture. As noted in the preceding chapter, this led to constant 
friction with the Reichstag whenever fleet funding came to 
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the floor. Faced with this, Germany was forced to take on debt, 
which it actually had greater capacity to do than did Britain, on 
account of the fact that, since the 1870s, it had been essentially 
starting from scratch in this regard. For all this, the Dread-
nought Race was indeed costly for Germany, and the effects can 
be seen in a comparison of its spending patterns before and 
after the race started. 

Germany’s official defense estimates (naval and army 
estimates added together) did not change a great deal before 
and after the First Naval Law was passed in 1898 (figure 32). 
Combined, Germany’s Army and Navy estimates averaged 1.52 
percent of GNP between 1875 and 1898. From 1899 to 1914, the 
average was 1.8 percent. As of 1914, total defense estimates had 
risen to slightly above 2 percent of GNP. 

The trend was up, but in the official estimates Germany was 
actually well behind Britain’s transition from 2 to more than 3 
percent of GNP at this juncture, and as the averages show, the 
transition was not great. Indeed, as the chart illustrates, the 
averages were partly skewed: overall, there was very little fluc-
tuation. Germany’s official estimates, however, did not reflect 
actual total expenditure, which could be and often was higher.44 
From 1892 (the first year for which numbers are available) to 
1898, Germany’s actual defense expenditure averaged 2.35 
percent of GNP; from 1899 to 1913, total actual defense expen-
diture averaged 2.57 percent (figure 33). The averages obscure 
a rather dramatic upward trend. As of 1913, total actual defense 
expenditure was 3.69 percent of GNP, up from 2.8 percent the 
year before, and up from 2.26 percent in 1897 and 2.27 percent 
in 1898, when the race began. Still, until 1913, defense expen-
diture, all told, had accounted for a smaller percentage of 
Germany’s GNP than was the case for Britain, which consis-
tently spent more than 2.7 percent of GNP on defense for every 
year that followed the Boer War (and more than 2.8 percent in 
every year except 1907).45

For all this, the increase is there: Germany averaged an 
increase in defense spending equal to 0.2 percent of GNP 
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during the Dreadnought Race and, by the trend, registered a 
defense spending increase of 1.42 percent of GNP from 1898 to 
1913. It had taken longer to get there, but in the end Germany 
was spending somewhat more on defense relative to its starting 
point as Britain was. 

Some of the increase was indeed due to higher naval expen-
ditures, although this was less obviously the case with Germany 
than with Britain. By the official estimates, the Imperial German 
Navy’s share of the German defense budget averaged only 9.5 

Figure 32. German total official defense estimates as percentage of gross national 
product, 1875–1914
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Source: compiled by the author, adapted by MCUP. Gaps indicate lack of data for the relevant years. See 
appendix for sources and methodology.
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percent between 1875 and 1898, before almost doubling to an 
18.4 percent average share of the official estimates for the years 
between 1899 and 1914 inclusive (figures 34 and 35). In terms of 
actual expenditure, between 1892 and 1898, the navy’s average 
share of overall defense expenditure was 13.8 percent. This 
average shot up to 27.2 percent for the period from 1899 to 1913.46 

A fuller picture is given by Germany’s increases in defense 
spending (figure 36). By the estimates, Germany was averaging 
an annual increase of 2.1 percent in its defense budget from 
1875 to 1898. The average increased to 2.74 percent for the years 
1899 to 1914. 
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Figure 33. German total defense expenditure as percentage of gross national product, 
1893–1913

Source: compiled by the author, adapted by MCUP. See appendix for sources and methodology.
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Data on actual expenditures show a more pronounced 
upward trend (figure 37). Between 1893 and 1898, total defense 
expenditures increased by an average of 2.72 percent. From 
1899 to 1912, the annual average increase was 7 percent. The last 
few years showed dramatic increases: 11.1 percent in 1911 and 
38.23 percent in 1912.

However, the navy’s share of these increases was not as large 
as with Britain. From 1893 to 1898, naval spending increases 
accounted for an average of only 52.9 percent of Germany’s 
defense expenditures increases; from 1899 to 1913, it accounted 
for 73.5 percent (figure 38).47 In other words, although naval 
spending increases accounted for a proportionately higher 
share of Germany’s defense spending increases after the Dread-
nought Race began than before, at the height of the Dreadnought 
Race, they were only averaging significantly less than Britain’s 
average of more than 100 percent. The share in any given year 
fluctuated wildly. In 1911, the navy got 66 percent of the increase 
in expenditure; in 1912 and 1913, it accounted for only 8.8 and 1.8 
percent, respectively.48

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

1875 1880 1885 1890 1895 1900 1905 1910 1915

Figure 34. German naval estimates as percentage of total army and navy estimates, 
1875–1914

Source: compiled by the author, adapted by MCUP. Gaps indicate lack of data for the relevant years. See 
appendix for sources and methodology.



The Dreadnought Race in Strategic Perspective

313

For what they are worth, the official estimates tell a more 
pronounced story (figure 39). From 1875 to 1898 (excluding 1879, 
an anomalous year in which naval estimates were massively and 
atypically curtailed), the navy’s average share of increases in 
the official defense estimates was 28.6 percent, while from 1899 
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Figure 36. Annual percent increase in total German defense estimates, 1876–1914

Source: compiled by the author, adapted by MCUP. Gaps indicate lack of data for the relevant years. See 
appendix for sources and methodology.
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to 1914 it accounted for an average of 53.3 percent of annual 
increases, with 1914 showing a 19.8 percent share.

In short, while effectively 100 percent of Britain’s annual 
increases in defense spending during the Dreadnought Race 
went to the Royal Navy, the Imperial German Navy had to make 
do with an average of at most three quarters of each year’s 
spending increase, with the army getting the rest. In fact, 
the Imperial German Navy’s average share of the increases in 
defense spending at the height of the Dreadnought Race was 
(whether one uses estimates or expenditures) less than what 
the Royal Navy’s share of defense spending increases was before 
the race began. This is not to say that the Imperial German Navy 
was not crowding out the army. As noted, Germany could readily 
have used the extra funds to pay for more divisions rather 
than more ships, and the German national security debate—
from the high command down to the Junker-bourgeois clash 
in the Reichstag about shipbuilding—most definitely reflected 
this. It is, however, to say that, particularly when compared to 
Britain, Germany’s increases in defense expenditure only partly 
reflected the naval race as opposed to land-based concerns. If 
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ever there existed a numerical illustration of Germany’s perma-
nent and irrevocable status as a land power, this was surely it. 

Unlike Britain’s, Germany’s national debt increased during 
the Dreadnought Race. In their efforts to appease the public, 
Kaiser Wilhelm and Tirpitz had financed much of the additional 
defense expenditures with debt rather than through taxation. 
German tax revenues did increase relative to GNP during this 
timeframe. In 1898, tax revenues amounted to 5.5 percent of 
GNP; in 1914, they amounted to 7.66 percent (figure 40). The 
1875–98 average for tax revenues was 3.7 percent of GNP; from 
1899 to 1914, revenues averaged 6.2 percent of GNP. Similarly, 
overall expenditures relative to GNP increased (figure 41). In 
1898, overall expenditures was 5.5 percent of GNP, while in 
1913 it was 7 percent and in 1914 it was 7.7 percent. The 1875–98 
average was 3.67 percent, and the 1899–1914 average was 6.23 
percent. Although these official estimates suggest a balanced 
budget, in practice, debt financing prevailed. 

A significant percentage of the increased spending was 
offset through borrowing. Germany’s national debt, measured 
at contemporary exchange rates in pounds, was £112,673,626 
in 1898; as of 1914, it was £224,662,467 (figure 42). Debt peaked 
in 1911 at £245,052,383 before decreasing; at no point prior to 
that had it decreased between fiscal years. In effect, Germany’s 
national debt doubled during the Dreadnought Race.

Relative to GNP, a similar situation prevailed: Germany’s 
national debt stood at 6.84 percent of GNP in 1898; as of 1914, 
it was 10.2 percent of GNP (figure 43). These increases were 
partially attributable to increased defense spending, in propor-
tion to the degree to which defense spending accounted for 
overall spending increases. As noted, these were within what 
might be described as comfortable margins.49

Interestingly, whereas British defense expenditure 
accounted for an increasing percentage of overall expenditure 
during the Dreadnought Race, the picture was more nuanced 
on the German side. German actual defense expenditures aver-
aged 47.5 percent of the total estimated expenditures from 1892 
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Figure 38. Share of German total defense expenditure growth attributable to 
navy expenditures increase, 1893–1914

Source: compiled by the author, adapted by MCUP. Gaps indicate lack of data for the relevant years. 
See appendix for sources and methodology.
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Figure 39. Share of German defense estimates growth attributable to increase 
in navy estimates, 1876–1914

Source: compiled by the author, adapted by MCUP. Gaps indicate lack of data for the relevant years. See 
appendix for sources and methodology.
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(the first year for which these data are available) to 1898 (figure 
44). From 1899 to 1913, it averaged 42 percent.50 Conversely, 
this was due to a marked decline in defense spending relative 
to overall estimates prior to the Dreadnought Race; from 1899 
onward, German defense spending did once again begin to eat 
into overall spending. 

The official defense estimates averaged 51.45 percent of 
overall expenditures from 1875 to 1898; from 1899 to 1914, they 
averaged only 31.1 percent (figure 45). In fact, the trend was 
slightly upward; actual defense expenditures were 53 percent 
of Germany’s overall expenditures in 1913, but the wild fluc-
tuations that produced the aforementioned average serve to 
illustrate that Germany was not consistently increasing defense 
expenditures relative to overall expenditures during the Dread-
nought Race. 

It has already been remarked that the bulk of what defense 
spending increases did take place went to the German Army, 
not the High Seas Fleet, even if it is true that the fleet was 
consuming resources that the army could have used. The picture 
that emerges here is of a lackadaisical approach to defense that 
is at odds not only with the stereotype of Germany as a milita-
rist state but also with the pretensions of Kaiser Wilhelm and 
others to a strong military and an aggressive foreign policy. 
Unlike Britain, whose increases in expenditure were primarily 
taken up by defense spending, Germany had other uses for 
its spending. Put together with Germany’s comparatively low 
average defense expenditure relative to GNP (compared to Brit-
ain’s), these numbers tell a story of a society on a peace footing 
even as it menaced its neighbors and competed for North Sea 
hegemony. Even—indeed, especially—allowing for the fact that 
Germany’s federal system allocated most of the responsibility 
for social programs to its individual states, it becomes clear 
that, by its actions instead of its words, Germany during this 
period was scarcely concerned with winning its competition 
with Britain, so little did it spend on the Dreadnought Race rela-
tive to what it could have spent. 
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Figure 40. German revenue as percentage of gross national product, 1875–1914

Source: compiled by the author, adapted by MCUP. See appendix for sources and methodology.
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Figure 41. German overall expenditures as percentage of gross national product, 
1875–1914

Source: compiled by the author, adapted by MCUP. See appendix for sources and methodology.
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Figure 42. German national debt in pounds, 1875–1914

Source: compiled by the author, adapted by MCUP. Gaps indicate lack of data for the relevant years. See 
appendix for sources and methodology.
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Figure 43. German national debt as percentage of gross national product, 1875–1914

Source: compiled by the author, adapted by MCUP. See appendix for sources and methodology.
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There is a powerful case to be made, therefore, that in the 
short run, the German taxpayer, as an abstract concept, was 
only minimally hurt by Germany’s competition with Britain, 
precisely because Germany did so little to compete. It is difficult 
to gauge political will at this distance in time: there is no way to 
know how much Germany could have spent given the political 
attitudes prevalent at the time within its own society. Tirpitz 
and German chancellor Bernhard von Bülow’s difficulties with 
the Reichstag, however, suggest a society more complacent than 
warlike, and suggest that political will for this foreign policy 
project was in short supply. What is indisputable based on the 
raw data, in any event, is that Germany could, at least in theory, 
have sunk considerably more of its income into the Dread-
nought Race than it did, without even approaching the level of 
financial constraints that Britain found itself in. The decision 
not to do so was a choice, both made collectively (and perhaps 
unconsciously) by the German public, which set the limits on 
what was politically acceptable, or individually by Wilhelm, 
Tirpitz, and all the others involved in plotting Germany’s “new 
course.” 

