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hostility toward the apparent inadequacy of British opposition to anti-French 
terrorists in the aftermath of the failed assassination attempt.

The era began with France’s completion in 1858 of the large, modern port 
facilities at Cherbourg on the English Channel—directly across from English 
shores.2 France also deployed more ships in the English Channel, and with 
construction of the Suez Canal it expanded its presence in the Mediterranean 
Sea, thus posing a growing challenge to British maritime security. France also 
significantly increased its defense spending through the early 1860s to support 
its naval buildup; in six years the French naval budget grew by over 30 percent. 
Louis-Napoléon also increased French naval personnel, so that the number of 
French sailors and marines was nearly twice the British total.3

Along with increased naval spending and naval expansion, France launched a 
new stage of naval competition when it preceded Great Britain in the construc-
tion of the first ironclad capital ship. In 1858, it ordered construction of six iron-
clads; it began constructing the first that year and another in 1859; and it com-
missioned the first, Gloire, in 1860. France thus began a rapid ship-construction 
program, and by the end of the decade it had constructed twenty-six ironclads, 
representing a challenge to Great Britain in the form of potential maritime su-
premacy in British coastal waters.4

As French naval power grew, the regime explicitly challenged British security. 
In 1860, the French ambassador in London warned that if Great Britain did not 
accept French ambitions in Europe, France would destroy the foundations of 
British naval power. Napoléon III publicly aspired to turn the Mediterranean Sea 
into a “French lake.”5

Louis-Napoléon, Nationalism, and French Naval Ambition
France’s ambitious maritime policy was financially costly and strategically risky. 
While the country increased its naval budget, its army budget stagnated and its 
continental defense capability languished. At the outset of the naval buildup, 
France’s naval ambitions also risked heightened conflict with Great Britain. The 
combination of belligerent French diplomacy and the naval buildup created the 
1859–60 French “invasion scare” in England. French naval ambitions alarmed 
Queen Victoria and Prince Consort Albert.
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Louis-Napoléon’s overwhelming election as president in 1848 and his continu-
ing popularity reflected his populist legitimacy among the rural masses as the 
French leader. They believed he represented the interests of the people rather 
than the aristocracy and would restore the glory of the French empire. He was 
the “Napoléon of the people.” His antiaristocratic coup d’état in 1851 and the 
restoration of the empire were well received as promasses, populist measures.11 
Nonetheless, potential opposition to his regime was a constant concern, and he 
depended on the army to maintain domestic stability and suppress potential op-
position movements. In this political context, an essential aspect of Napoléon’s 
domestic legitimacy derived from his stature as a military leader. On his election 
to the presidency in 1848, he put on a military uniform and posed as an imperial 
leader, and frequently reviewed the troops with great fanfare. Moreover, popularction 
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a great revolution in naval architecture.”15 His intrinsic fascination with naval 
matters made possible the allocation of scarce financial resources away from 
the French army for the construction and deployment of ironclads, which fed 
France’s ambition to become a major maritime power and challenge British 
maritime security.

Geopolitics and the Failure of French Nationalism
Not only did Louis-Napoléon’s leadership of French populist nationalism and his 
personal naval ambitions fail to promote greater French maritime security and 
French great-power status, but rather they contributed to a major weakening of 
French security. In 1858, in response to France’s completion of its naval base at 
Cherbourg and the continuance of its ambitious shipbuilding program, Great 
Britain fortified its coastal regions and began deployment of a Channel Fleet—an 
unusual policy in peacetime. Thousands of British volunteer riflemen went to the 
shore to defend Great Britain’s coast from the French navy.16

Then, when French construction of the first ironclads threatened to make 
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Meanwhile, during the war the navy was mostly irrelevant, as the decisive bat-
tles were fought on land, not at sea. But equally revealing was the French navy’s 
poor wartime performance, despite its numerical superiority over the Prussian 
navy.
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Kaiser Wilhelm, Nationalism, and German Naval Ambition
Germany’s naval ambitions were strategically risky. They provoked a naval arms 
race with Britain and risked a British preventive attack on the nascent German 
fleet, a “Copenhagen.” British leaders, including Admiral of the Fleet Sir John A. 
Fisher and Civil Lord of the Admiralty Arthur Lee, advocated such an attack, and 
German leaders, including State Secretary of the Imperial Naval Office Admiral 
Alfred von Tirpitz, were acutely aware of the risk of a British preventive attack 
before Germany could achieve a deterrent capability, during the “danger zone” 
of its naval buildup.23 Equally important, Germany’s naval ambitions threatened 
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navies and the prospect of Franco-Russian cooperation. The latter development 
challenged British maritime security in the Mediterranean Sea and compelled 
Great Britain to budget so as to maintain its two-power standard. Moreover, 
worldwide interest in maritime power had stimulated ship production among all 
the great powers.
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should concentrate its defense resources on its ground forces to enable it to domi-
nate the continent, and that it should develop only a limited counterblockade 
capability to ensure continued access to overseas trade.29 But Caprivi’s prudent 
foreign policy preferences failed to gain the kaiser’s support, and advocates of 
naval expansion soon dominated the development of German maritime policy.

