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Abstract 
Spheres of inϐluence have regained their signiϐicance in light of geopolitical upheaval 
and great power rivalries. Existing research on the phenomenon spheres of 
inϐluence, deϐined here as “hierarchical practices of exclusion and control”, tends to 
analyse and theorise the phenomenon on a macro-level, and thereby simplify states’ 
motives as to why they seek to establish or maintain spheres of inϐluence. The 
emphasis in that literature is either on states’ desire to maximise power or security, 
create a stable international order, or realise great power identity through the 
intersubjective social meaning of spheres of inϐluence. Whereas these theoretical 
traditions provide valuable contributions to our knowledge on spheres of inϐluence, 
they offer few insights into governments’ motives when maintaining or pursuing 
spheres of inϐluence, and what speciϐic practices they engage in to do so. Addressing 
this knowledge gap, the dissertation analyses the meso-level of international affairs, 
drawing on actor-centric foreign policy analysis. It analyses the foreign policy 
practices of the governments of the United States, the United Kingdom, and Australia, 
covering events from the time period of 1945 to 2024. The dissertation captures 
great and middle powers’ (i.e. states of different international status) views about 
spheres of inϐluence in different time periods and geographical settings. Thus, the 
dissertation uses ontological security theory to shed light on why some US 
presidential administrations attach a “sphere of inϐluence meaning” to Latin 
America, even though this might negatively affect American reputation and actual 
inϐluence in the region (Essay I), and explores how government ofϐicials in Australia 
(Essay III) and the UK and the US (Essay IV) perceive the beneϐits of having spheres 
of inϐluence. It also categorises the practices of exclusion and control as coercive 
or non-coercive (Essay II). The dissertation shows the diversity of both motives and 
practices of governments when engaging with their respective spheres of inϐluence, 
how they can coexist and how they are deeply rooted in historical and geographical 
context. 

Key words: spheres of inϐluence; foreign policy analysis; great powers; middle 
powers; perceptions; narratives 



Sammanfattning
Inϐlytandesfärer har återfått sin relevans i internationell politik givet de senaste 
årens geopolitiska omvälvningar och skärpta stormaktsrivaliteter. Beϐintlig 
forskning inom Internationella Relationer (IR) gällande inϐlytandesfärer, det vill säga 
geograϐiska områden där en stat (i regel en stormakt) praktiserar exkludering och 
kontroll, tenderar att analysera fenomenet samt teoretisera kring det på en 
makronivå. Detta tillvägagångssätt förenklar staters motiv till varför de eftersträvar 
att etablera eller upprätthålla sina respektive inϐlytandesfärer. Forskningen tenderar 
att betona antingen staters drivkraft att maximera sina maktresurser och fysiska 
säkerhet (exempelvis genom buffertzoner), att skapa en stabil internationell 
ordning, eller att förverkliga en stormaktsidentitet genom inϐlytandesfärens sociala 
betydelse. Aǆven om dessa teorier ger värdefulla bidrag till förståelsen av 
inϐlytandesfärer i internationell politik, säger de förhållandevis lite om regeringars 
faktiska motiv för att etablera eller bevara sådana sfärer, samt om de speciϐika 
praktiker de använder för att göra det. För att bemöta denna kunskapslucka 
analyserar avhandlingen meso-nivån inom internationella relationer, med vilket 
avses regeringars syn på inϐlytandesfärer. Avhandlingen, som är en 
sammanläggningsavhandling, består av fyra artiklar som analyserar olika anglo-
amerikanska regeringar—den amerikanska, brittiska och australiensiska—och olika 
utrikespolitiska sammanhang som återϐinns mellan åren 1945 och 2024. Därigenom 
omfattas stater med olika status (stormakter och medelstora stater) i olika kontexter 
(både historiska och geograϐiska). Avhandlingen använder sig av ontologisk säkerhet 
för att belysa varför vissa amerikanska presidentadministrationer tillskriver 
Latinamerika en ”inϐlytandesfärsbetydelse” med offentliga narrativ, även om detta 
kan påverka det amerikanska anseendet och det faktiska inϐlytandet i regionen 
negativt (Artikel I). Därutöver utforskar avhandlingen hur regeringar i Australien 
(Artikel III), Storbritannien och USA (Artikel IV) uppfattar fördelarna med att ha 
inϐlytandesfärer. Slutligen kategoriserar avhandlingen också hur stormakter 
praktiserar exkludering och kontroll som tvingande eller icke-tvingande i 
Latinamerika under Kalla kriget (Artikel II). I avhandlingen dras slutsatsen att 
”inϐlytandesfärspraktiker” är mer mångfacetterade än vad mycket av den tidigare 
litteraturen antyder, samt att de motiv som regeringar har när de eftersträvar eller 
upprätthåller inϐlytandesfärer även de varierar, samexisterar och är djupt rotade i 
historisk och geograϐisk kontext.  

Nyckelord: inϐlytandesfärer; utrikespolitisk analys; stormakter; medelmakter; 
uppfattningar; narrativ.   
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1. Introduction
This dissertation sets out to explore why governments of states seek to establish or 

maintain spheres of inϐluence in world politics and the practices they employ to do 

so. It illustrates that analysing the meso-level of international affairs (i.e. the 

government level), placing itself within the tradition of Foreign Policy Analysis (FPA), 

enables a deeper understanding of the motives and practices of state governments 

in their respective spheres of inϐluence compared to many existing approaches. In 

this dissertation, spheres of inϐluence are conceptualised as “hierarchical practices 

of exclusion and control” (Jackson 2020, 257). The dissertation studies three Anglo-

American cases—the United States, the United Kingdom and Australia—and their 

respective spheres of inϐluence, covering different events from the time period 1945 

to 2024. The analysis reveals the complexity and nuance inherent in the 

phenomenon of spheres of inϐluence in world politics, shedding new light on why 

and how governments seek to establish or maintain such hierarchical structures.  

The 2020s have seen several of the world’s great powers seeking to reshape the 

international system according to the geopolitical logic of spheres of inϐluence. This 

makes the topic of this dissertation a pressing issue. International institutions, 

alliances and agreements are being brought into question or in some cases 

collapsing, and great powers are intervening unilaterally, using military force, in 

several places around the world, not least in geographical areas they view as their 

spheres of inϐluence.  

The return of great power politics has generated a resurgence of interest in the 

phenomenon among policymakers, decision makers, analysts, journalists and 

scholars. However, this rejuvenation of the concept and phenomenon has, in turn, 

shed light on a number of ambiguities in the existing literature. The dissertation 

notes that despite the prevalence of the phenomenon, it is relatively under-

researched. This concerns both conceptualisations of what a sphere of inϐluence is, 

and the motives states might have for establishing or maintaining a sphere of 

inϐluence.  

By studying several historical and contemporary cases, this dissertation shows that 

actors (usually great power state governments) have a multitude of motives for 
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pursuing practices of exclusion and control over neighbouring states. It also 

demonstrates the diversity of practices that governments can engage in to maintain 

or establish a sphere of inϐluence. The dissertation is structured as follows. Chapter 

2 presents the research problem. Chapter 3 outlines the research questions. Chapter 

4 discusses the conceptual underpinnings of spheres of inϐluence in world politics. 

Chapter 5 contains the literature review and chapter 6 discusses the theoretical 

approach of the dissertation. I outline the dissertation’s research strategy 

(methodology) in chapter 7 before summarising the various essays that comprise 

the study in chapter 8. Chapter 9 presents the dissertation’s overarching conclusions. 

14 | Spheres of Influence in Practice



2. Research problem
The term “spheres of inϐluence” has re-emerged in international politics in the 

twenty-ϐirst century. Established and emerging great powers are once again 

asserting exclusive inϐluence over the geographical space beyond their borders, 

citing special historical rights, security concerns and privileges connected to their 

status (Flockhart 2024, 471). The term is also being used in popular science, political 

statements and academic debates (Shidore 2025). Moreover, in the wake of 

increasing great power rivalry, there has been a resurgence in the number academic 

essays on the subject of spheres of inϐluence (Allison 2020; Etzioni 2015; Recchia 

2020; Weede 2018; Schreer 2019; Sankey 2020; O’Rourke and Shifrinson 2022; Fix 

2022).  

Anxiety about this development in international affairs is palpable in Europe. The 

national security strategies of several European governments encompass concerns 

about Russia’s ambition to reassert its sphere of inϐluence in the post-communist 

geographical space (see National Security Strategy of the United States 2017, 25; 

2022, 23; National Security Strategy of Germany 2023, 15; National Security Strategy 

of Sweden, 2024, 19; National Security Strategy of the Republic of Poland 2020, 6). 

These concerns are not unfounded. In December 2021, just three months before 

Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, Putin’s government issued an ultimatum to 

the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO), which demanded the withdrawal of 

NATO forces to the alliance’s 1997 borders, the cessation of NATO military activities 

in Central and Eastern Europe and a Russian veto on questions related to the security 

of Ukraine (Tétrault-Farber and Balmforth 2021). This was considered by many to 

be a ϐlagrant attempt by the Russian Federation to reassert its dominance 

throughout the territory the former Warsaw Pact, where the Soviet Union had been 

the dominant hegemon (ibid.). The Russian Federation subsequently launched its 

invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, which has been attributed to a Russian belief 

in the necessity and the legitimacy of possessing a sphere of inϐluence over its 

immediate region (Götz and Staun 2022, 485-486). Summarising these security 

challenges in Europe, Czech President Petr Pavel wrote in an article in the NATO 

Review that Vladimir Putin’s Russian regime “does not conceal its interest in 

renewing Russia’s sphere of inϐluence in Europe” (Pavel 2024).  
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Even as the US-led globalised order came under pressure from (re)emerging great 

powers in the late 2010s and early 2020s (Mazarr et al. 2021, 1; Jackson and Brenes 

2025, 54-55), many decision makers in the United States rejected the notion of 

spheres of inϐluence. Speaking of the Russian Federation’s demands on and threats 

to Ukraine in 2021, the Biden administration’s Secretary of State, Antony J. Blinken, 

stated that the United States did not recognise spheres of inϐluence, and that the idea 

“should have been retired after World War II” (Removska 2021). Since then, however, 

the United States has assumed a different position with regard to international law, 

the rights of small states and spheres of inϐluence, particularly in Latin America.  

The clearest example is the Monroe Doctrine, which was “declared dead” by the 

Obama administration in 2013. The second Trump administration explicitly 

reasserted the Monroe Doctrine in its strategic documents in 2025. The doctrine 

“deϐined the American sphere of inϐluence as the entire New World. Monroe boldly 

asserted that the European powers no longer had the right to colonial activity in the 

Americas, and guaranteed American neutrality in the affairs of Europe in exchange 

for this request being respected” (Pamment 2014, 52). The Trump administration 

argued that the United States had for too long been concerned with the security 

issues of other states (most notably their European allies) and needed to take care 

of security issues closer to home, and that it was its right to seek to prevent other 

states from exercising inϐluence in the region (National Security Strategy of the 

United States 2025, 15). 

This resurgence of the Monroe Doctrine in US rhetoric is more than a buzzword as it 

has informed policy and generated real-world consequences. Alongside efforts to 

exclude the People’s Republic of China (PRC, henceforth China) from the Panama 

Canal (Platt et al. 2025), US special forces intervened in Venezuela in January 2026 

to capture its leader, Nicolás Maduro, and bring him to New York to stand trial for 

drug smuggling (Olay 2026). Moreover, the US government has increased pressure 

on the island nation of Cuba, which has been a thorn in Washington’s side since the 

Cuban Revolution in 1959, imposing a new embargo on many goods and resources, 

including oil (Goodman 2026). Based on these developments, it appears that great 

powers are returning to the logic that might is right, and that they enjoy special 

privileges to control the behaviour of other, less powerful, actors.  
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Throughout history, strong states have established exclusive control over 

geographical spaces that are not necessarily part of their territory, but certainly not 

independent (Haldén 2013; Allison 2020, 36). In a modern sense, these spheres of 

inϐluence were introduced by the great powers during the era of colonialism and the 

“great game” over Central Asia (Hast 2014, 37; Keal 1983, 16-18). However, the Cold 

War became perhaps the most emblematic historical period for spheres of inϐluence. 

Susanna Hast argues that the Cold War made spheres of inϐluence visible, incarnated 

through the Iron Curtain and the Berlin Wall’s barbed wire and guard towers (Hast 

2014, 113).  

This global ideological conϐlict between the United States and the Soviet Union was 

about inϐluence, propelled by a zero-sum logic (ibid.). To quote Hast again, it was 

“inϐluence for its own sake: any increase in the quality and quantity of inϐluence is 

that much inϐluence taken away from the rival power” (ibid.). This, in turn, generated 

proxy wars among the newly independent states, where decision makers in 

Washington and Moscow armed and ϐinanced insurgencies to counter the other’s 

inϐluence (Falkov et al. 2024, 501-505).  

In the post-Cold War world, sphere of inϐluence became considered a pejorative 

term, associated with revisionist authoritarian states seeking to overthrow the 

liberal norms of self-determination of small states (Hast 2014, 1-6). A prevailing 

view at the time after the collapse of the Soviet Union was that spheres of inϐluence 

were gone forever, a relic of the geopolitics of a bygone era (Allison 2020, 30; Jackson 

2020, 256). This was reϐlected among liberal scholars of International Relations (IR), 

who noted that exclusive spheres of inϐluence were incompatible with the open, 

liberal, US-led order (see Ikenberry 2011, 18). Elements such as self-determination, 

international law and international institutions were understood as means for 

securing peace, stability, prosperity and justice among states, and were presented as 

the end stage of the development of international politics.  

It is beyond question that spheres of inϐluence throughout history have had a major 

impact on international security, as well as on people’s lives. It is therefore both 

curious and problematic that the reasons why actors seek to establish or maintain 

spheres of inϐluence, as well as what practices they engage in to do so, remain 

relatively under-researched. Indeed, Van Jackson refers to spheres of inϐluence as 
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“one of the most commonly referenced yet analytically neglected concepts in 

international politics” (2020, 255). In an important sense, Jackson’s assertion is 

accurate, although there is some work on the subject.  

Given that the concept spheres of inϐluence was coined during the imperialism of the 

nineteenth century, and one could expect a strong connection to classical geopolitics 

(Hast 2014, 79). Indeed, the geopolitical tradition tends to emphasise the 

deterministic properties of geography, such as access to resources and strategic 

terrain, and that certain areas of the world are designated for domination by others. 

However, Hast notes that in the geopolitical literature, “There is no comprehensive 

engagement with the idea or the concept of sphere of inϐluence, because the 

imperialist dimension does not capture the originality of the phenomenon” (2014, 

80). Consequently, traditional geopolitical literature is of limited help when seeking 

to understand the phenomenon in practice.  

At present, theories on spheres of inϐluence, usually based on the conventional IR 

paradigms, tend to offer more analytically grounded explanations for why actors 

seek to establish or maintain spheres of inϐluence in world politics compared to 

classical geopolitics. One of three arguments is usually advanced: spheres of 

inϐluence as tools for ordering the international system and increasing the security 

of the state, spheres of inϐluence as a way to increase state power, or spheres of 

inϐluence as a way to assert or conϐirm the state’s great power status and identity.1  

The ϐirst of these perspectives suggests that in a chaotic and anarchic international 

system, great powers seek to create order to secure their survival, among other 

things. A state with the resources and standing to control its fate (the great power) 

can, particularly in the aftermath of war, create new systems that beneϐit it and 

maintain the existing order. In this context, great powers establish spheres of 

inϐluence through agreements to minimise confusion and friction. This perspective 

is primarily represented by scholars from the English School, such as Hedley Bull 

(2002 [1977]) and Paul Keal (1983). Similar views that spheres of inϐluence 

contribute to international stability can also be seen in more contemporary works 

(Sankey 2020; O’Rourke and Shifrinson 2022), and some scholars working on the 

 
1 The literature supporting this research problem is discussed at length below.  
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liberal international order also make this point (e.g., Lundestad 2003). States’ 

ambitions to create international order overlap with states’ desire to enhance their 

security. In this capacity, spheres of inϐluence serve an additional purpose as buffer 

zones. A buffer zone increases a state’s physical security by creating distance 

between potential enemies (Jackson 2020, 259). This slows a potential attacker 

down, providing the defending state with additional time to mobilise a defence 

(Jervis 1978, 194). This perspective is aligned with the structural (defensive) realist 

paradigm of IR scholarship, which asserts that the distribution of power, a state of 

anarchy and states’ rational pursuit of survival are the main variables that explain 

events in the international system (Schmidt 2005, 527-528; Brooks 1997).  

The second major perspective on spheres of inϐluence is that states pursue or 

maintain spheres of inϐluence to maximise their power. This is the view of, among 

other perspectives, classical realism (Morgenthau 1967, 54-55, 173). Power through 

spheres of inϐluence can be maximised by securing power projection capabilities or 

through control of strategic natural resources (Krasner 1978, 82; Jackson 2020, 260; 

Mearsheimer 2001, 40-42). This is based on realism’s assumptions about states’ 

interests, in particular the propensity to constantly increase their power. This 

perspective suggests that spheres of inϐluence are inescapable in international 

affairs. Stephen M. Walt, for instance, writes in Foreign Policy that: “The bottom line 

is that as long as the world is divided into independent states with vastly different 

capabilities, spheres of inϐluence will be both an unavoidable feature of the 

international landscape and an unreliable method for promoting peace” (Walt 

2026). Allison echoes this view, writing, “Where the equilibrium of forces between 

one state and another shifts to the point where the ϐirst becomes predominant, the 

resulting new balance of power casts a shadow that becomes, in effect, a ‘sphere of 

inϐluence’” (Allison 2020, 34). These two perspectives emphasise the practical 

aspect of spheres of inϐluence.  

The third and ϐinal perspective, primarily based on the constructivist IR tradition, 

considers spheres of inϐluence to possess an ideational value. This perspective 

emphasises the social meaning of possessing a sphere of inϐluence. One of the main 

arguments is that spheres of inϐluence serve as an intersubjective social symbol of 

great power status, and thus that states that have a great power identity seek these 
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hierarchical constellations to accommodate their status needs (see, for instance, 

Recchia 2020, 515; Welch Larson and Shevchenko 2010, 72). According to this 

constructivist argument, a state that wants to achieve or protect its identity and 

status as a great power might seek to establish or maintain a sphere of inϐluence. 

This dissertation’s research problem deals with “how existing theories have 

approached” the phenomenon of spheres of inϐluence in international affairs 

(Alvehus 2020, 69). Speciϐically, it argues that existing research on spheres of 

inϐluence, as described above, obscures the actor, the actor’s motives and context, 

and the diversity of practices involved in spheres of inϐluence by focusing on the 

macro level of international affairs. These are areas of study that are empirically 

underexplored in the context of spheres of inϐluence.  

The existing explanations are useful and shed light on many important aspects of 

international affairs, but at the same time they reduce and simplify the phenomenon 

to the extent that the “ground” of international relations—governments and decision 

makers—is missing. In a sense, this critique is moot, as so-called grand theories are 

“built on simplifying assumptions about which factors matter the most for explaining 

how the world works” (Mearsheimer and Walt 2013, 431). Therefore, to criticise 

such theories for a lack of nuance, precision and complexity is pointless as these are 

beyond their intended purpose.  

Instead, this dissertation views it as problematic that we know relatively little about 

how governments perceive or experience spheres of inϐluence when they craft their 

foreign policy. It problematises the existing categorisations of why states seek to 

establish spheres of inϐluence, and explores what spheres of inϐluence mean to state 

governments in practice. It picks up on William C. Wohlforth’s point that “If power 

inϐluences the course of international politics, it must do so largely through the 

perceptions of the people who make decisions on behalf of the state” (Wohlforth 

1993, 2). In engaging with the phenomenon of spheres of inϐluence, the dissertation 

responds to a need to add more nuance and complexity to the mental pictures that 

help us understand spheres of inϐluence in world politics. 

Moreover, as mentioned, and will be discussed at length in the literature review, 

much of the existing research tends to be underspeciϐied as far as the practices 
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involved when governments seek to maintain or assert a sphere of inϐluence. 

Alternatively, it is too narrow in its conceptualisations of which practices are deϐining 

for a sphere of inϐluence. This, too, can conceivably be attributed to the macro-level 

of analysis, which the dominant models of explanation prefer. An additional 

empirical part of the research problem is the lack of knowledge on why middle 

powers seek spheres of inϐluence. Most existing research on the topic within the 

dominant paradigms focuses exclusively on great powers. Given that it takes vast 

resources to practice exclusion and control over the geographical space beyond the 

borders of a state, particularly over an entire region, such an analytical focus makes 

sense. This dissertation largely focuses on great powers, but as Baldwin tells us, 

power is a relational concept, and middle powers are stronger than lesser states 

(2016, 50). Thus, provided that the geographical space exists, middle powers can 

(and have) practiced exclusion and control over geographical space beyond their 

borders. However, middle powers are largely absent from the existing literature on 

spheres of inϐluence. This is another part of the existing literature worth 

problematising, making it part of the dissertation’s research problem.  

To address the research problem, the dissertation recognises the need to explore the 

meso-level of world politics.2 In this dissertation, the meso-level of international 

affairs refers to the governments of states, encompassing decision makers, unelected 

ofϐicials and advisors. The dissertation makes two assumptions when embarking on 

this study: ϐirst, as a phenomenon in world politics, spheres of inϐluence are 

constituted by the foreign policy practices of exclusion and control by various 

governments. Such a conceptualisation allows for a deeper and structured 

investigation into which practices are involved. The second assumption is that 

spheres of inϐluence is phenomenon driven by actors that may be informed by their 

perceptions and experiences, as well as historical and geographical context. This is 

not, as mentioned, an alternative to the existing theories that operate on a macro-

level of analysis. Instead, it serves as a complement to existing explanations and 

theories, providing an additional layer of nuance through an approach inspired by 

the FPA tradition.  

 
2 The meso-level refers originally to the “group level” of analysis (Fine 2019, 10-13).  
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Addressing this research problem is relevant and necessary for two principal 

reasons. First, it liberates the concept from geopolitical mythmaking (see Ortmann 

2018, 405). Geopolitical myths are one of two things: they can serve as a general 

narrative about how the world works that is always made to be true, superϐicially 

linking events to create coherent and parsimonious explanations. Alternatively, they 

can be anchored in the prevalent geopolitical narratives of speciϐic countries, linking 

civilisation, culture, religion or ethnicity to the narrative of the world and a narrative 

of submission. In such narratives, spheres of inϐluence can serve as a useful tool, 

outlining what belongs to which state, which is superior and which is subordinate, 

and so forth. Separating spheres of inϐluence from geopolitical myths increases 

precision and makes them more analytically useful while at the same time 

preventing further reproduction of narratives that posit spheres of inϐluence as a 

“natural” consequence of geographical properties, the location of nations or the 

distribution of power. This relevance is tied to the real-world consequences of 

analytical accounts. 

Second, and related, a study that emphasises the actor provides an analytical gaze 

that can generate more context-bound accounts of why states seek to establish or 

maintain spheres of inϐluence. This has been done to a limited extent in the existing 

literature (see Kurth 1986), but this needs to be built on and deepened. It might thus 

yield more nuanced and complex reasons that state decision makers have for 

engaging in foreign policy practices pertaining to speciϐic spheres of inϐluence at 

speciϐic points in time. Unlike geopolitical accounts, this dissertation does not 

exonerate the actors pursuing spheres of inϐluence. A fundamental understanding of 

why spheres of inϐluence have been pursued, established or maintained in the past 

can provide us with clarity when setting out to understand the current 

transformations in the dynamics present in world politics among great powers and 

their less powerful counterparts. In this sense, actor-based studies in different 

contexts and time periods can contribute to the understudied meso-level of analysis 

of spheres of inϐluence. In sum, this dissertation seeks to provide granularity to 

previous paradigmatic explanations of spheres of inϐluence in IR by paying attention 

to the meso-level—the governments of states and their foreign policy. 
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In the light of the resurfacing of the phenomenon of spheres of inϐluence in world 

politics and the ensuing consequences for international security, the research 

problem of this study reads as follows: The return of the phenomenon of spheres of 

inϐluence has major consequences for international security. Although the existing 

literature highlights some important aspects of the phenomenon, it does not capture 

all the nuance and complexity inherent in it. Such perspectives risk reproducing 

inaccurate accounts of spheres of inϐluence in world politics. 

To address the research problem, this dissertation explores the Anglo-American 

family of states—the United States, the United Kingdom and Australia—and their 

respective spheres of inϐluence in Latin America, the Middle East and the South 

Paciϐic. These states’ governments are studied because of their theoretical 

signiϐicance and empirical richness. In other words, analysing these cases will 

provide new insights into the phenomenon of spheres of inϐluence in international 

politics. First, they represent different “types” of states, such as established and 

declining great powers, as well as established middle powers. Second, states that are 

historically committed to the liberal international order and the Anglo-American 

tradition of free trade and naval power are somewhat under-researched in terms of 

spheres of inϐluence. Third, despite some cultural and political similarities, the states 

are analysed in different geographical and historical contexts. Thus, analysing the 

sphere of inϐluence-practices and the motives of the governments of these states will 

contribute both theoretically and empirically to the literature, thereby addressing 

the research problem.  
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3. Research questions and contribution 
This dissertation addresses the weaknesses in the existing research on spheres of 

inϐluence by: (a) pinpointing the motives at play within governments that can lead 

to sphere of inϐluence practices; (b) revealing the signiϐicance of the context in which 

sphere of inϐluence policies and practices take place; (c) highlighting neglected 

foreign policy practices in terms of being more or less coercive; and (d) focusing on 

exclusion and control. As is alluded to above, and will be expanded on in the 

literature review, the existing literature makes important contributions to our 

understanding of spheres of inϐluence, but these tend to overlook the role of the 

actor(s) and the myriad complex motives that generate foreign policy practices.  

The resurgence of the phenomenon of spheres of inϐluence as described in previous 

sections has huge consequences for international security, but the existing literature 

leaves out much complexity inherent in the phenomenon. Based on the research 

problem of this dissertation, the following two research questions are articulated: 

 

RQ1: What practices of exclusion and control have 
Anglo-American governments engaged in since 1945?  

 

RQ2: What were the motives behind Anglo-American 
governments’ practices of exclusion and control over 
geographical space beyond their borders after 1945? 

 

Both questions concern the actors responsible for the hierarchical practices of 

exclusion and control. They cover the motives governments may have for practicing, 

as well as how governments try to practice, exclusion and control over geographical 

spaces. This provides the basis for future analyses concerning the wider 

consequences of spheres of inϐluence on international security. The conscious choice 

to focus solely on the nations exercising the inϐluence is not because the “inϐluenced” 

nations are insigniϐicant, but because a dissertation can only have a limited focus. 

The smaller states in the sphere of inϐluence deserve undivided attention and are the 
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topic of previous research projects by, for instance, Thorhallsson (2019), Womack 

(2016), Johnson (1986), Packenham (1986) and Hughes (1986).  

This dissertation studies spheres of inϐluence by placing the actor and the context in 

the foreground. The dissertation argues that we must assess the context (historical 

and geographical) and how it interacts with the actor’s perceptions and emotions, 

which, in turn, produce foreign policy on spheres of inϐluence practices. In so doing, 

this dissertation makes three contributions: First, it makes manifest the weaknesses 

of the previous use and understanding of the concept of spheres of inϐluence. Second, 

it develops a state government’s motives for engaging in spheres of inϐluence 

practices as bound by context. Third, it explains how spheres of inϐluence can be 

practiced by governments as an exercise of power and inϐluence in international 

relations that goes beyond the perspectives of the main IR paradigms. Much of the 

sphere of inϐluence literature in the IR discipline has relied on sweeping analyses 

that, in effect, “black box” the state. Studying several states in greater depth, and 

particularly the internal documents covering their foreign policy, adds nuance and 

context to cases previously seen as “self-evident” in the context of spheres of 

inϐluence. 

  

26 | Spheres of Influence in Practice



 
 

4. Conceptualising spheres of influence 
In terms of conceptualisation, the dissertation deϐines spheres of inϐluence as 

“hierarchical practices of exclusion and control” (Jackson 2020, 257). Historically, 

the concept of spheres of inϐluence is associated with geopolitics and can loosely be 

connected to works by scholars such as Harold Mackinder, Nicholas Spykman, A.T. 

Mahan and Friedrich Naumann, to mention just a few (Hast 2014, 79). A geopolitical 

analysis considers such factors as geographical location, resources, demography and 

topography, as well as the interplay between geography and politics (OƵ  Tuathail 

1996, 1). From this perspective, spheres of inϐluence can be construed as almost 

deterministic or a product of geographical structures.  

However, such an approach provides limited analytical utility. Approaching spheres 

of inϐluence in terms of practices of exclusion and control acknowledges that such 

practices can vary. Practices of exclusion can take place in several domains, such as 

ensuring exclusive rights to military installations on the smaller states’ soil, whereas 

the practices of control need to occur at some central node (for example, over the 

government of the smaller country). Practices of exclusion are directed towards rival 

great powers, through the ways in which the inϐluencing power excludes rival states 

from the geographical area that is the sphere of inϐluence. Meanwhile, practices of 

control are directed towards the weaker states in “the sphere” (Jackson 2020, 265-

266). This entails deploying various means to prevent these smaller states from 

pursuing a course of action that threatens the perceived interests of the inϐluencing 

state by, for instance, associating with its rivals and adversaries (Triska 1986, 8). In 

many cases, this involves controlling who governs in the small states. This distinction 

is comparable to what Geddes W. Rutherford referred to as “negative” spheres of 

inϐluence (exclusion of rival great powers) and “positive” spheres of inϐluence 

(control over the smaller state) (Rutherford 1926, 300-316).  

Moreover, this dissertation makes an additional distinction in its conceptualisation 

of spheres of inϐluence: that the hierarchical practices of exclusion and control can 

be both coercive and non-coercive in nature. This builds on insight from Jan F. Triska 

that “Leverage can take many forms […]. It may be positive or negative or a 

combination of both” (1986, 6). Coercive practices involve, for instance, the threat or 

the use of conventional military force to control political outcomes, covert 
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intervention using paramilitary groups and intelligence agencies to execute regime 

change, or economic sanctions such as export/import controls or embargos. Non-

coercive practices can entail the creation of joint (and exclusive) institutions or 

alliances, the promise of security guarantees, as well as the distribution of economic 

incentives such as investments and loans. Moreover, coercive and non-coercive 

practices are not mutually exclusive; powerful states have a plethora of practices that 

they can apply differently in various parts of the sphere. Their common goal is to 

exclude rival great powers from a geographical space, on the one hand, and control 

the smaller actors in the geographical space, on the other. 

It should be noted that spheres of inϐluence, in themselves, can be “instruments of 

statecraft” on a global scale (Resnick 2022, 566; see also Menon and Snyder 2017, 

966; Gilpin 1981, 24), that is, tools used by states to manage relations with other 

states and achieve foreign policy goals. However, simultaneously, different 

“techniques of statecraft” (practices of exclusion and control) can be deployed by a 

government to maintain or establish a sphere of inϐluence (see Baldwin 2020 [1984], 

12). Thus, spheres of inϐluence can be viewed and analysed as a foreign policy 

practice in itself, but also as the product of more speciϐic foreign policy practices.  

Spheres of inϐluence can vary in terms of their geographical characteristics. They can 

be constituted by a single lesser state, a group of lesser states or entire regions over 

which a great power practices exclusion and control. They can also neighbour or be 

distant from the “inϐluencing” state. This can affect how the inϐluential great power 

practices exclusion and control and why they do it, something which is recognised in 

the literature and will be explored further in this dissertation (Kurth 1986, 91). 

Speciϐic geographical properties are thus not a conceptual requirement for a sphere 

of inϐluence—other than that it is beyond the national borders of the inϐluencing 

state. Consequently, this dissertation does not impose any geographical 

requirements in its conceptualisation of spheres of inϐluence in world politics. 

Nonetheless, geographical space is an inherent component of spheres of inϐluence. 

Modern works have used the term when studying different sectors of the world 

economy (see Abrams 2025). However, such an approach, I argue, takes the concept 

too far away from its origins and overlaps too much with ideas such as “weaponized 

interdependence” (Farrell and Newman 2023).  
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Conceptualising spheres of inϐluence as “hierarchical practices of exclusion and 

control” makes it possible to begin to investigate the phenomenon with sufϐiciently 

broad but sufϐiciently speciϐic tools for developing more detailed knowledge on the 

practices state governments engage in when establishing or maintaining their 

respective spheres of inϐluence.  
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5. Literature review 
This section of the comprehensive summary discusses the background to spheres of 

inϐluence and their connection to classical geopolitics and critical geopolitics. I 

outline what the literature says about how spheres of inϐluence manifest themselves 

and why states seek to establish or maintain them. 

 

History, traditional geopolitics and spheres of influence 
The concept of “spheres of inϐluence” was introduced and established by the Russian 

diplomat, Count Gorchakoff, in the second half of the nineteenth century, writing to 

a British counterpart during the “Great Game” rivalry between their respective 

empires for inϐluence in Central Asia (Hast 2014, 37). However, spheres of inϐluence 

as a phenomenon are older than that. The Congress of Vienna (1814–1815), 

following the Napoleonic Wars, is a prime example of an attempt to restore order by 

the European monarchies, leading to the creation of non-sovereign political entities 

or spheres of inϐluence (Haldén 2013). The Austrian statesman, Klemens von 

Metternich, expressed the paternalistic view that: 

… every state—or rather, every sovereign of a great 
power—has the duty, in the name of the sacred right 
of independence of every state, to supervise the 
governments of smaller states and to prevent them 
from taking false and pernicious steps in their internal 
affairs. 

(Klemens von Metternich, quoted in Jervis 1978, 169) 

This captures Metternich’s approach to statecraft well; it was the “duty” and “sacred 

right” of strong states, and particularly their sovereigns, to “supervise” the 

governments of nearby weaker states. Stability, in Metternich’s view, was achieved 

by great power monarchs agreeing on where they could practice exclusive control. 

Practices of exclusion and control such as these were normalised and 

uncontroversial among decision makers in post-Napoleonic Europe. Borders and the 

control of territory were not viewed as static in the way they largely are today. At the 

time, “Most wars, in fact, concerned the acquisition of territory, and most of these 

wars led to exchanges of territory; this practice continued until the middle of the 
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twentieth century” (Zacher 2001, 217). It was therefore not strange that multiple 

non-sovereign political entities (i.e., spheres of inϐluence) were created in today’s 

Germany and the Balkans during the Congress of Vienna, in an effort to maintain 

stability and to prevent nationalism or liberal and democratic ideas from gaining a 

foothold (Haldén 2023, 112). 