Where actual public attitudes in Germany are concerned, 
however, there is no need to indulge in hypotheticals where 
facts may be cited. The Dreadnought Race pitted Germany’s 
industrial middle class—both in the abstract and in specific 
terms where its members could in any way tie their interests 
to shipbuilding—against its nobility, with the industrialists 
broadly favoring the High Seas Fleet and the Junkers favoring 
the army. To be sure, some significant part of the country bene-
fited, at least in relative terms, from the shipbuilding boom, 
even though the benefit was often abstract. Tirpitz was able to 
browbeat shipyards into building ships at a loss, whether out 
of patriotism or as a loss-leader that allowed for bigger enter-
prises later. But the cost of the whole project had constantly to 
be shifted: what part of it was not financed by debt (to be paid 
off later) was offset by regressive indirect taxation that hit ordi-
nary workers the hardest and accounts in part for the Social 
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Figure 44. German actual defense expenditures as percentage of overall estimates, 
1892–1913

Source: compiled by the author, adapted by MCUP. See appendix for sources and methodology.
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Democrats’ opposition to the Dreadnought Race, though other 
ideological reasons also existed. Attempts to make the nobility, 
who were opposed to the very idea, pay for the naval race with 
direct taxation (inheritance taxes) not only failed but exposed 
the limits of the whole project, for once regressive indirect taxes 
had reached their politically acceptable maximum, relatively 
progressive direct taxes were a nonstarter.51 It is therefore accu-
rate to state that the Dreadnought Race left the average German 
taxpayer poorer to such a degree as to doom the project, even if 
some resources were yet available to devote to it. 

In consideration of this, one can only say that Germany fell 
victim to the same short-term thinking that Britain did, but 
from an opposite perspective. Whereas Britain, financially on 
the ropes, managed to avoid going further into debt and in so 
doing missed its last, best opportunity to outspend Germany and 
decisively outmatch it in naval power in home waters, Germany 
failed to compete to the extent that it could and therefore put 
itself in the worst of all possible positions: weak and beset by 
antagonists. It did so for the most understandable of reasons: 
even from their high position, Wilhelm and Tirpitz had to 
account for public opinion, and public opinion did not share their 
grand vision. The absence of serious strategic intent in Germany 
is illustrated better than anywhere else by Germany’s inability 
to put financial resources into the Dreadnought Race even to 
the same extent as its old, battered, tired hegemonic compet-
itor. If Britain was exhausted, Germany had yet to really run. 

There remains, though, the thorny question of whether 
Germany failed its citizens more fundamentally by starting a 
competition with another great power that is widely seen as 
having contributed to one of history’s most destructive wars, 
which quite obviously left the average German worse off and 
Germany’s wealth and welfare depleted. This question is less 
easily answered. As noted above, questions of German war guilt 
are complicated, as is the question of to what extent the Dread-
nought Race precipitated World War I, and it is important not to 
claim too much. But in strict human security terms, if it is true 
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that the Dreadnought Race made British involvement in the war 
more likely, and if this, in turn, worsened the lot of the average 
German in tangible terms, then it must at least be said that, in 
terms of the risks, if not the costs, that Germany’s citizens were 
expected to take on, the Dreadnought Race added nothing to the 
positive side of the ledger, and that this would have been the 
case practically regardless of whether or how it influenced the 
coming of the war. Regardless of exactly the degree to which 
the Dreadnought Race influenced the lead-up to World War I, 
Germany was playing with fire by engaging in it, and it is diffi-
cult to say this was not at least partly by choice, or without 
consequence. 

Intangibles
In an important sense, however, the Dreadnought Race, from 
Germany’s perspective, was not about either security or finan-
cial welfare. Allowing for some intelligence on the part of Kaiser 
Wilhelm, Tirpitz, and others, one can say that had such been 
the case, the Dreadnought Race never would have happened. 
This requires some qualification. It is certainly true that Tirpitz 
sold his idea as a “risk fleet” and that the nominal purpose of 
the High Seas Fleet was deterrence—albeit, as noted, of a very 
ephemeral type—in that the threat it addressed was scarcely 
pressing at the time and that it was probably the wrong means 
of addressing it, as it deterred a close blockade that was not 
necessary and, in the process, did nothing to address the pros-
pect of a more distant blockade. 

Yet, as is readily clear and has been discussed, the High Seas 
Fleet was inseparably tied to Wilhelm’s Weltpolitik and served as 
the means toward it. As such, it served several purposes, some 
direct, some indirect. Altering the naval balance in the North 
Sea in Germany’s favor—however that was ultimately to be 
accomplished—was supposed to pave the way for a breakout, in 
which at minimum Germany could prevent Britain from exer-
cising its naval leverage over Germany as it competed for distant 
colonies, and at maximum Germany could exercise the kind of 
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sea control that Britain had so far exercised without fear of 
military reprisal. At minimum, the reason for this was psycho-
logical. Weltpolitik, the High Seas Fleet, and the overturning of 
the North Sea naval balance were first and foremost intended to 
address the insecurities and salve the pride of Germany’s head 
of state and his ideological fellow travelers, who had chafed 
under the patronizing condescension of his British royal rela-
tives for far too long. Although other motives existed, this most 
personal of motives was both necessary and sufficient for the 
Dreadnought Race to happen. Wilhelm wanted a fleet; a fleet 
therefore had to be procured. 

The High Seas Fleet was not merely an end in itself but an 
instrument to be used in the pursuit of more nebulous goals, 
the most obvious among them being greater influence in the 
colonial arena and the national pride that came with it. To what 
degree the High Seas Fleet was meant to serve German colo-
nial policy and aspirations is debatable. Certainly Wilhelm and 
Bülow envisioned a more expansive German world role that 
would allow Germany to take and keep colonies in a more British 
fashion, moving as it wished rather than as it must, and asking 
no one’s permission. But to what degree this was the main goal, 
rather than a subsidiary of it, is another question, the more so 
since, as Paul Kennedy and others have noted, and as Eyre Crowe 
implied in his own memorandum, differences between Britain 
and Germany about colonies were far more bridgeable than 
those about the question of North Sea naval hegemony per se.52 
Although colonial aspirations sometimes served as a vehicle for 
the pride of Wilhelm and his officials (e.g., in the Boer War, in 
passing references to Spain’s demise as a colonial power, and in 
repeated attempts to intervene in Africa), the actual question 
was who would wield naval power, and possess the political 
influence that came with it, much closer to home. Be this as it 
may, the question of colonial successes is an important one in 
assessing Germany’s net gains or losses along the intangibles 
metric, insofar as they represented the international prestige 
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Germany under Wilhelm clearly craved and had somewhat to 
do with the acquisition of greater naval power. 

The Dreadnought Race was also tied to concerns at home. 
Sammlungspolitik—binding together naval policy with attempts 
to resolve differences and keep harmony within Germany—
cannot be ignored as a major German goal in the Dreadnought 
Race, and it must be understood as an intangible one, since it did 
not directly impact German power and security or its people’s 
welfare (though it surely had a secondary effect on all of these). 
It, too, represented a royal vision—in this case, a vision of how 
Germany would be at home instead of abroad, namely, free from 
socialism and with at least reasonable political amity between a 
dying but still potent aristocracy and the industrial middle class 
that was replacing it. However vague this goal might have been, 
it can be understood qualitatively. 

Where each of these was concerned, Germany failed to 
achieve what it set out to do. To proceed in reverse order, 
Sammlungspolitik, taken literally, was an overly ambitious goal 
that probably could not be achieved in any remotely democratic 
system, even one with as powerful an executive as the German 
system possessed. Real divisions existed within German society, 
and they were exposed and exacerbated rather than submerged 
and ameliorated by the Dreadnought Race during the long term. 
As Rolf Hobson has noted, it is far from clear from the avail-
able evidence even that the High Seas Fleet was ever envisioned 
as achieving such harmony.53 The basic failure of Wilhelm and 
Tirpitz to think the whole matter through from the start is 
obvious in retrospect. While the aristocrats might be persuaded 
to indulge Tirpitz and the navalists in their naval project as long 
as it did not too badly affect their interests, they were never fully 
on board, and the instant that resources became scarce and hard 
decisions had to be made—as was almost inevitable in a compet-
itive environment in which serious dedication was required to 
overthrow a naval adversary determined to sell its supremacy 
dearly or not at all—Germany’s social divisions came to the 
forefront. The Dreadnought Race touched off a nasty alterca-
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tion between the navalists and the aristocrats about inheritance 
taxes that can scarcely be said to have created the political unity 
the Kaiser had hoped for. It also exercised the Social Democrats, 
who turned to dialogue with Britain (no less) as a course of 
opposition. At minimum, one can say that Germany ended the 
Dreadnought Race with essentially the same set of social prob-
lems with which it began it; at the outside, the High Seas Fleet 
had rubbed seawater in existing wounds. 

Where colonies were concerned, to the extent that colonial 
prestige can be considered an indirect goal of German policy in 
confronting Britain, Germany left the Dreadnought Race with 
essentially the same colonies with which it began it, and it was 
no closer to being able to administer them independently and 
without British consent. Apart from some worthless swamp-
land that Germany extorted during the “Panthersprung” affair, 
Germany made no new acquisitions. Without entering into the 
moral questions of colonialism, even from the simple point of 
view of what Wilhelm and others may have hoped to accomplish 
by a naval-spearheaded Weltpolitik, it was also a pathetic failure. 
It is indeed ironic that Bismarck, whom Wilhelm had fired, was 
a more effective African colonizer, with less of a navy and more 
ambiguous motivations, than Wilhelm and his lackeys came to 
be. It is difficult to know how matters might have played out 
differently. Certainly there is some evidence that Germany had 
some sort of leverage over Britain in this regard, in that it might 
have traded a favorable end to the Dreadnought Race for some 
sort of colonial favors. Crowe’s recommendations in his famous 
memorandum suggest that the idea must have crossed at least 
certain officials’ minds, and, as Kennedy has famously noted, 
Britain was often willing to offer small favors (what would later 
be termed appeasement) to would-be adversaries as a cheap way 
to placate them. The fact that Germany did not seriously pursue 
any such settlement can be said to indicate where Germany’s 
real priorities lay. North Sea naval supremacy was more valu-
able in its own right, in terms of what it represented and what it 
allowed, than any colonial settlement it might have brought in. 
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As to that, the real prestige that Germany sought lay in its 
ability to copy Britain’s dominance of north European waters, 
achieving the security and freedom that Britain enjoyed and the 
admiration that came with it. In this, it failed. If the success of 
the High Seas Fleet was an end in itself, then its failure speaks 
volumes. Moreover, insofar as the real intangible goals of the 
project, from Wilhelm’s standpoint, were prestige not merely 
among nations but among royal relatives, then the loss of face 
he received as a result of having failed to alter the naval balance 
in his favor can only be counted as a loss of an intangible 
benefit. As noted above, Germany did succeed in scaring Britain 
and forcing it to consolidate its naval bases. To the extent that 
the High Seas Fleet was merely intended to diminish Britain’s 
prestige, it may be said to have had some qualified success. But 
that success was entirely negative: Britain lost; Germany did 
not gain. 

Moreover, the diplomatic costs of the whole move imposed 
costs in terms of prestige. The formation of the Triple Entente 
should be sufficient evidence of Germany’s diminished, rather 
than enhanced, international position. Although one can 
debate to what degree this impacted the international course 
of events—once again, as noted, Britain never claimed the 
entente to be binding, and it had its reasons for wanting to 
intervene in the event of war regardless—it is certainly the 
case that Germany lost the international political initiative. If 
British prestige was damaged by its consolidation of its naval 
bases, Germany’s prestige was damaged at least as badly by 
its loss of the diplomatic initiative internationally. If it can be 
said to have dreamed of influencing great events by acquiring 
sea power, in the end it was reduced to waiting on events. 

Germany’s newly acquired seapower was never demon-
strated. Probably the closest Germany ever came during the 
Dreadnought Race to actually employing seapower for the polit-
ical purposes for which it intended it was the Panthersprung 
incident and the follow-on Agadir crisis. However, the High 
Seas Fleet played no part in the Agadir crisis; the ship Wilhelm 
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dispatched for the occasion was a humble gunboat. In the end, 
the High Seas Fleet spent World War I docked miserably in port, 
and prior to that time—admittedly allowing for the fact that 
it existed for so short a time—it never had the opportunity to 
prove its usefulness or its mettle. Given the constraints on its 
usage, it is difficult even to see how it could have had such an 
opportunity. At best, one can say that Wilhelm, Tirpitz, and 
their circle, in their more feverish dreams, seem genuinely to 
have believed that a day would come when Britain would be the 
less powerful state in North Sea waters and that it would there-
fore have no choice but to deal with Germany as Germany had 
once dealt with it. Resource constraints, and British determina-
tion, ensured that this dream would remain just that. The end 
result was not what Wilhelm and Tirpitz had hoped for, and that 
simple phrase is the epitaph for a failed strategy. 

