
Chapter Three THE DETERMINANTS
OF FOREIGN POLICY

IF ATTENTION IS focused exclusively on the goals and means
of policy with no consideration of the forces that determine or

influence the actors in choosing among these goals and means, one

is left without any guide to anticipate future choices and without

any way of affecting policy. Statesmen as well as scholars are for-

ever engaged, therefore, in probing the decisions by which others

set their course. As in all other fields of human activity, decisions

and actions in the international arena can be understood, predicted,
and manipulated only in so far as the factors influencing the decision

can be identified and isolated. These factors will be discussed here

under the heading of determinants, or codeterminants, of policy.

The actors can be pictured in a matrix of internal and external

forces that affect their behavior through pulls and pressures. Deci-

sions can be altered either by relieving these pulls and pressures
or by setting up counterpulls and counterpressures. Thus, if the

chief determinant of a particular government's militant attitude

were identified as the resentment of an influential minority about

some specific aspect of the status quo, a policy directed toward

satisfying this minority through a change in the existing order

might reduce the attitude of militancy; in another case, where

aggressive behavior derived primarily from the temptations of

unopposed power, the balancing of that power might prove an

effective remedy.
One hesitates to speak of determinants because the term might

suggest a deterministic philosophy excluding any freedom of choice

in the formulation and execution of foreign policy. Nothing of the

kind is intended here. Looking with hindsight at any past policy,

assuming all of its antecedents are known, it is possible to see every
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act as fully determined by the totality of its antecedents. Every deci-

sion or choice of policy is the necessary result of all of its ante-

cedents. But this proposition in no way implies that the decision-

makers were not "free" to act as they did. The elements internal

to the actor that went into the process of "making up his mind"

his preferences and prejudices, his will power and determination,

his assessment of risks and opportunities are included among the

factors. As a result the actor's choice among alternative courses of

action, experienced by him as a matter of personal responsibility,

becomes merged with the determinants external to him. Subcon-

scious or neurotic psychological compulsions over which the actor

actually has no control would fall into the category of external

determinants.

The extensive debate about the chief determinants of foreign

policy covers all that has been written over the ages about the causes

of war and conflict, about aggression and imperialism, as well as

about the causes of relatively long periods of peace and inter-

national harmony. I do not intend to review this debate, but shall

discuss the views of the more influential schools of thought about

the determinants in foreign affairs.

One question which led to heated controversy in the past can be

disposed of here quickly. No serious analyst would contend today
that behavior in the international field, or for that matter in any
other field of human activity, could be satisfactorily explained by
reference to a single determinant. Undeniably, "single factor the-

ories" have proved excellent instruments of propaganda. Marxists,

as well as their opponents in the German school of Geopolitik, were

aware of the advantage to be gained from accounting for all major
moves in international politics in terms of the economic system or

the geographic situation, respectively. But such theories can at

best be rated as simplifying abstractions that may serve to bring
into relief one particularly powerful codetermining factor. The

living world does not fit into any such simple mold. Napoleon
could say that geography dictates the course of foreign policy, but

presumably even he knew that it took his special characteristics as

well as the geography of Russia to lure him to Moscow. Were one

to believe that geography dictated Napoleon's and later Hitler's in-

vasion of Russia, one would have to ascribe to geography a vicious

design to fool and defeat ambitious conquerors! Similarly, no seri-

ous historian would blame World War II exclusively on Hitler's

pathological predisposition, although psychologists can point with
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reason to the extraordinarily potent determining effect that his

personal traits were able to exert on the course of world events.

While the single versus multiple factor approach is not a serious

issue of debate today, the controversy concerning the respective role

of environmental and predispositional determinants has not come
to rest and may never do so. Some see an expansionist policy as

the result chiefly of a power vacuum and they call for a more
balanced distribution of power among nations; others ascribe the

same policy to the acquisitiveness of particular nations and ask that

these nations be kept weak or under the control of others. Acts of

aggression are explained in one case by the provocative nature of

the environmental conditions under which a nation is made to live,

for instance by having been partitioned or subjected to discrimina-

tory treatment; they are accounted for in another case by the psy-

choneurotic traits of particular leaders. In the first case, a strategy

of peace directed at changing the environment would be appro-

priate; in the second case, psychotherapy applied to the leaders

or their removal from positions of authority logically would offer

the best hope for future peace.
The direction of foreign policy may be affected by the official

view concerning the decisive determinant or determinants. If Hitler

had believed the tenets of German Geopolitik, he can be assumed to

have discounted factors other than geography in his calculation

of German expansionist opportunities in the east. Similarly, the

exaggeration of the determining effect of personal predisposition

may have caused statesmen to err, as did Franklin D. Roosevelt

when at Teheran and Yalta he placed great importance on gaining
Stalin's personal confidence and little on preventing a shift in the

future European balance of power in favor of the Soviet Union.