The fact that the term was coined in an era of empire building in the second half of 

the nineteenth century is consequential, as it became connected to the notion of 

“geopolitics” (Hast 2014, 78-79). In 1899, the Swedish political scientist, Rudolf 

Kjellén, coined the term geopolitics to try to capture the geographical basis of the 

state in political analysis (OƵ  Tuathail 2006, 1). The term was accompanied by 

analytical parameters that he later applied to other phenomena, notably the 

outbreak of the First World War (Kjellén 1920). In a sense, geopolitics is similar to 

the IR paradigm of realism “in its focus on power politics, yet distinct from it in its 

speciϐically geographical drivers” (Acharya and Buzan 2019, 46). There is no single 

coherent “geopolitical school of thought” that outlines the role of spheres of 

inϐluence in world politics; however, there are some commonalities across scholarly 

works. The reason why geopolitics is relevant to the debate on spheres of inϐluence 

is that “Classical Geopolitics was very much focused on great power rivalry” (ibid.), 

which means that it was “closely linked to prevailing fashions of the day for social 

Darwinist nationalism, imperialism and the assumption of the superiority of the 

white and Western civilization over all other peoples and cultures” (ibid.). These 

interests overlap with an interest in larger geographical bodies, outside of 

conventional national borders. 

For instance, Susanna Hast notes that Friedrich Naumann’s concept of Mitteleuropa 

from his 1917 book on Central Europe, as well as Carl Schmitt’s Groβraum and 

Nomos, are similar to the notion of spheres of inϐluence (Hast 2014, 82-93).3 The 

sphere of inϐluence in this older geopolitical literature is a predetermined 

hierarchical structure, a consequence of a state’s geographical (and sometimes 

ethnic/national) attributes (ibid.). However, Hast also contends that “Spheres of 

 
3 Aside from these points, Naumann and Schmitt are not very similar in who they were or what they 

wrote. 
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inϐluence as circles on a map owe much to Halford Mackinder’s (1861–1947) 

concept of the Heartland” (ibid.). Mackinder stated in 1904 that, “Who rules East 

Europe commands the Heartland; Who rules the Heartland commands the World 

Island; Who rules the World Island commands the World” (Acharya and Buzan 2019, 

47). This illustrates Hast’s argument that spheres of inϐluence are fundamentally 

bound up with power and, ultimately, with violent conϐlict, something which 

geopolitics has at its core (Hast 2014, 79). This association is not without difϐiculties: 

geopolitics has a troubling legacy of imperialism and cynical statecraft. Nonetheless, 

it remains an important strand of the literature and therefore warrants discussion. 

From an analytical perspective, however, understanding spheres of inϐluence in the 

classic geopolitical sense as predetermined hierarchical structures yields limited 

utility. Proponents of the classical geopolitical strand of thought do not delineate the 

properties of the concept, such as practices of exclusion and control through 

economic, military or diplomatic means. Nor do such proponents explain why 

speciϐic actors in world politics might seek to establish or maintain spheres of 

inϐluence. Meanwhile, from the perspective of critical geopolitics, it is obvious that 

this way of providing meaning to geographical space is an act of power and politics 

in itself (see OƵ  Tuathail 1996; Pamment 2014, 48-52). In 2018, in a special issue of 

the journal Geopolitics on spheres of inϐluence beyond geopolitical realist logic, Hast 

and Ferguson wrote—in the light of the crisis over Ukraine but before the full-scale 

invasion—that, “The present discourse contains several recycled tropes and symbols 

from the Cold War” (2018, 279). They argued that “…perhaps the clearest evidence 

of return when it comes to spheres of inϐluence is in this Western narrative: spheres 

of inϐluence are depicted within a cyclical story of the threat Russia has posed in the 

past, poses in the present and is likely to pose in the future to the West and the wider 

world” (ibid.). Gerard Toal (Gearóid OƵ  Tuathail) argues along similar lines (Toal 

2017, 21). 

Much of the critical geopolitics literature contains the assertion that spheres of 

inϐluence belong to a simpliϐied geopolitical narrative dominant in “the West”, 

intended to exercise political power, deprive small groups of their agency and beneϐit 

militarised policies. This dissertation recognises that spheres of inϐluence, both the 

literal concept and the meaning behind the concept, are used frequently in public 
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diplomacy and the strategic narratives of state representatives. However, it asserts 

that this is not the complete picture. For example, the Russian demands on Ukraine 

and NATO in December 2021 indicate that the above-mentioned assertion that 

spheres of inϐluence are mainly a Western narrative might be inadequate (Tétrault-

Farber and Balmforth 2021). Narratives are by no means epiphenomenal (Krebs 

2015, 16). However, the dissertation problematises the critical geopolitical 

perspective in those instances, which are plentiful as is demonstrated, where no 

narratives are projected regarding geographical space, but where the “inϐluence” is 

nonetheless practiced through more direct means. Thus, the dissertation argues that 

it is fruitful to analyse spheres of inϐluence in practice, and not just as discursive 

structures. 

To reiterate, it is somewhat unclear how spheres of inϐluence should be 

operationalised when analysing empirical cases. The previous section outlined this 

dissertation’s conceptual understanding of spheres of inϐluence as “hierarchical 

practices of exclusion and control” (ibid., 257). However, as alluded to in the research 

problem, the practices of exclusion and control that governments engage in remain, 

on a conceptual level, either too vague or too narrow in scope. The next section will 

describe this in depth. 

 

Practices of establishing and maintaining spheres of influence 
IR literature says relatively little about the mechanics of asserting or upholding a 

sphere of inϐluence, and the scholarship that does exist tends to deϐine the concept 

narrowly. An example of the latter is Amitai Etzioni, who argues that in a sphere of 

inϐluence “the means of control the inϐluencer employs must be largely ideational 

and economic rather than coercive” (2015, 117). By forming economic ties, a small 

state can indeed become part of a more powerful state’s sphere of inϐluence 

(Pitakdumrongkit 2022, 404). This can involve giving or threatening to restrict 

access to a major consumer market or critical resources, crucial investments and so 

forth. In addition, Hans J. Morgenthau notes that “economic imperialism” is a “less 

obtrusive” way of establishing preponderance, local or continental (1967, 56). 

However, it is questionable whether economic means are solely non-coercive. 
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Indeed, it is well-established that powerful actors can leverage their positions and 

use economic means to coerce a weaker actor into submission with real-world 

consequences (in this case, practice exclusion and control) (see Baldwin 2020 

[1984]; Mulder 2022; Farrell and Newman 2023). This is not to say that economic 

means cannot be used in a non-coercive way but in the context of spheres of 

inϐluence, it is wise to appreciate the carrot-and-stick property of such practices. 

Military means are sometimes emphasised as underpinning a sphere of inϐluence. 

The ability of a great power to deploy military means, which is easier in the vicinity 

of the great power, can serve as a deterrent for lesser states to seek friendly relations 

with rivals. It can also deter rivals from seeking a foothold in the region. This is a 

point made by Walt (2026) regarding spheres of inϐluence. Such deterrence can be 

achieved through direct military intervention to control political outcomes (Valenta 

1986; Morgenthau 1967, 55) or by threatening action with superior strength. 

Condoleezza Rice writes: “Threatening visible military maneuvers and gunboat 

diplomacy have long been standard fare when the United States and the Soviet Union 

wish to remind smaller states of their military vulnerability” (1986, 239). Indeed, 

“[t]he course of domestic development within subordinate states can be inϐluenced, 

even altered by a range of actions that draw on military assets” (ibid.). Jackson also 

notes that “the ability to credibly exercise military power in particular spaces is what 

undergirds the claim to a sphere of inϐluence; the aforementioned motivations 

cannot be indulged without the ability to project military power” (2020, 260). Thus, 

to dominate a sphere of inϐluence, a great power should be able to deploy military 

force and coerce a lesser state’s government to abstain from engagement with a 

geopolitical rival. 

A step further is to establish military installations on the territory of lesser states. 

However, whether this is coercive or non-coercive is debatable. Resnick’s 

conceptualisation of spheres of inϐluence explicitly discusses military presence 

based on agreements between great powers (2022, 566). Sebastian Schmidt argues 

that “Policymakers’ practical understanding of sovereignty prior to the Second 

World War entailed a tight linkage between military presence and territorial 

authority [i.e., colony or sphere of inϐluence]” (Schmidt 2020, 3). After 1945, 

however, Schmidt argues that the US government re-examined the link between 
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military presence and territorial authority, and instead implemented so-called 

sovereign basing, where foreign military installations were contingent on the 

consent of the host nation (ibid.).  

Indeed, military prowess is not only used in coercive ways. Small states are 

sometimes prepared to sacriϐice part of their sovereignty to be provided with 

“shelter” from a stronger state (Thorhallsson and Steinsson 2019, 24-25). By 

providing security and military hardware, a great power creates leverage vis-à-vis 

its dependent allies in the sphere of inϐluence, something which it can use to practice 

control and exclusion (Cha 2010, 159, 163; 2016). Condoleezza Rice also notes that 

“Military power does not have to be used in its rawest form” to enact a sphere of 

inϐluence, and that “military assistance is but one good that dominant powers are 

able to provide for political elites in smaller states, and since security is critical, the 

promise to give or the threat to withhold that assistance can be a powerful lever” 

(1986, 240). She identiϐies two broad categories for levers of military inϐluence: “the 

use of military assistance and arms sales to forge security dependence, and contacts 

between military ofϐicers that give the dominant power inϐluence with indigenous 

military elites” (ibid., 245). Consequently, military means of inϐluence have many 

faces: both benign and malign.  

This connects to another way in which spheres of inϐluence can be created: through 

agreements, institutions and alliances. The literature highlights different ways this 

can occur. Hedley Bull, for instance, suggests that great powers can agree with each 

other on spheres of inϐluence, as well as spheres of “interest” and “responsibility” 

(2002 [1977], 212). The idea that a great power agreement, implicit or explicit, is 

foundational for a sphere of inϐluence features in several works on the subject (Keal 

1983; Resnick 2022, 566; Rutherford 1926, 304). There can also be agreements 

between the great power doing the “inϐluence” and the lesser power being 

“inϐluenced”. Jackson, for instance, writes that “Asymmetric bargains between larger 

and smaller powers result in structured arrangements that come to deϐine control 

and exclusion as the functions of a hegemonic order” (2020, 260). According to 

Womack (2016), informal or formal agreements that recognise disparities in power 

can foster stability. 
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Aside from economic means, military power and agreements between states, states 

can also establish spheres of inϐluence by publicly attaching a particular meaning to 

a geographical space. This entails that “spheres of inϐluence are constructed through 

socialization that transmits identity traits and forges in-group solidarity, between a 

primary state and other states (or social groups) that grant a degree of uncoerced 

subordination to the primary state” (Jackson 2020, 262). This is one way of viewing 

spheres of inϐluence: as a joint socially constructed hierarchy between the inϐluenced 

and the inϐluencer. Classical realist Morgenthau alludes to this when writing on 

“cultural imperialism”, which is “the most successful of imperialistic policies. It aims 

not at the conquest of territory or at the control of economic life, but the conquest 

and control of the minds of men as an instrument for changing the power relations 

between two nations” (1967, 57).  

Practicing control can thus be indirect, shaping how the small state directs its foreign 

policy even without direct coercion by the larger, “inϐluencing state”. This can be 

illustrated by highlighting what Bertjan Verbeek calls the “Atlantic reϐlex” in Dutch 

foreign policy, where the Dutch government pursued a foreign policy that it thought 

would be appreciated in Washington (Verbeek 2024, 771). Similarly, Costa Buranelli 

argues that spheres of inϐluence as conceived of in the past are not returning. Instead, 

there are in fact cases of “negotiated hegemony”, where the “inϐluenced actor” has 

more agency than is suggested in dominant discourses (Costa Buranelli 2018, 387). 

Alternatively, this could be a case of ideological power, where norms and symbols 

create cohesion between inϐluencer and the inϐluenced (Mann 2009, 22). Rather than 

a straightforward practice of control over a smaller state and the exclusion of rivals, 

such as through coercion by economic means, a sense of belonging might tend to 

emerge more naturally over time. However, strategic narratives can be used as a tool 

to create a sense of belonging, or at least to legitimise the exclusive control of one 

state over another (or over a region). It is a way of attaching meaning to a 

geographical space, which, in turn, can create a shared worldview of the legitimacy 

of or need for a sphere of inϐluence. Thus, disseminating a consistent and compelling 

strategic narrative is another way for a great power to establish or maintain a sphere 

of inϐluence (Pamment 2014; Szostek 2018). 
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To summarise, the existing literature offers several accounts of how spheres of 

inϐluence are established or maintained by great powers, but these accounts vary 

greatly, are too narrow or vague, and there is a lack of structure in terms of 

adequately capturing spheres of inϐluence conceptually. In addition, it is contested 

and unclear from the existing literature why states seek to deploy the means 

discussed above to establish or maintain spheres of inϐluence in world politics. This 

is related to the dissertation’s second research question regarding the motives of 

foreign policy actors.  

 

Why states seek spheres of influence 
Putting the somewhat deterministic classical geopolitics to one side, one can assume 

that great powers seek to establish or maintain spheres of inϐluence because they 

perceive or experience the need to do so. An overview of the literature identiϐies, as 

mentioned, three distinct reasons why a state might desire to establish or maintain 

a sphere of inϐluence: (a) spheres of inϐluence as an instrument of order-building and 

security maximisation; (b) spheres of inϐluence as an instrument for the state’s 

interest in power; and (c) spheres of inϐluence as an intersubjective social symbol of 

status. The ϐirst category is derived from the works of liberalism, the English School 

and defensive realism. The second category is mainly represented in classical and 

offensive realism, while the third category is primarily derived from the 

constructivist tradition. 

It is common to view spheres of inϐluence as a tool used by states to create order in 

the international system, thereby ensuring stability, security and prosperity. This 

was the view of the representatives at the Congress of Vienna who sought to create 

stability, predictability and order following the French Revolution and the 

Napoleonic Wars. Agreement and recognition (explicit or implicit) are moreover 

featured in certain conceptualisations of the phenomenon. When writing about this 

“prominent instrument of statecraft”, Evan N. Resnick argues that a sphere of 

inϐluence is “the explicit or implicit agreement by one state (the grantor) to allow a 

rival state (the recipient) to militarily dominate a territory that lies outside both 
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states’ borders” (Resnick 2022, 566). The idea is that such recognition breeds 

stability. 

Prominent scholars on spheres of inϐluence, such as Edy Kaufman (1976) and Paul 

Keal (1983), note, with a similar order-building focus, that great powers might want 

to use spheres of inϐluence as a tool for achieving stability and creating a world order. 

Keal suggests that by creating “tacit understandings” of their respective spheres of 

inϐluence, great powers can manage their relations and stability, and avoid conϐlict 

(Keal 1983, 57-60). Keal’s doctoral supervisor, Hedley Bull (Hast 2014, 29), also 

argues that great powers can manage the international order and their bilateral 

relations using the instrument of spheres of inϐluence in the “society” of states (Bull 

2002 [1977], 200, 212). Bull differentiates, among other things, between “negative” 

and “positive spheres-of-inϐluence agreements” (ibid., 215). Whereas “negative 

spheres-of-inϐluence agreements” are cases where great powers seek to exclude 

other great powers to secure their own position, “positive spheres-of-inϐluence 

agreements” provide order and stability in “the execution of a common task” (ibid.). 

To exemplify this, Bull points to post-war Germany, which was divided up between 

the victorious powers—the United States, the United Kingdom, the Soviet Union and 

France (ibid.). Bull also quotes Lord Curzon, who noted that crises and disorder arise 

in the international system where there is “vagueness” in terms of where one sphere 

of inϐluence begins and another ends (ibid., 217). 

The discussion above sheds light on the tension between anarchy and society that 

lies at the heart of Hedley Bull’s argument and the English School’s worldview (ibid., 

44-50). Spheres of inϐluence can be agreed on, even institutionalised, and become a 

foundational norm for how great powers interact (Zala 2020, 212-213). More 

contemporary geopolitical analyses also emphasise how spheres of inϐluence can 

contribute to stability. Sankey (2020) and O’Rourke and Shifrinson (2022), for 

example, argue that spheres of inϐluence can contribute to international stability and 

security if the borders of the spheres are known and recognised. However, spheres 

of inϐluence can also be used by great powers to exclude their rivals from 

geographical spaces and increase their own global power. Put differently, states can, 

from this perspective, establish spheres of inϐluence for a variety of reasons, ranging 

from cooperation to selϐish motives. 
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Order-building through spheres of inϐluence is a contested topic in the case of the 

United States in the post-war world (see Ikenberry 2018, 3-4). Geir Lundestad, for 

example, writes “so important was the American role there [Western Europe], that 

it could be argued that Western Europe became part of an American sphere of 

inϐluence, even an American empire” (Lundestad 2003, 1). He argues that the 

“Atlantic Framework” (i.e., NATO) “…was a code phrase for overall American 

leadership—there was never any real doubt that Western Europe belonged to 

America’s sphere of inϐluence” (ibid., 78). However, Lundestad goes on to suggest 

that the United States’ (liberal) sphere of inϐluence/empire was qualitatively 

different from preceding counterparts: “After all, in traditional empires most parts 

were ruled directly from the imperial capital, whereas [the] American ‘empire’ 

consisted mostly of independent countries” (ibid., 37). It was an “Empire by 

invitation”. Lundestad argues that the United States:  

…organized its sphere of influence differently from the ways 
other Great Powers had done; for, while they had governed 
through a policy of divide-and-rule, Washington actually favored 
the creation of a supranational Europe with its own political 
bodies and, accordingly, at least the possible development of an 
alternative political center.  

(ibid., emphasis added).  

Thus, it is Lundestad’s view that the US sphere of inϐluence in Western Europe served 

an instrumental purpose for both the United States and Europe. The United States 

could prevent communism from spreading, while Europe would be protected by US 

deterrence. Ikenberry, meanwhile, views spheres of inϐluence as instrumental to the 

creation of order, arguing that the United Kingdom established the embryo of the 

liberal international order in the nineteenth century through “colonial possessions” 

and “spheres of inϐluence” (Ikenberry 2011, 59-60). However, Ikenberry disagrees 

with Lundestad that the United States established spheres of inϐluence in, among 

other places, Western Europe, arguing that “exclusive spheres” go against the 

principles of a liberal international order (ibid., 18). 

The alternative to the US order, Ikenberry argues is “an international system where 

several leading states or centers of power—for example, China, the United States, 

and the European Union—establish their own economic and security spheres”, in 

which case, “[T]he global order would become a less uniϐied and coherent system of 
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rules and institutions, while regional orders emerge as relatively distinct, divided, 

and competitive geopolitical spheres” (ibid., 310). Ikenberry also writes that “The 

United States rose up as a global power in a world of empires, blocs, and spheres of 

inϐluence” (Ikenberry 2020, 191). Placing this “rise” in context, Ikenberry notes, “In 

the 1930s and during the war, as Germany, Japan, and the Soviet Union built regional 

spheres, and Great Britain established its imperial preference system, it was possible 

to envisage a global order built around closed imperial blocs” (ibid.). 

Notwithstanding this disagreement over whether the United States created a sphere 

of inϐluence in Western Europe as part of its new order, both Lundestad and 

Ikenberry view spheres of inϐluence as one of the available tools for a dominant state 

to create order. This view is shared by scholars such as Keal and Bull. As alluded to 

above, the concern with order and predictability connects with states’ desire to 

increase their security. Indeed, a common argument from a defensive realist point of 

view is that spheres of inϐluence provide the more powerful state with a strategic 

buffer vis-à-vis its enemies, thereby increasing its security (Etzioni 2015, 123; Jervis 

1978, 194; Jackson 2020, 259). There is, however, an argument that buffer zones are 

neutral and thus different from spheres of inϐluence (Menon and Snyder 2017, 966). 

Regardless, this perspective suggests that the state’s interest in survival informs its 

policies, and that by creating distance from potential threats, this interest can be 

realised. If the state does not establish buffer zones, it might ϐind itself with an 

adversary on its border, compromising its interest in survival. James R. Kurth writes 

that “Like all great powers, the Soviet Union sought to achieve a ring of buffer states, 

a protective glacis, as soon as it had the military strength to do so” (1986, 91). 

However, in making this point, Kurth also emphasises the importance of 

geographical and historical context. “After all, historically the great powers of the 

West had periodically invaded Russia through Eastern Europe and especially 

through Poland, as in 1812, in 1914, in 1919, and in 1941” (ibid.). Kurth’s account 

indicates the signiϐicance of historical and geographic context in the analyses of 

spheres of inϐluence, something which this dissertation builds on and will discuss in 

the theoretical chapter of this comprehensive summary. To summarise, the ϐirst 

perspective on why states seek spheres of inϐluence suggests that they do so to create 

international order and stability, thereby increasing their security. Alternatively, the 
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sphere of inϐluence can serve as a buffer zone, creating physical distance from 

potential threats. 

The second category of literature suggests that states establish spheres of inϐluence 

to further their interest in increasing their power relative to other states. Much of 

this is based on classical and offensive (structural) realism. Morgenthau writes that 

“local preponderance” or “localized imperialism” (spheres of inϐluence) is the 

product of human beings’ desire for power and a window of opportunity through, 

for example, victory in war (1967, 50, 54). Offensive realist Stephen M. Walt argues 

that spheres of inϐluence occur in the international system because of the 

distribution of power. In a 2026 Foreign Policy article, he writes, “…spheres of 

inϐluence are both an inevitable result of international anarchy and an imperfect 

solution to the competitive incentives that anarchy creates” (Walt 2026). He adds 

that states usually have “greater interests” in their “immediate surroundings” 

compared to “distant powers” and thus become more risk-prone in their foreign 

policy (ibid.). In addition, he notes that trade (a major tool in practicing inϐluence) 

tends to be regionally concentrated, and that it is easier to project power closer to 

home than in distant places (ibid.). Walt shares the offensive realist assumption that 

states seek to become more powerful to deter aggressors and thereby ensure 

survival. 

As Walt’s argument illustrates, offensive structural realism is a grand theory with 

pre-existing explanatory models that seek to “explain broad patterns of state 

behavior” (Mearsheimer and Walt 2013, 432). It cannot be applied to speciϐic 

“realms of activity” or “speciϐic time periods” (ibid.). The theoretical assumption is 

that actors are fearful and rely on self-help in an anarchical system deϐined by its 

distribution of power (Brooks 1997, 449). Morgenthau, meanwhile, is more 

concerned with speciϐic cases and contexts. Indeed, classical realism is more 

preoccupied with the actor than the system. Even so, he argues that interests are 

“deϐined in terms of power” (1967, 5).  

It is into this world of theoretical assumptions about state behaviour that realists 

place spheres of inϐluence. One example of this view of spheres of inϐluence is 

provided by Robert Gilpin, who writes in War and Change in World Politics that the 

“creation of exclusive spheres of inϐluence” is a tool for a state to increase control and 

42 | Spheres of Influence in Practice



 
 

inϐluence over the behaviour of other states, together with “threats and coercion, the 

formation of alliances” (Gilpin 1981, 24). Similarly, Mearsheimer writes that “great 

powers […] strive to gain power over their rivals and hopefully become hegemons” 

(2001, 40). Global hegemony, however, is largely impossible, so states must therefore 

settle for regional hegemony (ibid., 41). 

As to the reason why states construct spheres of inϐluence, Gilpin asserts, as alluded 

to above, that it is in the inherent nature of a state to seek control over its peers, and, 

if it possesses the capabilities, it seeks to reshape the international system to beneϐit 

itself (ibid.). Thus, to a realist, it is less a question of why states establish spheres of 

inϐluence than under what conditions they are established. For instance, Walt writes 

that “Balancing [lesser states joining forces to offset a more powerful actor] may 

seem unwise because one’s allies may not be able to provide assistance quickly 

enough” (Walt 1987, 25). He concludes, “This tendency may be one reason spheres 

of inϐluence emerge: states that close to a country with large offensive capabilities 

(and that are far from potential allies) may be forced to bandwagon because 

balancing alliances are simply not viable” (ibid.). Graham Allison offers a similar 

analysis of why spheres of inϐluence “emerge”: “…[w]here the equilibrium of forces 

between one state and another shifts to the point where the ϐirst becomes 

predominant, the resulting new balance of power casts a shadow that becomes, in 

effect, a ‘sphere of inϐluence’” (Allison 2020, 36).  Aside from the overarching driving 

forces identiϐied by this particular realist tradition, there are also more instrumental 

and speciϐic beneϐits pinpointed among those who argue that states seek spheres of 

inϐluence to maximise their power.    

A practical beneϐit of spheres of inϐluence is that they enable power projection 

(Jackson 2020, 259). By increasing its capacities for deployment of military power 

(such as infrastructure) and thus power projection, a state can become so powerful 

that it is too dangerous to attack. Additionally, Jackson observes that “Material 

resources and economic capacity are crucial inputs into political processes of 

resource mobilisation that translate them into military power” (ibid.). This echoes 

Stephen D. Krasner’s observation that “security of supply is important not just for 

military reasons but for more general economic and political ones as well” (1978, 

72). In this sense, the sphere of inϐluence is a crucial instrument for securing an 
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uninterrupted supply of natural resources through geographical control and military 

power. It should also be kept in mind that a state, operating on self-help and zero-

sum logic, might also establish a sphere of inϐluence to prevent its rival from gaining 

these advantages. 

In sum, the second way to view spheres of inϐluence in the literature is as a way of 

controlling other states and their resources, of creating buffer zones or of increasing 

power projection capabilities. From a structural realist perspective, these courses of 

action can all be traced back to the original and overarching motives of the state 

discussed above. The state is a “black box” that seeks survival and operates in an 

anarchical, self-help system where the distribution of power determines the 

outbreak of war and the formation of alliances (Waltz 2010 [1979]; Mearsheimer 

2001, 30-40; Brooks 1997, 446-448; Schmidt 2005, 542-543). Like the literature 

analysing spheres of inϐluence as a tool of order-building, the perspective discussed 

above views spheres of inϐluence as an instrument for realising larger interests and 

needs. 

The third strand, conversely, views spheres of inϐluence as possessing symbolic and 

social value. This strand is primarily based on the constructivist paradigm of IR. It 

views the sphere of inϐluence as serving a social purpose, often related to a state’s 

self-image and identity. Such a perspective contains different vantage points that 

emphasise various aspects of the social value of spheres of inϐluence. For instance, 

one vantage point is that the sphere of inϐluence is a status symbol, intersubjectively 

considered the mark of a great power. Thus, if a state considers itself a great power, 

experiences this identity or wants to achieve such a status, it might pursue a sphere 

of inϐluence. For instance, Stefano Recchia argues that together with its nuclear 

deterrent and permanent seat on the United Nations Security Council, France’s 

sphere of inϐluence in West Africa is foundational for its great power identity 

(Recchia 2020, 515).4  

Similarly, Welch Larson and Shevchenko argue that “Social competition aims to equal 

or outdo the dominant group in the area on which its claim to superior status rests” 

(Welch Larson and Shevchenko 2010, 72), adding that “In international relations, 

 
4 At the time of writing, France has largely abandoned its position in West Africa (France24 2025). 
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where status is in large part based on military and economic power, social 

competition often entails traditional geopolitical rivalry, such as competition over 

spheres of inϔluence or arms racing (ibid., emphasis added). This alludes to the 

intersubjective ideational value of spheres of inϐluence for aspiring or existing great 

powers. A state that identiϐies as a great power and wants recognition of this status 

might pursue a sphere of inϐluence (or maintain it) because of the above-mentioned 

social connotations. 

Another way of approaching spheres of inϐluence from an ideational constructivist 

perspective is to note that aspiring great powers crave recognition from other states 

in relation to their desired status. After all, status is a relational and social concept 

where more than one actor must be involved. Michelle Murray (2019) outlines this 

argument, noting that a sphere of inϐluence can generate so-called asymmetric 

recognition because of the relationship between the weaker and stronger actor. 

Being treated as a “major power”, as Murray calls it, satisϐies a need to achieve a 

certain status. Nonetheless, according to Murray, there is an intersubjective 

component among great powers insofar as having a sphere of inϐluence is concerned. 

Indeed, Benjamin Zala notes that the norm has been established in the international 

system over the course of history that great powers have spheres of inϐluence. 

Moreover, “Refraining from interfering in another’s sphere of inϐluence has become 

a marker of responsible great power behaviour” (Zala 2020, 216).  

It can certainly be argued that, in this case, spheres of inϐluence are an instrument 

for great powers to realise their desired identity. However, it is possibly more apt to 

say that the sphere of inϐluence, from this constructivist point of view, has an 

important symbolic value. Moreover, compared to the previous two views of spheres 

of inϐluence in world politics, and why states seek to establish or maintain them, this 

constructivist-laced perspective takes context and speciϐic actors into account. 

 

Summary of the literature review 
Although there is much literature on how spheres of inϐluence are maintained in 

practice, there is no joint structured model for deϐining them in a comprehensive 

way. Van Jackson’s conceptualisation of spheres of inϐluence as “hierarchical 
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practices of exclusion and control” helps the analysis to address the research 

problem, which in turn can provide empirical knowledge regarding this particular 

gap. Moreover, this overview has identiϐied three distinct reasons why a state might 

seek to establish or maintain a sphere of inϐluence: (a) a desire to establish order 

and manage great power relations; (b) a desire to increase power and/or security 

through the creation of buffer zones, the establishment of staging areas for power 

projection or the control of natural resources; and (c) a need to achieve recognition 

of great power identity or status.   

As the research problem shows, however, existing accounts of spheres of inϐluence 

tend to overlook the role of collective actors in spheres of inϐluence, as well as the 

connected particularities, complexities and nuances of the phenomenon. They also 

obscure the fact that governments face a multitude of challenges at the same time, 

domestic as well as international, and that they think strategically (or not), and so 

forth. The point, as mentioned above, is that it is virtually impossible to explore this 

based on the theories discussed above. In addition to this knowledge gap, this review 

reveals that most of the existing literature on spheres of inϐluence concerns “great 

powers” or aspiring “major powers”. Consequently, to add nuance to the existing 

literature and to address the research problem, the dissertation approaches the 

phenomenon through analysis of the meso-level of international affairs. 
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6. Theoretical approach 
The function of theory in this dissertation is to underpin an exploration of how 

governments establish or maintain spheres of inϐluence, and the motives they might 

have for doing so. As outlined in the sections on the research problem and the 

literature review, this dissertation ϐinds it problematic that much of the existing 

literature pays limited attention to the role of governments in the phenomenon of 

spheres of inϐluence in international affairs. To reiterate, the purpose of this 

approach is not to discard or disprove structural (grand) theories of IR scholarship, 

but to shed light on underexplored aspects of spheres of inϐluence, adding nuance to 

the existing body of work, and thereby address the research problem. Thus, “theory” 

in this context does not stipulate a relationship between variables from which I 

derive hypotheses that I set out to test. Rather, in this dissertation, theory is a way of 

guiding the exploration and the analyses, indicating what might be of importance in 

exploring the phenomenon.  

Speciϐically, this dissertation places the analytical focus on the meso-level: in this 

case, the governments of states. The term “meso-level” is kept deliberately broad in 

this dissertation. Governments comprise groups of people, but different state 

governments consist of different people; decision makers and policy makers, as well 

as other stakeholders. The US government during the Cold War, for instance, was 

much larger and more complex than its contemporary counterparts in the United 

Kingdom and Australia. In terms of power wielded, the president of the United States 

is more signiϐicant than the prime ministers of the United Kingdom and Australia. 

Thus, in each of the essays, I focus on different groups of people. Generally speaking, 

however, the dissertation focuses on the head of government/head of state 

(president/prime minister), foreign secretaries and civil servants working within 

the foreign services, as well as senior ofϐicers of the armed forces who serve in an 

advisory capacity in the respective governments (Chiefs of Staff in the United 

Kingdom and the Joint Chiefs of Staff in the United States).  

This theoretical point of departure rests on my observation that “spheres of 

inϐluence practices” of exclusion and control are part of a government’s foreign 

policy and should be analysed as such. It is a “purposive behavior” from one state to 

another, “[…] an activity oriented toward some end, goal, objective or aim” (Baldwin 
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2020 [1984], 14). Such a focus on the actor is common in the study of international 

affairs. Classical realism, for instance, departs from the premise that human beings 

pursue power by inherent instinct (Morgenthau 1967, 5). However, the tradition that 

makes the biggest point of placing the actor at the centre of analysis, beyond the 

black box of the state, is Foreign Policy Analysis (FPA) (Hudson 2005, 1-2).  

It should be noted that FPA is not a uniϐied theory in itself, but consists of many 

theoretical perspectives drawn from a multitude of research traditions. Models of 

explanation range from a focus on the individual psychology of the decision maker 

to domestic political pressures (so-called Innenpolitik) or organisational politics and 

processes (Kaarbo 2015, 191; Brummer 2020, 1918; Hudson 2014, 39, 73, 117, 141; 

Rose 1998, 146; Mabee 2011; George 1972). Other theoretical perspectives include 

neoclassical realism (Meibauer 2020; 2023; Aggestam and Hyde-Price 2025), and 

how state leadership perceives their respective nations’ role in the international 

system (Holsti 1970; Brommesson et al. 2024). Much scholarly work within FPA 

focuses on explaining speciϐic foreign policy decisions, such as the deployment of 

military force or join alliances (Allison and Zelikow 1999; Khong 1992; Michalski et 

al. 2024). Yet, fundamental beliefs, identities and perceptions can also be the object 

of study in the FPA tradition (Kowert and Barkin 2024, 63).  

This dissertation focuses primarily on the stated general motives, worldviews and 

perceptions of government ofϐicials linked to spheres of inϐluence. It assumes that 

the worldviews and beliefs expressed by people in government underpin the foreign 

policies pursued by the state, and that it is possible to extrapolate theoretical 

categories from the articulated motives. Particularly, essays II, III and IV engage in 

this research. This makes the analysis more nuanced and liberates it, to some extent, 

from preconceived theoretical explanations at the macro-level. The exception is 

Essay I, which focuses on the psychological process underpinning how the actor (the 

US government) publicly attaches meaning to geographical space. Nonetheless, the 

dissertation maintains that the public projection of narratives (public diplomacy or 

strategic narration) is a form of foreign policy, comparable with the deployment of 

military force, the implementation of sanctions, and so forth (Tago 2024). Thus, even 

Essay I can conceivably be sorted under the FPA tradition.  

48 | Spheres of Influence in Practice



 
 

Another aspect that makes the actor-centric approach appropriate as a basis for 

exploration in the study of spheres of inϐluence in international affairs is that 

explanations are connected to the speciϔic cases and context, and thus not necessarily 

transferable (Hudson 2014, 7). As exempliϐied in the literature review, Kurth 

connected the Soviet’s experiences of invasions to a desire to have a sphere of 

inϐluence as a buffer zone. While this emphasis on context limits the ability to 

theorise about other cases, this is a trade-off I am willing to make to achieve this 

dissertation’s research objectives. Connected to the notion of complexity is the fact 

that an FPA approach accepts multi-factorial explanations (ibid.), which suits the 

purpose of this dissertation well.  