The Three Metrics: General Remarks
The Dreadnought Race demonstrates quite clearly that the 
three-part division of metrics on the basis of security, finance, 
and intangible goals can provide for thorough and meaningful 
analysis of states’ competitive behavior. Perhaps most relevant 
is the implication, in the case of both Britain and Germany, 
that a refusal to choose between such metrics can lead to stra-
tegic failure. Both Britain and Germany sought to limit their 
financial expenditures, but far from saving them money, this 
merely ensured defeat along all three metrics. Britain managed 
to keep its expenditures within bounds, and although it did 
not definitively end the Dreadnought Race, by the end it had 
probably put Germany in a position where future competi-
tion would have been eventually deemed futile even if war had 
not intervened. Britain also suffered a (comparatively minor) 
black eye in the intangible realm of international prestige. 
Germany, meanwhile, avoided even the level of expenditures 
that Britain pursued (irrelevant success on the welfare metric), 
but completely failed to build a fleet to rival the Royal Navy and 
succeeded only in surrounding itself with adversaries (failure 
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on the security metric), all the while failing to achieve the inter-
national respect and deference it sought (abject failure on the 
intangibles metric). The lesson here is quite simply that a state 
engaged in competition for regional hegemony must be willing 
to accept a loss on one of the three metrics, preferably the one 
on which it can afford to lose and with which it can afford to 
play. As an old engineering saying would have it, “You can have 
good, you can have fast, or you can have cheap—pick any two.”54 
In a way, failure to recognize these tradeoffs led both parties 
to pursue the competition down a road that led to war, failing 
either to deter or to bow out. 

Although one could say that it is always the financial metric 
that is doomed to suffer in a competition for regional hegemony 
of the type under study here, a closer look at the Dreadnought 
Race may suggest a qualified rebuttal. In one sense, Britain very 
nearly won the Dreadnought Race, and it did so less at finan-
cial cost that, though onerous, was supportable and left room 
to spare than at some cost in intangibles—the loss of prestige 
associated with bringing the Royal Navy closer to home waters 
rather than lay the keels for yet more ships in a (perhaps futile) 
effort to have both a far-called fleet and protection at home. 
As things stood, even without a final arms control agreement, 
Britain had effectively forced Germany to change its policy and 
might have forced it to abandon its naval program. Britain could 
afford to save money if it could be parsimonious in its prestige. 

The only metric that seems not to be easily “tradeable” 
where regional hegemony is concerned is the security metric, for 
obvious reasons: if regional hegemony is based in part on hard 
power, then hard power must be maintained. In this sense, the 
decision to compete is a decision to prioritize the security metric 
as it pertains to regional hegemony (and not in other ways). As 
noted, this particularly applies if one is expecting to someday 
go to war. Even here, however, a state is left with options. Where 
the Dreadnought Race was concerned, Germany’s primary 
goal—prestige and freedom within the international system—
fell in the intangibles metric; naval power was a means to this 
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end, albeit closely intertwined with it. In Germany’s case, there-
fore, it could probably have traded some security in one area 
for more power in another: the obvious tradeoffs between army 
and navy, and between competition on land and completion 
at sea, that Germany refused to make can be seen as illustra-
tive. Germany could compete with Britain or its neighbors, but 
not both; if it wanted to compete with Britain, it would have to 
accept some other risks and shape the political environment so 
as to minimize them. At least in the abstract, this is possible, 
though the difficulties in Germany’s case are readily apparent. 
In a sense, therefore, Germany could have traded some security 
and power via limiting its continental ambitions in exchange 
for seeking dominance over Britain, which was less about secu-
rity than intangibles. 

What is certain, in any case, is that the willingness to make 
tradeoffs among metrics amounts to a conscious decision to 
allocate resources in pursuit of an objective—in short, a sound 
strategy. As the foregoing analysis shows, this was indeed 
crucial to the success and failure of the competitors in the 
Dreadnought Race. It is to the broader questions of the general 
formulation of strategy—or the lack thereof—that the analysis 
here must now turn. 

Strategic Lessons: The Applicability of Strategic Intent,  
Core Competence and Competitive Advantage,  
and Decision Cycle Analysis
All of the strategic concepts outlined in the preceding chap-
ters may be seen to have relevance in this case, and they go a 
long way toward explaining what went so terribly wrong for 
Germany and what went both right and wrong for Britain. In 
serving as an empirical test for these concepts, the Dreadnought 
Race case does appear to validate them, as well as show how they 
can be appropriately and insightfully applied. Accordingly, the 
strategic intent, core competence and competitive advantage, 
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and decision cycle analysis components of the framework are 
applied here in sequence. 

Strategic Intent and the Creation of a Finish Line
4.	 Assess more generally the ability of each competitor to 

formulate strategic intent—in particular its leadership, 
ability to leverage resources and core competencies, and 
overall understanding of the nature of the project it is 
facing. Assess in particular which competitor is more able to 
intelligently and ruthlessly make tradeoffs among the three 
metrics in pursuit of its competitive goals. 

5.	 Assess whether either player has an endgame in mind—
either to outrun the adversary (in alpha’s case) or to force a 
finish (beta), and whether that endgame is achievable within 
the context of the player’s strategic intent—the decisions it 
knows to make and is able and willing to make.

The basic thrust of strategy as a concept, discussed in the 
preceding chapter—adopting a plan (even a malleable one) 
to allocate resources in pursuit of an organizational objec-
tive—was honored in the breach by Germany and in practice 
by Britain, although in the latter case a critique can be applied. 
Where Germany was concerned, its twin (and twinned) goals 
of altering the North Sea naval balance and international pres-
tige resulting from the implications of this foundered on the 
rocks of resource constraints on the one hand and bad policy 
on the other. Both had a role in bringing down first Germany’s 
ambitions and then its national security. By contrast, although 
Britain’s democracy and the ambivalence of its leaders never 
allowed for a truly well-developed plan for allocating resources 
in competition, and although, as revisionists have noted, British 
policy was driven by a host of other concerns, Britain never-
theless acted with some degree of coherence in allocating its 
resources to compete with Germany, even if it took some time 
before true strategic intent emerged. 
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Where Germany was concerned, strategic intent never 
fully materialized, a more crucial factor with Germany acting 
as beta in this competition. The reasons were manifold. First, 
however, there was the simple question of framing the competi-
tion. Since ends must be decided before one can speak of means, 
it pays to investigate to what degree Germany’s ends were even 
clear. This study has treated the Dreadnought Race as a compe-
tition for regional hegemony—specifically, for the relative 
share of hard power in the North Sea and the political influence 
that that carried. This is an accurate enough characterization 
of the competition, but as noted in preceding chapters, even 
this implies a greater level of clarity than Germany actually 
achieved. Briefly, if it is possible even at this late date for histo-
rians to dispute whether Tirpitz was really concerned merely 
with deterrence rather than North Sea dominance, this lack of 
clarity was amplified at the time, to the point at which it was not 
even understood at the highest levels in Germany what, exactly, 
the High Seas Fleet was supposed to be and do. 

Nor were the surrounding implications (and they were 
considerable) ever adequately addressed. As noted in the discus-
sion of Tirpitz’s intentions at the beginning of the Dreadnought 
Race, the very idea posed problems that were never discussed, 
much less solved. While Tirpitz had every reason to be confi-
dent in his ability to stretch his limited resources and at least 
some plausible reasons to be confident in his organization’s 
learning curve, if not any initial advantages in ship production, 
the capacity of his dockyards relative to what he would need 
to exceed the Royal Navy’s building tempo seems not to have 
bothered him. Neither does he seem to have thought through 
the relationship between the likely funding he would have at his 
disposal and the task he had undertaken. 

At the political level, while Bülow and the Kaiser clearly 
drew a connection—Weltpolitik—between the High Seas Fleet 
and the ability to gain greater policy freedom with regard to 
Britain—and just possibly with regard to overseas coloniza-
tion—exactly how this connection was to be realized was left 
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hopelessly vague. It is not an exaggeration to say that Wilhelm 
and Bülow actually seem to have supposed that they merely 
needed to build ships and the British Empire would bow before 
them. The essential ludicrousness of this proposal was not 
obvious to them at the time. 

It is accurate, therefore, to say that Germany could not have 
had the necessary strategic intent because its goals were vague, 
even before discussing whether and how it could have pulled 
together its resources in an effort to stretch its capabilities and 
oust the British alpha per Gary P. Hamel and C. K. Prahalad’s 
formulation. But to the extent that the basic goal existed—
supplant Britain as the dominant naval power in North Sea 
waters for political profit—Germany failed to organize its 
resources as well. 

First, German naval planners failed in truly epic fashion 
to get all the relevant players on board. Although in theory 
strategic direction was set by Kaiser Wilhelm, the kaiser was 
famously unstable and feckless, unable to coordinate policy on 
the one hand and prone to extreme foolishness on the other.55 
He was prone to gaffes that needlessly antagonized Britain 
when a more subtle approach would have bought time, and he 
was tragically inept in his personal diplomacy, mismanaging 
the Algeçiras crisis even as his advisors utterly failed to produce 
a workable policy. Where the German Imperial Navy was con- 
cerned, Tirpitz’s point of view prevailed only with difficulty, 
and he was embedded in a perennial bureaucratic feud (made 
possible by the kaiser’s ridiculous reorganization of his govern-
ment) with the naval high command about whether to continue 
building the fleet or move scarce resources toward actual war 
preparation, a feud that constantly threatened to scuttle the 
whole enterprise. Nor, in the end, did Tirpitz cooperate with 
Wilhelm’s foreign policy, or even understand it—whether that 
policy took the form of attempting to avert the formation of the 
Triple Entente or achieving an arms control settlement—all 
this despite the stated goal of using a tilt in the North Sea naval 
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balance for political purposes. In purely bureaucratic terms, 
Germany failed to pull its resources together. 

Moreover, Wilhelm’s desired budgets were subject to quasi-
democratic audit via the Reichstag, and the Reichstag was at 
best a reluctant participant. The results of this situation were 
all too predictable: Germany could not focus or mobilize all its 
resources in pursuit of its strategic objective. The budgetary 
figures analyzed above speak for themselves. More funda-
mentally, however, the disputes about funding, which exposed 
latent societal tensions once the issue of inheritance taxes was 
raised, illustrated the limits of German strategic focus: only a 
limited contribution could be expected from a limited segment 
of German society before serious disputes over costs and bene-
fits arose. 

What was true militarily and financially was true polit-
ically as well. For practical purposes, given the budgetary 
constraints that Germany faced, without a serious effort to 
mend Germany’s international image and its relations with its 
neighbors, the Dreadnought Race was unwinnable. The problem 
was the number of missions that the German Army and Navy 
both had to accomplish, which were imposed by political real-
ities. Too much of Germany’s military budget—effectively 
three-quarters, as the above fiscal analysis shows—was tied up 
in its army, which in turn had to be constantly strengthened in 
anticipation of a land war. This, moreover, does not even take 
into account the Imperial German Navy’s own day-to-day (or 
year-to-year) financial requirements to fulfill its mission as a 
coastal defense force and commerce raiding force, which neces-
sitated submarines and the aforementioned shortcuts with 
regard to outfitting ocean liners as cruisers. Going beyond this 
to build a blue water fleet of capital ships was an exercise in 
“stretch,” defined by Hamel and Prahalad as reaching for an 
additional capability not yet present.56 It had to be treated as 
such. This could only be accomplished by shortchanging the 
army and the navy’s guerre de course capabilities, and this, in 
turn, would have left Germany exposed to even more immediate 
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national security threats unless the political environment could 
be radically reshaped. 

Herein lay the problem. As should be clear by now, Germany 
could only have hoped for success in the Dreadnought Race—
and, indeed, would have had only a fighting chance in any 
event—if it could throw all of its resources behind a navalist and 
Atlanticist policy. To become a naval power and acquire all that 
came with that status, Germany had to accomplish the already 
difficult task of transitioning away from a land-based foreign 
policy. To accomplish this at all would have required playing 
France and Russia off Britain, as Bülow and Wilhelm attempted 
without success and over Tirpitz’s obstruction. Exploiting these 
gaps was far from a guaranteed success—but only by doing so 
could Germany reduce the diplomatic tensions that required it 
to be prepared for war on all fronts all the time and thereby free 
up resources for the High Seas Fleet. 

Germany had failed, therefore, to make its grand strategy 
match its competitive strategy. In such circumstances, goals 
must themselves be treated as resources: the more goals one 
pursues with fewer resources, the more one’s resources are 
stretched. In simpler terms, trying to do too much with too 
little results in failure. While, as noted in the preliminary chap-
ters to this study, grand strategy is beyond this study’s scope, 
its handling has a direct impact on competitive strategy. One 
cannot compete if one does not allocate the resources to do so. 