As in the discussion of the sources of French maritime policy from 1858 
through the 1860s under Louis-Napoléon, German material interests cannot ex-
plain Germany’s costly maritime ambitions in the 1890s and early twentieth cen-
tury and its challenge to British maritime security.
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But Germany’s revisionist naval ambitions, its challenge to British maritime 
security, and its initiation of the arms race reflected more than Kaiser Wilhelm’s 
personal preoccupation with maritime power and his commitment to German 
great-power status and nationalist aspirations.
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and its great-power status and the monarchy’s use of naval expansionism to en-
hance popular support for the regime. Admiral Tirpitz well understood this dual 
value of naval nationalism.36

Geopolitics and the Failure of German Nationalism
Kaiser Wilhelm’s pursuit of his personal naval ambitions and his political ma-
nipulation of popular German naval nationalism not only failed to promote Ger-
man maritime security and Germany’s “place in the sun” as a maritime power but 
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Ultimately, Kaiser Wilhelm’s intense military interests would have served 
Germany better if he had focused on developing a more robust continental secu-
rity force so as to dominate continental Europe, while procuring only a limited 
maritime capability, rather than on securing Germany’s “place in the sun” as a 
global maritime great power. Wilhelm’s nationalist preoccupation with German 
naval preeminence on the high seas contributed to a devastating German military 
defeat in World War I and the demise of his monarchy.

NATIONALISM, AMERICAN NAVAL AMBITIONS, AND AMERICA’S 
RISE TO WORLD POWER
As was true of the sources of France’s and Germany’s expansive naval ambitions, 
the development of expansive U.S. naval ambitions during Theodore Roosevelt’s 
presidency in the first decade of the twentieth century did not reflect pressing 
security or international economic concerns. Rather, similarly to the French and 
German experiences, the U.S. maritime buildup reflected a combination of a 
personal nationalist leadership commitment to developing great-power maritime 
capabilities and the domestic politics of mass nationalism.

From the end of the Civil War until the passage in 1890 of the so-called Battle-
ship Act, the United States neglected its navy; minimal funding and poor condi-
tions allowed the deterioration of the country’s naval capabilities. The 1890 act 
funded construction of three second-class battleships to provide a coastal, guerre 
de course naval capability. Then in 1895 Congress authorized funding for the con-
struction of the first two first-class American battleships and the development of 
an oceangoing power-projection capability. In the ten years between 1900 and 
1910, the U.S. Navy commissioned twenty-five first-class battleships, including 
world-class dreadnought-type battleships, as well as many smaller ships. During 
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budget priorities. Between 1900 and 1910, the defense budget share of the overall 
federal budget increased from 36.6 percent to 45.1 percent.43 Under Roosevelt’s 
leadership, the United States began its transition from being a land power to a 
naval power.