Exploring spheres of inϐluence from the meso-level requires an appreciation of the 

worldview of the people in charge. This connects to a basic tenet of conventional 

constructivism: that actors’ reasons are the causes of a phenomenon in the social 

world (Adler 1997, 329). It “is the view that the manner in which the material world 

shapes and is shaped by human action and interaction depends on dynamic 

normative and epistemic interpretations of the material world” (ibid., 322). Since 

constructivism is not an IR theory per se, and consequently “not…anti-liberal or anti-

realist by ideological conviction” (ibid., 323), it is well-suited to the abductive 

exploration of this dissertation. However, the four essays differ somewhat in their 

respective theoretical approaches.  

Essays III and IV explore the perceptions and worldviews of Australian governments 

in the 1960s, and the governments of the United Kingdom in the 1940s and the 

United States in the 1970s. They build on a theoretical perspective that state ofϐicials 

act upon the world as they perceive it. These essays thus analyse the explicitly 

formulated motives of the various state governments for maintaining their spheres 

of inϐluence, based on perceptions of risks, threats, and interests, informed by, among 

other things, historical experiences (Jervis 2017 [1976], 217). Meanwhile, Essay II 

concerns “sphere of inϐluence practices” and does not primarily focus on 

worldviews, beliefs and perceptions. Nevertheless, these three essays belong to the 

thinner end of constructivism (Wendt 1999, 47-67; Katzenstein 1996, 19-26).  

Belonging to the more interpretivist, thick end of the constructivism spectrum (see 

Guzzini 2000, 149, 175), Essay I sticks out by using ontological security to explain 
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the narratives projected by various presidential administrations when attaching 

meaning to the geographical space of Latin America. Ontological security scholarship 

is typically aligned with the more interpretivist camp of ontology and epistemology, 

and focuses on the stability of experiences and the sense of self, even at the expense 

of physical security (Mitzen 2006; Steele 2008). Using the theory of ontological 

security helps to account for the puzzle of why a state government might project 

narratives that could undermine its inϐluence over a given region. Given the nature 

of the theory and the empirical material, interpretation becomes a key component. 

Ontological security involves internal mental processes rather than explicitly 

articulated views. Even though it is somewhat unconventional to apply ontological 

security to foreign policy puzzles, it has been successfully applied within the FPA 

tradition (Subotić 2016; Steele 2024).  

Altogether, the dissertation’s essays theoretical focus is on the perceptions, beliefs, 

and emotions of ofϐicials and stakeholders in various great power governments, 

operating in different contexts, concerning their respective spheres of inϐluence.  
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7. Research strategy 
This section outlines the dissertation’s methodological choices: its ontological and 

epistemological assumptions, research design, choice of cases, methods of analysis 

and the empirical material. Since the dissertation comprises four different academic 

essays, several research designs and methods of analysis were employed.  

 

Research design and abductive reasoning 
Above all, the dissertation is anchored in pragmatism, which is not a distinct 

paradigm like positivism or interpretivism, but rather a mode of thinking (Cresswell 

and Cresswell 2018, 10-11). Pragmatism is primarily concerned with what works in 

a given context, and in relation to a particular research problem and its questions 

(Cresswell and Cresswell 2018, 10-11; Rorty 1980, 721). The focus is primarily on 

the empirical material rather than meta-theoretical debates (Dewey 1929). 

Consequently, the essays that constitute this dissertation make use of different 

theoretical approaches to answer their respective research questions. 

This dissertation is an exploratory and synthesising endeavour, intended to add 

nuance to the theoretical discussion on the phenomenon. To provide a more complex 

understanding of spheres of inϐluence, actors and contexts, this dissertation opts for 

an exploratory and qualitative design with a focus on empirical analysis and 

discovery (Swedberg 2014, 6; see also Kreuzer 2023, 4; George and Bennett 2005, 

92-94). It is case-based and in most instances comparative. Using qualitative case 

studies to develop theories about speciϐic cases or general theoretical concepts is 

common practice in the social sciences (George and Bennett 2005, 111-114). The 

exploration and theorisation are based on open-ended research questions, which 

enable in-depth analyses and granular comparisons (Beach and Pedersen 2019, 

284).  

The comparisons help shed light on the phenomenon by capturing the diversity of 

the contexts in which it occurs. The case studies explore and illustrate the different 

aspects that matter to the decision makers in various state governments and 

contexts (both historical and geographical), which, in turn, may shape foreign 
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policies consisting of spheres of inϐluence practices. This way, it adds nuance and 

actorness to existing theoretical models of spheres of inϐluence in world politics, and 

thus contributes to the research objectives. The exploratory qualitative studies are 

designed in three largely overlapping ways. The dissertation comprises traditional 

within-case comparisons across time (Essays I and II), a single case study (Essay III) 

and a “paired comparison” of two historical cases (Essay IV).  

A within-case comparison design is fruitful when exploring a phenomenon, 

theorising new explanations and accounting for complexity (George and Bennett 

2005, 9-10; Gerring 2017, 102-103). Consequently, research designs like these are 

ideal when exploring a phenomenon from a FPA perspective, as one of the tradition’s 

hallmarks is an appreciation of complexity, multi-level and multi-factorial 

explanations and the relevance of context (Hudson 2014, 7). Paired comparison 

designs, meanwhile, are also useful in theory development, both in explanatory and 

descriptive endeavours (Gisselquist 2014, 478). Moving from a single case study to 

a paired comparison offers, among other things, “descriptive depth” (Tarrow 2010, 

246). Essay IV is a descriptive paired comparison insofar as design is concerned. It 

does not seek to establish a causal mechanism in a positivist sense. The single case 

study in Essay III, meanwhile, uses, as the name implies, a single historical case to 

explore how Australian government ofϐicials perceived their sphere of inϐluence in 

the South Paciϐic, speciϐically Papua New Guinea.  

All the essays in this dissertation use abductive reasoning to generate knowledge. 

Abductive reasoning “involves using new descriptive insights to update existing 

theories, as well as withdrawing theoretical elements that have been misdescribed 

or that the march of history has made obsolete” (Kreuzer 2023, 28). In other words, 

the dissertation’s various essays approach the empirical material with open 

questions and tease out the relevant ϐindings in correspondence with theoretical 

insights (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012, 32-33). Indeed, exploration and 

explanation are “intertwined and involve a back-and-forth that reϐlects 

historiographical Bayesian, or abductive sensitivities” (ibid.). Using the exploratory 

and abductive approach, I devise in two essays (Essay III and IV) causal descriptions 

that are infused with theoretical insights from different perspectives. These are 

subsequently juxtaposed and altered based on the empirical material encountered. 
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It is a simultaneous theorisation and description (Swedberg 2014, 6). Abductive 

reasoning is suitable for this dissertation since it seeks to explore thick empirical 

material (Morgan 2007, 71) and, through this, make sense of the previously 

formulated research problem (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012, 27). 

 

Choice of cases 
As speciϐied in the research questions, the essays of this dissertation study the US 

administrations and their respective spheres of inϐluence in Latin America from the 

early Cold War to the early 1970s, and from 2008 until 2024; the government of the 

United Kingdom and its sphere of inϐluence in the Middle East and the Eastern 

Mediterranean in the late 1940s; and the government of Australia and its sphere of 

inϐluence in the South Paciϐic in the late 1960s. The period analysed in Essay III, 

touches upon several Australian governments in the 1960s. In this essay, however, 

Australia serves as a case of a “middle power” seeking to maintain a sphere of 

inϐluence. These cases were selected based on their theoretical signiϐicance, the 

opportunity to develop new theoretical insights and the availability of empirical 

material (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012, 57-58; George and Bennett 2005, 20).  

The added theoretical value of studying these cases lie in their differences and 

similarities. One of the main discrepancies is the “type” of states the cases represent. 

The United States is a great power and the United Kingdom still qualiϐied as one in 

the 1940s. However, these great powers were on a different trajectory. The United 

States was arguably at its zenith following the Second World War (much more so 

than in the late 2010s and early 2020s), while the United Kingdom was on a 

downward path in the post-war period, suffering from a weak economy and a 

shrinking global presence. By analysing and comparing the governments of these 

states in the different situations, the dissertation hopes to add nuance to the 

different “types” of great power involved in sphere of inϐluence practices. In addition, 

as identiϐied in the research problem, “types of states” other than great powers (such 

as middle powers) are relatively under-researched in the context of spheres of 

inϐluence. Thus, exploring the case of Australia and the South Paciϐic further 

contributes to the body of theory on spheres of inϐluence.  
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The states’ similarities also enhance the theoretical relevance of studying them. The 

United States, Australia and the UK can all be categorised as Anglo-American states. 

They share a language and, to some extent, a political culture (Dobson 2020). All 

three states have a shared strategic culture insofar as there is an emphasis on naval 

power, particularly in the case of the United Kingdom and the United States (Widén 

2011, 716; Kennedy 2017 [1976]). Moreover, geopolitical ideas and concepts such 

as “sphere of inϐluence” have travelled between states, between British thinkers such 

as Sir Halford Mackinder and Alfred Thayer Mahan, not least because of the shared 

language (Sempa 2017).  

These states were also connected on a more tangible political level in the post-1945 

order, through the “Five Eyes” intelligence alliance together with New Zealand and 

Canada (O’Neil 2017, 534), and through joint military interventions such as in Iraq 

in 2003 (see Vucetic 2011, 101; Blaxland et al. 2020). Throughout the 20th century, 

leading ϐigures in Australia, the United Kingdom and the United States shared 

various socio-cultural characteristics, aside from language, as well as a commitment 

to the US-led international order (Ikenberry 2011, 16-17). Cultural and political 

similarities are fertile ground for comparison in the FPA literature (cf. Brommesson 

et al. 2024). These states are, on paper, committed to the liberal international order,5 

and are yet to be compared in terms of their spheres of inϐluence.  

Finally, the cases were also chosen because they differ in additional two meaningful 

ways, in their historical and geographical context. The dissertation makes a major 

point of assessing context in the analysis of spheres of inϐluence. Geographical 

context is central for the governments of states when they devise their foreign policy 

and their military strategies (Edström and Westberg 2020, 1). Including the United 

States, the United Kingdom and Australia in a dissertation enables the study of 

similarities and differences that may (or may not) be contingent on geographical 

context. The states in this dissertation are located in very different areas of the 

world, allowing varying degrees of self-reliance, proximity to allies and access to 

natural resources. This can provide new theoretical insights into the motives a 

 
5 At the time of writing, the US government has explicitly veered away from the idea of international 

law, rules and institutions. 
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government might have for establishing or maintaining its sphere of inϐluence. 

Indeed, geographical proximity is not necessarily a ground for meaningful 

comparison (Dogan 2002, 72). 

Assessing historical context in the analysis of spheres of inϐluence also provides new 

theoretical insights. US foreign policy is analysed from the beginning of the Cold War 

in the mid-1940s to the 1970s, and then the late 2010s to the early 2020s. The UK’s 

foreign policy on its sphere of inϐluence is located in the post-war years of the late 

1940s. Australia’s foreign policy on its sphere of inϐluence in the South Paciϐic is 

placed in the 1960s. These differences in historical context enable the dissertation 

to capture potential similarities and differences connected to speciϐic events and the 

time in which decision makers were acting, their experiences and how these may (or 

may not) affect their spheres of inϐluence policies.  

Acknowledging that geographical and historical context matter in social phenomena 

is a deϐining feature of comparative historical analysis (CHA), a sub-discipline that 

serves as a major inspiration for this dissertation (Kreuzer 2023, 28-29). This 

dissertation is not a pure CHA endeavour; however, but draws on the insights from 

this tradition.6 

 

Historical cases and FPA 
There is widespread scepticism about the role analyses of historical cases can play 

in political science and wider IR scholarship (Trachtenberg 2006, 37). An 

unintended consequence of many political scientists’ aversion to historical cases is 

that many contemporary theories on causal mechanisms are treated as “frozen”, 

independent of historical and geographical contexts. Their approaches to research 

are therefore more constrained, obsessing over aspects such as replicability while 

overlooking the context in which they devise and test their theories (Kreuzer 2023, 

18). Meanwhile, other modes of explanation exist where historical context plays a 

major role. If political science is treated as the study of contemporary issues, and 

there is a belief that knowledge can only be generated on the subject by exploring 

 
6 The promise and problems of historical cases are discussed below. 
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contemporary cases, history becomes irrelevant. This dissertation, however, takes 

the opposite view. Historical cases can, for instance, be used to illustrate theoretical 

points (Trachtenberg 2006, 39), as various IR theorists have shown (Waltz 2010 

[1979], 102-103; Gilpin 1981, 56-66; Keohane 1984, 36; Carr 2001 [1939], 85).7 

Historical cases can, according to Marc Trachtenberg, “…help someone who is 

grappling with important conceptual issues to see the power of a theoretical 

argument” (Trachtenberg 2006, 39). 

However, the utility of historical cases stretches beyond mere illustration. Engaging 

in comparative history is useful when seeking to explore, map and assess social 

change (Skocpol and Somers 1980, 174). This has been the method of much 

academic work, be it on social revolutions (Skocpol 2015 [1979]), how technology 

and warfare have interacted over time (Bousquet 2022) or how people and societies 

relate to the notion of certainty or uncertainty (Haldén 2023). Historical case studies 

have also been the foundation for signiϐicant works within the FPA tradition (Allison 

and Zelikow 1999; Khong 1992; Mabee 2011). 

History can also be used in political science to question and problematise 

assumptions of contemporary research and improve our understanding of 

contemporary phenomena. The tradition of CHA uses historical cases to re-evaluate 

and reϐine existing theories, and to reformulate new and insightful research 

questions while appreciating the role of historical and geographical context (Kreuzer 

2023, 24-25). Other historical work can contribute to political science by displaying 

how assumptions regarding the nature of the social world are not a pregiven, 

inevitable development (such as the sovereign nation state) (Spruyt 1994). 

In addition, historical case studies can provide access to richer empirical material 

than might be available in contemporary cases. Many past events are considered less 

sensitive than contemporary, hot-button issues. Thus, in states with a strong archival 

tradition and freedom of information acts, it is possible to conduct in-depth studies 

in greater detail and in context. Declassiϐied documents are a goldmine for any 

scholar seeking to understand international affairs. Alongside these reasons, Marc 

 
7 This was even more common with earlier scholars of politics such as Alexis de Tocqueville and Max 

Weber (Skocpol and Somers 1980, 174).  
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Trachtenberg notes that “by studying history the scholar can develop the kind of 

sensibility that makes intelligent judgment possible. Indeed, it is hard to see how a 

scholar can develop that kind of sensibility without studying history” (Trachtenberg 

2006, 44, emphasis in original). To summarise, historical case studies are crucial for 

generating knowledge in all the social sciences, including international affairs. Using 

them to explore spheres of inϐluence in world politics at the meso-level contributes 

new nuances to an under-researched phenomenon. 

The availability of empirical material to conduct this research project is also 

important. Access to archival material is essential when investigating the views and 

perceptions of government representatives insofar as spheres of inϐluence are 

concerned (see Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012, 55). In this sense, the United States, 

the United Kingdom and Australia have been gratifying cases to investigate. There 

were several rich empirical archival sources available for each case, providing 

insights into sphere of inϐluence practices and the motives of governments when 

engaging in these practices. This, in itself, was a contributory reason and motivation 

for studying these cases.  

 

Methods of analysis and the empirical material 
This subsection discusses the methods of analysis used in the different essays and 

how these were applied to the empirical material. It also outlines the empirical 

material used in the various essays and how the material was collected. For this 

dissertation, I employed three different methods of analysis in the four essays: 

content analysis, thematic analysis and archival studies. Essay I uses content analysis 

to capture dominant narratives. Essays III and IV, meanwhile, use thematic analysis 

to capture the dominant perceptions of decision makers. Essay II uses archival 

studies as a method for generating structured knowledge on sphere of inϐluence 

practices over time. Sometimes, these methods overlap. Essays III and IV, for 

instance, also make use of archival material. Across the essays, I analyse the 

narratives and perceptions of decision makers, unelected ofϐicials, and other 

stakeholders in the respective governments. 
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I made extensive use of three distinct types of data. I collected the digitised archival 

material from the respective country’s foreign services. To complement the archival 

material, the dissertation used public statements, national security documents and 

reports from various government ofϐicials. Finally, secondary literature, such as 

studies on the respective historical cases, was used to ϐill gaps, establish context and 

identify additional views of decision makers relevant to the research questions. The 

type of data used depended on the case and the respective essay’s research question. 

Essay I explored and accounted for why US government ofϐicials assigned a “sphere 

of inϐluence-meaning” to geographical space when such public diplomacy risks 

insulting smaller states, thereby being counterproductive when seeking inϐluence in 

practice. To make this understandable, I used content analysis to capture both 

narratives of status and narratives giving meaning to geographical space. Content 

analysis seeks to capture “the manifest and latent content of a body of communicated 

material […] through classiϐication, tabulation, and evaluation of its key symbols and 

themes in order to ascertain its meaning and probable effect” (Krippendorf 2019, 1). 

Moreover, content analysis can be used to capture narratives, as is shown in Essay I. 

The purpose of the analysis was to investigate potential connections between a 

particular Self/Other narrative (capturing status) and the meaning provided to the 

“geographical here” (an abstraction of a geographical space that the state’s 

government views as a sphere of inϐluence). 

To capture this, I created two codes about status: Self/Other narrative #1 (narrated 

threat to status) and Self/Other narrative #2 (no narrated threat to status). These 

were operationalised by assessing how the own state was narrated vis-à-vis 

potential challengers. I also created two codes for the meaning assigned to 

geographical space: “Sphere of inϐluence narrative” and “Non-sphere of inϐluence 

narrative”. The “Self/Other narrative” was explored by analysing who was depicted 

as threatening and the implications for the United States. Thus, a Self/Other 

narrative is coded “#1” if it constructs a world where US status as a hegemon was 

threatened by rising challengers, but a Self/Other narrative was coded “#2” if the 

Self was constructed as secure in an established role and an entrenched status, and 

“Others” accept this structure of the international system. Meanwhile, if the US 

administration constructed the geographical area as its historical responsibility, 
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from where it must combat external threats, the narrative was coded as a “sphere of 

inϐluence narrative”. 

Opting for content analysis was not a given. Narratives can be analysed in many ways 

(see Fisher 1984; Somers 1994, 616). Narrative analysis is indeed commonplace 

among contemporary scholars of IR and security studies (Hagström and Gustafsson 

2019; Krebs 2015). However, not all the potential components of the narrative are of 

relevance in the case of Essay I. Instead, the main connection to be explored through 

a within-case design was between the characterisation of the Self/Other, and how 

this corresponded with the meaning provided to the adjacent geographical space (as 

described above). For this reason, the essay opted for a limited content analysis 

rather than a more comprehensive narrative analysis. 

In terms of empirical material, Essay I analysed public diplomacy statements and 

documents, as well as indications of self-perceived status. Thus, I primarily used 

secondary sources, such as national security documents, on the one hand, and public 

statements reported in the media, on the other. Speciϐically, I collected data from the 

two Obama administrations, the ϐirst Trump administration and the Biden 

administration. However, since the research problems and questions in the 

remaining three studies focused on the internal motivations of state governments 

concerning various aspects of their spheres of inϐluence, additional empirical 

material was needed. 

In Essay II, I used archival studies to develop a 2x2 analytical matrix, in a sense, a 

kind of conceptual typology, classifying sphere of inϐluence practices along the axes 

of coercive/non-coercive and control/exclusion. Archival studies can be viewed in 

different ways, but this dissertation considers it to be a research method, involving 

deep immersion in ϐirst-hand material (Trachtenberg 2006, 142; Thies 2002, 357; 

George and Bennett 2005, 99-100). This material provided grounded insights into 

which policies were adopted, as well as the motives of the actors who formulate 

foreign policy. When engaging with archival material, context is essential. I therefore 

also used secondary material in combination with other archival primary sources 

when using this method. Another crucial aspect is not to jump to conclusions too 

quickly (George and Bennett 2005, 99-100). Archival material only tells a partial 

story, and is often released or declassiϐied on purpose by governments with an 
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agenda (ibid.). Particular caution is needed when seeking to understand how speciϐic 

foreign policy decisions were made. For this dissertation, however, I mostly sought 

to establish worldviews and perceptions, which in a sense is less challenging than 

establishing causal chains. One caveat is that it is impossible to capture the 

perceptions of all the people involved. Nonetheless, general views may be easier to 

establish than an exclusive causal chain.  

Essay II’s empirical material was collected from the well-known archival series, 

Foreign Relations of the United States (FRUS), published by the US Department of 

State. I collected a vast material from the presidential administrations of Truman 

(1945–1953), Eisenhower (1953–1961), Kennedy (1961–1963), Johnson (1963–

1969) and Nixon (1969–1974). Diplomatic cables, reports and meeting minutes 

from these administrations constitute the major sources I used to categorise the 

practices that the US government engaged in vis-à-vis states in Latin America and 

create a 2x2 analytical matrix. The material is vast, so the analysis was limited to the 

volumes on Latin America, and occasionally to speciϐic countries such as the 

Dominican Republic, Brazil and Chile. The analysis concerned the particular 

practices of exclusion and control that the various administrations engaged in vis-à-

vis Latin America and therefore centred on policies and the motives behind them.  

Essay III used thematic content analysis to explore why the Australian government 

sought to maintain its sphere of inϐluence in the South Paciϐic (speciϐically Papua 

New Guinea) even though it lacked a great power identity. Thematic content analysis 

is “…a research method used to identify and interpret patterns or themes in a data 

set” (Naeem et al. 2023, 2). Unlike the content analysis in Essay I, this was purely 

exploratory. The aim was to establish themes in archival material to establish how 

decision makers and stakeholders constituting the Australian government perceived 

spheres of inϐluence and why their respective governments needed them. Using 

thematic content analysis, I focused on the arguments, both in favour and against, 

Australia’s position and inϐluence over Papua New Guinea throughout the 1960s. A 

dominant theme was identiϐied in these discussions through multiple 

categorisations. 

This essay’s empirical material was collected from the digitised archives of the 

Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT). In particular, the essay 
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analysed the extent of Australia’s relations with Papua New Guinea, which was under 

Australian control until the early 1970s. In total, 358 different documents were 

examined, although far from all were used in the ϐinal analysis. 

Similarly, Essay IV used thematic content analysis to capture how decision makers in 

the governments of the United Kingdom and the United States perceived spheres of 

inϐluence as contributing to national power. The perceived beneϐits of the respective 

governments were compared based on the themes found regarding the 

governments’ respective motives and divided up in larger themes. Since the essay 

compared two cases, the empirical material was drawn from two major sources: the 

London School of Economics and Political Science (LSE) archive on Anglo-Soviet 

relations and the above-mentioned FRUS series published by the US Department of 

State. Speciϐically, the essay focused on Attlee’s British Labour government (1945–

1952) and the Nixon administration (1969–1974), and how they perceived beneϐits 

of the UK’s sphere of inϐluence in the Middle East following the Second World War 

alongside the US sphere of inϐluence in Latin America, particularly Chile, respectively. 

Digitised archival data comes with some problems. It cannot be certain whether key 

documents have been kept from release due to their political sensitivity. 

Furthermore, documents might be missed, despite attempts to be thorough in the 

collection phase. However, any potential gaps in the primary empirical material 

should be compensated for through the use of secondary material, such as 

complementary academic literature 

.  
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8. Summary of essays 
This section outlines the content of the four essays that form the foundation of this 

dissertation. It provides an account of the research problems, research questions, 

theoretical foundations, methodological choices and conclusions. The subsequent 

section discusses the joint conclusions derived from all the articles. 

 

Essay I: The “Geographical Here” and the Pursuit of Ontological 
Security: Spheres of Influence Narratives and Great Power Identity 
in Times of Threatened Status8 
The ϐirst essay, published in the Central European Journal of International and 

Security Studies (CEJISS), concerns spheres of inϐluence in narratives and public 

diplomacy. It addresses the puzzle: why do states that consider themselves great 

powers attach a “sphere-of-inϐluence meaning” to smaller neighbouring states, when 

this risk insulting and frightening the smaller states, encouraging them to move 

closer to great power rivals?  

This ties into the larger problem of what determines the meaning state leaders 

attach to geographical space. A key aspect of this research problem is that the 

messages political ϐigures disseminate regarding world affairs and their own role in 

them constitute foreign policy practices in themselves. The research problem 

maintains that narratives and public communication are not epiphenomenal in 

international politics (Krebs 2015, 16), but also actions of foreign policy, namely 

public diplomacy (Sevin 2017, 8; Cull 2008).  

In explaining that great powers engage in narration of geographical space, the essay 

draws and expands on the “physical turn” in ontological security studies by 

introducing the notion of a “geographical here” as key to a great power that 

experiences its status is threatened. Devising this new concept captures an 

unspeciϐied and abstract geographical space that is signiϐicant for a great power’s 

self-perceived status, and can be projected to a plethora of geographical places. This 

 
8 The essay was awarded best scientiϐic article of 2024 in the Central European Journal of 

International and Security Studies.  
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contributes to the literature on ontological security, which asserts that a state’s 

physical territory is part of its identity (Krickel-Choi 2022), by expanding the 

physical foundation of a state’s (great power) identity. The argument is illustrated 

through a comparative analysis of three US presidential administrations. The essay 

analyses how US status is perceived and narrated, and the meaning ofϐicials assign 

to the “geographical here”. The study ϐinds that US presidential administrations tend 

to attach a sphere-of-inϐluence meaning to the “geographical here” in times when 

they experience their great power status to be threatened to stabilise their 

ontological security as a great power when facing a strategic rival with increasing 

power. 

 

Essay II: Implementing a sphere of influence: the United States’ 
practices of exclusion and control in Latin America 
The second essay concerns the practices of exclusion and control that a great power 

engages in to maintain or assert its sphere of inϐluence, speciϐically in the case of the 

United States and Latin America. The relationship between the United States and 

Latin America is a well-researched topic among historians and regionalists. 

However, the essay notes the absence of a structured discussion on how state 

governments implement a sphere of inϔluence; both in the literature on US-Latin 

American relations and the literature on spheres of inϐluence. To address this 

research problem, the essay seeks to answer the following research question: how 

can we understand the United States’ sphere of inϐluence policies in Latin America, 

including some striking variations between successive presidential administrations? 

The essay draws on several strands of literature to answer the research questions. 

Using Van Jackson’s conceptualisation of spheres of inϐluence as “hierarchical 

practices of exclusion and control” (2020, 257), and David A. Baldwin’s distinction 

between coercive and non-coercive techniques of statecraft, the essay develops a 2x2 

analytical matrix that can be used to analyse spheres of inϐluence in world politics. It 

also notes that whereas practices of control are directed towards the weaker states, 

practices of exclusion are directed towards rival great powers.  
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In addition to existing literature, the analytical matrix is formed by analysing the 

content of archival ϐiles detailing US-Latin American relations from the Truman 

administration to the Nixon administration. The essay analyses empirical material 

from the digitised archives of the Foreign Relations of the United States series, 

published by the United States Department of State. 

The essay ϐinds that the US government has used both coercive and non-coercive 

practices of exclusion and control, involving military, economic, and political 

instruments of statecraft. This ranged from the creation of institutions, security 

guarantees, and promises of economic aid and investment, to the threat or use of 

military intervention, covert action, and economic sanctions. Engaging in these 

practices were, on the one hand, a way of excluding the Soviet Union from Latin 

America, and on the other, a way of controlling who was in charge in the Latin 

American republics and that these people remained loyal to the US.  

 

Essay III: Understanding an Australian sphere of influence beyond 
national identity 
The third essay for this dissertation, published in the Australian Journal of 

International Affairs (AJIA), concerns Australia’s sphere of inϐluence in the South 

Paciϐic. Speciϐically, it studies Australia’s exclusive control over today’s Papua New 

Guinea (PNG), which it gained after the Second World War. In studying this case, the 

essay explores a puzzle: why do states that do not identify as a great power seek 

spheres of inϐluence? The existing literature reveals little concerning this question. 

A large strand of this literature suggests that great powers seek to establish or 

maintain spheres of inϐluence due to a desire to live up to their great power identity 

and be recognised as having great power status.  

The essay takes an actor-centric perspective to analyse the perceptions of decision 

makers through their arguments in favour of or against maintaining an Australian 

sphere of inϐluence in the South Paciϐic, and PNG in particular. Thus, it is an 

exploratory and theory-generating study. Speciϐically, the essay studies digitised 

archival material from Australia’s Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade from 

1966 to 1969 regarding Australia’s relations with the “Territory of Papua New 
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Guinea”. It concludes that matters of defence were central for those advocating a 

certain degree of control over PNG and that experiences from the world wars 

informed the perception of the strategic environment among various Australian 

foreign policymakers (albeit not all). The essay argues that previous experience from 

the Second World War, when Japanese forces bombed mainland Australia from bases 

in PNG, shaped the perception of certain decision makers and stakeholders in the 

Australian government who argued in favour of a “forward defence” in the new 

context of the Cold War. 

Threats are identiϐied as the Soviet Union, “Red China” (the People’s Republic of 

China) and Indonesia. The essay shows that a “foreign policy approach” focused on 

the meso-level, rather than the macro-level as in IR grand theories, is beneϐicial for 

understanding spheres of inϐluence in world politics. It also sheds light on the fact 

that there may be diverging views within governments on spheres of inϐluence. Thus, 

the essay contributes to the literature on Australian foreign policy as well as the 

literature on spheres of inϐluence in world politics, accounting for why middle power 

might want to pursue spheres of inϐluence.  

 

Essay IV: The perceived benefits of spheres of influence in foreign 
policy: US and British governments during the Cold War 
The fourth and ϐinal essay explores what beneϐits government ofϐicials and decision 

makers perceive in their respective spheres of inϐluence. When reviewing existing 

theoretical explanations for why states seek to establish or maintain spheres of 

inϐluence, the essay identiϐies a lack of deep knowledge on the phenomenon from the 

meso-level. Thus, the essay sets out to answer the research question: How have the 

US and UK governments perceived the beneϐits of their spheres of inϐluence in Latin 

America and the Middle East during the 1970s and 1940s respectively?  

To answer this research question, the essay conducts an exploratory and descriptive 

paired comparison of the case of the United States and Latin America, speciϐically 

Chile, in the period 1969 to 1973 with the case of the UK and the Middle East in the 

period of 1945–1947 (Tarrow 2010; Gisselquist 2014). Each case represents a 

situation in which a great power’s government is forced to consider its course of 
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action as its exclusive control over a geographical space beyond its borders is 

challenged or threatened. The cases differ in terms of historical and geographical 

context, thereby providing theoretical value.  

The essay analyses archival material from FRUS, as well as archival material from the 

LSE series on Anglo-Soviet relations. The case of the United States and Chile concerns 

the election of the socialist, Salvador Allende, as president in 1969. US President 

Richard M. Nixon and his National Security advisor, Henry Kissinger, viewed Allende 

with suspicion and sought to remove him by undermining his administration. Their 

rationale was to deny the Soviet Union a foothold in Latin America. The case of the 

UK and the Middle East concerns the British position in the Eastern Mediterranean, 

the Suez Canal and the Persian Gulf after the Second World War. Following the war, 

the UK’s economy was under major strain, forcing the incumbent Labour 

government under Prime Minister Clement Attlee and Foreign Secretary Ernest 

Bevin to discuss whether the sphere of inϐluence in the Middle East ought to be 

dismantled.  

The essay ϐinds that, in both cases, the governments generally perceived their 

respective spheres of inϐluence as possessing both functional and symbolic beneϐits 

as an instrument of statecraft. The US government perceived that if communism 

spread to the Western Hemisphere, it would give the Soviet Union a strategic 

foothold in the region, decrease American physical security, thereby weakening the 

US bargaining position vis-à-vis Moscow. At the same time, however, the 

administration perceived a symbolic value of excluding communism from the 

Western Hemisphere. It feared that if the United States were perceived as weak, this 

could undermine US alliances and deterrence.  

Similarly, some decision makers in the British government, but notably not Prime 

Minister Clement Attlee, perceived the Middle East as possessing functional beneϐits 

in terms of supply routes, revenue sources and power projection capabilities, and 

also symbolic beneϐits in terms of the UK’s status as a “major power” next to the 

United States and the Soviet Union. Thus, the essay illustrates that decision makers 

in great powers perceived spheres of inϐluence to have both a functional value and a 

symbolic value for statecraft and that both material and ideational perspectives must 

be appreciated. It also shows that a great power’s practices vis-à-vis a sphere of 
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inϐluence can be connected to wider, strategic questions, a factor which tends to be 

overlooked in the existing literature. 
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9. Conclusions 
This dissertation set out to explore why governments of states seek to establish or 

maintain spheres of inϐluence in world politics, and the practices they employ to do 

so. Inspired by the Foreign Policy Analysis (FPA) tradition, the dissertation explored 

the meso-level of international affairs to investigate Anglo-American governments’ 

views on spheres of inϐluence and why they saw a need to maintain or assert them, 

as well as the speciϐic practices of exclusion and control that form the foundation of 

the phenomenon.  

The aim was to ϐill a gap identiϐied in the existing literature: the problematic absence 

of the actor, context and the diversity of practices in analyses of spheres of inϐluence. 

Over the course of four essays, I have shown that analysing spheres of inϐluence at 

the meso-level, drawing on the FPA tradition, makes it possible to reveal nuance and 

dynamics in terms of governments’ perceives and practices that tend to be obscured 

when grand theories are used to explain the phenomenon. Even though the 

dissertation comprises four separate essays, sometimes with different theoretical 

and methodological underpinnings, it generates three coherent and synthesised 

conclusions that address the research problem, answering the research questions, 

and provide avenues for further research. 

The ϐirst conclusion concerns the diversity of practices of exclusion and control that 

the governments of Anglo-American states employed to maintain or establish their 

spheres of inϐluence. Through the different essays, speciϐically essays I and II, the 

dissertation shows that the US practices of exclusion and control in Latin America 

were both coercive and non-coercive, while also involving material elements 

(economic and military statecraft, as well as the formation of institutions) and 

ideational elements (public narratives, meaning making and soft power). Essay IV 

uncovers that the British government practiced control and exclusion through, 

among other things, a military presence as well as exclusive treaties (although this 

was not the main object of study). Australia, meanwhile, as observed in Essay III, 

practiced exclusion and control over Papua New Guinea through, among other 

things, a legal mandate from the United Nations after the Second World War.  
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In much of the existing literature, spheres of inϐluence are treated as a coherent 

phenomenon, sometimes with the assumption or assertion that the phenomenon 

entails means of a particular type (e.g., economic or ideational). This dissertation 

provides additional evidence to the argument that spheres of inϐluence can take 

many forms, both in terms of means and characteristic, adding detailed knowledge 

on the speciϐic practices of exclusion and control involved. It also shows that these 

practices often were engaged in simultaneously. In a sense, this illustrates a 

connection to grand strategy, which involves the various resources that a great 

power government can deploy to achieve its long-term goals (Posen 1984, 13; 

Neumann and Heikka 2005, 12; Brooks and Wohlforth 2016, 75). There is, in other 

words, no single way for a state to practice exclusion and control over a geographical 

space beyond its borders. This is captured through Essay II’s 2x2 analytical matrix, 

that, in turn, enables future analysis of the character of the spheres of inϐluence.  