Ultimately, Germany, as beta, could not create a finish line. 
Karen Rasler, William R. Thompson, and Sumit Ganguly’s argu-
ment that rivalries—a close relation to competition for regional 
hegemony as understood here—terminate when both sides 
reciprocate the reduction of tensions offers an insight into 
how Germany might have produced a finish line, as well as the 
inherent difficulties of doing so.57 Because German diplomacy 
was so ham-fisted, on the one hand, and because control of the 
region in question was so important to Britain, on the other, 
there was little chance of this kind of deescalation occurring. 
The determination of Germany to “shake our mailed fist in his 
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face” left few options other than war. But if that was the objec-
tive—or if a showdown in which Britain realized it could not 
win was—then Germany needed a concept of how to get there, 
and its leaders never posited one. 

In sum, then, Germany failed to clearly articulate its aims. 
It failed to focus its policy on the competition it sought to 
undertake, thereby making its grand strategy an impediment to 
its competitive strategy rather than an asset to it. It had failed 
internally to allocate sufficient fiscal resources, and it failed to 
bring its chaotic and ponderous national security bureaucracy 
into line behind its goal. It had, in short, failed to develop stra-
tegic intent. 

Where Britain was concerned, the beauty of its strategic 
position was that, despite its initial lethargy, its course was 
already charted for it. On no account could Germany (or anyone 
else) be allowed to challenge Britain’s North Sea naval preem-
inence. Other areas of the globe offered some flexibility. Once 
again, as Kennedy notes, Britain preferred to appease small 
powers over small issues rather than wage costly wars (the Boer 
War being a great exception to this otherwise sensible policy), 
and as Eyre Crowe suggested in his memorandum, a few colonies 
here and there were a less serious matter than the fundamental 
national security problem of securing the North Sea.58 In view 
of this, Britain eventually came to do what Germany could 
not: adapt its grand strategy to its competitive strategy. As 
alpha, Britain initially had other options than to compete with 
Germany, but as the German challenge became more urgent, it 
was forced to adopt a strategic focus of its own. 

How and to what extent it did this deserves some explica-
tion. As the narrative in the foregoing chapters shows, Britain, 
as both a parliamentary democracy and a comfortable impe-
rial power, took some time to acquire a consensus in favor of 
confronting Germany as its primary adversary, and in fact it is 
debatable to what extent it ever did so. 

In that sense, Britain did not develop true strategic intent. 
However, coordination of its own resources was good enough 
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in the end. Once the Royal Navy and its civilian ministers over-
came their organizational and mental inertia and addressed 
the German challenge directly, there was only one thing left for 
them to do, a policy that required very little thought or subtlety: 
build ships and make friends. 

These twin tasks were two sides of the same strategic coin; 
they amounted to the basic requisites of being a seapower. 
Building ships needs little explanation, but it is important to 
qualify Britain’s behavior in this regard in light of the major 
controversies that have swirled around the interpretation of 
Britain’s naval policy during this time. Suffice it to say that, 
although Britain most certainly possessed other priorities 
besides Germany that drove its naval policy (as was likewise 
true with its foreign policy), and although Fisher was assur-
edly a genius (and perhaps a mad one) with a vision of his own 
that went beyond reacting to a challenge, Britain nevertheless 
proceeded during the Fisher era to focus its naval policy on a 
set of reforms—in ship design, fleet deployment, manning, 
personnel policy, and war preparation—that gave it a decided 
edge over Germany in the Dreadnought Race. Although it came 
at the cost of other priorities—this is a sure sign of strategic 
focus properly understood—Britain’s naval policy allowed it to 
fortify the North Sea against a breakout by the High Seas Fleet 
and any threat that might pose and to gain a decisive edge in 
shipbuilding that rendered the outcome of the competition 
a foregone conclusion. It did so by a combination of careful 
resource usage (the design of HMS Dreadnought and HMS 
Invincible and their successors allowing for added capabilities 
at little extra cost), dipping into resource reserves (the added 
naval expenditure from 1908 onward), and incurring accept-
able opportunity costs (notably the redeployment of capital 
ships from outlying regions to the North Sea). In short, once 
it became clear that competition was going on in earnest, and 
that resources could no longer be considered infinite, Britain 
focused its limited resources on the task at hand. The fact that 
other motives also drove British policy—and meddled within 
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it—notwithstanding, Britain achieved a kind of strategic focus 
in at least this aspect of its policy. 

Something similar prevailed in the diplomatic realm. As 
it had done historically, Britain reacted diplomatically to a 
developing threat from the continent in a manner calculated to 
maximize its chances against that threat, even at some cost to its 
other interests (again, a sure sign of focusing resources on the 
competition at hand). The effects on Germany’s political posi-
tion have already been discussed. What is noteworthy is that, 
from Britain’s perspective, the formation of the Triple Entente 
and the subsequent military conversations allowed Britain 
to focus its military resources on deterring Germany and, in 
turn, to maximize the resources it could devote to the naval 
arms race. This occurred at the cost of other diplomatic objec-
tives and at some (acceptable) risk. In short, Britain succeeded 
in making its grand strategy fit its competitive strategy, and 
in so doing it achieved strategic focus in its foreign policy as 
well as in its fiscal and military policy. As noted, this came at 
the cost primarily of Britain’s diplomatic flexibility and may 
have somewhat increased the likelihood of British involvement 
in World War I, allowing for appropriate caveats regarding 
the near-inevitability of a British response to an invasion of 
Belgium, on the one hand, and Britain’s policy ambivalence all 
the way up to the end of the July Crisis, on the other. In general 
terms, Britain solved its competitive problems to about the 
extent it could have been expected to. It focused its resources 
and its resource usages appropriately. 

None of this should obscure Britain’s difficulties in formu-
lating strategy, or even the fact that it never consciously had one. 
As noted several times above, one does not need to be perfectly 
consistent to have a strategy—even, and particularly, if it is 
a relatively bad one. It is indeed true that the ambivalence of 
British political leaders (especially before 1908), the inevitable 
tradeoffs and shortsightedness imposed by democratic gover-
nance and coalition-building, the multiple imperatives of naval 
policy, and simple bureaucratic squabbling (most famously 
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between Fisher and Lord Charles Beresford, but also elsewhere) 
all created difficulties. It was only in the essentials that Britain 
got it right. While Britain’s internal policy process may not have 
been pretty to look at, policy was adopted at the top and coor-
dinated downward, and there was never an instance in which 
Britain’s diplomacy completely contradicted its military policy, 
as was so obviously the case with Germany. Britain may not 
have played the game brilliantly, but the beauty of its long-term 
strategy is that it did not have to. Its policy makers knew what 
needed to be done and did it well enough. 

Britain did have at least two major problems in formu-
lating strategic intent, both stemming from its policy process 
and ultimately from its democracy. The first was Britain’s initial 
inability to recognize the German challenge for what it was. The 
second problem was related to the first: certain inconsistencies 
in British strategy were never actually worked out. 

As to British recognition of the seriousness of the German 
threat, plausible dates for such recognition would include 1904, 
when Fisher and others first suggested preventive war and the 
Entente Cordiale was signed; 1905, when the keel was laid for 
HMS Dreadnought, even allowing for its multiple potential uses; 
1908–9, when the Naval Scare finally jolted the British govern-
ment out of its complacency and led to an accelerated building 
program; or even 1911, when the Agadir crisis decisively ended 
Prime Minister David Lloyd George’s opposition to naval rear-
mament. 

The degree to which Fisher in particular made countering 
Germany his major project, as opposed to naval innovation more 
generally, is a matter of considerable debate, as are the actual 
intentions behind his numerous reforms and their scope. In the 
traditional interpretation, first put forward in detail by Arthur J. 
Marder and broadly adhered to in historical narratives by Peter 
Padfield and Robert K. Massie, Fisher overturned a somnolent 
and apathetic Royal Navy bureaucracy, forcing it to adapt to 
technological change (most famously in ship construction) and 
putting it on a footing to confront Germany, which he quite early 
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on perceived to be the Royal Navy’s greatest challenge.59 In the 
revisionist interpretation, whose major proponents have been 
Jon T. Sumida and (especially) Nicholas A. Lambert, all of these 
assertions are up for review: the Royal Navy’s officer corps was 
hardly apathetic or averse to new ideas, Germany featured as 
but one of many threats the Royal Navy might face, and Fisher’s 
genius lay in manipulating the political system (and the fears 
of his political masters) almost as his opposite number Tirpitz 
had done, while focusing on modernizing the Royal Navy for his 
own purposes to the extent his political masters allowed.60 

Where Fisher’s focus or lack thereof on Germany—and his 
overall intentions—are concerned, some synthesis is possible. 
Fisher’s mind, and British policy, contained multitudes, and it 
is by no means unreasonable to note that at the start of Fisher’s 
tenure of office as First Sea Lord opinion had not yet completely 
congealed either in his own mind, in the minds of his polit-
ical superiors, in the Royal Navy, or among the British public 
regarding the German challenge to British naval primacy—
although, as the aforementioned sourness of the public mood 
and among some of the cabinet demonstrated all too well, the 
trend was in that direction. Nor is it unreasonable to hold that 
Fisher and his colleagues came into office holding ideas about 
naval technology and tactics that did not depend on a partic-
ular adversary to exist and propagate themselves. Still less is 
it unreasonable to note that policy, particularly when made by 
committee, seldom reflects a single person’s agenda or a single 
set of aims, and that such was certainly the case with the series 
of policy decisions—the decisions, all discussed in detail below, 
to cut the naval estimates, to build Dreadnought and Invincible 
and to build squadrons of battleships, to overhaul the Royal 
Navy’s manning policies, and especially to overhaul of the fleet 
and redeploy it to home waters—made by the Royal Navy’s 
leaders during this time. All of this can be acknowledged. 

But the trend was decidedly in the direction of a British 
awakening to the German challenge. As discussed extensively 
by Matthew Seligmann, Frank Nagler, Michael Epkenhans, and 
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Christopher M. Bell, the Royal Navy did indeed move toward a 
wide-ranging set of plans for dealing with a major naval war 
with Germany at this time, even if some of these plans were 
more outré than the classical historiography (Marder in partic-
ular) could have imagined.61 Moreover, as noted in particular 
by Bell, if the Royal Navy’s intentions are discerned primarily 
by its actions rather than merely by documentary evidence, 
then it cannot be denied that, during the course of the decade 
preceding World War I, the Royal Navy did indeed move toward 
a defensive posture toward Germany that relied on battleships 
for its substance.62 

Where Fisher was concerned, his ability to harness fears 
of Germany for political purposes requires, at the very least, 
an understanding of the arguments for that position, while a 
repeated argument for “Copenhagening” the German fleet—
which Fisher unquestionably made, and which went well to the 
right wing of what political consensus existed at the time, and 
therefore cannot entirely be dismissed as mere time-serving—
unquestionably suggests that Fisher was at least aware of 
the concerns.63 Likewise, while he was occasionally cagey, 
Fisher’s almost single defining feature was brashness in conver-
sation and correspondence, suggesting that, when he suggested 
aggressive measures to counter Germany, he at least meant 
what he said.64 This does not diminish the likelihood that the 
revisionists are also correct that Fisher held avant-garde ideas 
about naval warfare which he sought to implement not only 
to counter Germany, but for other purposes and for their own 
sake. Nor does it mean that all of the ideas that the revision-
ists have imputed to Fisher and to his successors (particularly 
Churchill as the civilian First Lord)—notably flotilla defense of 
British home waters—were necessarily held or implemented as 
the revisionists suggest. It does mean, on the other hand, that 
the intentionality of Royal Navy decision making, and that of 
Britain more generally, relative to countering the German chal-
lenge increased over time. 
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There is a sense in which Britain never fully zeroed in on 
Germany as a singular threat—as noted, up through the end of 
the July Crisis, Britain was ambivalent about everything from its 
alliance commitments to its ultimate decision to go to war. None 
of this can obscure the fact that Britain did, nevertheless, make 
key resource allocation decisions as a state in an increasingly 
focused manner, as necessary to meet the German competi-
tive challenge. To the extent that it did so imperfectly, it goes 
without saying that Britain performed best when its civilian 
ministers and military leadership were in full agreement, an 
intuitively obvious statement that nevertheless reinforces the 
notion that strategic intent matters in such cases. It also goes 
to show how difficult it was to manufacture strategic intent for 
an arms race and regional security competition in a democracy 
with inborn incentives to avoid excessive or even necessary 
defense spending and a natural aversion to war. 