Theodore Roosevelt, Nationalism, and American Naval Ambition
Neither increased U.S. security concerns nor greater U.S. international economic 
interests can explain the costly transformation in U.S. defense policy. In inter-
national security affairs, the rapid buildup of U.S. naval forces coincided with 
the most secure era in U.S. history. Whereas since 1776 the United States had 
been plagued with concerns about European military presence in the Western 
Hemisphere and the implications for U.S. territorial security, by the time of the 
Roosevelt administration all the European powers had retreated from the West-
ern Hemisphere, withdrawing their naval presences to home waters to deal with 
pressing European security concerns. The turning point in U.S. domination of 
the western Atlantic was the outcome of the 1895 Anglo-Venezuelan boundary 
dispute. Amid a context of German involvement in the Boer conflict in South 
Africa, Russian challenges to the British presence in South Asia, and the rise of 
the French and Russian navies, the growing threat of war with the United States 
compelled Great Britain to concede the merits of the Monroe Doctrine and to 
acknowledge the U.S. right to intervene in disputes between Latin American and 
European countries. By 1902, Great Britain began a strategic withdrawal from the 
Western Hemisphere, conceding U
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Thus, in 1890 the Naval Board recognized that the United States did not face a 
threat from any advanced power, including Great Britain. By the early twentieth 
century, the United States enjoyed “remarkable security,” and Theodore Roosevelt 
understood this.
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maintained a long-term relationship with them. In his senior year at Harvard he 
began writing a scholarly volume on the naval history of the War of 1812. In his 
introduction to the volume, Roosevelt expressed his personal outrage at the poor 
condition of the U.S. Navy during the war and the importance of naval power 
for national dignity. He wrote that it was “folly” for “the great English-speaking 
Republic to possess such an old and inadequate fleet”; America deserved better. 
Equally important for explaining his lifelong commitment to U.S. naval power 
was the intrinsic excitement Roosevelt associated, from boyhood forward, with 
naval warfare, along with the youthful pleasure, natural fun, and lifelong exhila-

ration he derived from having 
and directing a large navy.52

Roosevelt’s early interest 
in and enthusiasm for naval 
matters contributed to his 
strong personal attention 
to naval policy during his 
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the United States required warships in numbers commensurate with “the great-
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and the U.S. war against Spain. President William McKinley’s effort to negotiate 
with Spain a resolution to the conflict in Cuba increasingly isolated him from 
Congress and the American people. Quite apart from peripheral U.S. material 
interests in opposing Spain’s Cuba policy, Congress and the voters clamored for 
war, and ultimately they pushed the president into a war he did not support.57

The rapid American naval victory over Spain elicited widespread and enthu-
siastic nationalist pride in the U.S. Navy, and within a year of the war Congress 
passed widely popular legislation that funded construction of five battleships 
and multiple other ships. The Roosevelt administration’s naval legislative agenda 
benefited from the larger American naval nationalism. The Navy League of the 
United States was founded in 1902, its membership grew quickly among retired 
naval officers and American corporate leaders, and it played a valuable role in 
mobilizing support to bring about Roosevelt’s legislative successes.58 Roosevelt 
himself frequently campaigned for his naval legislation with populist speeches 
laden with nationalist appeals harking to the importance of naval expansion 
for America’s world stature. In his first State of the Union address, in December 
1901, he declared that for the “honor” of the United States, the “work of upbuild-
ing the navy must be steadily continued” and that Americans “must either build 
and maintain an adequate navy or else make up their minds definitely to accept a 
secondary position in international affairs.”59 During the 1904 presidential cam-
paign, Roosevelt appealed to popular economic nationalism and benefits for the 
American worker to justify his naval policies and U.S. imperialism in East Asia. 
As he later acknowledged, his decision in 1907 to send the U.S. Atlantic fleet on 
an around-the-world cruise reflected more his ultimately successful effort to 
arouse popular nationalist support against congressional opposition to his battle-
ship legislation than his effort to establish global—especially Japanese—respect 
for U.S. power.60
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The United States succeeded where other great powers had failed because 
of the fortuitous combination of domestic circumstances with a strategic op-
portunity in great-power politics. American popular naval nationalism and 
the expansionist impulse emerged after the United States had defeated Mexico, 
completed its conquest of the American Indian, and settled the Pacific frontier. 
These developments and the intrinsic stability of the U.S.-Canadian border es-
tablished the enduring territorial security that enabled the United States to fund 
safely its strategic transition from being a continental power dependent on its 
ground forces for security to being a maritime power seeking global influence. 
In contrast, similar efforts by France and Germany jeopardized their territorial 
security and contributed to devastating military defeats.

Moreover, Britain’s preoccupation first with the emerging French and Russian 
navies and then with German naval ambitions compelled it to acquiesce to U.S. 
global naval ambitions and to acknowledge the Caribbean Sea as a U.S. sphere of 
influence.61 These developments in British security enabled the United States to 
avoid engagement in a costly arms race and the prospect of a “Copenhagen”—the 
strategic challenges that plagued the security and naval aspirations of both France 
and Germany.