The second conclusion is that the governments of Anglo-American governments had 

a variety of motives for maintaining or reasserting a sphere of inϐluence. Essay IV 

shows how US decision makers viewed their ability to practice exclusion and control 

in Latin America as crucial to maintaining their credibility with allies and smaller 

neighbours. It also prevented smaller neighbours from falling into the Soviet Union’s 

orbit (practices of control), prevented the Soviet Union from establishing a 

beachhead in the region (practices of exclusion) and enhanced US deterrence and 

bargaining power with its geopolitical rival. This adds detail to the well-established 

view of spheres of inϐluence as tools of statecraft for great powers (Gilpin 1981, 24; 

Menon and Snyder 2017, 966; Resnick 2022, 566). Essay I, meanwhile, concludes 

that different US governments, in acts of foreign policy, attached a “sphere of 

inϐluence meaning” to their geographical vicinity in times of perceived threat to their 

great power status in an effort to achieve ontological security. The motive in that case 

is to secure a sense of Self as a great power.  

A similar heterogeneity in the motives for maintaining spheres of inϐluence can be 

seen in the case of the United Kingdom’s sphere of inϐluence in the Middle East. An 

overarching strategic goal of the British government after the Second World War was 

to remain a major power, next to the United States. After India’s independence in 

1947, certain British decision makers perceived it as vital to maintain their position 
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in the Middle East and the Eastern Mediterranean to achieve this strategic interest. 

The sphere of inϐluence in the Middle East thus was perceived as having both a 

symbolic and functional beneϐits for British decision makers. The study shows that 

in the eyes of the British government, the Middle East sphere of inϐluence served to 

secure British revenues from oil exports, as well as lines of communications and 

other supplies, which combined with a symbolic value to signify major power status.  

As the research problem and literature review identify, existing research on states’ 

motives for establishing spheres of inϐluence can be divided into three categories: a 

tool for order-building and security, a tool for increasing power and a social tool for 

demonstrating or enacting great power status. This dissertation does not reject any 

of these explanatory models. It does, however, show that governments can see 

multiple values in one sphere of inϐluence at the same time, and thus act on multiple 

motives. There might also be people in government who do not see the value of a 

sphere of inϐluence. Indeed, an additional interesting observation from the British 

case is that there was disagreement within the government concerning the sphere 

of inϐluence in the Middle East and the Eastern Mediterranean.  

A similar phenomenon is discernible in Essay III, where many Australian decision 

makers and stakeholders disagreed over the sphere of inϐluence in Papua New 

Guinea. In the years after the Second World War, Australia’s security strategy relied 

on open sea lanes so it could receive support from a strong ally, as well as “forward 

defences” to fend off potential aggressors. Thus, in certain circles of the Australian 

governments of the 1960s, exclusive control over the islands in the South Paciϐic was 

perceived as crucial to be able to execute its Cold War defence strategy. Australia’s 

experiences from the Second World War might have shaped some of these 

perceptions. The ability to pinpoint these tensions within governments illustrates 

another advantage of analysing spheres of inϐluence at the meso-level of 

international affairs. 

The status motive, moreover, appeared as more prevalent in the cases of the 

governments that perceived or experienced their position as dominant powers as 

threatened, such as the US in the 2010s. This partly accounted for the US 

governments’ desire to reassert its sphere of inϐluence in Latin America, as well as 

the UK government’s desire to maintain its sphere of inϐluence in the Middle East. 
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Quite interesting is also what was not observed in the empirical material. Whereas 

motives identiϐied in the literature, such as security, status, and the balance of power 

were mentioned or alluded in each case, no government in the dissertation’s case 

studies discussed order, stability, or reduced friction with rivals. It appears that in 

times of strategic rivalry, such as the Cold War, this motive was of limited priority 

compared to national interests.  

This observation leads to the third and ϐinal conclusion of the dissertation: that the 

international context is crucial to comprehend when setting out to analyse and 

understand why governments opt for practices of exclusion and control in particular 

regions. The dissertation shows that a context of great power strategic rivalry, a 

relationship between strong states signiϐied by a “history of past conϐlicts, 

perceptions of mutual hostility, lack of trust, expectation of future conϐlict, recurring 

disputes over the same issues, an inability to resolve the sources of conϐlict, and 

similar national power” (Mazarr et al. 2021, 8), is at the root of why the Anglo-

American governments seek to establish or maintain spheres of inϐluence. Indeed, 

great power rivalry is a prevailing feature in all the essays.  

In essays II, III and IV, the Cold War dominates the discussions of government 

decision makers. The analyses show that spheres of inϐluence are relational not only 

in terms of the relationship between the “inϐluencing” great power and the 

“inϐluenced” state, but also between great power rivals. In addition, Essay I shows 

that at a time of insigniϐicant great power rivalry, the Obama administration in the 

United States declared that it had dismantled its sphere of inϐluence in the Western 

Hemisphere. As the rivalry with the People’s Republic of China emerged, however, 

the Monroe Doctrine was resurrected in key strategic documents. The historical 

context of the Cold War might also be the source of the Anglo-American states’ 

concern with legitimacy. Especially the United States did not want to be seen as 

imperial and hegemonic, intervening in the domestic affairs of smaller states, in a 

time where it struggled for global domination with the Soviet Union.  

Essays III and IV also showed the signiϐicance of geographical context to 

governments in their pursuit to maintain or establish a sphere of inϐluence. To a 

geographically isolated Australia that twice had experienced the threat of being cut-

off in wartime, the sphere of inϐluence in the South Paciϐic was perceived as forward 
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defences. To the UK, the Middle East’s geography with chokepoints and natural 

resources, the sphere of inϐluence served a different purpose. Conversely, the US 

motives to maintain its Latin American sphere of inϐluence were quite different, 

partly because of Latin America’s relative geographical isolation from the rest of the 

world. 

A topic for future research is the role of emotions in relation to spheres of inϐluence. 

The instrumental and the ideational value placed on the sphere of inϐluence, from 

securing status and supply chains to seeking relations with great power rivals and 

survival, can all be connected to emotions to a greater or lesser extent. The fear of 

losing status or control over their own survival appears to drive state decision 

makers to pursue sphere of inϐluence practices, even though this might undermine 

their position in the long run. Consequently, this dissertation recommends further 

studies on emotions, and how they inϐluence how spheres of inϐluence are perceived 

and why they are established or maintained.  

If we are heading back to a world of spheres of inϐluence, as is often claimed today, 

we should know that these hierarchical constellations can be established and upheld 

in different ways, and that in many instances great power decision makers are driven 

by a plethora of motives when doing so. These motives are generally contingent on 

the historical and geographical context. Strategic rivalries between great powers 

heighten great power governments’ zero-sum logics concerning inϐluence over 

smaller states. At their core, however, spheres of inϐluence are fundamentally 

relational foreign policy phenomena, playing out both between great and smaller 

powers and among great powers themselves, and driven by the states’ governments. 
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Introduction
Giving geographical space political meaning is unavoidable in international poli-
tics, and it is foundational for how events in the world unfold. Doing so can also 
be utilised as a tool of foreign policy (Ó Tuathail 1996; Pamment 2014) and has 
real-world effects. It is therefore puzzling when powerful and ambitious actors 
voluntarily resort to publicly ascribing meaning to geographical space in a way that 
could work against their ‘best interest’ insofar as the maximisation of benefits is 
concerned. This is particularly palpable when a powerful actor assigns an adjacent 
geographical space the meaning of a ‘sphere of influence’. The notion – and the 
literal concept – is widely considered pejorative (Hast 2014: 1–6) and it is easy to 
see how it is insulting for a smaller state to be put in a great power’s ‘sphere’ and 
have its self-determination called into question. 

From this perspective, a ‘rational’ and ‘influence-maximising’ approach would 
be to reject that one’s power is malign or threatening. China’s leader Xi Jinping, 
for example, stated that the People’s Republic of China would never seek ‘hege-
mony’ or a ‘sphere of influence’ during a visit to Vanuatu (Xi Jinping 2021). This 
is a recurring theme when Chinese officials comment on China’s regional power. 
Arguably, the most effective power resides in the shadows and is not experienced 
as coercive or intrusive (Barnett & Duvall 2005: 55). Xi’s remarks allow smaller 
Pacific nations to maintain their pride and, combined with economic means, 
increase Chinese influence in the South Pacific. However, not all great powers 
follow this example. For instance, Russian political figures such as Vladimir Putin 
and Dimitri Medvedev frequently express the opinion that Russia has exclusive 
rights and privileges in its vicinity, or the ‘Russian world’ (russkii mir), and have 
acted on this by putting it into law and invading neighbouring states (Suslov 2018: 
333; Ó Loughlin et al. 2016: 746–753). Moreover, representatives of France have 
for many decades said how France’s former colonies in West Africa represent a 
sphere of influence (Françafrique, or France’s pré carré) (Bovcon 2013; Recchia 
2020: 513). Such a public formulation of great power mentality, or arrogance, has 
prompted fierce anti-Russian or anti-French sentiment in the countries located 
in these respective ‘spheres’. 

Insulting smaller states by assuming the role of a hegemon in a self-proclaimed 
sphere of influence can also benefit a great power’s adversary. Arguably, one of 
the most puzzling cases is how various presidential administrations in the United 
States have characterised their relationship with Latin America. An article in 
Foreign Affairs makes the argument that the Trump administration’s arrogant and 
even aggressive rhetoric towards Latin America, invoking the Monroe Doctrine 
(on the US sphere of influence in Latin America, see below), has driven the region 
into the arms of China (Stuenkel 2020). Similarly, a reference to the controversial 
doctrine by former presidential candidate Ron DeSantis during his campaign 
prompted assessments that ‘it wouldn’t be wise to brand any stepped-up en-
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gagement under the umbrella of the Monroe Doctrine. For Latin Americans, the 
dogma conjures up . . . a grim century of coups, invasions and protectorates that 
still rankle to this day’ (Mirski 2023). This can be verified by Latin American lead-
ers’ recent statements in relation to the United States and China (see e.g. Gabriel 
Boric, quoted in Weymouth 2023), and how the US narratives are used extensively 
in Chinese and Russian propaganda and disinformation (see e.g. Sheng 2023; 
People’s Daily 2023; Sputnik News 2019). Indeed, upon analysing the op-eds and 
statements made by Russian ambassadors in various Latin American capital cities, 
one can see that neo-colonialism, anti-Americanism and the Monroe Doctrine 
are among the major subjects (Digital Forensic Lab 2024). 

It is not difficult to see why the doctrine is controversial and why it is used by 
Russia and China in their strategic narratives, especially given how leading US 
politicians refer to it themselves. Hast writes that the Monroe Doctrine marked 
‘the beginning of a division of the world into spheres of influence, even a new 
world order’ (Hast 2014: 40). As a measure to formalise US hegemony in Latin 
America, President James Monroe and Secretary of State John Quincy Adams in-
troduced the Monroe Doctrine in 1823. As James Pamment tells us: ‘The Doctrine 
defined the American sphere of influence as the entire New World. Monroe boldly 
asserted that the European powers no longer had the right to colonial activity in 
the Americas’ (Pamment 2014: 52). Originally conceived as a defensive doctrine, 
‘over the nineteenth century, it became “expansionist as well as exclusionist” and 
was used to justify American interventionism and imperialism’ (Murray 2019: 
147; Crandall 2006). Using the doctrine as a pretext, the United States intervened 
and meddled in Latin American nations countless times from the late nineteenth 
century and throughout the Cold War, with a brief intermission in the 1930s and 
1940s (Guerrant 1950: 1–3; Crandall 2006: 15–18). Although some welcomed these 
interventions, they also generated trauma and indignation. Possibly the most 
emblematic expression of anti-Americanism in Latin America occurred during 
then-Vice President Richard M. Nixon’s visit to Venezuela. In Caracas, Nixon’s 
motorcade was attacked by an angry mob. To quote McPherson: ‘These groups 
[a mixture of students, peasants, and ‘unemployed dwellers’], also, had accumu-
lated a vast repertoire of anti-U.S. imagery over decades – the predatory eagle, 
the omnipresent octopus, greedy Wall Street tycoons, the impersonal boots of 
U.S. Marines, and so on’ (McPherson 2003: 10). The US has employed different 
tools other than a ‘sphere of influence-policies’ to construct a regional order; 
but it is the interventions and covert operations that in many ways stick out in 
the collective Latin American memory. With this in mind, it might be expected 
that a ‘rational actor’ would avoid invoking these painful memories, as doing so 
might provide its adversaries with ammunition for their strategic narratives and 
greater sympathy in the region. Derived from this research problem, this article 
sets out to answer the question: Why do great powers narratively construct an 
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adjacent geographical space as a sphere of influence when such narratives might 
benefit their adversaries and undermine their ability to practice influence in that 
geographical space? 

The geopolitical realist international relations (IR) literature tends to view 
spheres of influence as ‘natural’ either through geographical determinism or 
the possession of power capabilities. However, whether states seek to estab-
lish spheres of influence because of a concern for security (Jackson 2020: 258; 
Mearsheimer 2014: 82), or to maximise their international influence (Gilpin 1981: 
24) remains disputed. It appears, however, that characterising neighbouring small 
states in terms of a sphere of influence can generate undesirable effects, benefit 
an adversary and thus reduce the physical security of the great power. At the same 
time, the liberal literature notes how spheres of influence are incompatible with 
the liberal international order (Ikenberry 2011: 18), and that these spheres largely 
disappeared with the end of the Cold War (Allison 2020: 30). However, a superficial 
analysis of world politics since the Cold War reveals that such a notion is over-
simplified. Great powers have expressed positive views on spheres of influence 
during this time, not least the United States under the Trump administration. 
Conversely, constructivists posit spheres of influence as intersubjective products, 
socially constructed through language and/or practices. This intersubjectivity can 
be either between the great power and those influenced (sharing an identity) or 
between the great powers themselves (Jackson 2020: 261–263), ‘agreeing’ on the 
centrality of a sphere of influence to being a great power (Murray 2019: 63–64). In 
other words, the sphere of influence is central to the idea of great power identity. 
States that wish to be perceived as great powers set out to create such spheres 
through either rhetoric or practice (Recchia 2020: 513; Zala 2020: 213). Simply ac-
knowledging that a sphere of influence is part of a great power identity, however, 
is not sufficient when seeking an explanation to the puzzle as a reduction in the 
great power’s influence would threaten the sought-after great power identity that 
prompted the narrative construction of a region as a sphere of influence. 

To address the puzzle, this article turns to ontological security studies (OSS) 
and the assumption that actors pursue a sense of stability in relation to their 
identity, or their ‘Self’. It draws inspiration from the established contradiction 
that the pursuit of ontological security can interfere with an actor’s pursuit of 
physical security (Mitzen 2006; Steele 2008). Some scholars in the OSS literature 
suggest that practices may contribute to the formation of a stable identity (Mit-
zen 2006; Murray 2019), though this perspective might have limited relevance to 
the research problem addressed in this article. To understand why a state would 
formulate rhetorical narratives that could undermine its ability to practice influ-
ence, we must recognise the importance of autobiographical narratives in the 
formation of identity and the maintenance of ontological security (Hagström 
2021: 333). Based on these premises, I argue that adjacent geographical space can 
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become foundational to great power identity. To conceptualise this, I introduce 
the term ‘geographical here’, an abstraction of adjacent geographical space that 
is endowed with emotional properties. In a context where the status of a great 
power – implicitly its identity – is perceived as threatened, it responds by pro-
viding a ‘sphere of influence meaning’ to its geographical here. To illustrate this 
theoretical argument, the article engages with the cases of the United States under 
three successive administrations: the Obama (2009–2017), Trump (2017–2021) 
and Biden (2021–) administrations. 

In advancing this argument, the article sets out to contribute to three principal 
strands of literature. First, the article contributes to the literature on ontological 
security by noting the tension between narratives and practices when pursuing 
a sense of a stable Self. In devising this research puzzle, the article highlights the 
paradox that narratives intended to provide ontological security can generate 
unwanted actions from other (insulted) actors, which can undermine the desired 
ontological security. It notes that this perpetually reinforced ontological insecu-
rity could escalate beyond the control of actors, creating dangerous situations 
in international politics reminiscent of the Cuban Missile Crisis. Second, the 
article contributes to the identity literature in IR by introducing the notion of the 
geographical here as constitutive of identity alongside the Self/Other dichotomy. 
Drawing on the ‘material turn’ in OSS, this article looks beyond the state’s ‘body’ 
as a source of ontological security by introducing the importance of adjacent 
geographical space in times where status/identity is narrated as threatened. The 
third, and possibly most significant, contribution seeks to generate new knowl-
edge in relation to the sphere of influence literature by going beyond the ‘usual’ 
observation that spheres of influence are part of a ‘great power identity’. Although 
such a statement has some weight, the article adds more nuance and context when 
the sphere of influence becomes part of great power identity. 

A relevant criticism is why the article focuses on a liberal great power at a time 
when the international system faces more urgent threats posed by authoritarian 
great powers using force in active attempts to incorporate smaller states into their 
spheres of influence (e.g. the Russian Federation) (see Götz & Staun 2022). This is 
a fair point, and the study of autocratic states should indeed be taken seriously. 
Nonetheless, I maintain that serious self-reflection is vital if a relatively rules-
based order is to prevail and persevere. It is not sustainable for representatives 
of a liberal world order to express themselves in a way that directly benefits their 
adversaries.  

The sphere of influence literature: The hows and whys 
It is a common observation that the concept of ‘spheres of influence’ has been 
neglected in the IR literature (Etzioni 2015: 118; Hast 2014: 1; Zala 2020: 213), 
lately, however, the concept has received more attention among scholars (see 
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for example, Allison 2020; Etzioni 2015; Recchia 2020; Weede 2018; Schreer 2019; 
Sankey 2020; O’Rourke and Shifrinson 2022; Fix 2022). Nonetheless, the concept’s 
properties and theoretical utility remain underexplored and quite vague. This 
led Filippo Costa Buranelli to call ‘spheres of influence’ an ‘essentially contested 
concept’ (Costa Buranelli 2018: 379). 

Several scholars have tried to define the sphere of influence in terms of its 
‘unique’ hierarchical characteristics. Edy Kaufman writes that a sphere of influence 
is ‘a geographical region characterized by the high penetration of one superpower 
to the exclusion of other powers and particularly of the rival superpower’ (Kaufman 
1976: 11). Paul Keal offers a definition of a sphere as ‘a determinate region within 
which a single external power exerts a predominant influence, which limits the 
independence or freedom of action of political entities in it’ (Keal 1983: 15). More 
recently, scholars such as Resnick have defined the concept in a slightly narrower 
way, as ‘the explicit or implicit agreement by one state (the grantor) to allow a rival 
state (the recipient) to militarily dominate a territory that lies outside both states’ 
borders’ (Resnick 2022: 564). Etzioni suggests that the nature of the ‘influence’ 
defines a sphere of influence, as it is primarily ‘economic’ and ‘ideational’ rather 
than coercive (Etzioni 2015: 117). What all this means in practice, however, is rather 
unclear. The problem is aptly summarised by Jackson: ‘the logic, mechanisms, and 
implications [of spheres of influence] . . . can vary significantly depending on key 
analytical assumptions that derive from divergent theoretical traditions’ (Jackson 
2020: 256). Recent developments suggest we should view spheres of influence as a 
‘negotiated hegemony’ where there is bargaining between ‘the influencer’ (the great 
power) and ‘the influenced’ (Costa Buranelli 2018). The properties of the concept 
are murky, and so is its theoretical utility (Jackson 2020: 255; Hast 2014: 78–82). 

To scholars of ‘geopolitical realism’, the sphere of influence appears to be a ‘given’ 
of international politics where the strong impose their will on the weak. However, 
the concept remains elusive in the respective strands of the literature. In the es-
sentialising geopolitical literature, ‘spheres of influence are present as circles on 
a map’ (Hast 2014: 80). To quote Hast, ‘The geopolitical intention is to discover 
who will rule the world and how, not to discuss matters of sovereignty, interven-
tion, justice and other themes which relate to the pejorative associations of the 
present idea of spheres of influence’ (ibid.). However, ‘there is no comprehensive 
engagement with the idea or the concept of sphere of influence [in the geopoliti-
cal literature], because the imperialist dimension does not capture the originality 
of the phenomenon’ (ibid.). 

Similarly, realism largely neglects the concept’s theoretical underpinnings and 
implications. While Morgenthau and Waltz do not mention the concept in their 
major works, Mearsheimer mentions the role of ‘regional hegemons’ (Mearsheimer 
2001: 40–42, 247–249; Hast 2014: 81), but without explicating ‘the relationship 
between the hegemon and its subordinates’ (Hast 2014: 81). Meanwhile, Robert 
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Gilpin writes that states seek to establish spheres of influence to increase their 
influence over other states’ behaviour (alongside measures such as coercion and 
threats) (Gilpin 1981: 24). In a similar vein, Stephen M. Walt acknowledges that 
several great powers had spheres of influence in different places in the world, at 
different times (Walt 1996: 180). Tacitly, these strands of the literature appear to 
accept that it is natural for great powers to seek spheres of influence – and, by 
implication, natural for smaller states to be in these spheres – although the geo-
political literature is more deterministic than its realist counterpart. In realism, 
the pursuit of spheres of influence is either to maximise power or to maximise 
security through a defensive ‘buffer zone’ (Jackson 2020: 258–259; Mearsheimer 
2014: 82). The overarching purpose is to become more secure and ensure survival. 
Nonetheless, despite the fact that it is highly relevant to them, these perspectives 
do not address the research problem at hand. Narratives should not be considered 
epiphenomenal if they have an effect on national security. We must therefore, in 
this case, look beyond the geopolitical and realist literature. 

Meanwhile, the liberal literature takes the view that spheres of influence are 
antiquated and disappeared with the victory of liberalism over communism in 
the 1990s. As Ikenberry writes, the ‘liberal order can be seen as a distinctive type 
of international order’, which ‘can be contrasted with closed and non-rules-based 
relations – whether geopolitical blocs, exclusive regional spheres, or closed imperial 
systems’ (Ikenberry 2011: 18). It is in relation to liberal ideas that spheres of influ-
ence are considered ‘pejorative’ (Hast 2014: 1), because they violate principles such 
as the self-determination of small states. Regardless, the liberal idea is that spheres 
of influence are deleterious and incompatible with the system that prevailed fol-
lowing the break-up of the Soviet Union. Furthermore, if they are returning, they 
are doing so in the hands of revisionist great powers that are seeking to overthrow 
the unipolar world order. While it is undeniable that autocratic regimes are try-
ing to coerce small states into obedience, it is also obvious that liberal states have 
a much more complex relationship with spheres of influence than the liberal 
literature suggests. 

There are various examples of leaders of liberal states referring indirectly to 
their spheres of influence, such as former Prime Minister of Australia Scott Mor-
rison (Chacko 2023: 1; Pearlman 2019: 3–4), and senior US political figures in the 
1990s (Madeleine Albright quoted in Sciolino 1994). Graham Allison argues that 
spheres of influence did not disappear after the Cold War, but were converted into 
a single US sphere (Allison 2020: 30). Regardless of whether this is an adequate 
account of the post–Cold War world, there are palpable limitations to the liberal 
IR literature as it pertains to the sphere of influence debate. Most notably, it argues 
that spheres of influence go against the ideals of the liberal international order 
but fail to properly acknowledge actual contemporary arrangements and practice. 
Nor does it address the research puzzle discussed in this article. 
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The constructivist literature, lastly, has a more diverse take on spheres of influ-
ence. One is that spheres of influence are formed through intersubjective agree-
ments between the more powerful actor and the less powerful state, and concern 
shared identities (Jackson 2020: 261–262). From this point of view, the sphere of 
influence appears quite similar to conventional understandings of security com-
munities (see Adler & Barnett 2005). However, this perspective cannot account 
for spheres of influence where the subject of influence resists or disagrees with 
‘the influencer’. Here, a second constructivist perspective explains, in that there 
is an intersubjective understanding among the great powers, that a sphere of 
influence is an essential element of seeking great power status. Indeed, several 
scholars note that spheres of influence are a staple of great power identity (Zala 
2020: 213; Recchia 2020: 513; Murray 2019: 63–64). One issue for this article is 
that most scholars view spheres of influence from a practice point of view. Yet, 
such an approach does not adequately address the research problem. Narrating 
a geographical space as a sphere of influence appears to insult the smaller states 
within that sphere, potentially undermining any sense of great power identity. 
This is why great powers ‘double speak’ and what Jackson seeks to address by 
offering a ‘rigorous conceptualisation’ (Jackson 2020: 272). Spheres of influence 
appear important to great power identity, but this does not resolve the narra-
tive puzzle. 

Thus, the question remains: why would a great power narrate geographical 
space as a sphere of influence if that action undermines the influence practices 
that are central to great power identity? To make sense of the research problem, 
it is useful to turn to existing research on ontological security in international 
politics. However, it is first necessary to develop how great power identity and 
spheres of influence, geographical space external to the state’s ‘body’, interact. 
To do so, I introduce the geographical here.

‘Self/Other narratives’, the ‘geographical here’ and ontological security
The guiding assumption in ontological security studies (OSS) is that actors – 
individuals and collectives (states) alike – seek stability in their sense of Self 
(Hagström 2021: 333; Mitzen 2006; Steele 2005; Kinnvall 2004; Giddens 1991; 
Laing 1990 [1960]), which informs how these actors operate in the social world. 
There are two principal strands in OSS: one that emphasises practice as a source 
of identity stability (see e.g. Mitzen 2006; Murray 2019), and one that emphasises 
autobiographical narratives as the required vehicle for achieving stability in the 
sense of Self (Hagström 2021: 333; see also, Berenskoetter 2014; Steele 2008; 
Ringmar 1996). This article adheres to the latter category, where autobiographi-
cal narratives are considered foundational for identity. As Erik Ringmar puts it, 
‘when we wonder who we are . . . we tell a story which locates us in the context 
of a past, a present and a future’ (Ringmar 1996: 451). 
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The primary theoretical argument of this article is that the actor (in this case, 
the great power) narrates its geographical vicinity (and its role in it) as a sphere of 
influence to counter a sensation of ontological insecurity, i.e. anxiety connected to 
the sense of Self in the world. The sensation of ontological insecurity originates in 
the narratively constructed notion that the actor’s established status – implicitly, 
their identity – is threatened. In the case of a great power, or even a hegemon, 
the threat is the rise of a powerful challenger that could displace it. One can 
understand it as experiencing ‘inadequacy in one’s own eyes’ and/or ‘inadequacy 
in the eyes of others’ (von Essen and Danielson 2023: 12–13, 15–16). Thus, to re-
assert its identity, it ascribes a ‘sphere of influence meaning’ to its geographical 
vicinity in its autobiographical narratives. The great powers do this regardless of 
the effects it might have on their ‘actual influence’ over the small states that end 
up in their sphere. 

In making this argument, the article draws heavily on several works within OSS. 
Based on the assumption that states seek stability in their perception of their own 
identity, Jennifer Mitzen suggests that a state can become ‘attached’ to conflicts as 
they identify against an antagonist (Mitzen 2006: 342). Mitzen’s work illustrates 
that states prioritise a sense of ontological security at the expense of physical 
security, which in turn is based on the notion that identity is ‘co-constituted 
with difference’ (Hagström et al. 2022: 317; see also Campbell 1998). ‘Self/Other 
relations’ means that to be able to establish our own identity, we need to know 
what we are not. Consequently, if an actor’s identity becomes dependent on a 
conflictual relationship with an enemy, the conflict itself provides security for 
the actor’s sense of Self.

Although these insights are valuable, they do not address this article’s research 
problem. The question remains: Why do great powers narratively construct an 
adjacent geographical space as a sphere of influence when such narratives might 
benefit their adversaries and undermine their ability to practice influence in that 
geographical space? Such narratives can also rekindle painful collective memories 
of previous military interventions, or benefit an adversary that in the long run 
could compromise the state’s national security. There should be other ways of 
reaffirming one’s identity. Instead, the projected narratives could undermine the 
sphere of influence practices that some argue are key to maintaining ontological 
security (Murray 2019: 63–64; cf. Mitzen 2006). So, how to make use of Mitzen’s 
insights to address this article’s research problem? First, we can note that states 
seem to prioritise ontological security over physical security, which is in line with 
Mitzen’s findings. Second, autobiographical narratives are a source of great power 
identity, based on the reasoning described above. The practices of influence are 
negatively affected by narratives that ascribe a sphere of influence meaning to 
geographical space. Thus, this article takes the position that actors engage in 
storytelling when ascribing meaning to themselves and the world around them 
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(Polkinghorne 1988: 1). However, these narratives must be prompted by some-
thing since they are a reaction to ontological insecurity. This article argues that a 
self-perceived great power experiences ontological insecurity when faced with an 
actor that challenges its status. In response, the great power narrates its adjacent 
‘geographical here’ as a sphere of influence to reassert its status. But to understand 
why they do so, it is necessary to introduce the concept of the ‘geographical here’. 

The ‘geographical here’ concept is an abstraction of geographical space. Rather 
than an actual location, it is a feeling of proximity and geography. It is a feeling 
that something is close but in an unspecified way. It is malleable, it can be stretched 
to encompass places such as Panama, Grenada or Venezuela. To provide a short 
definition, I would suggest that the ‘geographical here’ is an abstract sense of 
geographical proximity that heightens (potentially skews) threat perceptions 
and becomes foundational for great power status. It is a place where the great 
power can (and possibly ‘should’) project its power. The ‘geographical here’ has 
particular properties, it is often the ‘periphery’ in a ‘core-periphery order’ that was 
emblematic of the previous world order (Flockhart 2024: 475). The geographical 
here is an extension of the state’s body that is not quite the state but occupies a 
key position in relation to a certain state’s self-perceived status. 

The invention of the concept draws on the observation that ‘questions of 
identity and territory are always deeply entangled’ (Toal 2017: 70). This is not 
a novel view of OSS. Several works make this argument as part of the ‘material 
turn’ in ontological security studies (Ejdus 2020; Mitzen 2018). Whereas much 
of this work stresses the importance of the physical ‘body’ of the state as another 
source of ontological (in)security (Krickel-Choi 2022: 165–168; see also Giddens 
1991: 55), this article suggests that adjacent geographical space is also important for 
ontological security. One can see this as the ‘home’ or ‘garden’ in which ‘the body’ 
(the state) is located. For the great power, the physical Self is not complete without 
a deferring, adjacent geographical space for which it has responsibility. A response 
to an emerging Other that threatens one’s status in the international system is 
to reassert adjacent geographical space as a sphere of influence by invoking old 
metaphors and doctrines with great power connotations. This suggests that the 
formation of great power identity is to be found not only in the relationship 
between Self and Other, but also in geographical space, the ‘geographical here’. 

The article suggests the existence of two principal Self/Other narratives relat-
ing to great powers’ status. Self/Other narrative #1 generates a worldview of how 
great power status is threatened by the rise of one or more challengers. If the es-
tablished identity of the Self is anchored in the status of a hegemon, the notion of 
emerging ‘Others’ that challenge this status causes ontological insecurity, a sense 
of inadequacy in their own and others’ eyes (von Essen & Danielson 2023: 12–13, 
15–16). The state responds to its emotions of anger, anxiety and shame by attempt-
ing to reassert its hegemonic identity through an autobiographical narrative that 
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gives the geographical here a sphere-of-influence meaning. It remains an open 
question of who experiences the emotional reaction, whether it is the decision-
makers themselves or whether they somehow react to a collective sense among 
the population and workers within the state. This article does not address this. 
Instead, it adopts Mitzen’s view that the issue of ‘state personhood’, i.e. whether 
a state can ‘feel’ something, is a theoretical device, useful regardless of whether 
states seek physical or ontological security (Mitzen 2006: 352).  

A geopolitical master narrative is activated that dictates what a great power 
‘ought’ to be, and which posits spheres of influence as natural or even necessary 
for great power status (Jackson 2020: 257). Thus, the state engages in narration 
of the (abstract) ‘geographical here’, awarding it sphere-of-influence meaning. 
Ortmann summarises the role of the sphere of influence quite well: ‘The concept 

“sphere of influence” is strongly associated with what John Agnew has called the 
modern geopolitical imagination. . . . At its core is the “Westphalian myth”, an un-
derstanding of state space as fixed and bounded that is associated with classical 
geopolitics and Realist approaches in International Relations’ (Ortmann 2018: 
405, emphasis added). 

Conversely, Self/Other narrative #2 constructs a world where status and iden-
tity are stable in relation to other great powers. In this context of relative ontologi-
cal stability, there is little need for the great power to narrate the ‘geographical 
here’ as a sphere of influence. It may even provide the state with the confidence 
to publicly dismantle the generally perceived sphere. 

That ontological security is at stake in relation to spheres of influence is some-
thing already noted by Murray (2019: 63–64), and thus not something novel. 
However, as discussed in the literature review, Murray does not explain why the 
controversial sphere-of-influence narratives are projected. This, I argue, is the 
underlying logic of why, despite the potentially problematic consequences of 

Table 1. Illustration of the interplay between geography and identities (Self/Other and geographical 
here) and the sphere of influence narrative (the explanans) highlighted

 Source: Author

Self/Other narrative #1 

(narrated threat to status)

Self/Other narrative #2 (no 

narrated threat status)

Meaning assigned to the 

‘geographical here’

Sphere of influence 

narrative (foundational for 

identity)

Non-sphere of influence narrative; 

potential dismantling of previous 

sphere-of-influence narrative
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their actual influence, great powers narrate their adjacent geographical space as 
a sphere of influence. 

This new meaning of adjacent geographical space, however, makes the great 
power more vulnerable. As discussed above, it can insult the small states in ‘its 
sphere’ and push them closer to the great power’s adversary. Moreover, an ad-
versary can deal a significant blow to the great power’s credibility and status by 
inserting themselves in the geographical region adjacent to the great power. This 
can start a dangerous chain reaction, further fuelling ontological insecurity for 
the great power, initiating a vicious circle. Such a situation can quickly escalate, 
potentially placing several actors on a collision course and generating military 
intervention. 

This article offers a theoretical framework to explain why actors (particularly 
great powers) narrate adjacent geographical space according to a sphere of influ-
ence logic (see Table 1). The explanation is derived from ontological security and 
the dominant narrative about the actor’s Self in relation to Others. The method-
ology and analysis below illustrate this framework in more detail. 

Methodology 
This article sheds light on why great powers narrate the geographical space in their 
vicinity as their ‘sphere of influence’ when this potentially antagonises the smaller 
states the great power seeks to influence. Through within-case comparisons of 
US presidential administrations, this article develops the theoretical argument 
discussed in the previous section to address the puzzling phenomenon of publicly 
articulated spheres of influence. It does so by showing the connection between 
particular ‘status narratives’ and which meaning is provided to the ‘geographical 
here’. First, it explores the respective administrations’ narratives pertaining to the 
international system, particularly with regard to great power rivalries, adversar-
ies and challengers. This helps to define whether it is a Self/Other narrative that 
constructs the status of the state as safe or threatened. Second, the article traces 
the meaning assigned to the adjacent space, or the geographical here, to illustrate 
how in times of great power competition and subsequent ontological insecurity 
geographical space becomes co-constitutive of great power identity. Within the 
case of the US, the Obama administration (2009–2017), the Trump administration 
(2017–2021) and the Biden administration (2021–present) are selected based on 
their differences, particularly in relation to the world in which they had to oper-
ate, moving from a state of US hegemony to one where US hegemony is being 
challenged. The results are summarised in Table 2. 