As to the second problem, strategic inconsistencies con- 
tinued throughout. Though this was inevitable to some extent, 
certain major instances of this hampered Britain’s strategic 
focus. Fisher’s reforms to this day (as the controversy about 
revisionism shows) are seen to have had multiple purposes and 
to have been imperfectly implemented. Bureaucratic infighting 
serially prevented the Royal Navy from organizing efficiently. 
And the cavalier behavior of Sir Edward Grey’s Foreign Office 
ensured that the French Army knew more about how Britain 
and France would cooperate in the event of war than the Royal 
Navy and British Army knew about how they would coop-
erate in such a situation, even as Grey delayed in notifying the 
British government and insisted publicly that the entente was 
nonbinding. Although it is legitimate to question how much 
difference all of this made in the aggregate, it is nonetheless 
true that thoroughgoing coordination of resources was lacking 
in places. 

This, however, still demonstrates the importance of gener-
ating, sustaining, and implementing strategic intent. If it also 
shows that Britain, like Hamel and Prahalad’s hypothetical 
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alpha, was initially quite lax in its approach to the problem 
because of the inertia associated with being at the top, it merely 
confirms that their hypothesis is relevant to cases such as this. 
In sum, and allowing for the suboptimal performance of both 
players in the Dreadnought Race, all of this tends to vindicate 
both the broad understanding that strategic intent is vital to 
competitive success. The state that could coordinate and focus 
its efforts won, albeit not completely; the state that failed to do 
so lost miserably, precisely because of this lack of coordination 
and focus. 

Competitive Advantage and Core Competence
6.	 Determine what core competencies each player has—what 

abilities it possesses that will enable it to obtain an advantage 
in the competition. Assess in particular each competitor’s 
astuteness in leveraging these competencies behind stra-
tegic intent. Assess more specifically whether it has an 
advantage in performing the actions it will have to perform 
to win the competition, relative to its competitor. 

Where competitive advantage and core competencies are con- 
cerned, the Dreadnought Race offers a similar validation. It can 
readily be shown that Britain possessed and used a significant 
competitive advantage rooted in certain core competencies 
essential to the nature of the competition. 

Briefly, Britain’s competitive advantage lay in its status as 
alpha, for it possessed all the capabilities necessary to do what 
Germany wanted to do, as Germany initially did not. Britain’s 
obvious core competence was in ship construction. As noted 
in the narrative, the Royal Navy built ships both more quickly 
and more cheaply than its Imperial German counterpart, a basic 
fact of the competition that Tirpitz did his utmost to negate but 
never succeeded in negating. It also had a technological edge, 
although this was not obvious at the outset. Britain revolu-
tionized ship design in the dreadnought era as well, repeatedly 
rendering existing German ship classes obsolete (first with 
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HMS Dreadnought, then with the innovation of all-in-line-turret 
battleships, then with the adoption of oil-fired vessels). Even 
allowing for disputes over to what extent Fisher’s “naval revo-
lution” was ruined by hesitation and conservatism, the Royal 
Navy maintained its technological advantage, an outgrowth of 
innate competencies that a landlubber navy such as Germany’s 
simply could not imitate—the essence of core competence.65 

Intriguingly, Britain can also be said to have possessed a core 
competence in something so basic to statecraft that it might go 
unrecognized, namely, diplomacy. Britain’s reputation for care-
fully managing international relationships was well-known 
and well-deserved at the start of the Dreadnought Race, and 
it was on display during it. The entente was a masterpiece of 
careful ground-laying and compromise that German diplo-
mats in the post-Bismarck era probably could not have imitated 
in similar circumstances; more to the point, it amounted to a 
victory in a zero-sum game to gain and retain the initiative in 
European international politics. Because Britain was able to 
patch up its relationships with France and Russia—in the face 
of considerable disincentives to do so, no less—it was able to 
avoid a situation in which it could be politically neutralized by 
diplomatic maneuvering, and in so doing to force Germany to 
maintain (and heighten) the garrison mentality that prevented 
it from devoting more than token resources to its navy. In the 
end, these two core competencies—in naval administration 
and technology and in political acumen—were enough to force 
Germany to abandon Weltpolitik and at least begin to draw down 
its naval ambitions. Had war not intervened, this would still 
have been enough. 

Germany, by contrast, was not playing to any readily iden- 
tifiable strengths. The fact that Britain and Germany had histor-
ically been compatible and complementary allies—the one 
blockading Napoléon’s France while the other sent army after 
army after him—should suggest that for the one to try to become 
like the other would have been a difficult proposition. Germany 
was not a naval power; to try to become one required it to master 
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skills it did not have. Tirpitz’s battleships were inferior in speed 
and weaponry to Fisher’s, and yet they were superior in cost 
and took longer to build. As the foregoing analysis shows, more-
over, Germany had no extensive experience in building the type 
of political coalitions abroad that were necessary to build and 
maintain seapower. In fact, it did not even have a consensus in 
favor of seapower at home. It is not much of an exaggeration 
to say that not only did Germany act like a land power while 
trying to be a seapower, but it thought like one too, repeatedly 
concerning itself with being able to win wars rather than avoid 
them. Germany simply did not have a core competence in the 
area in which it chose to compete with Britain. Acquiring the 
needed competencies would have required that much more 
investment of resources and, above all, official attention; Kaiser 
Wilhelm and his advisors never supplied it. 

Hamel and Prahalad’s theory that the challenger (beta) 
must be all the more focused in its efforts, and leverage the 
advantages that it does have, if it is to overthrow and succeed the 
leader (alpha), is therefore applicable here. While Hamel and 
Prahalad envisioned energetic and clever betas overthrowing 
lumbering and stupid alphas, there is nothing inconsistent with 
their theory about imagining events happening the other way 
around. A foolish beta can fail to unseat a reasonably competent 
alpha; such is, in fact, to be expected normally, and it happened 
here. 

As a matter of fact, Hamel and Prahalad’s more profound 
argument—that competing successfully is as much about 
defining the terms of the competition as it is about actually 
winning it—is quite applicable here. Germany was not trying 
to do anything new; it was trying to copy the old. Rather than 
seek its own path, it chose to compete head to head with Britain 
in an area where Britain already held all the relevant advan-
tages. Germany was destroyed, well before World War I finally 
removed any doubt, as much by a failure of imagination as one 
of execution. Hamel and Prahalad’s insights into the strategic 
requirements of competition by asymmetric players are there-



Chapter Six 

346

fore applicable in the case of the Dreadnought Race and are 
validated by it. 

Decision Cycles and Decision Making
7.	 Assess the ability of each competitor to read its adversary 

and make decisions that will correspondingly limit its 
competitor’s options and situational understanding—the 
ability to operate “within” the adversary’s decision cycle. 
Reassess as the competition unfolds. 

It remains to apply the decision cycle analysis portion of the 
framework. As discussed in chapter 2, the concept of the OODA 
loop, as described by U.S. Air Force colonel John R. Boyd, posits 
that an individual actor’s decision cycle can be broken into a series 
of four sequential and overlapping stages: observation, orienta-
tion, decision, and action. All else equal, the ability to complete 
the cycle more quickly than an opponent is thought to confer a 
strategic advantage. Likewise, the loop allows for analysis of a 
decision cycle by breaking it into its component parts; if a wrong 
turn is made, it is possible to see which aspect of the cycle led to 
it and to correct the problem in the future. Ultimately, a strong 
competitor will use their own decision cycle to attack their 
opponent’s, disrupting the opponent’s ability to get anything 
done while maintaining their own. To see how the concept 
applies here, it is useful to address each stage in its turn, bearing 
in mind nevertheless that the competition between Britain 
and Germany in fact involved innumerable cycles of the loop. 

Where observation is concerned, Britain appears to have 
enjoyed a very slight advantage in this area. There was never a 
point at which Britain was completely blind-sided by Germany. 
Individually, naval officers such as Fisher and politicians as 
early as Lord Salisbury’s government were quite aware of both 
Germany’s intentions and growing naval capabilities, as well as 
of developments in naval technology in general. And although 
a consensus in favor of action on the part of the civilian lead-
ership was slow in coming, information traveled quite easily. 
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Britain also possessed the political acuity to see the (probably 
perishable) opportunity for the formation of the Triple Entente 
in time to seize it, even if its motives in doing so were ambig-
uous. All in all, this may not represent extraordinary acuity, 
but it is difficult to argue that the relevant information was not 
gathered when it was needed. 

By contrast, Germany’s strategy, to its detriment, did not 
place great emphasis on accurate observation. From the point 
of view of Tirpitz and Wilhelm, once the decision to construct 
a fleet to challenge Britain had been taken, paying attention 
to what Britain was doing in response was at best secondary. 
This manifested in curious ways. At the level of naval tech-
nology, Tirpitz seems not to have been aware of some of the 
relevant technological developments. Not only did HMS Dread-
nought render his fleet obsolete, but Tirpitz was slow to pick up 
on certain technological advantages of the British ships that 
could be observed with the naked eye, most notably in-line gun 
turrets, which were lacking even on his later designs. At the 
higher levels of strategic analysis, Tirpitz clung to his vision 
of crossing the “danger zone” well after Britain had made it 
abundantly clear that the danger zone was impassable. He and 
Wilhelm were also willfully blind—it is difficult to see how else 
to describe the matter—to political realities within their own 
country, most notably the intractable problem of extracting 
funding from the fleet from unwilling Junkers. This assessment 
is necessarily qualitative and somewhat counterfactual, but the 
problems of successfully running the Dreadnought Race that 
have been repeatedly remarked on by historians seem to have 
escaped the notice of the people who initiated it. To an extent, 
this analysis necessarily bleeds over into the question of orien-
tation, vice observation, but it is notable that Wilhelm and 
Tirpitz seem not to have paid conscious attention to problems 
as they arose, whether or not they might have analyzed them.

Where orientation was concerned, Britain had a notable 
edge, in that its leaders interpreted data correctly and Germa-
ny’s did not. This requires some qualification. It is certainly true 
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that at a number of points Britain lagged in truly understanding 
what was going on. The 1908 Naval Scare is perhaps the most 
notable, in that the relevant information was available but a 
consensus that Britain was in danger of falling behind Germany 
in capital ships took months to emerge. One can likewise point 
to the rather chaotic approach of the Salisbury government to 
hostile German rhetoric as another instance of political lead-
ership failing to interpret available data in quite the necessary 
way. In general, however, Britain made no notable errors of 
interpretation in understanding the German challenge. 

Germany’s difficulties interpreting available information, 
which have already been discussed, were voluminous. Right 
from the start, plenty of information was available to Tirpitz—
and theoretically to Wilhelm and the other politicians to whom 
he sold his scheme—that, correctly interpreted, would have 
suggested all the difficulties he eventually faced. Such difficul-
ties included the conceptual problems associated with defining 
the size and scope of the fleet, whether it was merely to achieve 
a certain force ratio or continue until parity was reached; 
the fundamental, a priori unwillingness of the Royal Navy to 
ever part with control of an area of serious national security 
import; the inevitable funding problems and the limits of the 
German political process; and the likely diplomatic costs of 
making yet another enemy. All of these and more went unno-
ticed not because of a lack of information but because of an 
almost pigheaded determination not to consider it. When it 
came to more mundane matters, the seemingly small-minded 
bureaucratic pessimism of Germany’s less illustrious and less 
remembered military and political leaders seems not limiting 
but prescient: those with day-to-day jobs to do seemed to under-
stand the military and diplomatic situation better than their 
political masters.66 For this reason, the German Foreign Office 
was more unnerved by the entente than Wilhelm, and the Naval 
High Command was less enthusiastic about Tirpitz’s battleship 
construction project than Tirpitz was. What more pedestrian 



The Dreadnought Race in Strategic Perspective

349

officials saw quite clearly the putatively visionary senior lead-
ership saw imperfectly or not at all. 

Where decision is considered, the picture becomes less 
clear. Britain’s decision making depended on democratic con- 
sensus, maintained over time. The Admiralty, under Fisher, was 
engaged in an embarrassing public row involving both substan-
tive technological debate and personality conflicts. Fisher’s 
idiosyncratic decision-making style, his abrasive and argumen-
tative personality, his abrupt statements of opinion on policy, 
and his lack of a formalized staff all contributed to what must 
have appeared to be utter organizational chaos. At the political 
level, the Dreadnought Race chanced to occur at a time when 
Britain was engaged in a contentious national debate about 
social spending and the creation of the modern welfare state, 
and finessing the necessary increases in naval spending, across 
multiple governments of opposite parties, required consid-
erable political effort and skill and took time. Because of this, 
Britain often lagged Germany in the time it took to make a major 
decision, at least at the highest levels. Fisher’s ability to ram 
new ship designs through to construction ameliorated this on 
the purely military side. 