CHINA GOES TO SEA
A combination of nationalist leadership and popular nationalism drove French 
naval ambitions under Louis-Napoléon in the 1850s and 1860s, German naval 
ambitions under Kaiser Wilhelm in the early twentieth century, and U.S. naval 
ambitions during the Theodore Roosevelt presidency in the early twentieth cen-
tury. In each case, a personal leadership commitment to building naval power 
coalesced with popular nationalism to fuel national ambitions for great-power 



	 3 0 	 NAVA L  WA R  C O L L E G E  R E V I E W

“modern” in 1996, currently 70 percent are. China also has been developing large 
numbers of modern surface ships. Serial production of the Houbei and Jingdao 
classes has contributed to establishing and maintaining the Chinese maritime 
presence throughout the East and South China Seas. China’s development of a 
next-generation frigate, the Jiangkai class, will enhance the war-fighting capabil-
ity of the Chinese navy. Even at reduced rates of GDP growth, China’s shipbuild-
ing program will add significant numbers of modern naval platforms, including 
attack submarines, frigates, destroyers, and smaller fast-attack ships armed with 
antiship cruise missiles. According to one estimate, assuming that China’s naval 
budget over the next fifteen years grows commensurately with its GDP growth, 
by then the Chinese navy will possess well over four hundred surface combat 
ships and nearly one hundred submarines. All these modern ships will make sig-
nificant contributions to Chinese naval capabilities in the East and South China 
Seas and will contribute to improved Chinese capabilities in the western Pacific 
Ocean.62 China’s navy is not as technologically advanced as the U.S. Navy, but 
even merely in quantity China’s naval ships constitute an effective war-fighting 
force and attest to China’s long-term naval ambitions. The U.S. Navy’s increased 
attention to “dispersed lethality” reflects its concern with the modernization, 
growing number, and improved quality of China’s naval ships.63

China also is developing airpower to support its oceangoing navy. It is produc-
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organization, or political party to split any part of Chinese territory from the 
country at any time, in any form.”67

Reinforcing Xi Jinping’s ambitions has been the growth of Chinese mass na-
tionalism. The combination of the spread of the Chinese people’s access to the 
World Wide Web in China’s major cities and widespread dissatisfaction with the 
alleged weakness of Chinese foreign policy, encouraged by the global financial 
crisis and the onset of the U.S. recession, has heightened mass nationalist de-
mands for a more belligerent Chinese foreign policy. Despite China’s authori-



	 3 2 	 NAVA L  WA R  C O L L E G E  R E V I E W



	 R O S S 	 3 3

disputed areas of the South China Sea, and subsequently construct air and naval 
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the Russian census found that fewer than 6.3 million Russians lived there.
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infrastructure. Moscow cannot patrol its borders, so the Sino-Russian border can 
be as porous to Chinese migration and trade as it was for most of the nineteenth 
century and the early twentieth century, when 80 percent of the civilians in Vladi-
vostok were Chinese or Korean.88 In the twenty-first century, China’s stronger 
commercial presence in the Far East challenges the economic integration of the 
Far East with the rest of Russia.89 China’s domination of the Sino-Russian border 
has increased since the end of the Cold War.

Overall, the gap between Chinese and Russian underlying economic great-
power capabilities has widened in the twenty-first century. The significant dif-
ference between Chinese and Russian GDP growth rates over the past twenty-
five years has contributed to the widening of the Sino-Russian economic and 
technological gaps. Moreover, Russia has yet to reform its economy; it has been 
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“will gradually shift its focus from ‘offshore waters defense’ to the combination of 
‘offshore-waters defense’ with ‘open-seas protection.’”94 Insofar as China’s defense 
budget consumes a mere 2 percent of its GDP, China can expand its naval budget 
significantly with minimal repercussions for the Chinese economy.95

The Rise of the Chinese Navy and U.S.-Chinese Competition
Thus, in many respects, China’s geopolitical circumstances resemble the Ameri-
can geopolitical circumstances that facilitated the U.S. effort to dominate the 
Caribbean Sea and ultimately the Western Hemisphere. China possesses the con-
tinental security and the growing economy that will enable it to fund a large and 
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contend with the rise of China’s navy. Similarly, heightened U.S. resistance since 
2013 to China’s legal claims and its land-reclamation activities in the South China 
Sea reflects U.S. efforts to bolster its regional strategic partnerships as China has 
developed greater naval power.

Thus, despite similar continental geopolitical circumstances, the great-
power consequences of the rise of China in East Asia may be very different from 
the great-power consequences of the rise of the United States in the Western 
Hemisphere. America’s peaceful rise reflected the strategic priorities that the 
established great powers, especially Great Britain, faced in distant regions. As 
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