One obviously environmentalist theory is that of Karl Marx to

which the Soviet leaders profess to adhere even today. According
to his well-known hypothesis, capitalist foreign policy is determined

by the inner contradictions of the capitalist economy. The actors

are puppets in the hands of inescapable pressures, exerted by the

economic system. Any differences of behavior within the capitalist

camp such as the difference that permits the Soviets to place the

chief blame for world tension on the United States today are

explained by differences among Western countries in the degree

of their capitalist maturity.
The German school of Geopolitik was consciously developed on

the model of Marxism and as a response and antidote to it. Geo-
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politik shifted the emphasis from the economic system and its

effects on social classes to geography and its impact on national

interests and behavior. But here, too, the decisive determinant is

seen in a situational factor/ with the decision-makers now appearing
as puppets of the geographical milieu.

A third theory which has gained adherents in recent times may
be called environmentalist, too, if one focuses on the behavior of

the individuals who act for nations rather than on the nations them-

selves as corporate actors. Anthropologists have contended that the

way governments behave in foreign affairs can be explained by
reference to the culture of their people. Presumably, this implies

that decision-makers tend to conform to the demands of this cul-

ture, of its values and taboos, whether or not they have internalized,

them and made them part of their own individual predispositions.

Sometimes this cultural determinant is called the national character,

to which, it will be remembered, German and Japanese aggression

has been attributed.

A fourth school of predominantly environmentalist character

deserves particular attention, both for its influence and for the

valuable insights it has provided. It is customary to call this the

realist school. In the extreme formulationwhich may be meant

merely as an abstract and initial working hypothesis, misrepresented
if taken as a description of the real worldexponents of this school

make the nation-states appear as the puppets of forces emanating
from the anarchical international system of multiple sovereignty.

The system is said to hold nations in the iron grip of state necessity

and compulsion. As in the Marxist view, behavior in foreign affairs

is seen as determined by external conditions; the political multi-

state system in this theory takes the place held by the economic

capitalist system in Marxist theory.
2

In recent years the predominant interest of scholars has shifted

from environmental to predispositional determinants. Geopolitics,
so fashionable in the thirties and during the war, has few spokesmen
today. In many instances the pendulum has swung from extreme

1 David Easton introduces the term situational determinants in contrast to

psychological determinants to indicate "those determinants which shape activity
in spite of the kind of personalities and motivations in the participants." The
Political System: An Inquiry into the State of Political Science (Alfred A.

Knopf, New York, 1953) , p. 194.
2
Concerning the power-political model, see Chapter 1, "The Actors in Inter-

national Politics," and Chapter 6, "The Pole of Power and the Pole of Indiffer-

ence."
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environmentalism to the opposite extreme at which little is seen

except traits internal to the actors. The change is hardly surprising

since the environmentalist approach was suggesting that the psy-

chology of particular decision-makers or of particular nations was

of little consequence at a time when the world was confronted

with an array of leaders from Churchill and Roosevelt to Hitler,

Stalin, and lesser dictators whose imprint on the policy of their

countries could not well be ignored or minimized and when the

arena of world politics was beginning to include more and more

nations that differed greatly in national character from Western

countries. 3

As mentioned in the first essay, the reaction against environ-

mentalism has been fruitful despite its one-sidedness. It has brought

out the fact that human behavior, in the international as in any

other social field, cannot be dissociated from the psychological traits,

the personality, or the predisposition of the actors. No matter how

powerful the onslaught of external forces, men are not transformed

into mere automatons. The danger, as David Easton puts it, lies

3 Harold Lasswell, a pioneer among political scientists in stressing the psycho-

logical determinants which he calls predispositional does not go to extremes.

In the introduction to the book by him and Abraham Kaplan, Power and

Society: A Framework for Political Inquiry (Yale University Press, New Haven,

1950) , predisposition and environment are placed side by side as covariants.

But then in the rest of the book nothing more is said about the environment

or about the pulls and pressures it exerts on policy-makers. Similarly, R.C.