With this framework, the article offers, on the one hand, an analysis of how US 
administrations narrate the United States concerning the international system 
and other great powers (the Self/Other narratives concerning status) and, on the 
other, an account of how these administrations assign meaning to the geographi-
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cal space of Latin America (the ‘geographical here narrative’). First, the ‘Self/Other 
narrative’ is explored by analysing who is depicted as the threatening and the 
implications for the United States. While a terrorist organisation, for example, 
is presented as a threat to the physical security of US citizens, it is not a threat to 
a great power’s international status in the same way as a rising adversary. Thus, 
a Self/Other narrative is coded ‘#1’ if it constructs a world where US status as a 
hegemon is threatened by rising challengers, but a Self/Other narrative is coded 
‘#2’ if the Self is constructed as secure in an established role and an entrenched 
status, and ‘Others’ have accepted this structure of the international system. 
Second, to assess the meaning assigned to the ‘geographical here’, I analyse how 
the United States constructs its own current role in relation to the space, how 
this role uses the past and the principal threat(s) to the region. If the great power 
constructs the geographical here as its historical responsibility, from where it must 
combat external threats, the narrative is coded as a ‘sphere of influence narra-
tive’. The empirical material is primarily derived from secondary sources, such as 
public speeches by administration officials, memoirs and open national security 
documents. These are taken from the official websites of the White House and 
the US State Department. 

Analysis
The Obama administration: US hegemony and a geographical here of equals
On entering office in 2009, the Obama administration stuck to a narrative of an 
international system where the United States was still the undisputed hegemon. 
Despite many controversial foreign policy decisions in the early 2000s, the US 
status as the global hegemon established at the end of the Cold War was still 
relatively intact as great power rivals appeared significantly inferior. President of 
Russia Vladimir Putin (and Dimitri Medvedev) were beginning to demonstrate 
imperial aspirations to reassert Russian dominance in the post-Soviet space that 
challenged US hegemony, such as in the war in Georgia in August 2008, but on 
the whole, there were few expressions of this in US national security strategies 
of the time. 

Rather, the 2010 US NSS discusses how the administration was seeking ‘to 
build a stronger foundation for American leadership’ (NSS 2010: 2), noting that 
‘just as America helped to determine the course of the 20th century, we must now 
build the sources of American strength and influence, and shape an international 
order capable of overcoming the challenges of the 21st century’ (NSS 2010: 1). The 
subsequent strategy notes that the United States ‘will lead with strength’ (NSS 
2015: 3), and that ‘after a difficult decade, America is growing stronger every day. 
The US economy remains the most dynamic and resilient on Earth’ (ibid.). Mul-
tiple pages in both strategy documents discuss how the United States would lead 
in the capacity of a hegemon. Meanwhile, the most prevalent of the threats to 

Spheres of Influence in Practice | 103



Magnus Hilding Lundström46 

the United States identified in the 2010 NSS was till terrorism, and defeating and 
dismantling al-Qaeda remained at the top of the list of priorities (NSS 2010: 19–22), 
something which also appeared in the subsequent document (NSS 2015: 9). On the 
United States’ fellow great powers in the international arena, or the international 
order, the narrative is congruent with the notion of US hegemony. Several other 
actors are acknowledged as important:

We are working to build deeper and more effective partnerships with other 
key centers of influence—including China, India, and Russia, as well as 
increasingly influential nations such as Brazil, South Africa, and Indone-
sia—so that we can cooperate on issues of bilateral and global concern, 
with the recognition that power, in an interconnected world, is no longer 
a zero-sum game. (NSS 2010: 3)

Similarly, the document notes that: 

More actors exert power and influence. Europe is now more united, free, 
and at peace than ever before. The European Union has deepened its inte-
gration. Russia has reemerged in the international arena as a strong voice. 
China and India—the world’s two most populous nations—are becoming 
more engaged globally. (NSS 2010: 8)

These passages indicate that the Obama administration acknowledged the power 
of its fellow states, but at the same time that these states had accepted US hegemony. 
They have been integrated into the US-led world order. This ties into the wider 
narrative of the ‘end of history’ (Fukuyama 1989), or how the liberal world order 
had prevailed under US leadership, and all other states were obliged to adapt to 
this new reality. The 2015 NSS strikes a different tone in relation to Russia than 
the one published five years before, following Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 
the spring of 2014. Although Russian ‘aggression’ is a frequent theme (NSS 2015: 
4, 10, 19, 25), there is little to suggest that US status is threatened. China’s ‘rise’ is 
discussed, but overall, the strategy expresses how ‘the United States welcomes the 
rise of a stable, peaceful, and prosperous China. We seek to develop a constructive 
relationship with China that delivers benefits for our two peoples and promotes 
security and prosperity in Asia and around the world’ (NSS 2015: 24). Furthermore, 
the 2015 NSS begins with the words: ‘Today, the United States is stronger and bet-
ter positioned to seize the opportunities of a still new century and safeguard our 
interests against the risks of an insecure world’ (NSS 2015: i). US ontological security 
under the Obama administration reflected its narratives on the geographical here. 

In his second term, Obama’s administration rejected the notion of a US sphere 
of influence over Latin America by publicly dismantling the Monroe Doctrine. It 
narrated a past in which the United States behaved in a bullying way towards its 
southern neighbours, leading by power rather than example. Consequently, the 
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Obama administration sought to orient itself in the present by juxtaposing itself 
with a negative, imperial past. In November 2013, Secretary of State John Kerry told 
the Organization of American States (OAS) that:

[t]he relationship that we [the United States] seek and that we have worked 
hard to foster is not about a United States declaration about how and 
when it will intervene in the affairs of other American states. It’s about all 
of our countries viewing one another as equals, sharing responsibilities, 
cooperating on security issues, and adhering not to doctrine, but to the 
decisions that we make as partners to advance the values and the interests 
that we share. (Kerry 2013) 

Kerry declared an end to the Monroe Doctrine – the era was ‘over’ – and re-
marked how such a proclamation was worthy of the spontaneous applause that 
erupted from the Latin American delegates (Kerry 2013). The Obama administration 
constructed the United States as a reformed great power. During the administra-
tion’s normalisation with Cuba (2014–2016), Obama stated while standing next to 
the Cuban leader, Raúl Castro, ‘America chooses to cut loose the shackles of the 
past so as to reach for a better future – for the Cuban people, for the American 
people, for our entire hemisphere, and for the world’ (Obama 2014). In a speech 
delivered during a visit to Havana in 2016, Obama stated: ‘I have come here to 
bury the last remnant of the Cold War in the Americas. . . . A policy of isolation 
designed for the Cold War makes little sense in the 21st century’ (Schulteis 2016). 
Instead, the Obama administration narrated a vision for the continuation of the 
liberal world order with sovereign states acting under the same principles, not 
least in Latin America. The 2010 National Security Strategy (NSS) concluded that 
the United States ‘will work in equal partnership to advance economic and social 
inclusion, safeguard citizen safety and security, promote clean energy, and defend 
universal values of the people of the [Western] hemisphere’ (NSS 2010: 44). At a 
press conference in Havana in 2016, Obama echoed these sentiments: ‘I affirmed 
[to Raúl Castro] that Cuba’s destiny will not be decided by the United States or any 
other nation. Cuba is sovereign and, rightly, has great pride. And the future of Cuba 
will be decided by Cubans, not by anybody else’ (Obama 2016, emphasis added). The 
narrated threats to the region primarily internal, most notably drug trafficking 
(NSS 2010: 43, 46; 2015: 27).

In sum, the Obama administration embraced the prevailing narrative of the day. 
It adhered to the characterisation of the Self as possessing the status of hegemon 
and the Other as either criminal terrorist organisations or states that have accepted 
US leadership. This is a Self/Other narrative #2 where US status was not acutely 
threatened. In short, the United States did not experience ontological insecurity in 
its identity as a hegemon at this time. Consequently, it did not resort to a sphere of 
influence narrative to provide meaning to the geographical space of Latin America. 
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Instead, it had the confidence and room to dismantle the notion of a US sphere of 
influence publicly and explicitly in Latin America. 

The Trump administration: The re-narration of the geographical here
The world as narrated by the Trump administration was very different from the one 
described by its predecessor. The administration characterised the Self as declining, 
where US status as hegemon was disappearing due to the rise of China and the deci-
sions of previous US leaders. Indeed, the first words of the administration’s NSS echo 
Trump’s campaign slogan: ‘ The American people elected me to make America great 
again’ (NSS 2017: 1, emphasis added). While this was a campaign slogan designed 
to make Trump appear a saviour and connect back to former US President Ronald 
Reagan, the notion of a United States in relative decline permeates much of the 
document. Unlike the two preceding documents, ‘the Others’, China and Russia, 
are constructed as severe threats to US hegemony: 

China and Russia challenge American power, influence, and interests, at-
tempting to erode American security and prosperity. They are determined 
to make economies less free and less fair, to grow their militaries, and to 
control information and data to repress their societies and expand their 
influence. (NSS 2017: 2) 

This is the horizon of experience that the Trump administration offers to make 
sense of the present: a Self that is damaged and has lost its status to aggressive 
great powers. The administration contends: ‘These competitions [with Russia and 
China] require the United States to rethink the policies of the past two decades – 
policies based on the assumption that engagement with rivals and their inclusion 
in international institutions and global commerce would turn them into benign 
actors and trustworthy partners’ (NSS 2017: 3). Alongside these narratives found in 
national security documents, it is also notable that it was in 2018, during the Trump 
presidency, that the ‘China threat narrative’ was cemented among scholars, ana-
lysts and debaters, sowing further doubt and anxiety about US status and identity 
(Jerdén & Winkler 2023), and further fuelling the US experience of a loss of status. 

This Self/Other narrative (#1), which orients the Self between a past of power 
and a horizon of lost status, provokes emotions of anxiety and shame, something 
which can be counteracted in part by approaching the geographical here through 
a sphere-of-influence narrative. For the Trump administration, the way to reassert 
great power status was to return to the controversial doctrine that the previous 
administration sought to dismantle and bury. In 2018, Secretary of State Rex Til-
lerson gave a speech praising the relevance of the Monroe Doctrine in countering 
an ‘imperial’ China (Gramer & Johnson 2018). Similarly, his successor, Mike Pompeo, 
contended that the Monroe Doctrine was as relevant in contemporary times as it was 
when it was created in 1823 (Pompeo 2019, emphasis added). On another occasion, 
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Trump’s second National Security Advisor, John Bolton, remarked that ‘the Monroe 
Doctrine is alive and well’ (Schake 2019). Trump also weighed in publicly while ad-
dressing the United Nations in September 2018: ‘Here in the Western Hemisphere, 
we are committed to maintaining our independence from the encroachment of 
expansionist foreign powers. It has been the formal policy of our country since President 
Monroe that we reject the interference of foreign nations in this hemisphere and in our 
own affairs’ (Trump 2018, emphasis added). 

Two years later, in his 2020 White House memoir, Bolton oriented the United 
States in relation to a very different horizon of experience from the Obama admin-
istration. He identified the United States as a great power that keeps order in its 
‘backyard’: ‘America had opposed external threats in the Western Hemisphere since 
the Monroe Doctrine, and it was time to resurrect it after the Obama-Kerry efforts 
to bury it’ (Bolton 2020: 248, emphasis added). On Nicolás Maduro in Venezuela, 
Bolton writes: 

Maduro’s autocratic regime was a threat due to its Cuba connection and 
the openings it afforded Russia, China, and Iran. Moscow’s menace was 
undeniable, both militarily and financial, having expended substantial 
resources to buttress Maduro, dominate Venezuela’s oil-and-gas industry, 
and impose costs on the US. Beijing was not far behind (ibid.).

In terms of visions for the future, the 2017 NSS defined the US role somewhat 
in accordance with the Monroe Doctrine as the powerful, responsible regional 
leader, stating that it would ‘build a stable and peaceful hemisphere that increases 
economic opportunities for all, improves governance, reduces the power of criminal 
organizations, and limits the malign influence of non-hemispheric forces’ (NSS 2017: 51, 
emphasis added). Once again, there is a differentiation between the ‘hemisphere’, 
where the United States is the hegemon, and ‘non-hemispheric forces’. These 
forces were once European colonial powers but today they are China and Russia. 
President Trump further expressed his vision of the world when discussing his 
administration’s policy on Cuba, which was on a par with the logic of the sphere 
of influence: ‘Countries should take greater responsibility for creating stability in 
their own regions’ (Trump 2017). 

In sum, the Trump administration adhered to a Self/Other narrative in which 
the established status of the Self was severely threatened (Self/Other narrative #1) 
by rising rival powers. Consequently, it turned to its geographical here to reassert 
anxiety regarding great power identity through a sphere of influence narrative.

The Biden administration: Quietly maintaining the meaning of the 
geographical here
Although it has offered softer rhetoric compared to the preceding administration, 
the Biden administration has largely maintained the Trump administration’s 
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policies towards China, for which there is bipartisan support (Borg 2024: 8–11). 
However, the Self in relation to hegemonic status is less clear. The 2022 NSS reads: 
‘We are in the midst of a strategic competition to shape the future of the interna-
tional order’ (NSS 2022: i). The narrative of the world is very similar to that of the 
Trump administration: US hegemony is under threat, or possibly just a memory. 
It offers a possibility that the US could return to its rightful place in the world, 
but this is far from certain: ‘We are now in the early years of a decisive decade 
for America and the world. The terms of geopolitical competition between the 
major powers will be set. The window of opportunity to deal with shared threats, like 
climate change, will narrow drastically’ (NSS 2022: 6, emphasis added). The Biden 
administration narrates a Self that must reassert its role as a benevolent hegemon 
in the face of emerging autocratic great powers. The administration makes this 
clear by stating: ‘The need for a strong and purposeful American role in the world 
has never been greater’ (NSS 2022: 7). The administration seeks to emphasise that 
the United States has faced this challenge before: ‘Prophecies of American decline 
have repeatedly been disproven in the past – and . . . it has never been a good bet 
to bet against America’ (NSS 2022: 8). The threats are also specified:

Russia and the PRC [Peoples Republic of China] pose different challenges. 
Russia poses an immediate threat to the free and open international system, 
recklessly flouting the basic laws of the international order today, as its 
brutal war of aggression against Ukraine has shown. The PRC, by contrast, 
is the only competitor with both the intent to reshape the international order 
and, increasingly, the economic, diplomatic, military, and technological 
power to advance that objective. (NSS 2022: 8, emphasis added)

The Biden administration appeals to classical US great power narratives, and 
an overwhelming need to rearticulate a status and identity is obvious. I therefore 
conclude that this is a case of a Self/Other narrative #1, as the narrative pertaining 
to the ‘Self/Other’ is similar to that of the preceding administration, especially in 
national security documents. 

Turning to the geographical here, the Biden administration’s position also 
resembles that of its predecessor: ‘The Western Hemisphere directly impacts the 
United States more than any other region so we will continue to revive and deepen 
our partnerships there to advance economic resilience, democratic stability, and 
citizen security’ (NSS 2022: 12). In addition, ‘[the United States] will support ef-
fective democratic governance responsive to citizen needs, defend human rights 
and combat gender-based violence, tackle corruption, and protect against external 
interference or coercion, including from the PRC, Russia, or Iran’ (NSS 2022: 41, em-
phasis added). The 2022 NSS further states that: ‘These challenges may be internal, 
including from local gangs, or transnational, including from criminal organizations 
that traffic drugs and humans and undertake other illegal operations – or external, 
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as malign actors seek to gain military or intelligence footholds in the region’ (ibid., 
emphasis added). This echoes quite a lot of how the Trump administration made 
sense of the US role in the region and the threats it had to face. There are, however, 
some differences. First and foremost, in 2021 the administration’s secretary of state, 
Antony Blinken, set out the US position on spheres of influence in no uncertain 
terms. Blinken made it clear that the US did not recognise ‘spheres of influence’ 
and that the notion ‘should have been retired after World War II’ (Removska 2021). 
Moreover, in a press conference, Biden stated:

We used to talk about, when I was a kid in college, about ‘America’s back-
yard’. It’s not America’s backyard. Everything south of the Mexican border 
is America’s front yard. And we’re equal people. We don’t dictate what happens 
in any other part of that—of this continent or the South American continent. 
We have to work very hard on it. (Biden 2022, emphasis added)

Referring to Latin America as a ‘yard’ of any sort is quite controversial, but Biden 
stressed that the Latin American nations were ‘equals’ with the United States. It 
should be remembered, however, that Trump also occasionally floated liberal 
tropes of self-determination and freedom within the scope of a sphere-of-influence 
narrative. The Biden administration still narrates a special responsibility in the 
geographical here to keep out the bad actors and although the Trump administration 
was much more public in its references to the controversial Monroe Doctrine than 
its successor, the Biden administration has not reversed the reintroduction of the 
doctrine. Instead, it has maintained a silence on the topic. Publicly

Table 2. Illustration of the article’s findings

Narrated status of the own 
state

Meaning of the geographical 
here 

Obama administration 
(2009–2017)

Self/Other narrative #1: US 
status is secure

Non-sphere of influence 
narrative

Trump administration 
(2017–2021)

Self/Other narrative #2: US 
status is threatened

Sphere-of-influence 
narrative

Biden administration 
(2021–present)

Self/Other narrative #2: US 
status is threatened

Sphere-of-influence 
narrative1

Source: Author

1 The Biden administration has been much more careful in its sphere-of-influence nar-
rative and taken a softer approach.
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rejecting the US’ role in Latin America in times of great power confrontation 
would be to voluntarily abandon its status as a great power.

Whereas the Biden administration has been less clear than the Trump admin-
istration in this respect, possibly because it takes greater care to stress liberal 
values, it still approaches its geographical here in an almost protective way. This 
is despite the fact that several Latin American states, such as Chile (Government 
of Chile 2023), are happily engaging in new trading agreements with China or 
moving closer to Russia. (Russian troops were invited to a military parade in 
Mexico last year [Associated Press 2023].) Narrating Latin America as a sphere of 
influence, regardless of whether this is done to show responsibility or to coerce 
a certain outcome, probably insults many small countries in the region, making 
them more prone to engage with Washington’s adversaries. This, in turn, is likely 
to have a negative impact on US national security.

Conclusion
Using ontological security studies and the new notion of the ‘geographical here’, 
this article offers an explanation as to why great powers engage in a potentially 
counterproductive behaviour of assigning the contentious meaning of sphere of 
influence on adjacent geographical space. It argues that states that experience 
anxiety regarding their established status and identity resort to narrating their 
‘geographical here’ according to a sphere-of-influence logic, despite the risk of 
insulting smaller states and subsequent undesirable effects. In developing the 
theoretical framework anchored in OSS, the article primarily illustrates the 
importance of spheres of influence as narrative vehicles for ontological security, 
which has not previously been discussed, as well as the significance of geographi-
cal space external to the state for identity construction alongside the Self/Other 
relationship at times when a great power’s status is perceived as threatened. It 
also sheds light on the paradox that socially constructing a geographical space as 
a sphere of influence could reduce a great power’s ability to exercise influence in 
that geographical space by encouraging smaller states to seek support from the 
great power’s adversaries, potentially reducing the physical security of that great 
power. Thus, the article contributes to the literature on spheres of influence, great 
power identity and ontological security in international politics. 

The article illustrates its theoretical contribution through analyses of three US 
presidential administrations. It notes how the narratives that provide meaning 
to the Western Hemisphere change alongside the Self/Other narrative that gives 
meaning to the status of the United States in the world. Much as the notion that 
China is a security risk to the US is bipartisan (Borg 2024), the importance of the 
role of the United States in protecting Latin America from external enemies seems 
to transcend ideological lines in the White House, although the Biden administra-
tion formulates its narratives on Latin America with a greater degree of prudence. 
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It will be important to continue to study the significance of the geographical here 
for great powers in times of ontological insecurity. Insulting small states in times 
of great power rivalry is potentially risky as there is a chance that they might turn 
to a great power adversary for money and support. If the ‘geographical here’ is 
foundational for the maintenance of a great power identity, such a turn of events 
could generate even greater ontological insecurity. This situation could get out of 
control and make military confrontation unavoidable. At the same time, however, 
other perspectives also require greater attention – especially those of the small 
states and the people in those states.

Trine Flockhart writes that it is highly unlikely that we will revert to a bi- or 
multi-polar world order following Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine (2024: 
473–474). This may very well apply to the ‘traditional’ sphere of influence as fre-
quently referred to by political actors in their public communication. Arguably, 
their unwillingness to let go of such an ‘ordering’ concept and tendency to resort 
to it are expressions of an inherent anxiety about the uncertainties of the future, 
and not least, their status in the future global order.
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Abstract: The 2025 United States’ National Security Strategy and the 2026 
US intervention in Venezuela have increased the signiϐicance of questions 
regarding spheres of inϐluence in world politics. Once banished to Cold War 
geopolitics, spheres of inϐluence have re-emerged as a key concept in the 
study of contemporary international security politics. However, the 
concept remains somewhat analytically underdeveloped in the existing 
literature. To address this gap, this article examines the United States’ 
“sphere of inϐluence practices” towards Latin America, with a particular 
focus on notable variations across presidential administrations in the ϐirst 
three decades of the Cold War. In so doing, it makes two principal 
contributions: ϐirst, it contributes to the literature on US-Latin American 
relations; second, it contributes to theoretical frameworks analysing 
spheres of inϐluence in world politics. Drawing on declassiϐied archival 
materials from the US Department of State and building on Van Jackson’s 
conceptualisation of spheres of inϐluence as “hierarchical practices of 
exclusion and control”, the article develops a 2x2 analytical matrix 
applicable to the study of spheres of inϐluence across different geographical 
contexts. It contributes to the literature by adding another dimension to 
the understanding of spheres of inϐluence, detailing whether the practices 
of control and exclusion are coercive or non-coercive.  
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Spheres of Influence in Practice | 121



 
 

Introduction 
After months of speculation, the United States intervened militarily in Venezuela on 

3 January 2026, capturing its leader, Nicolás Maduro, and his wife and bringing them 

to New York to face prosecution for drug offences, among other things (Kushner 

2026). In a subsequent press conference, US President Donald J. Trump declared that 

the United States would now “run Venezuela” until a “safe, proper, and judicious 

transition [of power]” could be arranged (Global Conϐlict Tracker 2026), while also 

taking over Venezuela’s oil industry to “revitalize” it with the help of US oil 

companies (Victor 2026).  

This course of action was in line with the stated goals of the 2025 National Security 

Strategy of the United States, with regard to the “Western Hemisphere” (i.e., Latin 

America). The document establishes that, “After years of neglect, the United States 

will reassert and enforce the Monroe Doctrine to restore American preeminence in 

the Western Hemisphere, and to protect our homeland and our access to key 

geographies throughout the region” (National Security Strategy of the United States 

2025, 15). This would involve denying “non-Hemispheric competitors the ability to 

position forces or other threatening capabilities, or to own or control strategically 

vital assets, in our Hemisphere” (ibid.). Recent threats made by the United States 

towards, for instance, Cuba, paired with the intervention in Venezuela, indicate that 

this is the new trajectory of Washington’s foreign policy (Milz 2026).  

This is yet another twist in the dramatic and diverse relationship between the United 

States and the Latin American republics. Current events and statements are 

reminiscent of the US government’s “gunboat diplomacy” (or “big stick diplomacy”) 

of the early 20th century, when intervention or the threat thereof was commonplace 

as a way for the United States to uphold its regional hegemony, exclude rivals and 

control regional political outcomes (Crandall 2006, 11-13).  

Although almost always informed by hegemonic logic, US foreign policy towards 

smaller Latin American countries has varied over the past century: the above-

mentioned gunboat diplomacy was replaced in the 1930s with the non-

interventionist “Good Neighbor Policy” (Guerrant 1950; McPherson 2014), which in 

turn was dismantled at the beginning of the Cold War (Wood 1985). 
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Correspondingly, in 2013, the Obama administration declared the era of the Monroe 

Doctrine to be over (Johnson 2013), only for the subsequent Trump administrations 

to reassert it (Bolton 2020, 248). The 1823 Monroe Doctrine, which delineates 

predominant and exclusive US inϐluence in the so-called Western Hemisphere, is the 

archetypal formulation of a “sphere of inϐluence”, embodying exclusive control by 

one great power over an adjacent geographical space outside its borders (Pamment 

2014, 52).  

This is a common observation among US-Latin America scholars. Grace Livingstone, 

writing in 2009, noted that “The US regards Latin America as its sphere of inϔluence: 

a source of land, labour, raw materials and markets. It wants the strategic use of 

military bases, airstrips and ports throughout the Americas” (2009, 2, emphasis 

added). In their respective works on Cold War spheres of inϐluence, Edy Kaufman, 

Paul Keal, Jan F. Triska, also describe Latin America as the United States’ sphere of 

inϐluence (Kaufman 1976; Keal 1983; Triska 1986). Additional work on US-Latin 

American relations either alludes to the concept of spheres of inϐluence or uses it 

explicitly (Grow 2008; McSherrey 2012; Williams 2012; McPherson 2003; Friedman 

and Long 2015).  

However, in these works, the concept of sphere of inϐluence lacks somewhat in 

analytical clarity insofar as it deals with the speciϐic practices involved. Livingstone, 

for instance, writes, “The United States has interfered in the affairs of Latin America 

for more than 180 years: dispatching marines, installing dictators, backing military 

coups, training repressive armed forces and destabilizing governments” 

(Livingstone 2009, 2). Adding another dimension, Pereira suggests that US upheld 

inϐluence in Latin America through “economic aid to allied regimes and political 

parties” (Pereira 2018, 9). Some research, particularly an edited 1986 volume by Jan 

F. Triska, discuss the various practices in the US-Latin American relation in greater 

depth. Longitudinal comparisons note, as discussed above, that US foreign policy vis-

à-vis Latin America was diverse and underwent an evolution during the twentieth 

century from “physical dominance” through the Good Neighbor Policy to the Cold 

War (Hughes 1986a, 194; Almond 1986, 165).  

Pinpointing more speciϐic practices, Condoleezza Rice notes that the United States 

has used, among other things, military instruments of inϐluence in Latin America, 
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providing “military assistance and arms sales to forge security dependence, and 

contact between military ofϐicers that give the dominant power inϐluence with 

indigenous military elites” (Rice 1986, 245). Trying to capture the phenomenon in a 

more general way, Hughes writes that “The US sphere [of inϐluence] is perhaps better 

deϐined as the area of special concern and responsibility for the United States, a 

psychological as well as a geographical concept” (Hughes 1986b, 64). He goes on, 

“the United States has its area of pride, responsibility and relatively large inϐluence 

and freedom of action” where it will “oppose […] any extension of an alien political 

system—at one time monarchy, now Marxist-Leninist party rule” (ibid.). Much like 

these works, this article suggests that the concept of sphere(s) of inϐluence is central 

for capturing and analysing the essential characteristics of US foreign policy in Latin 

America as informed by the Monroe Doctrine.  

Yet, as alluded to, the article also notes that much of the literature has some 

limitations in terms of conceptualising what is meant by a sphere of inϐluence when 

discussing US-Latin American relations. At one end of the spectrum, the term is 

loosely used by scholars of inter-American affairs and international politics. At the 

other end of the spectrum, it is associated with a highly speciϐic set of practices, 

providing limited analytical utility. Moreover, as will be discussed in the subsequent 

section, the existing literature on spheres of inϐluence speciϐically also offers little in 

terms of structured knowledge of the practices involved in such a geographical 

hierarchy. In response to this research problem, the article sets out to answer the 

following research question: How can we understand the United States’ sphere of 

inϐluence policies in Latin America, which contain some striking variations among 

presidential administrations?  

It is common practice to use the term of sphere of inϐluence unproblematically, 

noting how a great power exercises exclusive dominance over its lesser neighbours. 

It is, in a sense, presented as a permanent state of affairs, when in fact it is more 

dynamic. To enable a more stringent and concrete use of the concept, as well as more 

grounded analyses of the phenomenon, this article devises an analytical 2x2 matrix 

based on Van Jackson’s conceptualisation of spheres of inϐluence as “hierarchical 

practices of exclusion and control” (Jackson 2020, 257), and whether such practices 

are “coercive” or “non-coercive” in nature. This distinction captures the fact that 
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power in a sphere of inϐluence does not need to be coercive, but can involve 

incentives of a more “positive” nature (Baldwin 2016, 50-56). To illustrate the 

usefulness of the analytical matrix and explore the practices of exclusion and control 

in which the US government has engaged vis-à-vis Latin America, I investigate how 

ϐive successive US presidential administrations from the early to the mid-Cold War 

era prioritised certain practices in the region. Speciϐically, the study encompasses 

the presidential administrations of Harry S. Truman, Dwight D. Eisenhower, John F. 

Kennedy, Lyndon B. Johnson and Richard M. Nixon. All these administrations 

operated in the context of the Cold War (albeit in different periods), yet emphasised 

different practices in their foreign policy on Latin America.  

The practices categorised in this article are on the meso level of international affairs 

(i.e., how governments interact with one another through foreign policy). Inϐluence 

can indeed be exercised on the micro level (individuals), and in turn have effects on 

the macro level of international affairs (Hedin 2019, 216-217). Whereas connections 

between individuals are of importance, they are outside the scope of this article. 

Moreover, this article largely focuses on events in the sphere of inϐluence that prompt 

responses from the great power. Thus, it does not focus on, for example, continuous 

public diplomacy efforts by the US government to win hearts and minds that were a 

central component of US foreign policy during the Cold War (Cull 2008).   

Even though these cases are from the past, they still contain valuable insights for the 

world of politics of today. By studying history, we gain nuanced and contextualised 

insights regarding contemporary phenomena; it enables us to ask the right research 

questions (Kreuzer 2023, 21-23). This article makes two principal contributions. 

First, it contributes empirically to the literature on US-Latin American relations by 

structuring and analysing archival material pertaining to the series Foreign Relations 

of the United States (FRUS) from 1945 to 1973, published by the US Department of 

State. Beyond this empirical material from the Cold War era, the article draws 

extensively on secondary literature in its analysis. Second, the article contributes to 

the literature on spheres of inϐluence in world politics by offering a reϐined analytical 

matrix, designed to make spheres of inϐluence more tangible and less mythical as a 

phenomenon (Ortmann 2018, 407). This, in turn, enables further studies of the 

character of past and present spheres of inϐluence. 
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Spheres of influence as practices of exclusion and 
control 
Existing works of International Relations (IR) scholarship offer valuable insights into 

why states might seek spheres of inϐluence in world politics. Various realist accounts, 

for example, emphasise states’ pursuit of survival and physical security, through a 

desire to maximise their power or for inϐluence over other actors as principle drivers 

(Morgenthau 1967, 54-55, 173; Mearsheimer 2001, 40-42; Gilpin 1981, 24; Walt 

1987, 25). Meanwhile, constructivist accounts stress how status and great power 

identity inform states’ desire to establish or maintain spheres of inϐluence through 

mechanisms such as “asymmetric recognition” (Murray 2019, 64; Recchia 2020, 515; 

Welch Larson and Shevchenko 2010, 72). In addition, the English School perspective 

states that spheres of inϐluence are created to maintain order and reduce friction 

between the great powers (Bull 2002 [1977], 213-215). 

In conceptual terms, however, spheres of inϐluence are largely underdeveloped in 

each of these IR traditions (Hast 2014, 1). Indeed, according to Jackson, “Spheres of 

inϐluence are one of the most commonly referenced yet analytically neglected 

concepts in international politics” (Jackson 2020, 255). There are only a handful of 

studies dedicated to the concept and its properties. Edy Kaufman deϐines a sphere of 

inϐluence as “a geographical region characterised by the high penetration of one 

superpower to the exclusion of other powers and particularly of the rival 

superpower” (Kaufman 1976, 11). Meanwhile, Paul Keal argues that a sphere of 

inϐluence is “a determinate region within which a single external power exerts a 

predominant inϐluence, which limits the independence or freedom of action of 

political entities in it” (Keal 1983, 15). Echoing Kaufman and Keal, Jan F. Triska writes 

that, “There is a broad general agreement […] that spheres of inϐluence are 

geographical areas where one power has exclusive liberty of action […]; where other 

powers abstain from interfering so that one power can interfere alone…” (Triska 

1986, 6). Notwithstanding their contributions to theory, these conceptualisations 

say relatively little about how “inϐluence” is practised in a sphere of inϐluence. Triska 

writes, “Inϐluence is a troublesome concept. It is used loosely in the literature and 

many attribute to it different meanings and properties” (ibid., 7). In distinguishing 

“inϐluence” from mere “dependence”, he highlights the causal properties of inϐluence, 
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writing that “Simply put, the dominant power’s military power, supported by non-

military assets and unchallenged by others, does translate into political power and 

inϐluence” (ibid.). When discussing “local imperialism” or “preponderance” (read 

spheres of inϐluence), Hans J. Morgenthau takes a broader approach to inϐluence, 

detailing that a state can engage in military, economic and cultural imperialism to 

establish control over weaker counterparts (Morgenthau 1967, 54-60).  

There are also more speciϐic accounts of how spheres of inϐluence exist as a 

complement to these broader perspectives. There is, for instance, an argument that 

in a sphere of inϐluence, the “inϐluence” is less coercive and achieved through 

economic and cultural means, rather than economic means (Etzioni 2015, 117). 

Conversely, Evan N. Resnick emphasises a consensus-based military aspect of a 

sphere of inϐluence by conceptualising it as “the explicit or implicit agreement by one 

state (the grantor) to allow a rival state (the recipient) to militarily dominate a 

territory that lies outside both states’ borders” (Resnick 2022, 566). These 

conceptualisations offer greater analytical clarity by focusing on a narrow aspect of 

spheres of inϐluence. One risk of specifying practices and policies, however, is that 

the conceptualisation runs the risk of becoming too narrow, and thus exclude 

important and relevant cases.  

To deal with, on the one hand, the problem of lacking precision, and on the other, too 

narrow conceptualisations, Van Jackson offers a two-pronged way of 

operationalising the concept: that spheres of inϐluence are “hierarchical practices of 

exclusion and control” (Jackson 2020, 257). Distinguishing between “exclusion” and 

“control” enables a more nuanced approach to the study of spheres of inϐluence by 

identifying the core features of the phenomenon and capturing them without being 

too vague or too speciϐic. It sits quite comfortably on the ladder of abstraction 

(Sartori 1970, 1040-1041), where it is useful for a researcher to capture the essence 

of what a sphere of inϐluence is. However, operationalising spheres of inϐluence 

generates its own issues of ambiguity. “Practices of exclusion” and “practices of 

control” are, to start with, deeply intertwined. Practising exclusivity is achieved 

through a certain degree of control. Meanwhile, the practice of control does not 

necessarily need to be exclusive. Yet, for a great power to practice meaningful 

“control” over smaller states, there must be some practices of exclusion. If a rival 
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state (“outside” the sphere), for instance, can dictate the lesser state’s foreign policy, 

or maintain exclusive military bases on its soil, it cannot credibly be claimed that the 

great power is practising exclusive control over the lesser state.  

