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ABSTRACT
Over the past couple of decades, students of American grand strategy 
have debated the merits (or lack thereof) of an orientation toward 
the global balance of power that has come to be known as “offshore 
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truism, advanced by both Galen Jackson and André Kaspi.1 It is not simply a question 
of whether the two dates symbolize a single conceptual entity, which as we will soon 
see, some scholars – though not Jackson and Kaspi – maintain they do. But if it turns 
out that conceptual “1917” really is not conceptual “1941,” which of course is the 
thrust of their epigrams, then there are surprising implications for the future of 
American grand strategy.

Rightly considered as foundational in the evolution of American grand strategy, 
these benchmark years have two sets of implications for the debate over “offshore 
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offshore balancing – its grand strategy par excellence – geography plays a central part. 
This is because all great powers (indeed, all states) seek to survive in the anarchic 
international system, and if only they could, they would prefer to be so dominant as 
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First is a conceptual matter, for it is unclear to what extent even the geographically 
delimited articulation of hegemony makes any sense. Although few IR scholars seem 
capable of refraining from tossing around what Perry Anderson calls the “h-word”12 
with the brio of a short-order chef bombarding a plate of burger and fries with salt, 
we need to be clear about what hegemony is supposed to mean. On this question, 
the IR scholars are very much divided, some interpreting it to connote nothing less 
than “control over outcomes” (i.e. influence), while others employ it more modestly 
as a stand-in for a different word, “leadership.” It matters greatly, especially if one 
takes hegemony in its regional context as seriously as Mearsheimer does, what sense 
of the word is being employed.

Hence the difficulty: if control over outcomes is hegemony’s defining characteristic, 
it is hard to see how even the US can be considered a regional hegemon. It is certainly 
the greatest power in both the Western hemisphere and the world, so it might be said 
to enjoy primacy. But to imagine America exerts control over outcomes throughout 
the Western hemisphere requires some strenuous cognitive calisthenics, because if 
America really did have such control in its own neighborhood, its Latin American 
“near abroad” would look decidedly less intractable than it has routinely seemed to 
be ever since the US emerged as an undisputed great power. Let us cite just a few 
items, from what could be a lengthy list. Can anyone imagine, say, that an America 
truly capable of decreeing outcomes in “its” region would desire today’s Mexico – as 
opposed to some counterfactual Mexico – as its southern neighbor? Would it want 
today’s Cuba ninety miles off the Florida coast? Would it be happy with Nicolás 
Maduro’s Venezuela if it could simply will into existence another regime for the 
Bolivarian republic?13

One could of course maintain that those who think of America as a regional hege-
mon in the weaker sense of the concept, meaning leader, have a different geographical 
focus from Mearsheimer’s in mind, in that they believe it is the transatlantic West 
rather than the Western hemisphere that has constituted the cynosure of American 
strategic thought ever since the Second World War. In this context, then, to depict 
the US as a regional hegemon means nothing either more or less than that it is the 
preeminent organizer of security and defense cooperation within the North Atlantic 
alliance, something on full display lately in its rallying of allied support for Kyiv in 
its war against Moscow.14 America is the alliance’s undisputed leader (though a churl 
might query why it is necessary to substitute for that perfectly good word, leader, the 
concept of hegemon, even if only in the weak sense). All of this is to remark that the 
region of John Ikenberry’s “hegemonic” imaginings15 is not the region of John 
Mearsheimer’s, for the latter clearly has a geograph7m,r( )]TJ
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Different kinds of security-related arguments have been made, bereft of any assump-
tions about “regional hegemons” halfway around the world. Almost always, these 
arguments have been advanced by defenders of Wilson seeking to rebut critiques that 
his policymaking had been fundamentally flawed as a result of an inattentiveness to 
security rationales. Such critiques highlighted Wilson’s willingness to denigrate alliances 
and the balance of power in favor of what the critics took to be his feckless (and 
ultimately reckless) ideological commitment to “collective security.”22

Yet Wilson has hardly lacked for defenders, among whom Arthur Link had been 
the most prepared to fire back against the realists that it was they, not the twenty-eighth 
president, who suffered from delusions. In this retort, Wilson was presented as someone 
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Wilson. Prior to the presidency of Donald Trump,34 no chief executive’s character had 
ever been the subject of as much scholarly and journalistic scrutiny as Wilson’s.