Snyder, H.W. Brooks, and B. Sapin in Decision-making as an Approach to the

Study of International Politics (Princeton, Foreign Policy Analysis Project

Series, 1954) set out by saying that their inquiry will include a discussion of

the international situation and its impact on decision-making, but then neglect

it during the rest of their study.
The most radical psychopolitical approach is taken by the psychologists,

psychiatrists, and sociologists whose views are contained in the two volumes of

the "Tensions Project" of UNESCO, Tensions that Cause Wars (ed. H. Cantril,

University of Illinois Press, Urbana, 1950) , and Tensions Affecting International

Understanding (by Otto Klineberg, Social Science Research Council, New York,

1950) ,
as well as in Psychological Factors of Peace and War (ed. T.H. Pear, on

behalf of the United Nations Association of Great Britain and Northern Ire-

land, Hutchinson & Co., London, 1950) . Here tension and war are ascribed

exclusively to the psychoneurotic traits of the leaders and elites of countries

that initiate war, traits that in turn are seen as the result of unhappy childhood

experiences of the individuals in question or of social conditions within the

countries in which they lived. The international milieu, the clash of interests

and demands among nation-states, or the injustices suffered by nations are not

given any attention. While some of the social scientists who subscribe to the

psychological approach to international affairs may agree with the extreme

environmentalists that statesmen are puppets of forces beyond their control,

they look into the subconscious self or the neurotic complexes of the actors

for the invisible hands pulling the wires.
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in an "inordinate commitment to psychology" that "can lead to the

concealment of the situational aspect."
4

There is no doubt that the predisposition of the actors enters

into the stream of antecedents to any policy decision; the question

is whether predisposition is the predominant factor accounting for

the particular mode of behavior of some actors or merely one of

the variables. After all, factors external to the actor can become

determinants only as they affect the mind, heart, and will of the

decision-maker. A human decision to act in a specific way, an event

that occurs in the psyche of man, necessarily represents the last

link in the chain of antecedents of any act of policy. A geographical

set of conditions, for instance, can affect the behavior of a nation

only as specific persons perceive and interpret these conditions. To

say that insularity leads countries to neglect their military defenses

can mean only that decision-makers are more likely to consider

their country safe if it enjoys an insular position and that they

will tend, as a result, to become complacent in matters of military

preparedness. One can speak of geographical "determination,"

therefore, only in the sense that the actor responds to what he

believes are the effects or "dictates" of a geographical condition. 5

Similarly, the capitalist system per se would produce an imperialist

foreign policy only if it could be shown a contention the Marxists

have not even tried to prove that capitalists as a matter of pre-

disposition would rather push their countries into imperial con-

quest than see the margin of profit drop below zero.

Environmental factors, then, operate through a prism, represented

by the personal traits of the actor, that may deflect or distort, trans-

form or reflect, these environmental factors in a variety of ways,

depending on the internal structure of the prism. Certainly there

are striking examples in which an environmental factor, such as

the lack of access to the sea, has provoked very similar responses
from actors differing as widely in predisposition as the Bolshevik

and the Czarist leaders of Russia. But there are other cases that

4
Op. dt., p. 208.

5 In their brief and penetrating discussion of the relationship between geog-

raphy and international politics, "Geography and international politics in an
era of revolutionary change" (Journal of Conflict Resolution, Vol. IV, No. 1

[March, 1960], p. 147), Harold and Margaret Sprout stress that "what matters
in the explanation of decisions and policies is how the actor imagined his

environment to be, not how it actually was, whereas what matters in the ex-

planation of accomplishments is how the environment actually was, not how the
actor imagined it to be."



The Determinants of Foreign Policy 43

illustrate the important consequences of differing predispositions.

For example, few would maintain that the fate of Czechoslovakia

in 1938 would have been the same if the conditions of Europe at

the time had been reflected in the mind of a Churchill instead of

a Chamberlain or that the United States would have reacted to the

North Korean invasion in the fashion it did if Robert Taft had

been president of the United States instead of Harry Truman.
It takes a psychologist to identify the many individual traits and

internal forces that may come into play whenever events reach that

last link in the chain of determinants where choice and decision

take place. Emotions and subconscious impulses are involved no

less than rational calculations, theories about the outside world no

less than images of other actors, stereotypes and myths and obses-

sions no less than reasoned expectations and creative hypotheses.
In extreme cases what an actor may consciously perceive may bear

little resemblance to what an objective observer would describe as

the environment. But whether distorting or accurate, whether iden-

tical for all actors or widely different, there is no denying the role

of the "prisms" that comprise the predispositional or psychological
elements entering into the process of individual choice and action.