The main difference between practices of exclusion and practices of control concerns 

the actor towards which the practices are directed. Jackson notes that exclusion is 

directed towards third parties (i.e., rival great powers), whereas control is directed 

towards the “subordinated” actor (i.e., the smaller state within the “sphere”) 

(Jackson 2020, 271-272). For example, a dominant state practices exclusion to deter 

great power rivals from encroaching on the sphere of inϐluence or to coerce smaller 

states not to approach great power rivals. Conversely, the reason for practicing 

control over a smaller state is, for instance, to prevent the latter from pursuing 

actions that go against the perceived national interest of the dominant state. 

Inϐluence is a causal concept (Triska 1986, 7). In other words, a great power 

maintaining a sphere of inϐluence excludes potential rivals and controls the smaller 

states in its sphere, usually by directly or indirectly controlling who is in charge of 

the smaller states and what policies they pursue. For a hierarchical constellation to 

be considered a sphere of inϐluence, both dimensions need to be present. These 

dimensions guide this article in identifying the speciϐic practices of exclusion and 

control that are involved in a sphere of inϐluence, thereby supporting the utility of 

the matrix presented in the next section.  

 

Analytical matrix 
In addition to identifying where the practices of exclusion and control are directed, 

this article suggests that it is useful to differentiate between “coercive” and “non-

coercive” practices of exclusion and control when analysing spheres of inϐluence. 

This distinction draws partly on the IR literature, which notes that power can be 

exercised in a wide range of ways (Barnett and Duvall 2005, 48). Writing on spheres 

of inϐluence, Triska also notes that “Leverage takes many forms—economic, military, 

ideological, political, etc. It may be negative or positive or a combination of both” 

(Triska 1986, 6). After all, a great power’s “grand strategy” tends to be diverse, 

involving a “set of ideas for deploying a nation’s resources to achieve its interests 
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over the long run” (Brooks and Wohlforth 2016, 75). It involves carrots and sticks, 

and reducing it to one aspect, such as military coercion, risks missing the bigger 

picture of power in international politics (Baldwin 2016, 50-56).  

As David A. Baldwin writes, “Both positive sanctions (actual or promised rewards) 

and negative sanctions (actual or threatened punishments) are means to exercise 

power” (Baldwin 2020 [1984], 19). This article’s argument builds on Baldwin’s 

work, referring to positive sanctions as “non-coercive practices” and negative 

sanctions as “coercive practices”. Combined with Jackson’s distinction between 

exclusion and control, and grounded in engagement with the empirical material, this 

generates a 2x2 analytical matrix (Figure 1), in a sense, similar to a descriptive 

typology (Collier et al. 2012, 218).  

 
 

 
Coercive practices 
 

 
Non-coercive practices 

 
Practices of exclusion 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Practices of control 
 

 
 

 
 

Figure 1. Analytical matrix structuring foreign policy practices of exclusion and control, combining Van Jackson’s 
(2020) and David Baldwin’s (2020) conceptual distinctions.  

 

Hence, the analytical matrix contains four categories of practices, useful when 

analysing the relationship between a great power and its sphere of inϐluence. First, 

there are coercive practices of exclusion. These are threats or punitive practices 

targeted at rival states outside the sphere of inϐluence to deter potential 

encroachment into a region the great power perceives as its legitimate sphere of 

inϐluence. Such practices might include threats of military action, such as the threat 

of or actual targeting of the rival’s assets, the establishment of blockades or military 

intervention. This category of practices overlaps with the second category: coercive 

practices of control. These involve the similar means, but are directed towards the 

lesser actors that constitute the sphere of inϐluence, rather than towards the rival 

state that the great power is seeking to exclude. It is a way of controlling political 

outcomes in the sphere of inϐluence using the power resources at its disposal, usually 

by controlling who is in charge of the lesser actor. 
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Third, there are non-coercive practices of exclusion. These are what Baldwin refers to 

as “positive sanctions”. Since these are principally an effort to exclude a rival actor 

from a geographical space in a manner that does not involve coercion or force, they 

must often engage lesser actors in a positive sense. This can entail forming mutually 

beneϐicial institutions, providing security guarantees, and so forth (Thorhallsson 

and Steinsson 2016, 25). Such initiatives contain the implicit or explicit condition 

that no participant will interact with the rival actor in particular ways. Fourth and 

last, there are non-coercive practices of control. These are directed towards the lesser 

states in the hierarchy. Once again, these practices are not coercive in nature but 

aimed at winning the hearts and minds of governments and peoples in the smaller 

states. Control can thus be established through practices that subject those 

affected—in this case, the governments and people in lesser states. Building a 

positive reputation or offering appealing incentives establishes non-coercive 

control.   

It should be noted that these practices are not mutually exclusive. The government 

of a powerful state has many means at its disposal. Moreover, as mentioned above, 

for a sphere of inϐluence to be considered as such, both exclusion and control must 

be practised. These practices can (and do tend to) overlap to form part of a larger 

patchwork of strategies designed to exclude other rivals and control smaller powers, 

they do not remain in separate silos. Each practice has a signal value and may have 

implications for other practices. Economic sanctions or an embargo, for instance, 

might serve as a signal of intentions, a “veiled threat to use military force if 

compliance is not forthcoming”, or be perceived as such by the “target state” 

(Baldwin 2020 [1984], 23).  

The matrix is a way of capturing the vast array of practices of exclusion and control 

available to a state. In doing so, it offers a more practical operationalisation of the 

model of analysis. By mapping the type of practices (coercive/non-coercive, 

exclusion/control) one can also get a general sense of the dynamics at play in the 

sphere of inϐluence; for instance, whether the smaller states are resisting the great 

power, whether the great power is prepared to use force to assert its dominance.   

Lastly, this matrix does not concern itself with the effectiveness and outcomes of the 

practices. To quote Baldwin, “policy instruments used to make inϐluence attempts 
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should be described in ways that imply nothing whatever about either the 

probability of success or the causal condition of success. Trying is one thing; 

succeeding is another” (ibid.). Put differently, a government of a great power might 

engage in hierarchical practices of control and exclusion, but this is not necessarily 

an indication of success. The governments of small states might comply or resist such 

practices. Alternatively, the populations of the small states might reject the inϐluence 

the great power has over their respective governments. Studying the effectiveness of 

practices of exclusion and control is beyond the scope of this article. However, this 

article’s methodological contribution may be useful to research focused on such a 

topic.  

 

Empirical investigation 
This section examines the practices of exclusion and control of the US presidential 

administrations between 1945 and 1974 vis-à-vis rivals outside the Latin American 

sphere of inϐluence (primarily the Soviet Union) and the smaller actors within it. 

Most US administrations engaged in a wide range of such practices throughout the 

Cold War. These practices were often in parallel with each other, sometimes overtly 

and sometimes covertly. This study seeks to identify the most prominent features of 

these foreign policy practices, focusing on illustrative events and initiatives that 

showcase the ways in which the US government practiced (or tried to practice) 

exclusion and control.   

The material collected for this article concerns policy suggestions and choices, and 

why a particular policy was necessary. Motives and arguments are not the equivalent 

of practices per se, but they shed light on what the different policy options were and 

why particular certain practices were engaged in. Deliberations and discussions 

regarding courses of action provides signiϐicant context to the practices of exclusion 

and control. It is therefore of value to analyse the communications within the US 

government in times of regional challenges.  
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The Truman administrations 
One way of practicing exclusion vis-à-vis great power rivals is for the dominant great 

power to create an institutional architecture with smaller states to maintain its 

predominant role in a geographical region. This non-coercive method of exclusion is 

noted by Jackson, who writes, “Asymmetric bargains between larger and smaller 

powers result in structured arrangements [that…] come to deϐine control and 

exclusion as the functions of a hegemonic order. Notably, these hegemonic contracts 

can be distinctly military, economic, or political in nature” (Jackson 2020, 260; 

Womack 2016). Providing security guarantees, or “shelter”, for example, is a way of 

practicing control over smaller states. In this way, the great power becomes 

indispensable to the physical security and survival of the governments of the small 

states.  

These are the principal ways in which the US government approached Latin America 

as the Cold War rivalry with the Soviet Union emerged in the mid- to late 1940s. The 

Truman administration was in many ways preoccupied with the rest of the world, as 

it established itself in East Asia and Europe, forming the foundation for US grand 

strategy for generations to come (Brooks et al. 2012, 11). Nonetheless, there were 

also fears in Washington that communism would spread to the Western Hemisphere, 

to the US’ “backyard”. However, military intervention to prevent such a scenario was 

not a popular alternative. 

For almost two decades, the US government adhered to the principle of (military) 

non-intervention. This can be said to have informed the Truman administration’s 

policy vis-à-vis Latin America, since the major practices of exclusion and control in 

which the Truman administration engaged were non-coercive. The US government 

was, for instance, instrumental in devising the Inter-American Treaty of Reciprocal 

Assistance in the autumn of 1947 (signed in Rio de Janeiro and known as the “Rio 

Treaty”). Steeped in a liberal internationalist language, “Article I of the Rio Treaty 

formally condemns war, and the signatories undertake not to resort to the threat or 

use of force in any manner not consistent with the provisions of the Charter of the 

United Nations or of the Rio Treaty” (Finch 1947, 863). Yet, the core of the Rio Treaty 

was collective security guarantees with the most powerful state, the United States, 

as guarantor. Thus, “Article III speciϐies that an armed attack by any state against an 
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American State shall be considered as an attack against all the American States, and 

each one of them undertakes to assist in meeting such an attack ‘in the exercise of 

the inherent right of individual or collective self-defense recognized by Article 51 of 

the Charter of the United Nations’” (ibid., 864). By assuming and formalising the role 

of security guarantor, the US government tethered the smaller Latin American 

countries to itself, indirectly controlling their governments.  

Alongside the Rio Treaty, the US government oversaw the creation of the 

Organization of American States (OAS) in Bogotá in 1948 (Wood 1985, 132). A major 

purpose of the OAS was to exclude communism from the Western Hemisphere. On 

21 June 1948, US Secretary of State George C. Marshall sent information to the 

Planning Staff after the ninth International Conference of American States, where the 

OAS Charter was agreed, enclosing copies of and documents from the agreement. 

Concerning “the preservation and defense of democracy in America”, the document 

stated:   

…to safeguard peace and maintain mutual respect 
among states, the present situation of the world 
demands that urgent measures be taken to proscribe 
tactics of totalitarian domination that are inconsistent 
with the tradition of the countries of America, and 
prevent agents at the service of international 
communism or of any totalitarian doctrine from 
seeking to distort the true and the free will of the 
peoples of this continent. 

(FRUS 1948a)   

Prevention of the spread of communism was thus an explicit and central goal of the 

OAS. To counter communist inϐiltration, the American states declared that “…by its 

anti-democratic nature and its interventionist tendency, the political activity of 

international communism or any totalitarian doctrine is incompatible with the 

concept of American freedom, which rests upon two undeniable postulates: the 

dignity of man as an individual and the sovereignty of the nation as a state” (ibid.). 

They further condemned, “In the name of the Law of Nations, interference by any 

foreign power, or by any political organization serving the interests of a foreign 

power, in the public life of the nations of the American continent” (ibid.). Use of a 
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non-interventionist and internationalist agenda to contain using the OAS 

communism was explicit in State Department documents.  

Further highlighting the exclusionary purpose of the OAS, the planning staff from the 

State Department further recommended that “the Delegation of the United States 

should propose an anti-Communist resolution. The resolution should refer to recent 

developments in some countries outside of the Americas, which illustrate the 

aggressive action of Communist minorities. It should refer to inter-American 

resolutions condemning totalitarianism” (ibid.). Moreover, the US should lobby for a 

resolution that “should express strong condemnation of international Communism 

as an example of the totalitarian police state system that suppresses all human rights 

and civil liberties” (ibid.). Speciϐically, “the resolution also should state in positive 

terms the support of the subscribing governments for human rights and civil 

liberties and for social and economic policies designed to raise the standard of living 

of the peoples and accord economic security” (ibid.). Moreover, the OAS also served 

as a way of legitimising potential unilateral actions of the United States in advance.   

The preparatory notes for the Bogotá Conference from 22 March (the conference was 

held eight days later) read, “The Government of the United States considered it 

undesirable at that time to initiate any general attack against local Communist 

movements or their sources of inspiration, but recognized that it might be compelled 

to act in the event that Communist activities should appear to be endangering inter-

American solidarity or security” (ibid.). Secretary Marshall concluded that “The 

policy of the United States was to stand upon the inter-American principle of non-

intervention, but without derogation from the right of the community of States to 

concern itself with any matter bearing upon its peace and welfare” (ibid.). In other 

words, Marshall did not exclude the possibility of necessity of intervention if the 

situation required it. 

Indeed, the US had established air and naval bases in the Western Hemisphere 

during the Second World War (Pach 1982, 226). This practice of sovereign basing, 

together with comprehensive arms export (ibid.), enabled the US government to 

exclude potential external rivals from Latin America, and at the same time practice 

control through credible security guarantees. Practicing exclusion and control 

through the creation of institutions and provision of security guarantees enabled the 
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US government to maintain its commitment to the non-interventionism of the Good 

Neighbor Policy while keeping its sphere of inϐluence.  

There was indeed a sense in the Truman administration that the Good Neighbor 

Policy needed to be reasserted as it had worked well during the preceding decades 

(Wood 1985, 137). Secretary of State Dean Acheson proclaimed in a speech to the 

Pan American Society of the United States on 19 September 1949 that “…the US 

should continue to support the principle of non-intervention in the internal or 

external affairs of an American state by other American states; but also should 

support the principle of such collective action to safeguard the common peace and 

security” (ibid.). These non-coercive tendencies, however, were not the only 

practices in the Western Hemisphere. As the Cold War morphed and unfolded, so did 

the practices of exclusion and control.  

 

The Eisenhower administrations 
Covert intervention and coercive economic statecraft are additional practices of 

control (and to some extent exclusion) in which a powerful state can engage to 

maintain its sphere of inϐluence. To intervene covertly is a way for a great power to 

have certain deniability when seeking to control the political outcomes in a smaller 

state. Additionally, the cost of a short covert intervention is potentially lower than 

deploying conventional forces, especially if the covert intervention is conducted 

through local elements. Furthermore, strong states can also use coercive economic 

practices to either destabilise the local government, thereby paving the way for a 

covert intervention, or to just force a particular political outcome, controlling who is 

in charge in the smaller states (Mulder 2022; Baldwin 2020 [1984], 34-39). 

Such practices of a more coercive nature became more prominent after the election 

of Dwight D. Eisenhower as president of the United States in 1951. “Softer” 

interventions without direct coercive means were no longer considered sufϐicient to 

roll back communism (Rabe 2006, 27-28). The US government considered a safe and 

stable “backyard” key to its grand strategy, so that it could dedicate all of its attention 

to the defeat of communism in Asia and Europe (ibid.). For example, foreign policy 
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makers in Washington viewed Guatemalan President Jacobo AƵ rbenz as a threat to 

this “backyard” security.  

Elected in 1951, AƵ rbenz’s ideas on land reform and the nationalisation of the US 

business, the United Fruit Company, were perceived as a threat to US interests in the 

region (Getchell 2015, 77). An intelligence estimate from 11 March 1952 notes that 

“The Communists already exercise in Guatemala a political inϐluence far out of 

proportion to their small numerical strength. This inϐluence will probably continue 

to grow during 1952. The political situation in Guatemala adversely affects US 

interests and constitutes a potential threat to US security” (FRUS 1952-1954a). This 

estimate focused on the crisis at the United Fruit Company, which was singled out as 

consequential for political developments in the country. The intelligence estimate 

notes that “If the Company should submit to Guatemalan demands the political 

position of the Arbenz Administration would be greatly strengthened. It is probable 

that in this case the Government and the unions, under Communist inϐluence and 

supported by national sentiment, would exert increasing pressure on other US 

interests, notably the Railway” (ibid.).  

The US government adopted various coercive practices of control vis-à-vis AƵ rbenz 

government. Initially, it used to mean of economic statecraft to undermine the 

country’s economy and AƵ rbenz’s position as president by imposing export controls 

on Guatemala. A memorandum on a meeting of 14 October 1952 states that; “The 

objective [of the export controls] had been to bring the Guatemalans to a realisation 

that they were dependent upon the United States and that if they expected assistance 

or consideration from the United States it behoved them to adjust their actions vis-

à-vis the United States accordingly” (FRUS 1952-1954b). Thus, the economic 

practices served as a stick to control the behaviour of the Guatemalan government. 

US exporters, however, were nervous about losing market share to European 

competitors. Despite such fears, “it was agreed [at the meeting] that the present 

policy of controls over exports to Guatemala, in so far as the supply situation 

permitted, should be continued” (ibid.). Moreover,  
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it was agreed that 1) no priority assistance would be 
granted to Guatemala under prevailing circumstances; 
2) quotas on materials under quantitative quota 
restrictions would continue to be cut back; and 3) as 
regards the export of materials not under quantitative 
restrictions the Department of Commerce would 
continue to consult the Department of State and the 
Embassy whenever there were any unusual items 
which might provide leverage. 

(ibid.) 

In the declassiϐied documents, it is obvious that these economic efforts were 

connected to efforts to topple AƵ rbenz (Livingstone 2009, 27-28). Alongside US 

business interests, there was a geopolitical aspect to Washington’s concerns in 

Guatemala. On 14 May 1954, Assistant Secretary of State for Inter-American Affairs 

Henry F. Holland noted that it was in the Soviet Union’s interest to establish itself in 

the Western Hemisphere. He wrote, “It has been asserted that Moscow cannot 

establish a satellite state save where the weight of the Red Army can be brought to 

bear directly or indirectly” (FRUS 1952-1954c). Holland noted that “Russia 

recognizes, therefore, that establishment of a satellite state in this hemisphere would 

mark a victory which would strengthen the power of Communist forces in every free 

nation of the world” (ibid.). In particular, the “Establishment of a satellite state in this 

hemisphere, and particularly so close to the United States, would enable Russia to 

claim throughout the world that the power of Communism lies in its appeal to men’s 

minds and not in fear or force” (ibid.).  

The credibility of the United States as a great power and the OAS as an efϐicient 

institution were considered to be at stake. Indeed, Holland noted that “Soviet leaders 

know that establishment here of a satellite state will demonstrate that the world’s 

oldest regional organization is helpless to stop Communist expansion. If it can be 

demonstrated that the Organization of American States cannot achieve its most basic 

purpose then the Organization will become progressively discredited and useless” 

(ibid.). As a solution to the unfolding crisis in Guatemala, Holland suggested various 

courses of action. For example, Holland wrote: 
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We can notify the other American States of our 
intention to move unilaterally in Guatemala to defeat 
Moscow’s purpose there. Such a course of action 
would be inconsistent with our treaty obligations and 
the firm policy which we have followed in this 
hemisphere for more than 20 years. 

(ibid.) 

In the end, possibly because the international political cost of intervention would be 

too high, Holland recommended “that the Organ of Consultation of the Organization 

of American States be requested to meet and consider this problem. Because of the 

great rapidity with which anti-Communist elements are being eliminated from all 

political institutions, I feel that this move should be taken with the greatest urgency” 

(ibid.). It appears that Holland was ignorant of the CIA’s plans under its Director of 

Central Intelligence (DCI), Allen Dulles.  

On 9 December 1953, Allen Dulles formally approved Operation PB Success: the 

overthrow of Guatemala’s government (Weiner 2008, 107). The CIA had initiated 

plans to topple AƵ rbenz during the Truman administration, but this had been stopped 

by elements at the State Department (Crandall 2014, 241). Under Eisenhower, this 

obstacle was removed. In neighbouring Nicaragua, the CIA equipped and trained 

troops under the command of Castillo Armas to invade and depose AƵ rbenz when the 

time was right (Livingstone 2009, 28; Weiner 2008, 113). As part of a psychological 

warfare operation, rumours were spread through the CIA’s pirate radio station of 

“imaginary uprisings and defections and plots to poison wells and conscript 

children” (Weiner 2008, 113). On 18 June, Armas crossed the border and, assisted by 

clandestine CIA bombing raids, took power in late June (ibid., 114-118). Thus, 

examples of coercive control practices employed by the US government against 

Guatemala included economic sanctions, export controls and covert intervention.  

Similar coercive economic practices of control can be seen in the case of Cuba. In the 

1950s, the US government maintained close ties with Cuba to promote US commerce 

and security in the Caribbean (Jones 2008, 9). To maintain this strategic link, the 

Eisenhower administration supported the dictatorial rule of Fulgencio Batista 

(ibid.). However, Batista was overthrown by Fidel Castro and a disgruntled 

population on 1 January 1959 (ibid., 10). The initially positive reaction in 
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Washington did not last as there were concerns about the optics. A 5 November 1959 

memorandum from the US Secretary of State Christian A. Herter states that: 

1) all actions and policies of the United States 
Government should be designed to encourage within 
Cuba and elsewhere in Latin America opposition to the 
extremist, anti-American course of the Castro regime, 
but that 2) in achieving this objective, the United 
States should avoid giving the impression of direct 
pressure or intervention against Castro, except where 
defense of legitimate United States interest is involved.  

(FRUS 1958-1960). 

Voices were raised inside the Eisenhower administration regarding implementation 

of an embargo of Cuba, which would include on the so-called sugar quota that Cuba 

was allowed to export to the United States. Initially, the State Department was 

reluctant to take such a measure as it feared that this would galvanise anti-US 

sentiment in Cuba and the wider region (LeoGrande 2015, 940-941). After Castro 

nationalised oil reϐineries belonging to Standard Oil, Texaco and British/Dutch Shell 

for refusing to reϐine imported oil, however, the US government initiated its 

“economic war” against Cuba, which is ongoing (ibid.). This course of action resulted 

in much closer ties between Cuba and the Soviet Union, which became an alternative 

partner to the United States (ibid., 942). Meanwhile, the US government and the CIA 

were planning another covert intervention to oust Castro, which was conducted 

during the subsequent Kennedy administration (Jones 2008, 13).  

 

The Kennedy administration 
Economic practices of control can moreover be non-coercive. Such practices to 

achieve certain control, for instance, through goodwill and winning sympathy from 

the people of the smaller states. Agreements between distributer and receiver can 

be a way to put a state in good standing, but also create dependence on the great 

power (Jackson 2020, 260). In a sense, it is similar to the objective of the formation 

of the OAS under the Truman administration. This is what the Kennedy 

administration engaged in, alongside coercive practices of control through covert 

intervention, and exclusion through the public threat of military action. 
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The most illustrative example of this from the Kennedy administration is the Alliance 

for Progress. This 10-year project was intended to modernise Latin America through 

billions of dollars in aid and investments, and, in so doing, strengthen the position of 

the United States in the region, thereby preventing communist and revolutionary 

tendencies among the disgruntled masses. In a sense, it is comparable with US 

“dollar diplomacy” in the early 20th century (Rowley 2023, 220; Smith 2005, 74). 

Unlike dollar diplomacy, however, Kennedy’s Alliance for Progress had a greater 

focus on people’s standard of living. Announcing the Alliance for Progress at his 

inauguration, Kennedy pledged to “assist free men and free governments in casting 

off the chains of poverty” (John F. Kennedy Presidential Library n.d.). In the 

background, the Kennedy task force on Latin America discussed this in practice.  

A report by a task force from January 1961 (two weeks before Kennedy’s 

inauguration) concluded that, “We think the incoming Administration promptly on 

inauguration should…emphasize its vivid interest in Latin America” (FRUS 1961-

1963a). The “imperative principle of human freedom” was to guide the Kennedy 

administration’s foreign policy vis-à-vis Latin America. This involved an “obligation 

to maintain decent human rights, standards of conduct in dealing with individuals” 

(ibid.). Freedom, according to the ofϐicials, involve “genuine freedom necessitates 

advancing social and economic well-being for everyone. Men are not free when 

enslaved by disease, ignorance, poverty, and inhuman conditions, or where their 

creative energies are thwarted by hopelessness” (ibid.). The goal was that “American 

governments shall not become either prisoners or tools of extra-American Power 

politics. The Western Hemisphere must remain master in its own house” (ibid.). The 

ambition was that “The ‘Alliance for Progress’ must become as well-known as the 

‘Monroe Doctrine’ and the ‘Good Neighbor Policy’” (FRUS 1961-1963b).  

The additional purpose of exclusion was explicitly formulated by Kennedy’s task 

force, which noted that “…the greatest single task of American diplomacy in Latin 

America is to divorce the inevitable and necessary Latin American social 

transformation from connection with and prevent its capture by overseas 

Communist Power politics” (FRUS 1961-1963a). Thus far, the document noted, “The 

speciϐic offensive plan of the Soviet Union and China, measurably successful to date, 

has been to convert the Latin American social revolution into a Marxist attack on the 
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United States itself” (ibid.). Consequently, the Kennedy administration wanted to 

reverse this development through economic means.  

Just as an example, Kennedy requested and Congress appropriated $500 million for 

the “Inter-American Fund for Social Progress (the Bogota fund) to: a. Combat 

illiteracy; b. Improve the productivity and use of land; c. Wipe out disease; d. Attack 

archaic tax and land tenure structures; e. Provide educational opportunities; and f. 

Initiate projects designed to make the beneϐits of increasing abundance available to 

all” (FRUS 1961-1963b). These non-coercive practices of control and exclusion 

through the Alliance for Progress involved, for instance, “$75,000 to the Disabled 

Persons Institute at Tegucigalpa” (FRUS 1961-1963c). The same State Department 

Memorandum also states that the US is “…prepared to grant $130,000 in support of 

the Children’s Hospital in San Jose…” (ibid.). Thus, through non-coercive economic 

practices the US government sought to regain control over its smaller Latin American 

neighbours as well as exclude the Soviet Union from the Western Hemisphere by 

reducing poverty in the region. However, there is also evidence that the Alliance for 

Progress also had a counterinsurgency element, to root out communist 

revolutionary movements by providing military aid and training programmes to 

authoritarian regimes in Latin America (Livingstone 2009, 40).  

Alongside the coercive element of the Alliance for Progress, other, more directly 

coercive practices of control were initiated by the Kennedy administration, much like 

the preceding Eisenhower administration, primarily towards Cuba. In economic 

terms, the Kennedy administration sought to invoke “Trading with the Enemy act” in 

regard to the island nation. This entailed “Revive measures under which the United 

States in the pre-World War II period, controlled trade in Latin America so that 

American trade shall not beneϐit Communist sympathizers or agents” (FRUS 1961-

1963d). The Kennedy administration also inherited covert plans to invade Cuba from 

the Eisenhower administration, using CIA and Cuban exiles. This culminated in the 

disaster of the Bay of Pigs invasion in 1961 (Jones 2008). After the failure at the Bay 

of Pigs, the US government imposed an even more comprehensive economic 

embargo against the Castro regime (LeoGrande 2015, 942).   

The Cuban Missile Crisis further shows how Kennedy administration also tried to 

practice exclusion in the Western Hemisphere by publicly threatening military 
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intervention. In October 1962, a US U-2 spy plane detected Soviet missile ramps, 

medium-range ballistic missiles (MRBMs) and intermediate-range ballistic missiles 

(IRBMs) in Cuba, which is just 90 miles (145 kilometres) from the US mainland 

(Weldes 1996, 289). A US government unwilling to accept a communist state in the 

Western Hemisphere could certainly not permit Soviet nuclear weapons that close 

to the US mainland. Allowing Soviet offensive capabilities in Cuba, C. Douglas Dillon, 

a member of the president’s Executive Committee (ExComm) of the National 

Security Council (NSC), argued, would lead to the US losing Latin America to 

communism “because all credibility of our willingness to effectively resist Soviet 

military power will have been removed in the eyes of the Latins” (FRUS 1961-

1963e). This, in turn, would have consequences elsewhere in the world (ibid.). For 

the same reason, DCI John A. McCone wanted to take over Cuba by military means, 

removing Castro and eliminate communism from the Western Hemisphere (FRUS 

1961-1963f). Kennedy was reluctant to invade, yet the political cost for the 

administration of doing nothing would have been too high (Allison and Zelikow 

1999, 111-114; Weldes 1996). Instead of a direct military intervention or an 

airstrike, the US government decided to quarantine Cuba, threatening military action 

if the US demands of a cessation of Soviet military buildup in Cuba were not met. 

Using the US navy and air force, the US government sought to prevent any Soviet 

ships carrying components of nuclear missiles from reaching Cuba. Kennedy 

conveyed this warning publicly. In a televised speech on 22 October 1962, he stated 

that:  

To halt this offensive buildup, a strict quarantine on all 
offensive military equipment under shipment to Cuba 
is being initiated. All ships of any kind bound for Cuba 
from whatever nation or port will, if found to contain 
cargoes of offensive weapons, be turned back. This 
quarantine will be extended, if needed, to other types 
of cargo and carriers.  
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He went on to provide the following details regarding US foreign policy practice: 

I have directed the continued and increased close 
surveillance of Cuba and its military buildup. The 
foreign ministers of the OAS, in their communique of 
October 6, rejected secrecy in such matters in this 
hemisphere. Should these offensive military 
preparations continue, thus increasing the threat to 
the hemisphere, further action will be justified. I have 
directed the Armed Forces to prepare for any 
eventualities; and I trust that in the interest of both the 
Cuban people and the Soviet technicians at the sites, 
the hazards to all concerned in continuing this threat 
will be recognized. 

On the latter point, he summed up the US position by expressly threatening 

escalation: 

It shall be the policy of this Nation to regard any 
nuclear missile launched from Cuba against any nation 
in the Western Hemisphere as an attack by the Soviet 
Union on the United States, requiring a full retaliatory 
response upon the Soviet Union. 

 (Kennedy 1962). 

Issuing public threats, in this case of military action, is a high-stake coercive practice 

of exclusion since retreat becomes impossible. In a letter to Soviet leader Nikita 

Khruschev on 22 October, Kennedy explained that he issued the public threat to 

show that the US was serious: “It was in order to avoid any incorrect assessment on 

the part of your Government with respect to Cuba that I publicly stated that if certain 

developments in Cuba took place, the United States would do whatever must be done 

to protect its own security and that of its allies” (FRUS 1961-1963g). In the case of 

the Cuban Missile Crisis, the public threat paid off, and the crisis was defused after 

thirteen days.  

The Kennedy administration engaged in several coercive and non-coercive practices 

of exclusion and control to uphold the US’ perceived sphere of inϐluence. Pre-

emptively, it sought to exclude the Soviet Union and ensure (a certain degree) control 

over smaller states in Latin America through the Alliance for Progress. However, 

when the faced with Soviet incursion in the perceived sphere of inϐluence the 
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administration sought to practice exclusion and control through public threats of 

military action, economic warfare, and covert intervention.  

 

The Johnson administration 
Among the most emblematic practices of exclusion and control is the overt and 

unilateral deployment of military force by the great power in its sphere of inϐluence. 

This serves both an exclusion and a control purpose. It is a display of power with 

implications for multiple actors. Deploying troops gives (ideally) control over 

political outcomes in smaller states and deters rival great powers from “intruding” 

in the sphere of inϐluence by raising the potential cost of such a course of action. It is 

the next step after issuing public threats of military action. Military power is, 

according to Van Jackson, one of the major “mechanisms of inϐluence” in a sphere of 

inϐluence (Jackson 2020, 259). However, for the United States in the 1950s and the 

early 1960s, overt military intervention in Latin America was controversial. It was 

considered going against the non-interventionist “Good Neighbor Policy”. This 

changed with events in the Dominican Republic in the 1960s. 

Following the assassination of the US-backed dictator, Rafael Trujillo, Juan Bosch was 

elected president of the Dominican Republic in 1963. Within a year, he was in turn 

ousted by the military, who installed Donald Reid Cabral as president. Unrest shook 

the country and countercoups were prepared while the US government monitored 

developments closely. The Johnson administration were concerned with the lives of 

the US citizens living in the Dominican Republic, but primarily about the prospect of 

“another Cuba” (a communist country) in the Western Hemisphere. The US 

intelligence community assessed that Castro would support “leftist terrorists” in the 

Dominican Republic (FRUS 1964-1968a; 1964-1968b). The Director of the Central 

Intelligence Agency, William Raborn, was quoted as reporting that there had been 

“positive identiϐication of three ringleaders of the Rebels as Castro-trained agents” 

(ibid.).  

On 27 April, Johnson ordered 1,700 US Marines to evacuate US citizens from the 

capital, Santo Domingo (ibid., 63). Three days later, 2,000 soldiers from the 82nd 

Airborne initiated operations in the Dominican Republic, landing at the San Isidro 
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airbase (Rabe 2006, 69). The next day, the number of troops increased to 6,200, with 

additional reinforcements from the Marine Corps. Ten days later, US troops 

numbered 23,000 (ibid.). Addressing the American people on 2 May, Johnson framed 

the intervention as a way of combating communism in the Western Hemisphere 

(Johnson 1965). At the end of the summer, once the US government had averted a 

takeover from the supporters of Juan Bosch, it withdrew its troops (Crandall 2006, 

88).  

One of the major concerns for the administration was hemispheric and global 

opinion (ibid., 77). However, Johnson did not view the existing multilateral 

institutions as useful to exclude communism from the Western Hemisphere. On the 

morning of 30 April 1965, Johnson’s ministers and advisors (notably, Dean Rusk, 

Robert McNamara and McGeorge Bundy) discussed the OAS meeting that had taken 

the previous day. When Johnson joined the meeting, he stated, “I am not willing to 

let this island go to Castro. OAS is a phantom—they are taking a siesta while this is 

on fire” (FRUS 1964-1968c). Johnson was concerned that the US had resisted 

communism “all over the world: Vietnam, Lebanon, Greece” while not being able to 

do so “under our doorstep” (ibid.). Johnson reportedly stated, “What can we do in 

Vietnam if we can’t clean up the Dominican Republic?” (Crandall 2006, 76). Johnson 

dismissed the usefulness of the OAS, but his administration knew that “the OAS was 

critical for the operation’s international legitimacy even if it was not needed 

militarily” (ibid., 77). Eventually, the OAS passed a resolution condoning a 

multilateral intervention in the Dominican Republic, setting up a peacekeeping force, 

but this approval was retroactive (ibid., 78).  

Like the preceding administrations, the Johnson White House engaged in covert 

intervention in its efforts to practice control over who governed in Latin American 

republics, most notably Brazil. In 1964, the US government supported the military 

coup against Brazilian President João Goulart, although it is disputed precisely when 

Washington decided to side with the conspirators. Discussions had been held in the 

Oval Ofϐice during the Kennedy administration about what to do about President 

Goulart, who had the support of “leftist trade unions and parties” (Pereira 2018, 11-

12). It was agreed that the United States had to respect Brazilian sovereignty, but 

could provide support to the ϐiercely anti-communist armed forces (ibid., 11). In 
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October 1963, the idea was ϐloated that the US government should intervene 

militarily, but this was dismissed (ibid., 17). After Kennedy was assassinated in 

November 1963, Johnson inherited plans to depose Goulart.  