But Germany was in no better position. The Naval Laws may 
have given Wilhelm and Tirpitz carte blanche to build a certain 
number of ships, but getting authorization to build over that 
limit—the point of the successive novelles—required a polit-
ical consensus in favor of building that simply did not exist. 
Consensus failed in particular once the question was raised of 
funding shipbuilding by direct as opposed to indirect taxation. 
In the end, Tirpitz ran out of money and was anticipating a 
building pause. At the diplomatic level, bureaucratic infighting, 
particularly between Tirpitz and Bethmann Hollweg during 
the arms control talks, effectively paralyzed German decision 
making. Wilhelm’s incoherent decision making—from the very 
beginning, he was confused about how to move forward with 
the naval scheme—and inability to coordinate policy merely 
added to the chaos. 
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Both states, therefore, had problems with decision making, 
if not for the exact same reasons. Britain’s process was moder-
ately functional but slow; Germany could move quickly at times 
but suffered from its infamous “polycratic chaos.” For these 
purposes, it is enough here to note that, qualitatively, neither 
state was truly superior to the other in this regard. 

But in the realm of action, Britain again appeared to have 
the advantage. Partly just because of its relative competence in 
this regard, Britain was able to compete militarily with what 
can only be called agility. HMS Dreadnought was built in the 
space of a calendar year. The newer oil-fired ships were likewise 
built at a record pace. By contrast, Tirpitz’s own inferior ships 
took at least twice as long on average to build and were more 
expensive to boot. Politically, Britain was able to lock down a 
diplomatic coalition against Germany in the space of about 
two years’ time and hold it together. On the German side, for 
all its insistence on competing in an arms race, Germany had 
terrible difficulty executing its strategy once adopted, repeat-
edly coming up short in terms both of quality of ships produced 
and of speed of production. In the international political arena, 
it is difficult to assess events that never took place: Germany 
had made precious few decisions and did not therefore need to 
act on them. Nevertheless, Bethmann Hollweg’s last, desperate 
attempts to put the situation right should speak for themselves. 
In political matters, Germany had an implementation problem. 

All in all, Britain appeared to enjoy a slight advantage in 
most aspects of the cycle. In toto, however, what is really note-
worthy is not that Britain appeared to have a slight qualitative 
advantage in decision making but that it actually did operate 
within Germany’s decision cycle. The military side of the equa-
tion shows an obvious British advantage. On repeated occasions, 
Fisher ruined Tirpitz’s plans, putting more advanced ships to sea 
and forcing Tirpitz almost literally back to the drawing board. 
The first instance was the launching of HMS Dreadnought; the 
second was the launching of HMS Invincible. The new super-
dreadnoughts of the next decade frustrated Tirpitz further: at 
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literally no point was Tirpitz or the High Seas Fleet ahead of 
the design curve. Nor did the Imperial German Navy ever solve 
problems of money and time as successfully as the Royal Navy 
(which, after all, had years of practice): given the cost-inefficient 
and slow building processes for German ships that turned out 
to be inferior to their British counterparts (right up to the 
last, when the High Seas Fleet deployed ships with obsolete 
gun emplacements), Fisher (and later Churchill) were inside 
Tirpitz’s decision cycle for almost the entire length of the race. 

Politically, it was the same story. It is not clear, when all is 
said and done, that Germany even had a decision cycle on the 
diplomatic front. Its leaders were highly militarist and regarded 
political compromise as weakness and war as an inevitability. 
Precisely for that reason, in Peter Padfield’s apt phrasing, British 
diplomats “ran rings around” them.67 Germany’s few attempts to 
force a favorable diplomatic outcome—whether in the Algeçiras 
crisis, in which it attempted to disrupt the nascent entente; in 
the Agadir crisis, in which it attempted to force colonial conces-
sions from a position of weakness; or in the arms control talks, 
in which it attempted to consolidate what relative gains it had 
made—came to little, as in all such cases Britain and the rest 
of the entente acted more swiftly and decisively than Germany 
did and with greater resolve. Insofar as flinching in the face of 
one’s adversary counts as having one’s decision cycle disrupted, 
Germany suffered this serially. Whatever one may say about the 
British Foreign Office’s arguably reckless conduct under Grey, 
it did succeed in isolating Germany without hindrance, even 
as it maintained correspondence with the domestic faction 
in Germany (the Social Democrats) who were opposed to the 
Dreadnought Race. Britain was acting against and frustrating 
Germany; Germany was not doing the same to Britain. 

Did Britain actively target Germany’s decision cycle, as 
Boyd exhorts his followers to do, and as his predecessor Sun 
Tzu obliquely urges when directing his disciples to target the 
adversary’s strategy first?68 This cannot be said for most of 
the Dreadnought Race—in fact, Britain was mostly reactive 
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throughout; it merely happened to be the case that when Britain 
did engage it had an edge in initiative and directed effort. Iron-
ically, by attempting to deceive Britain about his country’s 
intentions, Tirpitz attempted this, only to fail to do so when 
various aspects of his scheme—notably, the diplomatic exigen-
cies of avoiding attention—clashed with the foreign policy 
necessities. As noted, it would have been better if Germany’s 
diplomats had been free to attempt to exploit divisions between 
Russia and Britain over the Dogger Bank incident and elsewhere. 
Neither side played this aspect of the game well. But by the end, 
a different picture emerges: Churchill, by pulling out all of the 
stops in ship construction (even going so far as to seek additional 
ships from the dominions) and driving hard diplomatically at 
the same time, seems to have forced the kind of paralysis and 
collapse that Boyd suggests can be achieved by entering an 
adversary’s cycle. Bethmann-Hollweg’s ultimate lack of initia-
tive in the face of both British intransigence and the collapse of 
Germany’s diplomatic position—including his inability to bring 
the reckless and feckless Alfred von Kiderlen-Wächter to heel—
are evidence of this kind of collapse. By the end, Germany was 
not working internally any more than externally, and it was the 
pressure Britain had brought to bear that explained a good deal 
of it. If Germany was forced to use gunboats tactically instead 
of battleships strategically to achieve minor aims, and if this in 
turn caused no end of internal chaos, then some kind of deci-
sion cycle collapse can indeed be said to have occurred. 

Although this analysis is admittedly qualitative and intui-
tive, in the end it must admit that Germany, having first failed 
relative to Britain in its ability to formulate strategic intent and 
put together a competent plan of action, failed subsequently 
relative to Britain in implementing its own design. Germany 
was weak first on paper and then in the fluid, iterative process 
of confronting its adversary. If this speaks ill of Wilhelmine 
Germany, it nevertheless vindicates the usefulness of classical 
strategic thought as a guide to interstate competition. 
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General Conclusions
The one lesson from Sun Tzu that is indubitably applicable to 
this case is never to start a fight that one is unprepared to win. 
To pull these disparate threads together, if a state competes for 
regional hegemony, it must decide what that entails in terms of 
the three metrics and choose from which of them it is willing 
to sacrifice and which of them it is trying to enhance. Ideally, 
the one it gives up should be the one it can most readily part 
with. Doing so involves playing to a strength; doing otherwise 
amounts to relying on one’s weaker areas. Neither Britain nor 
Germany fared well when it came to making these choices, 
although Britain performed better. 

Once one is committed to the competition, however, one 
must win. As shown, Hamel and Prahalad’s insights regarding 
what each competitor must do are valid: one must maintain its 
position and wear down its adversary; the other must force a 
favorable decision. In either case, it is vital for someone to take 
charge and pull together all the available resources, making best 
use of their side’s strengths and competencies and using them 
to best advantage to achieve the strategic objective. Likewise, 
one must be the actor, not the acted on: one must stay inside 
the adversary’s decision cycle. Britain did this somewhat better 
than Germany did, and it was somewhat better positioned at the 
end of the Dreadnought Race in spite of the intervention of war. 

As stated before, strategy is a process as well as a plan; it is 
certainly not a static plan. Those who are clear in their inten-
tions and willing and able to allocate resources behind them 
are more likely to succeed than those than cannot decide. Once 
competition is joined, those who make decisions better and 
more quickly have a better chance of coming out ahead and of 
disrupting their adversaries’ efforts to do the same. All told, the 
Dreadnought Race serves as a very illustrative example of how 
strategic concepts can be put to use in the analysis of interna-
tional politics as well as other fields.
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Conclusion
The Strategy of Regional  
Great Power Competition
The tumult and the shouting dies;
The captains and the kings depart . . .

~ Rudyard Kipling1

Then, afterwards, to order well the state,
That like events may ne’er it ruinate.

~ William Shakespeare2

This study began with the assumption that states must com-
pete. Though the particulars may vary from place to place 

and time to time, competition for regional hegemony—for a 
preponderance of military power and political influence over a 
given area—has always been a game in which states could be 
counted on to engage. A state can place itself in such a game by 
choice or by happenstance, and it is not necessary to posit rea-
sons for the inevitability or avoidability of such games, whether 
based on a particular international relations theoretical school 
or some other rationale, to acknowledge their historical ubiqui-
ty. Whatever the case, the game can be analyzed as such: each 
competitor’s decisions can be looked at in terms of their effect 
on the outcome, or, if the game is underway, their likely effect 
on the outcome. This being the case, classical strategic princi-
ples—the oft-styled “eternal truths” of strategy—can be applied 
to understanding what the competitors are doing. Similarly, the 
comparatively recent insights offered by certain elements of 
business strategy can be used for these purposes. 
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After an analysis of the concept of strategy and its evolution 
over the years, this study posited a framework for the analysis 
of state behavior in such scenarios. Its components were the 
analysis of strategic intent; analysis of strategic position based 
on the asymmetry between “alpha,” the sitting hegemon of a 
region, and its challenger, “beta,” who must create the condi-
tions by which to dislodge it (the “finish line”); analysis of the 
tradeoffs among the three metrics of both state resources and 
state goals (power and security, finance and welfare, and intan-
gibles) based on classical international relations theory; and 
finally real-time analysis of states’ competitive behavior via an 
understanding of the interactions of their decision cycles based 
on U.S. Air Force colonel John R. Boyd’s OODA loop theory. This 
framework was then tested on a real-life case: the competition 
between Germany and Great Britain for control of the North Sea 
(and to an extent its littorals) prior to World War I, known as the 
Dreadnought Race. This study demonstrated that this frame-
work could be applied to such a case and could generate insights 
that allowed observers to understand why the states in question 
succeeded or failed in the competition. 

Though the particulars have been exhaustively discussed in 
the preceding chapters, they can be recapitulated for the final 
time here:
1.	 Determine the competitive objective—what is at stake in the 

competition. Within the limits of this study, the competi-
tive objective refers to regional hegemony, but exactly what 
that entails will vary in each case. 

2.	 Determine which competitor is alpha, the reigning 
hegemon, and which is beta, the challenger.

3.	 Determine how that objective is manifested in terms of 
changes in the three metrics for each of the competitors. 
Determine what resources alpha and beta each have in 
terms of the three metrics. In so doing, also assess in partic-
ular which of the three metrics it is willing to trade for the 
others, and whether it has an abundance or a scarcity along 
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this metric, to determine whether it is utilizing a strength 
or a relatively weak area. 

4.	 Assess more generally the ability of each competitor to 
formulate strategic intent—in particular its leadership, its 
ability to leverage resources and core competencies, and 
its overall understanding of the nature of the project it is 
facing. Assess in particular which competitor is more able 
to intelligently and ruthlessly make tradeoffs among the 
three metrics in pursuit of its competitive goals. 

5.	 Assess whether either player has an endgame in mind—
either to outrun the adversary (alpha) or to force a finish 
(beta), and whether that endgame is achievable within the 
context of the player’s strategic intent—the decisions it 
knows to make and is able and willing to make.

6.	 Determine what core competencies each player has—
what abilities it possesses that will enable it to obtain an 
advantage in the competition. Assess in particular each 
competitor’s astuteness in leveraging these competencies 
behind strategic intent. Assess more specifically whether it 
has an advantage in performing the actions it will have to 
perform to win the competition, relative to its competitor. 

7.	 Assess the ability of each competitor to read its adversary 
and make decisions that will correspondingly limit its 
competitor’s options and situational understanding—the 
ability to operate “within” the adversary’s decision cycle. 
Reassess as the competition unfolds. 

The framework first asks what the competition is about, which 
competitor is the status-quo hegemon (alpha) and which is the 
challenger (beta), and how each competitor’s goals manifest 
themselves in terms of the three metrics of security, welfare, 
and intangibles. The Dreadnought Race was a competition for 
hegemony—military and political dominance—in the North 
Sea and its environs, historically the exclusive province of 
Britain and its Royal Navy but coveted for material and imma-
terial reasons by Germany under Kaiser Wilhelm II. Britain was 
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alpha; Germany was beta. Germany sought to diminish Britain’s 
position of regional military preeminence, possibly to the point 
of completely dislodging it from this status, and it also sought 
to achieve some intangible goals—political unity at home, pres-
tige abroad—in doing so. Germany’s ultimate goals were mainly 
intangible, while a subsidiary set of goals involved at least main-
taining its overall national security and, implicitly, enhancing 
it vis à vis Britain. Finance and welfare considerations did not 
play in, except insofar as there were limits to what Germany and 
German citizens were willing to pay. Finance and welfare were 
tradeable for a goal set that included elements of the other two 
metrics. For Britain, conversely, the goal was primarily one of 
security—because of the proximity of the North Sea to Britain’s 
home territory, what was a lofty ideal for Wilhelm was sheer 
survival to a series of British governments. 