Despite the inevitable presence and under some circumstances

predominant impact of psychological factors, their role nevertheless

can be exaggerated. Nations as a rule are not governed by mad
men who decide and act on the basis of inner impulses in response
to a purely imaginary world. 6

Policy-making can, as a rule, be

6 It is often asserted that the initiators of war are men of unbalanced minds,

yet no empirical proof has been offered to sustain the thesis. Perhaps such

proof is considered unnecessary on the ground that sane men would not start

a war with all its horrors. But why then are leaders of social or anticolonial

revolutions, frequently as horrible as international wars, not assumed to be
neurotics too? In fact, the suspicion of mental imbalance in cases of revolution

is more likely to fall on those who stubbornly defend the status quo and there-

by provoke revolutionary violence. There would seem to be only one plausible

explanation for this apparent inconsistency: the exponents of the neurosis

hypothesis of war base their views implicitly on a moral judgment about the

causes for which men resort to violence. They judge that there can be no

injustice in international affairs serious enough to justify a resort to violence

and thus to lead sane men to initiate it, while social and ethical injustice, on
the contrary, can induce men of balanced minds to prefer the horrors of

revolution to the continued perpetration of such injustice. If this explanation
is correct, the neurosis hypothesis, though presented as a scientific proposition,
turns out to be but another version of the aggression theory of war which, on
moral grounds, clearly condemns as evil any initiators of war irrespective of

the particular character of the international status quo they seek to change by
force.
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assumed to constitute a relatively rational response to existing and

fairly correctly perceived external conditions. A statesman's deci-

sion to take action with a view to reunifying his partitioned country

may reflect his personal ambitions or may be tainted by a personal

inclination to fool himself about the chances of success; the fact

remains that he is acting for a partitioned country, an external cir-

cumstance, and that efforts to remedy the situation are likely to be

forthcoming eventually, whatever the particular psychology of the

future leaders of the country. French governments composed of

men with widely differing personal traits all sought security for

France from what they considered the German threat through a

policy of alliances during the period from the 1890's to World

War II. Some of these men may have been swayed by false inter-

pretations of existing conditions or by exaggerated fears; neverthe-

less, the real or potential superiority of the neighbor across the

Rhine who demonstrated unsatisfied ambitions constituted an exter-

nal factor that was bound to guide French reactions whatever the

traits of the leading French policy-makers or the mood of the

French public.
The psychology of the actors in the international arena, instead

of operating in limitless space, is confined in its impact on policy

by the limitations that external conditions the distribution of

power, geographical location, demography, and economic condi-

tionsplace on the choices open to governments in the conduct of

foreign relations. Moreover, the international position of the coun-

try goes far in defining its interests and in determining, thereby,
the outcome of the rational calculus of interest by which statesmen

may generally be assumed to be guided.
Since every act has an infinite number of antecedents which can

combine in an infinite number of ways, one must conclude that

no two results can ever be identical. Never will two decision-makers

find themselves exposed to exactly the same environment or possess

exactly the same combination of personal traits; never will the

same decision-maker be in an identical situation and with identical

moods or ideas on two successive occasions. It is hardly surprising,

therefore, that historians whose task it is to investigate specific his-

torical decisions should be struck by the uniqueness of every case,

often to the point that they question the possibility of valid gen-
eralizations and thus of any theory of behavior in the international

arena. Here a nation arms feverishly while there another refuses

to be burdened with military expenditure; here a government
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aggressively pushes its demands on a neighbor while its successor,

though no less powerful, makes every effort to conciliate differences

with its opponents; here again a strong country bullies its little

neighbors while there another goes out of its way to show respect
for the rights of weak countries. On first sight there is little to

suggest uniformity.
Yet some degree of uniformity of behavior among actors belong-

ing to any specific category is so persistently present that even the

historian takes account of it at least by implication. It would make
no sense for him to use terms like "great power," "landlocked coun-

try," or "have-not nation" in dealing with historical actors if it

were not proper to assume that those who belong to one of these

generic groups share one or more common traits of behavior, while

differing in regard to these same traits from nations belonging to

other groups. While few would challenge this assertion, disagree-

ment is rife when it comes to deciding how prevalent and far-

reaching such uniformities are, how widely they embrace the nation-

states in space and time, and what are the particular combinations

of determinants that account for existing similarities and dissimilar-

ities of behavior. Answers can come from theoretical analysis only.