The Johnson administration continued the policy of cultivating its Brazilian military 

contacts. A memorandum from Ralph J. Burton, Director of the Ofϐice of Brazilian 

Affairs, of 8 January 1964 states, “I might add that there is in the military a very 

considerable reservoir of good will toward the United States and sympathy toward 

US objectives and policy; evidence of this erupted in many quarters at the time of the 

Cuban missile crisis” (FRUS 1964-1968d). It was Burton’s view that “cultivation of 

the Brazilian military has [of] high political importance and we have therefore, for 

example, pushed forward a program of defense lending for C–130s” (ibid.). These C-

130 Lockheed Hercules planes served as an additional incentive for those in the 

Brazilian armed forces who were not convinced already to align with the United 

States. In the lead-up to the coup, on 28 March 1964, US Ambassador to Brazil, A. 

Lincoln Gordon, telegraphed the State Department:  

We are meanwhile undertaking complementary 
measures with our available resources to help 
strengthen resistance forces. These include covert 
support for pro-democracy [anti-Goulart] street 
rallies (next big one being April 2 here in Rio, and 
others being programmed), discreet passage of word 
that USG [US government] deeply concerned at events, 
and encouragement [of] democratic and anti-
Communist sentiment in Congress, armed forces, 
friendly labor and student groups, church, and 
business. We may be requesting modest 
supplementary funds for other covert action programs 
in near future.  

(FRUS 1964-1968e). 

As the coup unfolded on 31 March and 1 April 1964, the US government acted swiftly 

to support its local allies. Rusk telegraphed the embassy in Brazil that the US 

government had decided on the “Immediate dispatch of naval task force for overt 

exercises off Brazil. Force to consist of aircraft carrier…, four destroyers, two 

destroyer escorts, task force tankers” (FRUS 1964-1968f). In addition to the naval 

task force, the US government provided a shipment of 110 tons of ammunition, and 
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other lighter equipment such as tear gas for “mob control” by the coup leaders 

(ibid.). Goulart ϐled Brazil on 2 April and the United States recognised the new 

government under Ranieri Mazzilli on the same day providing it with legitimacy 

(Periera 2018, 15). Two weeks later, one of the coup leaders, Humberto de Alencar 

Castelo Branco, assumed power. The military ruled Brazil until 1985.  

 

The Nixon administration 
Covert practices of control can also involve regional collaboration and coordination 

with allies in order to isolate smaller states that resist the great power’s hegemony, 

thereby undermining them. Much like its predecessors, the Nixon administration 

engaged in both overt and covert practices of control in Latin America, with the 

intention to exclude the Soviets from the Western Hemisphere. Primarily, these 

practices were economic and coercive. They involved, primarily, undermining small 

Latin American states through economic warfare.  

Yet, to Richard Nixon, who was elected president in 1968 and assumed ofϐice in 

January 1969, Latin America was not the top foreign policy priority (Lawrence 2008, 

269). The major foreign policy challenges for the Nixon administration were in Asia 

(ibid.). The only interest the Nixon administration had in the region was that Latin 

America should remain stable and US-friendly, allowing the administration to 

maintain its international credibility and its manoeuvrability in the rest of the world 

(ibid.).  

When the socialist politician, Salvador Allende, won Chile’s presidential election on 

4 September 1970, the Nixon administration sensed danger. Washington feared that 

Chile would provide an entry point to the region for the Soviet Union and Cuba 

(Lawrence 2008, 277). On 5 November 1970, Kissinger sent a memorandum to the 

president stating, “The election of Allende as President of Chile poses for us one of 

the most serious challenges ever faced in this hemisphere” (FRUS 1969-1976a). 

Kissinger argued that “Everyone agrees that Allende will purposefully seek: to 

establish a socialist, Marxist state in Chile; to eliminate US inϐluence from Chile and 

the hemisphere; to establish close relations and linkages with the USSR, Cuba and 

other Socialist countries” (ibid.). He also expressed fears that Chile would set an 
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example to other states, rolling back US inϐluence, and becoming a staging area for 

Soviet operations in the Western Hemisphere (ibid.). Aside from political and 

strategic concerns, the US had ϐinancial interests in Chile. Kissinger noted that 

through Allende’s election, “US investments (totalling some one billion dollars) may 

be lost, at least in part; Chile may default on debts (about $1.5 billion) owed the US 

Government and private US banks” (ibid.). The economic fears were evidently not 

unfounded, on 11 October 1971, Chile announced it would nationalise the US-owned 

copper mining companies Anaconda and Kennecott (FRUS 1969-1976b). 

Consequently, the US government decided that Allende had to go for it to maintain 

its sphere of inϐluence and global standing, but it did not want to be seen as punishing 

or meddling in Chile (FRUS 1969-1976a). Initially, the secret “40 committee”, tasked 

with taking Allende down, sought to use bribery and the military to prevent Allende 

from being sworn in as president (FRUS 1969-1976c; 1969-1976d).  

Economic practices were utilised by the Nixon administration to reassert control 

over who governed in Chile. In a national security memorandum from 9 November 

1970, Kissinger recommended that the US government should “exclude, to the extent 

possible, further ϐinancing assistance or guarantees for US private investment in 

Chile” (FRUS 1969-1976e). Moreover, it should “bring maximum feasible inϐluence 

to bear in international ϐinancial institutions to limit credit or other ϐinancing 

assistance to Chile” (ibid.). A memorandum from Kissinger on 2 February 1971, 

notes that the US government had “Adopted a strategy for reducing, delaying, or 

terminating AID [sic] commitments to Chile” and “Directed that the Ex-Im [Export-

Import] Bank should selectively reduce its export guaranties and insurance for Chile, 

and continued the cut-off of new Ex-Im Bank loans to Chile”, as well as restrict access 

to loans from the World Bank and Inter-American Development Bank (FRUS 1969-

1976f).  

Apart from unilateral action to cripple the Chilean economy, sought “close 

consultation [to] be established with key governments in Latin America, particularly 

Brazil and Argentina, to coordinate efforts to oppose Chilean moves which may be 

contrary to our mutual interests” (ibid.). A document encouraged that “in pursuit of 

this objective [toppling Allende], efforts should be increased to establish and 
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maintain close relations with friendly military leaders in the hemisphere” (FRUS 

1969-1976e).  

At the time, Brazil and Argentina were military dictatorships and ideologically anti-

communist. Involving them had an additional motive: to masque US involvement.  

Kissinger wrote, “efforts should be made to coordinate with and gain maximum 

support for this policy from other friendly nations, particularly those in Latin 

America, with the objective of lessening unilateral US exposure” (ibid.). Meanwhile, 

the US also connected with allies in Chile. During an NSC meeting on 6 November 

1970, Secretary of State William P. Rogers stated that “The Christian Democratic 

Foreign Minister thinks we are doing the right thing. He sees two possibilities: that 

his economic troubles will generate signiϐicant public dissatisfaction, or second, that 

his difϐiculties will become so great that there will be military moves against him” 

(FRUS 1969-1976a). He concluded, “I think the US military should keep in contact 

with their Chilean colleagues and try to strengthen our position in Chile” (ibid.). The 

US government sought to make Chile’s economy “scream” to create the environment 

for a coup (Navia and Osorio 2017).  

Efforts to destabilise Allende’s government continued for three years. In a 

memorandum to Kissinger on 25 August 1973, newly appointed DCI William Colby 

noted that “On 20 August 1973, the 40 Committee approved the expenditure of 

[dollar amount not declassiϐied] through June 1974 for support to the Chilean 

opposition political parties and the private sector” (FRUS 1969-1976g). However, the 

US government got its coup earlier than expected. On 11 September 1973, the 

military deposed Allende’s government, and Allende committed suicide. An 

authoritarian military junta under Augusto Pinochet seized power in 1974 keeping 

it until 1990 (Lawrence 2008, 278).  

In General Juan Torres, president of Bolivia, the Nixon administration saw a similar 

risk. A memorandum by Arnold Nachmanoff of the National Security Council to 

Kissinger from June 17, 1971, noted that “recently the Government of General Juan 

Torres sought to build some kind of popular base for their shaky governments by 

turning increasingly to the left” (FRUS 1969-1976h). The US government was also 

concerned that President Torres “fragmented the already weakened Armed Forces”, 

becoming increasingly dependent “on leftist labor and student, groups without being 
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able to control them” (ibid.). Nationalisation of the US-owned Matilde Mine also 

caused concern (ibid.). Nachmanoff further noted that “The same two-year period 

has seen a considerable increase in Soviet presence and activity in Bolivia” (ibid.).  

In response to this development, Nixon approved a $7 million military assistance 

program (MAP) to allies in the Bolivian armed forces, hostile to the government, 

provided that the political climate “improved” (FRUS 1969-1976i). This practice in 

the intersection between military and economic practices of control, indirectly, 

helped foment the coups. Between the 18 and 21 August 1971, the military seized 

power in Bolivia. On 19 August, Nachmanoff wrote a memorandum to Kissinger 

where he revealed that CIA operatives had directly met and funded the coups makers 

without the explicit knowledge or approval from the White House. Nachmanoff 

wrote “If this incident does blow up publicly, we will, of course, deny it” (FRUS 1969-

1976j). Yet, he noted that “the amount was small enough so that it would be pretty 

difϐicult to trace back” (ibid.). The military ruled Bolivia until 1982.  

 

Conclusion 
In his 2020 article on spheres of inϐluence and the terminological distinction 

between practices of exclusion and control, Van Jackson laments that the literature 

has so little to say about which “practices are involved (or not involved) in producing 

international hierarchies”, as well as how rarely studies foreground such practices 

and explain “how they function” (Jackson 2020, 271). By studying the practices of 

exclusion/control and coercive/non-coercive practices in US foreign policy 

documents and secondary sources on US-Latin American relations, this article has 

sought to deepen and provide greater nuance to our understanding of the US sphere 

of inϐluence in Latin America. By operationalising Van Jackson’s deϐinition of a sphere 

of inϐluence as “hierarchical practices of exclusion and control”, adding Baldwin’s 

work on coercive and non-coercive practices, and engaging with the empirical 

material, the article has developed an analytical 2x2 model that can be used to 

analyse spheres of inϐluence in world politics in regions other than Latin America.  

In broad terms, they were either economic, military, or political. In addition, these 

practices were either coercive, non-coercive, covert or public. The military practices, 
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generally coercive in nature, were either overt, such as public threats to exclude 

rivals from Latin America, and outright deployment of troops to control the political 

outcome. Or they were covert, which involved arming of paramilitary groups to stage 

coups. However, other military practices, such as sovereign basing and arms export, 

involved control through the concrete presence of troops and security guarantees.  

The economic practices of control (and to a lesser extent exclusion), meanwhile, 

were both coercive and non-coercive. Coercive economic practices of control 

appeared as export controls, sanctions, and cutting off aid and preventing loans and 

investments to poorer Latin American countries, usually to destabilise the 

governments that Washington found objectionable. Another way Washington 

practiced coercive control via economic means was to support factions, usually the 

military, in states where they wanted a regime change. Conversely, Washington also 

engaged in non-coercive practices of control and exclusion using economic means, 

such as the Kennedy administration’s Alliance for Progress.  

The political practices of control and exclusion were primarily non-coercive. This 

involved, among other things, institution-building, when the Truman administration 

sought to exclude the Soviet Union through the creation of the OAS and provision of 

security guarantees (through the Rio Pact). However, the case of the Nixon 

administration also shows the prevalence of regional collaboration to practice 

control and exclusion in Chile. This political practice of control was of a more 

coercive nature compared to the Truman administration’s efforts. Figure 2 

summarises these practices using the matrix described above.   

Context appears to be consequential when considering the practices of exclusion and 

control that a particular administration opted for. The Truman administration 

carried on the legacy of the Good Neighbor Policy and practiced exclusion and 

control in a similar way to its actions in Western Europe after the Second World War. 

As Cold War tensions escalated in the 1950s, however, the US government began to 

view the ends as justifying the means and resorted to more coercive means.  
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(interventions 
and threats, 
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practices 
(providing 
security 
guarantees)  
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(institution building) 
 

- Military practices 
(security guarantees, 
sovereign basing) 

   

 
Practices of control 
 

 
- Military 

practices 
(interventions, 
both overt and 
covert, and 
support to 
armed forces) 

 
- Economic 

practices 
(sanctions, 
export control 
and support to 
armed forces) 
 

- Political 
practices 
(regional 
coordination; 
support to 
local allies) 
 

 

 
- Political practices 

(institution building) 
 

- Economic practices 
(investments, loans, 
trade, economic aid) 
 

- Military practices 
(arms sales) 

Figure 2. Analytical matrix structuring foreign policy practices, as applied to US foreign policy on 
Latin America, 1945-1974. 

 

The 1960s saw a push for modernisation and human rights, but also heightened 

coercive practices. The impact of the war in Vietnam seemed pivotal to the Johnson 

administration when intervening militarily in the Dominican Republic. The empirical 

material also show that almost all US administrations were deeply concerned with 

the legitimacy of their foreign policy and public opinion, both regional and global. 

Consequently, they were reluctant to openly meddle in the internal affairs of Latin 
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American states. Thus, they often resorted to covert intervention by funding and 

training paramilitaries. When it did intervene militarily under Johnson, the US 

government sought retroactive approval from the OAS. This, however, is the topic for 

a different study. 

It is also crucial to emphasise the actorness of Latin American actors. Most of the US 

practices of exclusion and control involved coordination with the governments of the 

Latin American states, or their respective armed forces, business elites, intelligence 

services, or other stakeholders. During the Cold War, many of these “local” actors 

shared the US worldview and sought to provide themselves with beneϐicial positions, 

often with US assistance. Practices of exclusion and control are therefore not one-

way streets where one actor needs to accept every demand made by the dominant 

counterpart. In many ways, efϐicient practices of exclusion and control are 

contingent on acceptance by the “inϐluenced” actor. In the case of the formation of 

the OAS and the signing of the Rio Treaty, agreement from the Latin American 

governments was fundamental to practising exclusion and control. Even in a 

situation where a regime is replaced through covert intervention, a certain degree of 

local support is necessary for the dominant power to succeed. Conversely, in cases 

of unilateral military intervention, local acceptance is less consequential.  

The world is currently witnessing a resurgence of “sphere-of-inϐluence policies” 

reminiscent of past decades. The US government has pivoted to the “Western 

Hemisphere”, intervening militarily in the region in a way that was thought to belong 

to the past century. The analytical matrix developed in this article depicts the US 

sphere of inϐluence in Latin America during the Cold War in a more nuanced way 

than is commonly the case, demonstrating the considerable variations that existed 

in the ϐirst three decades of the Cold War period. This paves the way for similarly 

close-range, detailed analyses of both past and contemporary examples of foreign 

policy practices associated with spheres of inϐluence. 
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Understanding an Australian sphere of influence beyond 
national identity
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ABSTRACT  
By studying digitalised archival material from Australia’s 
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade from 1966 and 1969 
regarding Australia’s relations with the ‘Territory of Papua New 
Guinea’ (TPNG, today’s Papua New Guinea), this article shows 
how Australian governments reasoned when pursuing a ‘spheres 
of influence’ in the South Pacific. It concludes that matters of 
defence were central to those advocating a certain degree of 
control over PNG and that experiences from the world wars 
informed the perception of the strategic environment by various 
Australian foreign policymakers (albeit not all). In so doing, it also 
shows that a ‘foreign policy approach’, rather than an IR, is 
beneficial in understanding spheres of influence in world politics. 
Thus, the article contributes to the literature on Australian foreign 
policy and the literature on spheres of influence in world politics.

KEYWORDS  
Spheres of influence; middle 
power; Australia; perception

Introduction

This article investigates Australia’s relationship with the ‘Territory Papua New Guinea’ 
(TPNG) (today’s Papua New Guinea, PNG) to, in turn, shed light on why non-great 
powers seek to establish or maintain spheres of influence. Constellations where strong 
states wield exclusive control, or ‘predominant influence’, over external geographical 
space or smaller states, are frequently referred to as ‘spheres of influence’ (Bull 2002, 
314; Kaufman 1976, 11; Keal 1983, 15; Resnick 2022, 566), which, despite its wide use 
in political discourse is an under-researched and ‘essentially contested concept’ in Inter-
national Relations (IR) literature (Costa Buranelli 2018, 380). The phenomenon has com-
peting conceptualisations, but this article defines spheres of influence as ‘hierarchical 
constellations characterised by practices of exclusion and control’ (Jackson 2020, 257). 
Despite suffering from under-theorisation (Etzioni 2015, 118; Hast 2014, 1; Jackson 
2020, 255), it is quite well-established in the IR literature that great powers engage in 
sphere-of-influence practices and policies. Different traditions emphasise different 
things. In the constructivist tradition, for instance, ‘spheres of influence’ are considered 
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a part of ‘great power identity’ (Murray 2019, 63–64; Recchia 2020, 515; Zala 2020). But 
upon closer scrutiny, this picture is somewhat incomplete. There are other states, not 
belonging to the category of ‘(self-identified) great powers’ which also articulate a 
desire to have some degree of exclusive control over adjacent external geographical 
space and pursue such policies.

Although there are disagreements regarding what type of country Australia is (Fern 
2020), it has been identified as a ‘middle power’ by both scholars (Beeson 2011; Harijanto 
2024; Widmaier 2019) and its own leaders (see Albanese 2024). Concomitantly, some of 
its leaders have also expressed views of its neighbouring region as Australia’s ‘patch’ 
(John Howard, quoted in McDougall 2019); an Australian sphere of influence (White 
2019). There are two tensions one must keep in mind concerning Australia and 
spheres of influence. First, there is the one between the identification as a ‘middle 
power’ and the notion of spheres of influence. Second, there is the tension between Aus-
tralia’s self-professed liberal principles and the notion of spheres of influence. These ten-
sions have implications for two major IR schools of thought: constructivism and 
liberalism. Australia is a vocal advocate of the liberal (US-led) international order. Can-
berra frequently takes a stand in favour of a rules-based system and the self-determi-
nation of small states. However, as will be illustrated in a subsequent section, there is 
a parallel tendency in Australian foreign policy, as it simultaneously asserts that it has 
a special role in the region, the South Pacific, when it comes to maintaining order and 
its national interests.

Based on these insights, this article problematises the notion that a ‘sphere of 
influence’ primarily is an attribute for (self-identified) ‘great powers’. In problematising 
this ‘conventional wisdom’, the article sets out to address the following research problem: 
why do states which do not identify as great powers pursue spheres of influence in their 
geographical vicinity? To address this research problem the article investigates the case of 
Australia, seeking to answer the question: what explains Australian policy towards TPNG 
in the 1960s? By utilising digitalised archival material from Australia’s Department of 
Foreign Affairs and Trade (henceforth ‘DFAT’), this article explores Australia’s view 
on TPNG/PNG which gained its recognition as independent and de facto self-determi-
nation from Australia in 1975 (Denoon 2012, 4–5). The period covered is from 1966 to 
1969, and I use thematic analysis to establish prevailing perceptions.

The large schools of thought in IR simplify spheres of influence to the extent that they 
risk giving inadequate accounts of the phenomenon. Instead, I argue that an ‘actor- 
centric foreign policy’ approach is a more beneficial way of analysing spheres of 
influence and states’ motivations for establishing them. Importantly, however, the 
article does not analyse foreign policy outcomes per se. Instead, it focuses on what 
Gideon Rose calls the ‘intervening variables’; a state government’s perception of its sur-
roundings and the origin of these (1998, 157–161), which in turn inform the govern-
ment’s foreign policy.

The article’s study unearths that several actors within the Australian government per-
ceived the maintenance of Australian exclusiveness over PNG as central to the national 
defence. These findings lead the article to suggest that Australia’s experiences from the 
world wars contributed to specific perceptions of PNG that subsequently were applied 
to the context of the Cold War. However, the article also shows that within the same 
foreign policy establishment, there was a wide range of perceptions of the strategic 
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environment, informing different policy preferences. From this, a wider theoretical sug-
gestion is derived: states, regardless of their (self-perceived) ‘identity’, pursue spheres of 
influence depending on the prevailing perceptions of and meaning ascribed to their stra-
tegic environment as shaped by previous experiences. The main contribution, outside the 
purely empirical, is that the article problematises the utility of the structural IR schools of 
thought in understanding why and how states seek to establish spheres of influence. 
Instead, it suggests an actor-centric to understand and explain this phenomenon of 
states seeking to establish and/or maintain exclusivity over geographical space external 
to their territory.

Theoretical intervention and methodology

Existing theoretical perspectives that offer an understanding of spheres of influence are, 
as mentioned, quite limited in the existing literature (Etzioni 2015, 118; Hast 2014, 1–6; 
Jackson 2020, 255). One way of approaching spheres of influence in IR is to see them as a 
tool for particularly great powers to realise the objective of increasing their general 
influence over the behaviour of other states (Gilpin 1981, 24), to increase the chances 
of survival by creating ‘buffer zones’ (Jackson 2020, 258–260; Mearsheimer 2001, 40– 
42, 247-248; see also 2014, 82), or organising a stable world order (Etzioni 2015, 123; 
Haldén 2013; Kaufman 1976; Keal 1983). Meanwhile, scholars of ‘classical geopolitics’ 
tend to lend a more essentialist perspective on the matter, suggesting some inherent 
value and meaning of geographical space and the inevitability of certain nations dominat-
ing others according to the logic of ‘spheres of influence’ (Archaya and Buzan 2019, 46- 
47; Ó Tuathail 1996, 21, 35-36). In the specific Australian case, Chacko (2023) argues that 
Canberra’s sphere of influence in the South Pacific was part of a colonial and economic 
exploitation. Meanwhile, as mentioned, the constructivist IR literature emphasises how 
spheres of influence constitute a building block in a ‘great power identity’, a way to 
get ‘asymmetrical recognition’ (Murray 2019, 63–64; Recchia 2020, 515; Zala 2020). 
Whereas this, to some degree, may constitute an apt explanation, it overlooks other 
crucial internal determinants connected to the specific actors who make the decisions 
(Katzenstein 1996, 15).

Thus, this article takes a different, ‘actor-centric’ approach to spheres of influence, 
focusing on the perception of, in this case, Australia’s foreign policymakers (Hudson 
2005, 1). I argue that the meaning they attach to geographical space is key in understand-
ing their perception of it, and by extension, why they engage in or maintain practices of 
exclusion and control over a smaller counterpart as part of their foreign policy. Specifi-
cally, the article suggests that historical experiences of a state can affect the perception of 
its state apparatus. Several works have already utilised the notion of (mis)perception and 
decision-making (Jervis 2017 [1976], 217; Khong 1992), both as an independent and 
‘intervening variable’ (Rose 1998, 154, 161). This article argues that the Australian experi-
ences from the First and Second World War laid the foundation of Australians’ percep-
tion of its immediate vicinity as key for Australian security. From a material point of 
view, one can convincingly argue that the islands are strategic. However, I maintain 
that the Pacific islands are considered security concerns for Australia (by many) regard-
less of technological innovations or regional/global political context (in other words, who 
the enemy is) and consequently affect the perceptions of events in the region.
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In terms of research design, this article is a qualitative study. To address the research 
problem and question it goes in-depth empirically, utilising the archival resources. The 
empirical material is derived from the digitalised archive of the Australian Department 
for Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT 2017a). In total, the archive stretches from 1937 
and 1983. The available empirical material is of significant quantity, and therefore one 
needs to sort out what material to use in the study. As mentioned, this article engages 
particularly with Australia’s relationship with the TPNG.

There is an entire volume covering this relationship between 1966 and 1969, containing 
357 documents which are analysed in this article. This period is of great interest for this 
article. Throughout the 1960s, there were anti-colonial sentiments, globally and domesti-
cally, that the government in Canberra had to handle (Waters 2013). Consequently, 
there were frequent discussions and deliberations on the status of the territory and Austra-
lia’s interests connected to it. Further increasing the stakes was the ongoing Cold War in 
which Australia was deeply involved on the side of the United States through, among 
other things, the ANZUS (Australia-New Zealand-United States) alliance (Cohen 2024). 
By studying these discussions, we can gain a greater understanding of Australian reasoning 
regarding adjacent geographical space. Yet, cases are separated by context, and we cannot 
draw too large conclusions based on one historical case. However, this study of PNG’s 
status in the 1960s may provide some understanding regarding central tenets, important 
to Australia’s foreign policy. To establish an understanding of the reasons Australian gov-
ernments have to maintain exclusive influence over TPNG/PNG, the article employs a the-
matic content analysis which is ‘ … a research method used to identify and interpret 
patterns or themes in a data set’ (Naeem et al. 2023, 2). It does so by posing a question 
to the material: What is the motivation suggesting that Australia should/should not main-
tain a sphere of influence in the face of independence for Papua New Guinea? Themes are 
developed based on the answers, and these themes are subsequently presented in an analyti-
cal narrative form. In writing such a narrative, the article aims to provide a ‘useful account’ 
which strives for the greatest degree of ‘accuracy’ (Jackson 2011, 153, 219).

Australia and the South Pacific: tensions, ideals, and interests

There is an inherent tension in Australian foreign policy in the South Pacific. It exists 
between liberal ideals of self-determination and a desire to exclude other great powers 
(primarily the People’s Republic of China) from gaining a strategic foothold in the 
South Pacific, which Australia fears would threaten its trade routes and connection to 
the United States. To illustrate this tension, one can turn to former Foreign Minister, 
Julie Bishop, who stressed in no uncertain terms that Australia was concerned that 
China would deprive the small nations in the Pacific region of their self-determination. 
Bishop noted in an interview that Australians ‘want to ensure that they [the Pacific Island 
nations] retain their sovereignty … The trap can then be a debt-for-equity swap and they 
have lost their sovereignty’ (Wroe 2018). In the same interview, however, Bishop notes 
that ‘Where BRI [China’s ‘Belt and Road Initiative’] projects are in our sphere of 
influence, we want to ensure that they meet appropriate standards’ (ibid., emphasis 
added). One would think that this is a contradiction given that conventional wisdom 
holds that in the context of the liberal international order with norms of self-determi-
nation and rules, the ‘sphere of influence’ is a ‘pejorative’, associated with imperialism 

452 M. H. LUNDSTRÖM

172 | Spheres of Influence in Practice



and the cynical geopolitics of the Cold War (Hast 2014, 1–6, 113–114). Consequently, 
there is the view that spheres of influence are incompatible with an international order 
based on liberal values, although they were part of the British-dominated order in the 
nineteenth century (Ikenberry 2011, 18, 59–60).

Whereas Australia has been an ardent supporter of the rules-based, US-led inter-
national order ever since 1945, it has simultaneously tried to exclude adversaries from 
the South Pacific by being the dominant force in the region. As McDougall observes: 
‘In 2003, then-Prime Minister John Howard justified the Regional Assistance Mission 
to Solomon Islands [RAMSI] by depicting the country being in ‘our patch’: a failing 
state in Australia’s neighbourhood that could allow malign influences into Australia. 
Australia and Solomon Islands were ‘neighbours’ or ‘friends,’ but not ‘family’’ (McDou-
gall 2019; see also DFAT 2017b). A more recent example that further illustrates how 
liberal principles of complete self-determination create tension with Australia’s regional 
strategic interests, is the security agreement struck between the Solomon Islands and 
China in 2022. The specifics of the agreement remain murky, but there are fears that 
it gives the right to warships from the People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) to 
utilise harbours on the Solomon Islands, less than 2,000 kilometres from Australia’s 
mainland, and for China to send ‘security forces’ in case ‘social order’ needed to be main-
tained or restored (BBC 2022). The agreement caused outrage in Australia, creating a 
sense of immediate danger. Australia’s Prime Minister, Scott Morrison, maintained 
that Australia could not ‘throw [its] weight around’, and had to accept the sovereign 
decisions of self-determining nations. However, the opposition claimed that Morrison’s 
inability to prevent Chinese influence in the Solomon Islands was the greatest Australian 
foreign policy failure since 1945 (Martin 2022). Current Prime Minister Anthony Alba-
nese has initiated a charm offensive to increase Australian goodwill in the region (Knott 
2022). As he is trying to curb China’s influence, Albanese has also expressed a vision 
where Australia is ‘engaged in the Indo-Pacific’, being ‘ … a leader in our region, a 
middle power in our own right’ (Albanese 2024). In late 2023, Albanese went to 
Tuvalu, where Australia committed itself to ‘protecting the tiny island nation from 
climate change’ (Dziedzic 2023; see also, Swanston and Clarke 2024). 

This tension is not a novel insight. Joanne Wallis argues that ‘Australian leaders and 
officials contradict themselves with respect to the Pacific’, that ‘they recognise the stra-
tegic importance of the region, and articulate a desire to enhance Australia’s relationships 
through stepping-up its engagement with its Pacific family as equal partners and sover-
eign states’ (2021, 498). Concomitantly, however, ‘they … demonstrate beliefs that 
undermine this, such as their habit of perceiving Pacific states as small, weak and vulner-
able to external influence’ (ibid.). This contradictory ambiguity is also unfortunate for 
Australian governments, as it is utilised by Chinese state-run media and public diplo-
macy to construct Australia as neo-colonialists seeking a sphere of influence in the 
Indo-Pacific (see China Daily 2022), while simultaneously asserting that China does 
not and will never seek ‘hegemony or a sphere of influence’ in East Asia (Xinhua 
News Agency 2021). Given China’s large investments and aid in the region (between 
2006 and 2017, the sum was $1.5 billion), as well as attempted security agreements (in 
2022, China’s foreign minister Wang Yi tried to seal a trade and security deal with 10 
separate islands nations which failed) (Tan 2022), one has arguably reason to doubt 
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Beijing’s assertion. Concerning PNG, however, there is a long bilateral history that needs 
to be accounted for.

Originally, the British colony of Australia sought control over the islands north 
(today’s PNG) of the Torres Strait in 1883, when the Crown Colony of Queensland 
tried to annex what was then considered ‘New Guinea’. The British government initially 
rejected this initiative, yet it prompted an Australian view that the South Pacific should be 
ordered according to a ‘Pacific Monroe Doctrine’ – referring to the US policy of prevent-
ing external intervention in the ‘Western Hemisphere’ (Tate 1961, 274–275). In 1884, the 
matter was temporarily solved when the British took control over the southern shores of 
New Guinea in response to the Germans establishing control over the northern parts of 
the territory (Gardner, Ritchie, and Underhill 2024, 240; see also Underhill 2024, 5). That 
became ‘British New Guinea’, before it was renamed ‘Papua’ and came under Australian 
administration in 1906. As the First World War erupted, Australian forces conquered 
what was the German New Guinea in September 1914 (Louis 1966, 408). After the 
First World War, the League of Nations handed over the administration of Papua and 
New Guinea (two separate territories) to the newly formed Australian Federation in 
1921 (a so-called ‘C class mandate’) (Gardner, Ritchie, and Underhill 2024, 241). In 
large part, this was a result of Australian Prime Minister William M. Hughes’ fierce lob-
bying during the conference in Versailles in 1919 (Louis 1966, 418–420). Australia’s gov-
ernment was deeply worried about Japan’s expansionist policies southwards, conquering 
a German colony in China (Kiaochow) and German island colonies in the Pacific (ibid., 
408). Hughes argued. 

… that the war had been fought for security and that from the point of view of Australians 
their safety rested on the control of the islands which ‘lie like ramparts to the north and east’ 
and … that Australia deserved the privilege of administering the New Guinean and other 
natives because Australian colonial rule compared favorably with that of any other 
power. (ibid., 417)

Australia advocated that the Japanese should stay north of the Equator, whereas, to the 
south of that line, Australia and Britain were to be the dominant force (ibid., 409). In the 
end, Britain gained control of the Solomon Islands, and Australia got the mandate over 
New Guinea. Indeed. Australia’s scepticism of Japanese expansion turned out to be well- 
founded. During the Second World War, Imperial Japan occupied large parts of Papua 
New Guinea and used it as a base when attacking Australia using aircraft (Doran 
2006, xvii-xviii). After Japan’s defeat in 1945, Australia again gained administrative 
control over PNG through a UN ‘trusteeship’ (Downs 1980), and the ‘Territory of 
Papua New Guinea’ was created in 1949. This trusteeship was maintained for 30 years 
until 1975 (Denoon 2012, 4–5). Throughout the 1960s the issue of decolonisation 
emerged as a central question as under Australian administration, the line between ‘ter-
ritory’ and ‘colony’ became blurred (Gardner, Ritchie, and Underhill 2024, 242). 
Throughout Australian administration, the people living in TPNG were Australian citi-
zens but lacked the rights of ‘ordinary’ Australians (Underhill and Gardner 2024, 358). In 
the early 1960s, the Australian government faced ‘UN demands for independence [for 
TPNG] at any cost’ (ibid., 356), whilst ‘Within the TPNG, student groups and trade 
unions emerged and demanded political reform’ (ibid.). One quite popular option in 
TPNG was to make the territory Australia’s ‘seventh state’ with full rights. However, 
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for several reasons, the government in Canberra was reluctant. They reasoned that ‘Full 
citizenship for three million Papua New Guineans would risk the economic future of 
Australia based on a wage-based economy’ (ibid., 373). Moreover, these were in the 
final decades of the ‘White Australia Policy’, a policy established to prevent ‘non- 
white/British’ people from immigrating to Australia. This policy entailed, according to 
some legislators at the time, that ‘Australians will never accept Papua New Guinea as 
the seventh state’ (ibid.). However, simultaneously, the Australian government was reluc-
tant to leave TPNG completely and was thus faced with a dilemma (Waters 2013). So, 
although decolonisation was slow it was unavoidable, something which prompted the 
internal discussions this article analyses.

Empirical investigation

In the second half of the 1960s, there were frequent deliberations about how to deal with 
the situation in TPNG, and how Australia should act to create a more sustainable political 
situation in relation to ‘the Territory’s’ political status (Underhill and Gardner 2024). 
Whereas there were some disagreements regarding the future status of TPNG, most 
agreed that Australian ‘interests’ needed to be guarded regardless. The main debate 
was how these interests were realised and secured. Rather than coercion, it was main-
tained that it was ‘necessary that all elements of government in Australia should 
concert their efforts to encouraging a climate of opinion in the Territory which will 
lead to the Territorians being anxious to sustain a continuation of close relationships 
with Australia’ (Paper by Bland 1969). This was echoed in other documents from the 
time: ‘Bearing in mind the close geographical relationship of Papua and New Guinea 
to its colonial power … the consequential desirability of bringing about self-government 
and independence to the Territory in a manner that will ensure intimate and friendly 
relations with Australia in the following years’ (Paper By McDonald 1969). There was 
also a sense that Australia might need to deploy armed forces to TPNG and that this 
needed to be as simple as possible. In the same document from 1969, it is concluded 
that ‘If Australian forces are to be deployed to the Territory in post independence 
days, the ease of the task will depend on the political relationship then existing between 
the Territory and Australia: not on the shape and organisation of the Territory’s 
forces’ (ibid., emphasis added). There was, among some, the conviction that ‘we [Austra-
lians] must see it not as a part of Australia nor anything resembling an extension of Aus-
tralia. For our purposes, the Territory is a country of South East Asia … ’ (ibid.). This 
‘respect’ for an independent PNG was a way to safeguard a warm relationship between 
the countries. Already in 1966, there were ideas that the. 