The framework then inquires what resources each compet-
itor can bring to the competition in each of the three metrics, 
and what core competencies each has that are relevant. It was 
revealed in the preceding case that Britain held core competen-
cies that Germany lacked, both in its capacity to produce and 
deploy fleets and in its political acumen, competencies that 
Germany failed to build to its competitive detriment. Moreover, 
while each competitor had the financial resources to compete, 
with Germany retaining a nominal edge given that it was less 
burdened by debt, Britain ultimately showed itself much more 
adept at managing its resources, shrewdly maintaining its 
national security by a combination of political efforts and mili-
tary buildup, while carefully monitoring its financial resources 
and incurring acceptable losses in intangibles. The outcome was 
far from inevitable, but the inherent difficulties of a landlubber 
navy in producing a fleet from scratch in the face of an adver-
sary determined to match it ship for ship, and the conceptual 
problems involved in doing so, effectively ensured that Germany 
flailed about without accomplishing anything. 

The framework then inquires as to the degree to which each 
competitor can formulate strategic intent: whether it can focus 
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its resources and make use of its core competencies to gain an 
advantage over its adversary. This is particularly crucial for 
beta, which starts at a disadvantage and must put all of its avail-
able resources behind the pursuit of its competitive goals—as 
beta succeeds, increasingly alpha must follow suit. But in fact, 
Germany failed to put more than a fraction of its resources into 
the Dreadnought Race and balked at any greater commitment of 
resources, particularly financial ones. Although Britain—suit-
ably, given its role as alpha—initially failed to focus its resources 
on competing with Germany, once it became clear that it had to 
do so, it fronted the necessary money, shed extraneous diplo-
matic commitments, and built ships. Britain’s ability, under 
Royal Navy admiral Sir John Fisher, Winston Churchill, and 
the government of Prime Minister Herbert H. Asquith, to focus 
its resources on the competition ensured that Germany could 
not win it. The Dreadnought Race is therefore perhaps an ideal 
illustration of the relevance of strategic intent. 

The framework then addresses the question of decision 
cycles, as framed by Boyd, that asks which competitor is better 
able in real time to make decisions more quickly and accurately 
and to impede its adversary’s ability to do so. As was discussed 
in the preceding chapter, Britain repeatedly gained an edge on 
Germany in this regard. Although in certain elements of the 
OODA loop Britain and Germany might have enjoyed no clear 
advantage over one another, Britain repeatedly demonstrated 
that it retained the initiative and could render German plans 
moot, sometimes via outright deception as well as effort. The 
Dreadnought Race therefore illustrates the relevance of deci-
sion cycles and offers a case study in understanding them as 
they are employed by states competing for regional hegemony. 

Finally, the framework demands that beta somehow create 
a finish line that it can cross—an endgame that will allow it to 
solidify and lock in its gains, or else that alpha prevent it from 
doing so until it can no longer sustain its own efforts. In this 
regard, Germany failed: as noted, the conceptual problems and 
outright contradictions contained within the Tirpitz Plan made 
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it impossible for Germany even to cross the famous “danger 
zone,” much less to achieve anything if it did so. The open 
question of Imperial German Navy grand admiral Alfred von 
Tirpitz’s very intentions—mere deterrence or coercive diplo-
macy—behind building the fleet speaks for itself: there was 
no finish line in mind. This lack of conceptual clarity doomed 
Germany in the Dreadnought Race, but it serves here to illus-
trate the importance of the concept of a finish line for beta to 
cross. Otherwise, alpha wins by default. 

No single element of the framework holds the key to pre- 
dicting the result of a competition such as the Dreadnought Race, 
or to guiding a player in it. Nevertheless, a holistic assessment 
of these factors does illuminate the strengths and weaknesses 
not only of each competitor but of its “game”—its strategy. 
These factors are not only relevant in retrospective but could 
have been analyzed at the time in the course of attempting to 
predict how the Dreadnought Race might end or inform the 
leaders of either side. Taken together, they offer a way of under-
standing such a competition that can be applied to other cases.

Some caveats are in order, and they are in fact suggested 
by the case under study. A major insight that emerges from 
this study is the degree to which it is necessary to tailor one’s 
grand strategy to fit one’s competitive strategy (or vice-versa) 
to prevail in competition. Resources being finite and strategic 
focus being necessary, all else equal, the competitor that can 
peel away resources from other commitments to focus on the 
task at hand will fare better than the one that does not or, at any 
rate, better than it would have if it spread its resources thin. The 
three metrics showed, in particular, that a state had to be willing 
to treat its own macrogoals—the security, welfare, and intan-
gibles that varying international relations theoretical schools 
posit as the drivers of state behavior—as resources as well as 
desired ends: a state that can trade off pursuit of one goal to 
focus on another will do better than a state that tries to do too 
much. While it must be said that no state ever makes decisions 
so consistently as to focus all of its resources on a fairly narrow 
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goal set, the tradeoffs that states face are accounted for by the 
framework. 

This, of course, raises the point that has been stated num- 
erous times so far: a strategy can be both a plan and a process, but 
there is no requirement that it be made consciously or consis-
tently, and an abstract corporate entity such as a state need not 
be expected to do either. Nor is such necessary to employ the 
framework articulated here: as this case study has shown, it is 
possible to evaluate the decisions made in competition without 
positing that they were always made by the same single person 
or that a consistent mind lay behind them. To have a muddled 
strategy, or none at all, is still in a sense to have a strategy, as 
assuredly as to make no conscious decisions is nevertheless in 
effect to decide something. 

Although this study employed an historical case study for 
purposes of elucidation, the analysis of strategy is most useful 
when there is a game afoot. A logical next step, made prohibitive 
here by space constraints, would be to apply this framework to 
a competition underway in the present day. The exasperated 
question “how do you win a race with no finish line” could well 
be asked by another occupant of the White House now or in the 
coming years. 

Subjects for such a study too readily suggest themselves as 
of this writing. The United States is engaged in several regional 
competitions at the moment. It is competing with Russia for 
control of Eastern Europe, and perhaps for Europe tout court. 
It is competing with China for supremacy along the first island 
chain, including smaller competitions on the Korean Penin-
sula, around Taiwan, and in the South China Sea; this larger 
competition is linked to competition for control of the entire 
Indo-Pacific, a region recently identified as being of sufficient 
coherence to warrant analysis as a single unit. Any or all of 
these competitions is susceptible to study via the framework 
presented here. 

Space precludes such analysis here; however, this must be 
the beginning, not the end, of such inquiry. But it is easy to see 
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how it might be done. Alpha and beta are readily identifiable in 
each of these examples, and the three metrics provide insight 
into both means and ultimate ends. Where the United States 
and China are concerned, one might ask, is the Indo-Pacific 
competition simply a question of military balances—and, if 
so, is the United States or China better positioned along the 
security metric? It is unlikely to be about financial welfare, 
though a subset of the competition, control of the South China 
Sea does indeed have financial implications in terms of oil and 
other extractable resources. And what about intangibles—is 
there something more being sought? On this one could speak to 
China’s determination to avenge its “century of humiliation” and 
to undermine Western liberalism globally. One may also note, 
as some U.S. analysts have argued, the comparative absence of 
broader goals on the American side.3 What intelligent tradeoffs 
among these metrics can be made in the service of ultimate 
goals? All of this is up not only for debate but also for focused 
inquiry. One might then inquire into whether the United States 
or China has embedded competitive advantages that can inform 
the trajectory of the competition and which is better able to 
mobilize them. One might note that the United States, as alpha, 
is preoccupied elsewhere and has several alarming inefficien-
cies that reduce focus on the Indo-Pacific alone. One might also 
take account of China’s shipbuilding capacity and seemingly 
greater efficiency of defense procurement.4 Many other points 
of inquiry suggest, and would continue to suggest, themselves. 
And having done all this, one might examine who seems to have 
the initiative—who is “inside” whose decision cycle at any given 
time. 

The same may be done for the example of the United 
States and Russia. One might examine whether the European 
competition is simply about military balances—the security 
metric—or whether it is driven by deep-seated pan-Western 
sentiment that drives competitive goals in its own right—a 
sought change to the intangibles metric. A sought goal in the 
financial metric in this area is perhaps less likely to emerge. 
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One might inquire whether the United States’ grand strategy 
elsewhere prevents the formulation of strategic intent, and on 
the Russian side, whether President Vladimir Putin’s actions 
represent a long-term strategy or, as some suggest, short-term 
improvisation.5 For core competencies, one might also assess 
the structural strengths and weaknesses of the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO) alliance and, on the other side, 
Russia’s ability to replace losses in Ukraine. One could look to the 
war in Ukraine for evidence in decision cycle analysis, asking 
such questions as whether, insofar as the competition between 
Russia and the United States remains such and not a full-blown 
military conflict, Russia is able to shape the competitive envi-
ronment or whether the U.S. response has been adequate to 
blunt its initiative. Numerous other questions, of course—far 
too many to name here—might suggest themselves. 

This framework could indeed inform a significant inter-
agency or National Security Council review of these theaters 
of competition. But even if not formally applied, the point here 
is to describe a school of thought or strategic mindset—a way 
of calculating how competition is going and how one’s own side 
is faring. If, at the end of the day, this study illuminates areas 
of the dark art of international competition in such a way that 
officials and analysts—or anyone of good will seeking to under-
stand such a competitive scenario—now have at the back of 
their minds a list of questions to ask and a way of viewing such 
competition, it will have done enough. 

There also remains considerable room for development in 
terms of how this framework may be applied. Although it is 
intended to inform policy as it pertains to current instances 
of regional great power competition, there is nothing that 
prevents an analysis using this framework of other past compe-
titions similar to—or, for that matter, differing substantially 
from—the case study here. It may be possible to glean important 
insights from doing so—in particular, a comparative evalua-
tion of multiple such analyses might yield lessons learned that 
could, in turn, be applied in a present day policy context. When 
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is focused strategic intent likely to emerge? Which of the three 
metrics is most likely to be at stake in a regional competition, 
and what can we learn about how great powers make tradeoffs 
among them? How do competitors make mistakes in their deci-
sion cycles? And so on. The relative infancy of serious strategic 
analysis of great power competition—as noted in chapter 1, the 
“how do they do it well?” and not the “why does it happen”—
offers many possibilities. 

As was noted in chapter 1, there exists a hierarchy of hege-
mony, whereby a state may control the global commons but be 
weak in a particular region, and whereby smaller states may, 
even under a global hegemon’s aegis, compete for regional 
control and, as power transition theorists have noted, risk war 
at key points while doing so. Nothing prevents the application 
of this framework to a regional contest between subordinate 
powers—in fact, in such circumstances, the relationship of a 
larger outside power (e.g., global hegemon) to the competing 
states might impact any of the items of the framework, from 
core competencies (who has an existing relationship with the 
outside power), to the three metrics—Does one competitor have 
a higher baseline level of security due to a preexisting connec-
tion to the outside power? Are favorable terms with the outside 
power an intangible that drives the competition?—to decision 
cycles—Can one leverage diplomacy with the outside power 
to disrupt the adversary’s plans? Further application of this 
framework either to historical instances of such competition or 
ongoing ones could yield important insights. 

And equally, the work of strategic study will go on. This 
framework represents an attempt to integrate important stra-
tegic principles into the study of international relations, and 
more specifically the analysis of great power competition for 
control of an area of the globe—but it hopefully will not be the 
only such attempt. As other principles of strategy are discussed 
and applied, this framework may be added to or replaced by a 
better one. Nor should the application necessarily be limited: 
other strategic frameworks may be developed regarding a 
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wider array of competitive scenarios beyond that of a dyadic 
competition for control over a region. Multisided competitions, 
competitions for global hegemony, pure arms races unrelated 
to territorial dominance and other scenarios deserve their own 
analytic frameworks, and future research may provide them. 