Some said Wilson was basically prejudiced in favor of the Allied cause, because of 
his supposed adoration of his “ancestral” homeland (the United Kingdom), leading 
him to adopt a fundamental, and non-rational, bias against Germany.35 Mostly, however, 
the school of Wilson interpreters who doubted the president’s capacity to make rational 
foreign-policy decisions focused not on his bloodstream but on his cranium; for these 
critics, he was simply too flawed an individual to take sound policy decisions. Crudely 
put, many critical assessments of the Wilsonian legacy have been founded upon the 
assumption that he suffered delusions of being God-ordained to save mankind itself 
from the plague of war, a leader savagely lampooned during the interwar period by 
H. L. Mencken as a “self-bamboozled Presbyterian, the right-thinker, the great moral 
statesman, the perfect model of the Christian cad.”36 Others have expressed a similar 
view, albeit vastly more politely.37 Yet even more critical attention has been allocated 
not to the president’s religious sentiments but to his psychological and neurological 
status, a focus honed by legions of psychobiographers.38

If we discount the revisionist and other critiques of April 1917 sketched above, 
how should we conclude this section, which has concentrated upon the shortcomings 
of the offshore-balancing explanation of the decision for war? Two explanations sug-
gest themselves as being more credible than anything discussed so far in this section. 
Neither is new. One explanation is that Wilson had to ask for a declaration of war 
upon Germany in April 1917 (he would not make a similar request in respect of the 
Austro-Hungarian empire until the end of the same year) because Germany’s resump-
tion of unrestricted submarine warfare shortly before had forced his hand, leaving 
him no option but war.39 The other argument is that he took his country to war 
because he wanted it to be the key actor in the postwar peace negotiations.

The first claim is that the president felt himself to be honor-bound to declare 
war on Germany once Berlin resumed unrestricted undersea warfare on 1 February 
1917. Even if this did not directly endanger America’s own physical security, it 
assuredly could and did pose mortal peril to individual Americans, and therefore 
constituted an affront to the country’s sense of honor. No president, in this view, 
could turn a blind eye to such an affront, not even one so dedicated to pacifism 
as Wilson was often considered to be. Those scholars (and they are many) who 
have Wilson being, ultimately, forced by events to take the US into war, rely on 
one of the oldest and most widely accepted causal arguments about April 1917, 
namely that the U-boat brought America into the fight.40 The submarine thesis 
continues to resonate with scholars who emphasize the importance of Wilson’s 
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The second explanation, while not dismissive of the submarine thesis, nevertheless 
highlights something else: Wilson’s zeal to become a major shaper of future peace. 
According to this argument, Wilson understood that only America could make possible 
the transformation of world politics from a zone of war to one of peace, but – tragic 
as it was ironic – for this to happen, the US must first forsake the path of peace and 
enter the war. Wilson, it has been said, understood America’s credibility needed to be 
preserved, not just in a military sense, but perhaps even more importantly in a moral 
one, if the country was to be able successfully to leverage its consummate ethical 
capital at the postwar peace table. But to be at that table, the US, in this view, had 
to intervene on the triumphant side.44 Failure to be in on the making of war would 
have deprived America of the opportunity to dominate the peace-making. As we saw 
above, in the discussion of his “higher realism,” Wilson had some very lofty visions 
in sight.45 But playing the part of offshore balancer was not among them, nor could 
it have been. Collective security required the abolition of the balance of power, not 
its preservation. As a result, for Wilson this war was one of choice, and not of neces-
sity, which is what it should have been, had his decisionmaking been impelled by the 
logic of offshore balancing.46
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motivated by the maximization of state power, can be implemented irrespective of the 
threat perception regarding American homeland security. Indeed, there need not be 
any perception at all of looming threat to America’s homeland security to trigger the 
offshore-balancing strategy, according to the logic of offensive realism; for if the pur-
pose of statecraft is power maximization, then smiting a rising power preventively, 
wherever it may happen to be located, can be a justifiable – indeed, a required – policy 
response. Where defensive realists see preemption as the motivation for offshore bal-
ancing, offensive realists glimpse prevention.48

Here arises the first of two ironies associated with the 1941 intervention. It was 
indeed an instance of offshore balancing, thus is quite unlike the 1917 decision. But 
if Mearsheimer is as correct for the later year as he is incorrect for the earlier one, 
it is not for reasons dictated by his offensive-realist logic. Franklin D. Roosevelt, whose 
administration implemented the offshore-balancing strategy for the first time ever, was 
no offensive realist – indeed, some scholars, a bit harshly, consider him not to have 
been any kind of a realist at all.49 Roosevelt, however, did become a convert to defen-
sive realism, if by this label we simply mean that, when designing and implementing 
America’s approach to the conflict that had broken out in Europe in 1939, he sought 
to maximize his country’s physical security.

The charge that Roosevelt was not much of a realist owes a great deal to the pres-
ident’s foreign policy declarations and decisions earlier in the 1930s, before the ultimate 
breakdown of peace in Europe. Prior to his November 1932 election triumph over 
Herbert Hoover, and during the first half-dozen years of his lengthy White House 
tenure, Roosevelt shared an outlook on interventionism that differed hardly at all from 
that of most Americans, the vast majority of whom grew ever more convinced that 
the 1917 intervention had been a terrible error, one that should never be repeated in 
the event of another great-power war in Europe. Roosevelt’s anti-interventionist views 
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years of the 1930s he had placed avoidance of war above the shoring up of the 
European balance of power. Moreover, his was an anti-interventionism colored by what 
one political scientist has rightly characterized as “Europhobic-hemispherism.”53

What shook him out of his prior conviction that America could remain safe in its 
own hemispheric zone of peace was his growing conviction that preserving that zone 
simply could not be accomplished short of American intervention, once again, in the 
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such defense lines “prepared for emergency use if the first line breaks and we are 
forced to fall back for a last-ditch stand. It is less risky to stand now for all-out 
defense, together with Britain, of the seas and the strong-points commanding the seas 
of the whole world – Singapore, Hawaii, Panama, Gibraltar, Suez, and Britain itself 
– than to let Britain go down and then to try to defend the Western Hemisphere 
practically alone.”55

By the time Staley’s advocacy made it into print, the Roosevelt administration had 
55
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was epiphenomenal to American entry into the war. It is sometimes thought, even 
today, that Hitler’s decision to declare war on the US four days after Pearl Harbor 
demonstrates his fundamental irrationality; presumably had he not done so the US 
would not have reciprocated by declaring war on him. But of course there was an 
element of rationality in Hitler’s choice, since by the late summer and early autumn 
of 1941 the Germans were already engaged in an undeclared war at sea with the US 
Navy, and Hitler understood, correctly, that it would only be a matter of time before 
Germany would again be at war with America. Thus his gambit was not as crazy as 
sometimes it appears; he was acting preemptively to secure an advantage in a war 
with America that he may or may not have wanted, but that he understood he could 
not avoid.66

Few officials in the Roosevelt administration were so alarmist as to imagine that 
Germany and its allies, once victorious in Europe, would attack the US directly, and 
not many more worried that they would breach the hemisphere defense lines to the 
north, via Canada. But when thoughts turned to Latin America, confidence was any-
thing but the order of the day, once the unimaginable occurred in June 1940. The 
German defeat of France was bad enough in its own right, but the defeat was made 
even more frightening, to Washington, by the prospect of a similar fate about to befall 
Britain.

Avoidance of this latter prospect would prove to be the strategic game-changer. In 
the immediate aftermath of the German victory over France, the belief in Washington 
was growing that Britain itself was all but certain to follow its recent ally into defeat. 
Although many British officials were convincing themselves that the German spring 
offensive would finally and automatically shake America out of its anti-interventionist 
torpor, things looked otherwise to officials in Washington, at least for a time. True, 
those British observers who were confident that America would have to alter its grand 
strategy in favor of what we now know to be offshore balancing ultimately proved 
correct. When the decision to adopt offshore balancing was taken, at the end of the 
summer, it was predicated upon two suppositions: 1) that defense of the homeland 
required buttressing Britain’s position; and 2) that Britain was giving solid evidence 
of being able to survive for at least another year.

This evidence was supplied by the RAF’s victory in the Battle of Britain during the 
latter part of the summer of 1940, which provided the president with the revised 
“odds” he needed if he was to wager scarce American defense assets on offshore bal-
ancing rather than on fortifying the hemisphere. Once it became clear that as the 
Germans could not neutralize the RAF in 1940, they could never get the air-superiority 
over the English Channel necessary to launch an invasion during that same year, the 
mood in Washington brightened considerably. But prior to that RAF victory, and 
notwithstanding Roosevelt’s strong emotional support for Britain, he had been getting 
swamped by stern warnings against depleting America’s martial cupboards in what 
was thought to be a futile bid to sustain British combat capability.

While it is obvious that some of these warnings sprang from the lips and pens of 
so-called “defeatists,” the most relevant ones did not. Prominent among the apparent 
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western side of the Atlantic. Kennedy’s was not a counsel of pacifism; it was one of 
fe ar bor n of the convic tion of impending German aggression in the New World. “It 
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Later that same day, Marshall took his forebodings to a meeting of the Standing 
Liaison Committee, with the aim of persuading his two fellow members, Adm. Harold 
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