In the end, the purpose of a framework is not to provide 
definitive answers but to pose questions and guide inquiry. This 
study has offered a framework to do just this for the analysis 
of a fundamental and seemingly eternal problem of interna-
tional relations: how to deal with the state that wants what one 
has or has what one wants. Although now almost trite, Chinese 
military strategist Sun Tzu’s famous exhortation to “know your 
enemy and know yourself ” applies to just such types of compe-
tition. And although most states may fall far short of the mark, 
great leadership makes just such calculations.
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Shipbuilder, and Its Ability to Rapidly Produce New Warships 
Would Be a ‘Huge Advantage’ in a Long Fight with the U.S., 
Experts Say,” Business Insider, 8 September 2020. 

5.	 See, for example, Julia Ioffe, “What Putin Really Wants,” Atlantic, 
January/February 2018. The ongoing conflict in Ukraine both 
raises the relevance of these questions and will also no doubt 
continue to reframe some of the analytic debate surrounding 
them in real time. 
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Appendix
A Note on Data Sources  

and Methodology

A lthough individual data cited in this study are derived from 
the major historical sources consulted (and are cited as 

such), a significant portion of the data employed is derived from 
independent research. Using sources from the time period and 
economic research by reliable economists and social scientists, 
it is possible to reconstruct both Britain and Germany’s public 
finances—and therefore their relative strategic position—at 
the time that the Dreadnought Race began. 

This study uses a database compiled for Britain and Germany 
from 1875 until the outbreak of World War I—either 1914 or 
1913, depending on the last year for which data were available. 
It chiefly employs as its source The Statesman’s Yearbook, an 
almanac published from the 1860s to the present that records 
and preserves data on key aspects of state policy, ranging from 
population; to taxation, public spending, and public borrowing; 
to military figures; to figures on commerce and industry. This 
study has employed data derived from The Statesman’s Yearbook 
primarily, on the theory that the data provided are essentially 
reliable and consistent. In practice, The Statesman’s Yearbook 
must be used cautiously and judiciously, as its practices for 
obtaining and recording information could vary over time 
and were sometimes opaque. Most maddeningly, it provides 
two separate figures for German military spending: one of 
expenditures and the other for estimates (the two could vary 
considerably). It also provided varying information as better 
figures became available and sometimes provided information 
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on a chronologically inconsistent basis as it became available 
(e.g., it might report the last year’s figures if the current year 
was not yet over at the time of publication or its data were not 
yet available). 

In compiling the database, this study has sought to abide 
by a few rules to remain consistent. Data that were not from the 
end of the relevant fiscal year would be reported as pertaining 
to the year to which they were closest. Gaps would be left where 
no data existed. Educated judgments would be made in the case 
of reporting data on military strength that depended on subjec-
tive assessment, such as the number of “first-rate” battleships, 
which in a time of technological transition could vary consider-
ably depending on the measurement used. Where two or more 
differing reports were made for the same datum, such as popu-
lation in a given year, the latest report given would be recorded, 
on the theory that it reflected the best available information. As 
stated in the database, population figures for Germany, which 
were collected only on a five-year census basis, were extrapo-
lated for the intervening years on an average basis so as to allow 
for a gradation from one year to the next. Finally, data collection 
ended with the last edition of The Statesman’s Yearbook published 
before World War I (1914), on the assumption that the outbreak 
of war would have wildly affected data collection. 

The period 1875 to 1914 was chosen for specific reasons. It 
encompasses not only the Dreadnought Race but also the two 
decades leading up to it, allowing for reasonable points of 
comparison. It also begins at about the time of the consolida-
tion of Germany as a state, minus four years and so allowing for 
a short period of political consolidation. It is therefore possible 
to build a full picture of economic, military, and fiscal changes 
that occurred in and between Britain and Germany not only 
during the Dreadnought Race but also for the preceding period 
in which relations were not so strained, and to compare the 
resulting figures. 

The chief difficulty in reconstructing these states’ finances 
has been the absence of a reference variable vital to modern 
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budgetary analysis—namely, gross domestic product (GDP) or 
gross national product (GNP). The former counts all economic 
activity occurring within a state’s borders; the latter all 
economic activity conducted by its citizens. Subtle differences 
may appear between these two measurements, and, largely 
for the sake of consistency, most modern governments prefer 
to track GDP rather than GNP for purposes of understanding 
their economies and public finances. Where the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries are concerned, however, 
a more basic problem presents itself, in that GDP and GNP were 
not calculated at the time (and would not be calculated until 
the mid-twentieth century). This lack of a key piece of data is 
highly limiting where analysis of the two states’ strategic posi-
tions are concerned. This study has ameliorated this problem by 
a rough, but hopefully consistent, calculation of GNP based on 
the detailed and exhaustive economic research of the late econ-
omist Angus Maddison, combined with data drawn from public 
sources available at the time. A key portion of Maddison’s life’s 
work focused on the assessment of key economic metrics—
particularly production—during long periods of history in 
which data had not been collected. A spreadsheet of Maddi-
son’s calculations of adjusted per capita GNP for a large number 
of states from several centuries of history is available online 
from a webpage created to store and publish his work.1 These 
figures are provided in 1990 Geary-Khamis dollars, a hypothet-
ical currency-equivalent pegged to a specific currency, date, 
and purchasing power—in this case, the purchasing power of 
the U.S. dollar in 1990. Conversion of Maddison’s per capita 
GNP figures to other currencies—notably the British pound 
sterling—was possible by using purchasing power parity (PPP) 
exchange rates from the relevant year: in this case, through the 
use of PPP exchange rates for 1990 available online through the 
World Bank.2 This gives a currency conversion of $1 1990 U.S. 
dollar for £1.1 1990 British pounds. The National Archives of the 
United Kingdom provide an online service that permits one to 
convert historical currencies to 2005 British pounds sterling; 
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in this way it was possible to convert Maddison’s figures first to 
1990 pounds sterling, then to 2005 pounds sterling, and finally 
to pounds sterling for each year under study here.3 

Conversion to reichsmarks—the currency of Germany 
during the period under study—presented a further difficulty. 
The Statesman’s Yearbook repeatedly gives a rough conver-
sion figure (employed by its own editors) of 20 marks to the 
pound, but greater precision is in fact possible. Data presented 
in pounds could be converted to reichsmarks, and vice versa, 
through a compilation of data provided online by the Swedish 
Riksbank, which preserves historical exchange rates between 
various currencies (including the pound and reichsmark) and 
the Swedish krona on a monthly basis for the period in ques-
tion.4 It is in this way possible, using the krona as a bridge, and 
assuming that arbitrage was impossible during such a long 
time period as a month, to convert pounds to krona and there-
after to reichsmarks, and vice-versa, and thereby also to derive 
a direct exchange rate between the reichsmark and pound. 
This study employs such exchange rates derived from the data 
for December of the relevant year. All of them fluctuate quite 
closely around 20 reichsmarks to the pound, thereby essentially 
confirming The Statesman’s Yearbook conversion (and tracking 
closely with it) while adding greater precision. 

Through such conversions, it is possible to establish GNP (in 
both pounds and reichsmarks, as appropriate) for both coun-
tries by converting Maddison’s per capita GNP figures into the 
relevant period currencies and then multiplying them by either 
the population given for the relevant year, or extrapolated for 
that year based on the growth rate between censuses, where a 
population figure did not exist. It was possible in turn, on the 
basis of this, to compare German and British financial figures 
(including GNP) in a single currency (the pound) by converting 
as necessary. 

This study has not attempted to account for inflation when 
presenting financial figures. The reason for this is that all of the 
states of the time—not least Britain and Germany—were using 



A Note on Data Sources and Methodology

381

metallic currencies whose value did not shift greatly over time 
and was understood by policy makers to be essentially constant.5 
The expression “sound as a pound” originally meant much more 
than an amusing rhyme: it reminded one of an essential fixture 
of British currency policy, namely, a desire to avoid fluctua-
tion in value even at some cost to individual citizens in times 
of financial illiquidity.6 Moreover, the overwhelming majority 
of the data involved are relative to GNP rather than a currency 
value, which renders inflation and deflation irrelevant in 
almost all cases. For this reason, it is assumed here that small 
fluctuations in currency value are mostly immaterial to larger 
questions of defense spending, debt, and overall production. 

It is no doubt possible to criticize any particular part of 
this method; for example, this author does not consider himself 
expert enough to enter into substantive disputes about Maddi-
son’s economic calculations on their face. However, it is likely 
that consistency of method—employing the same sources 
over time in the same way, to the degree possible—will nullify 
most such disputes. Whether GNP, for example, was precisely 
calculated in any given year is less important than whether 
GNP—consistently calculated—bears a notable relationship 
to national debt (similarly calculated) during some period of 
years. Through the methods just described, it is possible to build 
an essentially accurate and reasonably detailed picture of the 
resources available and not available to the two states in ques-
tion during the timeframe under study—a picture that is useful 
to the analysis of the strategies they employed. This picture, 
and the data that were obtained to create it, are cited repeatedly 
throughout this study as a basis for understanding the Dread-
nought Race and the period leading to it. 

A further note is required regarding the counting of naval 
strengths. There is a significant difficulty in accounting for and 
coding major surface combatants throughout the relevant time 
period, in that during this time rapid technological change and 
corresponding obsolescence of existing ships, combined with 
the allocation of some ships to coastal defense roles, made any 
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count of German or British fleet size in particular a judgment 
call, since it could include or exclude various coastal defense 
ships, short-ranged vessels, gunboats, and obsolete craft. Acc- 
ounting for each competitor’s major surface combatants, using 
The Statesman’s Yearbook as a source, this book has followed 
approximately the following rules: 

•	 Gunboats are excluded from major combatant ship 
counts, along with avisos (dispatch) and torpedo boats; 

•	 Coastal defense craft are not counted regardless of capa-
bility on the understanding that their relegation to that 
role is a reliable indicator of lack of confidence of their 
service in their suitability for blue-water warfare; 

•	 “Old battleships” are counted as combatant vessels, but 
not obviously obsolete vessels such as sailing vessels in 
the 1870s. 

•	 First- and second-class cruisers—but not third-class 
cruisers where identified, because they are too easily con- 
fused with smaller gunboats—are likewise counted as  
major surface combatants, provided that they are steam-
ships. In instances where second- and third-class cruisers 
were indistinguishable—notably after 1897, the total 
number of cruisers was included; this, moreover, refers 
to a convention for identifying cruisers—in The States-
man’s Yearbook, a parallel method was used prior to 1886 
of dividing all ironclads into five classes, of which the first 
three were offensive and the last two suitable for coastal 
defense, and therefore not counted here.

•	 Corvettes and frigates are similarly counted, particularly 
as, prior to about 1890, they are difficult to distinguish in 
the official tables from other ironclads. 

•	 As an accounting convention, the oddball British torpedo- 
ram concept (HMS Polyphemus [1881], notably), due to its 
offensive mission, is treated as a major surface combatant 
until (arbitrarily) 1890, by which time the limitations of 
the concept were apparent. 
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For all this, much of the coding of these ships remains a judg-
ment call based on imperfect data, particularly when ships were 
transitioning from one use to another. Of note: from 1877 to 1882 
in particular, as well as again from 1889 to 1894, the ratios in 
this chart should be treated as imprecise and perhaps question-
able due to a change in counting methods in the original source 
material, The Statesman’s Yearbook. A similar instance happens 
in 1912, where it appears that obsolete cruisers are counted as 
such in the Royal Navy, only to be recounted as nonobsolete the 
following year—an effort was made here to avoid an artifact by 
counting said cruisers as combat-effective. Readers with more 
discerning judgment are invited to provide comments, but it is 
thought that this counting method gives a reasonably accurate 
picture of the relative capabilities of the German and British 
fleets. 

Qualitatively, it may be said that relatively little of this 
matters, inasmuch as nobody prior to the Dreadnought Race 
seriously believed the Imperial German Navy to be a match for 
its British opposite, either in the North Sea or anywhere, and 
there the matter may rest.
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Endnotes
1.	 Angus Maddison, “Mpd_2013-01,” Maddison Project, 2013. 
2.	 “Price Level Ratio of PPP Conversion Factor (GDP) to Market 

Exchange Rate,” World Bank, 2011. 
3.	 “Currency Converter,” United Kingdom National Archives, 2005. 
4.	 Håkan Lobell, “Foreign Exchange Rates, 1804–1914,” Sveriges 

Riksbank, 2011.
5.	 Philip Coggan, Paper Promises: Money, Debt, and the New World 

Order (London: Penguin, 2012), 72–75. As one would expect from 
a currency reliably pegged to gold, Britain in particular swung 
evenly between moderate inflation and moderate deflation on 
this system, effectively netting approximately zero change, 
with the one exception being the year 1900, at the height of the 
Boer War, when a small, one-off spike in inflation occurred. 
For simplicity’s sake, this is ignored here. See Tejvan Pettinger, 
“History of Inflation in the UK,” EconomicsHelp.org, 1 May 2022. 

6.	 Coggan, Paper Promises, 84. 
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