… interests [of Australia] may be best served by the development of a cohesive population 
and administration including armed services personnel which will remain well-disposed 
towards Australia. To the extent that this is achieved, the institution of whatever new 
defence arrangements are appropriate to the future constitutional status of the Territory 
will be facilitated. (Letter, Fairhall to Hasluck 1966)

Solutions were pondered. There were talks in Canberra about ‘the range of special 
relationships (i.e. relationships in the long-term) between Australia and the Territory 
that would be acceptable to Australia’ (Submission No. 71, Barnes to Cabinet 1966, 
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emphasis added). In terms of the ‘special relationship’, different options were discussed. 
These were 

(1) unqualified independence; (2) association with Australia which might take the form of 
(a) independence for Papua and New Guinea with special treaties or agreements with Aus-
tralia; (b) self-government for Papua and New Guinea with certain powers (e.g. defence, 
external affairs) reserved to Australia; or (c) close association as described in paragraph 
17 below; (3). integration with Australia. (ibid.)

To address the status of TPNG, Australian officials looked around the world and the 
process of decolonisation. Some actors saw France as a role model when it came to main-
taining exclusive influence in TPNG. A document states: 

France has managed to achieve a relationship with some of the Francophone African States, 
Ivory Coast is a notable example – under which strong French influence is fully acceptable. 
French advisers have been giving the Ivory Coast Government competent advice on foreign 
relations and on economic and administrative matters for the last nine years, apparently 
without their presence giving rise to any serious resentment from those obliged to accept 
the advice. The example is one which we may wish to follow. We would certainly be 
remiss if we did not make a thorough study of the French techniques and experience to 
see what there is in it for us to learn and profit from. (Paper by Bourchier 1969)

Simultaneously, however, there was also the opinion that Australia 

… should [not] look too closely at the experience of British or even other European deco-
lonisation as a guide to our future relationship with Papua and New Guinea. Britain particu-
larly and the other ex-colonial powers too have all withdrawn from their colonial territories 
at an era of contracting European influence … . On the other hand apart from the Philip-
pines the Americans have shown no inclination to withdraw from overseas territories. 
Even more surprising, the influence of probably the most unpopular country in the world 
– South Africa – is expanding so that Botswana, Lesotho and Swaziland are little more 
than satellites and even Malawi has very good relations. (Minute, Ballard To Gutman 1969)

So, what were Australia’s ‘interests’, why did it need to maintain exclusive control over 
TPNG to some degree? Matters of national defence are constantly emphasised when the 
subject of independence for TPNG is discussed. In a brief sent to the Minister for Ter-
ritories in 1966, it is noted that: 

though the Commonwealth [in other words, Australia] would progressively devolve its 
authority [over PNG], in practice it would, short of self-government, retain final responsi-
bility in the same sense that it remains accountable for the administration of the Territory  
… this devolution would not apply in relation to certain ‘reserved’ subjects-internal security, 
external affairs, defence, constitutional advance, law and information. (Brief by DOT for 
Barnes [short for Department of Territories, later Department of External Territories, 
DOET from 1964] 1966, emphasis added)

Exactly this formulation is echoed in other documents (Submission No. 1, Barnes to 
Cabinet 1966). Moreover, in meeting notes from February 25, 1966, when discussions 
were held regarding the issue of self-determination, it is noted that ‘it is important 
that access [for the Australian armed forces] to the Territory and its base facilities be 
maintained’ (Minute, Ballard to Warwick Smith 1966). Similarly, a document from 
March 10, 1966, notes how ‘Australian policies towards Papua and New Guinea 
should be directed to achieving the securest possible tenure for Australian defence 

456 M. H. LUNDSTRÖM

176 | Spheres of Influence in Practice



positions and interests in the Territory’ (Submission No. 71, Barnes To Cabinet 1966). 
‘Future defence arrangements in the circumstances envisaged above’, the document 
maintains, ‘should include definition of the following: a. Retention of present and 
planned base and transit facilities in the Territory; b. Right to maintain forces as required 
in Papua and New Guinea; c. Dependent on the above a commitment to defend the Ter-
ritory against overt and covert aggression’ (ibid.). In the notes from a defence committee 
meeting in May 1968, one of the participants stated that the ‘Defence of Papua New 
Guinea [is] vital to Australia. Therefore there [is] a case for Australia contributing to 
finance the Papuan forces even after independence’ (Notes On Defence Committee Dis-
cussion By Plimsoll 1968).

Some Australian civil servants tasked with the status of TPNG conducted an excursion 
to the island in 1966 to get a clearer picture of what was at stake. In the subsequent 
meeting notes, it is reported that ‘[t]he sub-committee visited a number of important 
defence installations in the Territory including those at Manus and Wewak’ (Minute, 
Ballard to Warwick Smith 1966). Despite an arguably more ‘flexible’ approach in 
terms of ‘the territory’s’ status, the conclusion remained that the future PNG was essen-
tial to Australia’s security. The conclusion was that ‘[t]hese installations are of great 
importance in the existing circumstances to the defence of Papua New Guinea, to Aus-
tralian national security, and to maintaining our strategic communications with Asia and 
through the Pacific’ (ibid.). How the defence installations in TPNG were essential to Aus-
tralia’s security is disclosed in a document from March 10, 1966: 

Defence policy for the security of Australia and its island territories has been based on a 
forward defence strategy to hold South East Asia. In terms of this policy the retention of facili-
ties in Papua and New Guinea is of great importance in ensuring the passage of our forces 
between Australia and South East Asia and the maintenance of communications between 
Australia and United States bases in the Pacific. We also need to retain these facilities for 
the defence of the Territory itself particularly against Indonesia, and in some circumstances, 
to reduce the risk to our Eastern seaboard. Should Papua and New Guinea come under the 
control of an administration unfriendly to Australia and the West in general, this would, in 
addition to the direct military consequences, facilitate the further penetration of the Pacific 
by hostile influences. (Submission No. 71, Barnes To Cabinet 1966, emphasis added)

There was also an international dimension to it as Australia’s allies also noted the impor-
tance of TPNG. In April 1967, officials from Australia, Britain, New Zealand and the 
United States met in Washington to discuss the strategic situation in the South Pacific. 
In the subsequent telegram back to Canberra on April 7, it was noted how ‘the area as 
a whole is strategically important. Although there is no current external threat, it is desir-
able to ensure that security is maintained and so far as possible to avoid the fragmenta-
tion of the area into a series of unattached and non-viable communities’ (Washington to 
Dea 1967). This illustrates how Australia might have had another motive to maintain 
PNG in its sphere of influence: namely in the interest of its powerful ally, the United 
States, which, at the time, was deeply engaged in the Vietnam War, where Australia 
also was committed with troops (Murphy 1993). Indeed, it is concerning the geopolitical 
situation of the 1960s, where specific threats gained prominence. In a letter from Septem-
ber 2, 1968, the risk of ‘external influences’ are assessed: 

T.P.N.G. […]with its emerging political awareness and movement towards independence, 
provides a considerable potential for exploitation by external powers with expansionist 
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aims. In this connection the U.S.S.R., Communist China and Indonesia are the powers most 
likely to constitute a threat. (Letter, Hay To Warwick Smith 1968)

What follows is an assessment of each external threat. The assessment is that: 

[a]n overt threat from the U.S.S.R. is unlikely. However, it can be expected to encourage and 
assist the C.P.A.5 to establish communist organisations in T.P.N.G. by the provision of 
funds, propaganda material and training facilities. Should there be any lifting of travel 
restrictions between Australia and the Territory an influx of Australian Communist func-
tionaries can be expected. (It is noted that there is no recent evidence of any direct propa-
ganda attack from the U.S.S.R. apart from its United Nations Trusteeship Council 
activities.). (ibid.)

The threat from ‘Communist China’ (in other words, the People’s Republic of China) is 
also assessed, and once again, the author concludes that: 

no overt threat to the Territory is likely. However, there is ample evidence of Chinese Com-
munist propaganda activities in the main centres of the Territory. These activities are as yet 
on a low scale and directed primarily at the Chinese community. Communist China is likely 
to attempt to intensify a spread of propaganda and if a suitable opportunity occurs, foster 
subversive activities aimed at creating internal disorder and unrest. (ibid.)

The perceived threat from Communist China occurs in the material more than once. In 
October 1969, a document concludes: 

A situation of chaos in the islands across our northern approaches may not threaten Aus-
tralia’s security. That is it may not imperil Australia’s survival. However, on a pessimistic 
reading it could do that. Given the precedents available, one need not assume limits to 
the capacity for folly of newly independent governments. Thus an alliance of PNG with 
Communist China cannot be dismissed as impossible. (Paper by Bourchier 1969)

The last potential threat as presented in this assessment was Indonesia. Yet, upon reading 
this, one notices how the assessments make many caveats pertaining to their conclusions 
and identifications of threats. In the cases of the Soviet Union and China, neither analysis 
suggested that ‘direct involvement’ was likely. The most ‘realistic’ threat appears to have 
been assessed as Indonesia. The document of September 2, 1968, notes: 

Because of the common border and ethnic links between T.P.N.G. and West Irian, Indone-
sian interest in the Territory is inevitable. Whilst currently there is a continuing improve-
ment in relations with Australia it is not possible at this stage to predict the attitude 
Indonesia is likely to adopt towards T.P.N.G., either as a ‘colonial’ possession of Australia 
or as an independent nation sharing a common border with her own Territory. (ibid.)

It seems clear in the empirical material that multiple actors share the perception that 
PNG is vital to Australia’s national interests, the foremost reason being defence. For Aus-
tralia, the ‘perception-shaping’ experiences were the world wars. As discussed, during the 
First World War, Australians feared Japanese expansionism southwards, prompting 
them to advocate a demarcation line for influence at the Equator and lobby for 
control over islands at the Versailles negotiations. Possibly even more formative was 
the Second World War. Stuart Doran summarises it well: ‘The Second World War dis-
turbed both the physical and conceptual dimensions of Australian rule in PNG. Begin-
ning in January 1942, the Japanese occupied large parts of New Guinea and began air 
raids on Papua and northern Australia’, and that ‘these events intensified the long- 
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held belief that PNG constituted a vital last line of defence – a perception manifested by 
the signing of the 1951 Anzus treaty, whose terms covered Australia’s Pacific territories, 
and by opposition to Indonesia’s claims to Dutch West New Guinea’ (2006, xvii-xviii). In 
fact, following the Second World War, Australia re-evaluated the significance of PNG. 
Denoon writes: ‘The War in the Pacific, from 1941 to 1945, underlined their [South 
Pacific Islands] importance to Australian security. When peace returned, Australia 
created a joint administration over Papua and New Guinea, and devoted a great deal 
more attention to it’ (Denoon 2012, 3). Although the link is not explicit in the empirical 
material, one can make a strong case that the legacy of the world wars is the foundation 
of how PNG became perceived (by some) as vital to Australia’s ‘forward defences’. But 
there are also other threats as identified in the archival material: chaos of newly indepen-
dent states. A document from 1969 notes that ‘Other plausible nightmares may be con-
ceived including Congo-style interventions in support of warring factions … It would, of 
course, also represent something of a disgrace for us’, the analysis goes on, ‘and the com-
plete failure of our aspirations for the people of the area. Resumption of control would not 
be a practical possibility, and we would be likely to have quasi-Liberias and Haitis as neigh-
bours for the indefinite future’ (Paper by Bourchier 1969). There were furthermore con-
cerns that a delay in Australia’s work for sustainable self-determination for TPNG ‘ …  
could become a principal cause for further growth of dissident movements, and result 
eventually in the establishment of more than one client government within the present 
boundaries of Papua and New Guinea’ (Paper by McDonald 1969). ‘This’, the paper con-
cluded, ‘would … not be in Australia’s political, financial or military interests, and it may 
become desirable to promote faster growth of mature attitudes principally by placing 
greater administrative responsibilities in the hands of the more articulate and able indigenes 
in order to turn their attention away from regional issues and causes’ (ibid.). Yet, aside from 
issues pertaining to national security, there also appear to be some economic incentives. At 
the time, there were operational mineral mines on Bougainville Island in the waters outside 
PNG, owned by Australian companies (Note By Craik On Cabinet Submission No. 1 1966; 
Submission, Blakers To Fairhall (Blakers, deputy head of department of defence) 1966). One 
can imagine that mining executives had their own concerns regarding the status of PNG, but 
in the archives of the Australian DFAT, there is little to read about it.

Here, moreover, it is important to note that some opposed the notion of maintaining 
TPNG in an Australian sphere of influence. Although this is not directly related to the 
posed research question, it is of consequence to the bigger picture and theorisation. In 
an internal letter, dated January 31, 1968, a different opinion is voiced, asserting that: 

… Australia’s defence interests are not a primary reason for our continuing to administer 
the Territory. The Territory is not vital to them. The facilities we enjoy are useful and 
should be retained, but they are not of overriding importance. Our interests could be 
equally well served by the continuance, after our responsibility for administration is 
handed over, of close and friendly relations with the Territory’s government and people. 
They are not the sole basis of Australia’s commitment to defend the Territory as if it 
were part of Australia. I assume that that commitment also derives from our U.N. obli-
gation. (Letter, Hay to Barnes 1968)

It is of great interest that top people in the system dismiss the linchpin of the argument in 
favour of Australian control. This shows that there were internal disagreements within 
the DFAT regarding the issue. Similarly, in a letter dated to June 7, 1967, it says: 
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After giving careful thought to the Minister’s suggestion, I am afraid I cannot share his 
opinion that the Defence Committee … Our international obligations and indeed … our 
own national interests require us to develop in Papua and New Guinea a self-governing 
state which will be both stable and democratic, with institutions having the fullest possible 
degree of acceptance by all sections of the community … It is in this context, rather than in 
the context of defence, that I feel the future of the local defence forces in the Territory should 
be examined and it was this which led me to suggest consideration by an ad hoc group in 
which the civil and defence viewpoints would be properly balanced. (Letter Barnes to Bury 
1967)

The archival material provides a somewhat diverse image but with strong tendencies. 
Overall, the main reason given as to why PNG needed to stay in Australia’s sphere of 
influence was related to national security. To several accounts in the empirical material, 
it was of importance to maintain Australia’s defence installations on the island as part of 
the country’s ‘forward defences’. The main threats were identified within the wider 
context of the Cold War as the Soviet Union, ‘Communist China’, and Indonesia 
(Waters 2016, 169–170). Moreover, there are other incentives, such as the mineral 
mines. Indeed, ‘ … the Australian governments of the 1960s took the opposite tack as 
they attempted to stand against the tide of rapid decolonisation in their own region’ 
(Waters 2013, 195). There were fears that several of the Pacific islands were too internally 
weak to become independent states. Alongside this, however, there were views that Aus-
tralia ought to leave TPNG to itself.

Australia’s concerns regarding national security connected to TPNG must also be put in 
a broader context. In the early 1960s, then-Minister for External Territories, Paul Hasluck, 
sought to create a coherent ‘Australian Melanesian Empire encompassing West New 
Guinea [then Dutch], the Papua and New Guinea territories, the British Solomon 
Islands Protectorate [BSIP] and possibly the New Hebrides and the Gilbert and Ellice 
Islands’ (Waters 2016, 170). This foreign policy was, among other things, ‘justified … on 
the grounds of increasing Australia’s security’ as well as ‘improving the welfare of the Indi-
genous peoples’ (ibid., 172). To put it differently, Australia’s policy towards the region was 
a form of order-building as ‘a greater Melanesia under Australia’s colonial control or 
influence would … provide an effective defence buffer for Australia [against ‘a wide 
range of threats from Asia]’ (ibid.). This order-building also encompassed some ‘nation- 
building’ in TPNG. Australia wanted a stable state in the north. As Brad Underhill puts 
it: ‘Hasluck sought to align TPNG development and eventual self-rule with Australian 
fears of a future failed state’ (2024, 6). This can also be discerned in the empirical material. 
European great powers in the nineteenth century sought to create stability through spheres 
of influence by agreement with each other (Haldén 2013), Australia pursued the same 
ambition unilaterally in the second half of the twentieth century.

In 1962, the ambitions to create an Australian empire came to an end with West New 
Guinea becoming part of Indonesia, and it is in this context with the above-described 
ambition, we must understand Australian policies towards what was to become PNG 
from 1966 to 1969. The concerns about national security came from previous experiences 
that shaped perceptions and converged with ideas of an Australian empire. Once the 
hopes for such an ‘empire’ had been extinguished, what remained were ideas of exclusive 
privileges to protect Australian national security as some actors in important positions 
still considered them vital from a defence point of view.

460 M. H. LUNDSTRÖM

180 | Spheres of Influence in Practice



In the late 1960s, forces in Australian politics favouring complete independence for 
PNG, had gained influence – not least in the guise of the future Labor Prime Minister, 
Gough Whitlam who was elected in 1969 (Denoon 2012, 78–80; Gardner, Ritchie, and 
Underhill 2024, 243; see also Dorney 2016). After domestic debates under Whitlam’s pre-
miership, PNG was granted self-government in 1973, and the same year the Papua New 
Guinea Defence Forces (PNGDF) were created after an Australian model (ibid., 149). For 
a few years, there was still a strong Australian presence in the PNGDF; some 637 Aus-
tralian soldiers were still deployed in 1974, with the number decreasing to 486 by the 
end of 1975 (ibid.). Despite this, PNGDF relied heavily on Australian support, logistics, 
and training (ibid., 150). But after independence in 1975, Denoon writes that ‘no defence 
treaty was offered [by Australia], and the Papua New Guinea Government was too proud 
to ask for one’ (2012, 149). Instead, ‘The Joint Statement of the Prime Ministers of Aus-
tralia and Papua New Guinea, in 1977, was the end of a decade-long shift in Australia’s 
strategic perceptions, so Papua New Guinea accepted full responsibility for her defence’ 
(ibid.). Yet, this was the beginning of a different relationship. In 1987, a set of principles 
was agreed upon, establishing that all relations between the two countries would be con-
ducted ‘ … in accordance with the principles of mutual respect for one another’s inde-
pendence, sovereignty and equality’ (DFAT n.d.). In 1992, the principles were 
amended when it was noted that the responsibility for defence resided primarily with 
the individual states, although shared strategic interests were emphasised as a basis of 
joint defence projects (ibid.). In mid-2020, a joint initiative to construct a naval base 
in Lombrum between the governments of Australia and PNG started and is still 
ongoing today (Department of Defence n.d.). Whereas Australia and PNG have retained 
a close relationship since independence, one cannot say, applying Jackson’s conceptual-
isation, that PNG is in an Australian sphere of influence as it used to be.

Concluding discussion

The purpose of this article was, among other things, to provide a more profound under-
standing as to why states, in this case, Australia, which does not identify as ‘great powers’, 
seek to establish a sphere of influence when it is not in line with expectations about ‘great 
power identity’. It did so by investigating Australian perceptions of the territory of PNG 
through the archival material of the Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 
between the years 1966 and 1969 from an ‘actor-specific’ foreign policy perspective. 
There was little in the empirical material to suggest that Australia’s desire to maintain 
PNG in a sphere of influence was based on a sense of national identity. Rather, 
matters of defence, based on a perception of TPNG as essential in this regard, were 
the most dominant feature in favour of maintaining a certain degree of exclusivity 
over the geographical space. The article argues that these perceptions were based on 
experiences from the world wars earlier in the century which shaped Australia’s regional 
foreign policy. The findings further show that states may not be internally unitary in their 
ambition to establish spheres of influence as some people in the Australian foreign policy 
machine had different perceptions. A major contribution of this article was thus showing 
that to understand spheres of influence in world politics, one should go beyond 
structural IR theories and instead study states’ foreign policies.
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The perceived benefits of spheres of influence in foreign policy: US 
and British governments during the Cold War 

Magnus H. Lundström 

Department of Political Science, Swedish Defence University 

Abstract. While spheres of inϐluence have regained prominence amid 
contemporary developments in world politics, the foreign policy 
dimension of the phenomenon remains underexplored. In order to 
generate new theoretical insights, this article addresses that gap by 
exploring how governments in different historical contexts perceived 
the beneϐits of their respective spheres of inϐluence. Through a paired 
comparative analysis of the British government in the late 1940s and 
the US government in the late 1960s and early 1970s, the article 
examines how each perceived the value of its respective sphere of 
inϐluence—in the Middle East and Latin America (speciϐically the case 
of Chile)—amid diverging material capabilities and geopolitical 
trajectories. Speciϐically, this article analyses these perceived beneϐits 
based on discussions within the US and UK governments of what were 
to be sacriϐiced if the great power accepted a loss of control over the 
sphere of inϐluence. The article shows that government ofϐicials of the 
US and UK perceived their respective spheres of inϐluence as 
instruments with both symbolic and functional beneϐits when 
practicing foreign policy. The perceived beneϐits were, however, 
contingent upon historical and geographical context. Perceived 
functional beneϐits concerned maintenance of balance of power, 
control of resources and strategic chokepoints, protection of 
communication lines, bargaining position, as well as ability to project 
power. Perceived symbolic beneϐits, meanwhile, concerned prestige, 
the status as a major power, as well as credibility vis-à-vis allies and 
adversaries.  

Keywords: spheres of inϐluence; perceptions; foreign policy analysis; great powers 
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Introduction 
Recent events in world politics, such as the United States’ public revitalisation of the 

Monroe Doctrine in policy and practice (National Security Strategy of the United 

States 2025, 15; Buschschlüter 2026; Rich 2026), have once again made spheres of 

inϐluence a key topic of interest for both scholars and practitioners. Concomitantly, 

US-led frameworks of international order, norms and institutions are unravelling 

(Ikenberry 2018, 7-8; Kirshner and Katzenstein 2022; Trachtenberg 2025). In their 

wake, nascent great powers have emerged as potential nodes in the international 

system seeking to establish or re-establish spheres of inϐluence (Flockhart 2024, 

471-473; Götz and Staun 2022, 483). This is reϐlected by a new wave of academic 

literature on the subject (Fix 2022; O’Rourke and Shifrinson 2022; Wei 2022; Allison 

2020).  

Competing explanations exist concerning states’ motives for pursuing spheres of 

inϐluence, deϐined in this article as “hierarchical practices of exclusion and control” 

(Jackson 2020, 257). States might, for instance, seek spheres of inϐluence as a way of 

maximising their power, thereby achieving “regional hegemony” or “localized 

imperialism” by controlling the behaviour of other nearby states (Morgenthau 1967, 

56-57, 173; Mearsheimer 2001, 40-42; Gilpin 1981, 24). Through spheres of 

inϐluence, states can also gain control over natural resources and revenue streams 

(Krasner 1978, 72; Kurth 1986, 88). In addition, a sphere of inϐluence can contribute 

to a state’s power by serving its military strategic interests, such as its ability to 

project power by deploying military force overseas (Jackson 2020, 260).  

Another perspective is that states seek spheres of inϐluence for defensive purposes. 

Primarily, this perspective portrays spheres of inϐluence as buffer zones that enhance 

security by interposing distance between a state and potential threats, slowing the 

“attacker’s progress…”, giving “the defender time to prepare,” as well as “increase 

problems of logistics, and reduce the number of soldiers available for the ϐinal 

assault” on the part of the attacker (Jervis 1978, 194; see also Jackson 2020, 258–

259). Whether buffer zones and spheres of inϐluence are synonymous terms, 

however, is contested (Menon and Snyder 2017, 966).  
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Existing literature also suggests that spheres of inϐluence serve states’ security-

seeking by creating and maintaining order and stability among great powers. Paul 

Keal argues that the risk of great power confrontation is mitigated if there is a mutual 

understanding and respect for the rival’s sphere (Keal 1983; 1986, 134-137). Indeed, 

historically, in the aftermath of great power conϐlicts, it has been common for the 

victorious powers to create spheres of inϐluence to prevent disruptive movements 

from emerging, thereby avoiding new great power conϐlicts (Haldén 2013; Jervis 

1978, 194; Ikenberry 2001). Hedley Bull, for example, refers to the 1945 division of 

post-war Germany among the United States, the United Kingdom, the Soviet Union 

and France as a “positive sphere-of-inϐluence-agreement”, where a common good of 

stability was pursued jointly (Bull 2002 [1977], 213-217).9 The perspectives 

discussed above are conventionally associated with one form of realism or another 

and the English School of international affairs, respectively.  

Alongside the emphasis on power and/or security and order based on material 

capabilities, there is literature that argues that states seek spheres of inϐluence to 

secure social status as great powers (Welch Larson and Shevchenko 2010, 72; 

Murray 2019, 63-64; Recchia 2020, 515). This is contingent on the intersubjective 

understanding that the marker of being a great power is whether you have a sphere 

of inϐluence, akin to nuclear weapons or a strong conventional military. In essence, 

the argument is that spheres of inϐluence are endowed with symbolic (social) power 

for different audiences, such as rivals, allies or subordinate states (see Mann 2008 

[1986], 22). However, this also applies to the (prospective) great power itself; a 

desire to be awarded the status of a great power might prompt a state government 

to pursue a sphere of inϐluence because it views it as fundamental to the desired 

status. Michelle Murray, in a slightly different yet related approach, suggests that a 

sphere of inϐluence can provide “asymmetric recognition” for the aspiring great 

power from its weaker counterparts (2019, 63-64). Works advancing these 

arguments tend to come from the constructivist tradition of International Relations 

(IR) scholarship. All of these perspectives, regardless of theoretical tradition, view 

 
9 Conversely, there are, according to Bull, negative sphere-of-inϐluence-agreements” where only 

states’ lust for power is served (2002 [1977], 213-217). 
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the sphere of inϐluence as a means to an end; either to realise ambitions of power or 

security maximation, order-building, or great power identities.  

While these perspectives are useful, they provide limited insight into how 

governments of states and individual leaders speciϐically view spheres of inϐluence 

in a foreign policy context. Much of the existing literature tends to operate on a 

macro-level of analysis, explaining the wider trends of international politics but is 

less focused on particularities and context. Indeed, this is the purpose of so-called 

grand theories, where the theory is a “causal story” built on “simplifying 

assumptions about which factors matter the most for explaining how the world 

works” (Mearsheimer and Walt 2013, 431). Consequently, it is unfair to criticise 

these grand theories for lacking nuance and complexity. Nonetheless, there remains 

a signiϐicant knowledge gap concerning how decision makers’ perceive spheres of 

inϐluence in practice, what beneϐits they see in this instrument of statecraft when 

engaging in foreign policy decision making. The article addresses this empirical gap 

and adds another theoretical layer to the literature by analysing the meso-level of 

international affairs,10 exploring government ofϐicials’ perceptions of spheres of 

inϐluence.  

To address this research problem, the article conducts a descriptive paired 

comparison of the British government and its sphere of inϐluence in the Middle East 

in the late 1940s with the US government and its sphere of inϐluence in Latin America 

in the late 1960s and early 1970s. It investigates cases where great power 

governments must chart a foreign policy course when faced with the potential loss 

of or threat to a sphere of inϐluence, providing context for broader discussions on 

their beneϐits. The logic behind pairing these cases is to tease out theoretical nuance 

through the contrasting contexts (Skocpol and Somers 1980, 178-181). The United 

Kingdom in the 1940s was on a downward trajectory, whether the United States in 

the late 1960s and early 1970s still maintained a relatively secure position as a global 

power. Additionally, the respective spheres of inϐluence are located in the different 

geographical spaces, as well as the great powers exercising the inϐluence. Assessing 

 
10 The “meso-level” refers to the “group-level” of analysis (Fine 2019, 10-13), which in this case refers 

to the government of states as level of analysis.   
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whether these differences in contexts inform the perceptions signiϐicantly is relevant 

to anyone conducting research on spheres of inϐluence. Thus, the article aims to 

answer the following research question: How did the US and UK governments 

perceive the beneϐits of their spheres of inϐluence in Latin America and the Middle 

East during the late 1960s and early 1970s, and the late 1940s respectively?  

This article ϐinds that both the British and the US governments perceived their 

spheres of inϐluence primarily in relational terms, as instruments of statecraft 

possessing both functional and symbolic beneϐits; contributing to strategic 

advantages and national security on the one hand, and status, credibility, and 

prestige on the other. Moreover, the article ϐinds that ofϐicials within the same 

government (particularly the British Labour government) had diverging perceptions 

of the beneϐits that spheres of inϐluence provided. Such foreign policy disagreements 

are often lost in the macro-analysis of the phenomenon. 

In conducting this study, the article contributes to the literature on spheres of 

inϐluence by developing and applying a comparative analytical perspective focusing 

on the views and actions of governments and leading ϐigures. It adds nuance to a 

complex phenomenon, showing that the same governments can have multiple 

motives for establishing or maintaining spheres of inϐluence and that are not 

mutually exclusive.   

 

Conceptualising spheres of influence 
The existing literature establishes that spheres of inϐluence constitute a “prominent 

instrument of great power statecraft” (Resnick 2022, 566; Menon and Snyder 2017, 

966; see also Bull 2002 [1977], 213; and Gilpin 1981, 24; Rutherford 1926). 

Notwithstanding this prominence, a common critique is that spheres of inϐluence are 

under-researched in the academic literature insofar as analytical properties are 

concerned (Hast 2014, 1–6; Etzioni 2015, 118; Jackson 2020, 255). To some extent, 

this characterisation is apt, but it is also an oversimpliϐication.  

Indeed, both Edy Kaufman (1976) and Paul Keal (1983) offer comparisons and 

conceptualisations of spheres of inϐluence in the international system. Kaufman 
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emphasises geographic scope and exclusivity, deϐining a sphere of inϐluence as “a 

geographical region characterised by the high penetration of one superpower to the 

exclusion of other powers and particularly of the rival superpower” (1976, 11). Keal, 

by contrast, foregrounds the constraints imposed on weaker states, suggesting that 

a sphere of inϐluence is “a determinate region within which a single external power 

exerts a predominant inϐluence, which limits the independence or freedom of action 

of political entities in it” (1983, 15). Engaging with the discussion, Triska writes, 

“There is a broad general agreement in the literature that spheres of inϐluence are 

geographical areas where one power has exclusive liberty of action (by agreement, 

by ϐiat, by restraint of others) […]” and where this state of affairs is largely accepted 

by local states and great power rivals (Triska 1986, 6). Alongside these deϐinitions, 

there have also been attempts to conceptualise spheres of inϐluence in a narrower 

way, highlighting economic or ideational means (Etzioni 2015, 117), military means 

and great power agreements (Resnick 2022, 566). This, however, excludes many 

examples of the phenomenon. In fact, there is an argument to be made that the 

concept of spheres of inϐluence is inherently vague (Keal 1986, 142-143).  

To lend analytical clarity to its study, this article uses Van Jackson’s conceptualisation 

of spheres of inϐluence as “hierarchical practices of exclusion and control” (Jackson 

2020, 257). Practices of control refer to the great power’s ability to prevent smaller 

states from pursuing a course of action that is determined to be at odds with, or 

alternatively to coerce them to act according to, the perceived national interests of 

the great power. It usually involved controlling who runs the smaller states. Practices 

of exclusion are, conversely, primarily directed by the dominant great power at great 

power rivals. Conceptualising spheres of inϐluence as practices of exclusion and 

control allows for a certain ϐlexibility regarding what practices constitute a sphere of 

inϐluence. Spheres of inϐluence are a diverse phenomenon (Triska 1986, 6), and using 

such a conceptualisation as described above enables an analysis of both 

“positive”/non-coercive (promises of or actual rewards) and “negative”/coercive 

(threats of or actual punishment) sanctions as practices of exclusion and control (see 

Baldwin 2020 [1984], 23). 

Equipped with Jackson’s conceptualisation, the article investigates how decision 

makers in great powers perceive the beneϐits of spheres of inϐluence, placing the 
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analytical focus on the actor(s), rather than on structural forces of the international 

system. Such a perspective opens the way for a Foreign Policy Analysis (FPA) 

approach to the phenomenon, given that practices of exclusion and control are 

undertaken by a state’s leadership in its dealings with other states. This is the 

theoretical point of departure in this investigation, which will be elaborated on in 

the next section.  

 

Foreign policy analysis, perceptions and spheres 
of influence 
Foreign policy can be analysed on many levels, from individual psychology to group 

dynamics, national role conception, or organisational politics (Kaarbo 2015, 191; 

Brommesson et al. 2024; Brummer 2020, 1918), and it can shed light on a variety of 

contexts such as decisions to conduct military interventions or crisis response and 

management (Khong 1992; Verbeek 1994; Allison and Zelikow 1999). The 

theoretical approach that underpins this article’s exploration of spheres of inϐluence 

builds on William Wohlforth’s insight that “If power inϐluences the course of 

international politics, it must do so largely through the perceptions of the people 

who make decisions on behalf of the state” (1993, 2). Thus, the article opens the 

“black box” of the state, rejects monocausal accounts, and puts a particular emphasis 

on context (Hudson 2014, 7). In particular, it investigates in what ways that 

government ofϐiceholders at given times perceive spheres of inϐluence. This is based 

on Robert Jervis’ observation that perceptions are ϐiltered through pre-existing 

cognitive frameworks, shaped by historical analogies and biased toward conϐirming 

what they already believe (Jervis 2017 [1976]).  

This exploration of perceptions also builds on an assumption of bounded rationality. 

Actors (in this case, governments) seek to pursue their overarching interests by 

identifying the most appropriate courses of action. Interests and goals can vary 

signiϐicantly, as might beliefs and perceptions, generating different decisions in 

different contexts (Lewin 2022, 900-902; Keohane 1984, 111-112). For instance, a 

great power government can have different interests based on its respective 

resources, national strategies and status ambitions, but might, at the same time, be 
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inϐluenced by a skewed perception of reality, a short-term time horizon, faulty 

analogies or access to imperfect information that, in turn, yields unfavourably 

outcomes. These limitations are referred to as bounded rationality, that is, “limits 

upon the ability of human beings to adapt optimally, or even satisfactorily, to a 

complex environment” (Simon 1991, 132). In essence, for this article, this means that 

governments have foreign policy interests that they pursue to the extent that they 

are able to. These interests are contingent on the worldview and beliefs that 

government ofϐicials hold vis-à-vis the rest of the world (Meibauer 2020, 22; George 

1969). How this is studied will be discussed in the subsequent section on 

methodology.  

 

Methodology 
The spirit of exploration informs the article’s methodological choices. In terms of 

research design, the article engages in a paired comparison which involves 

comparing two cases that are similar in certain aspects, but different in terms of 

context (Tarrow 2010; Gisselquist 2014, 478). It is moreover a descriptive 

endeavour, not seeking to explain a particular outcome (Lijphardt 1971, 691). By 

expanding from one to two cases, the article achieves an increased “descriptive 

depth”, compared to single case studies (Tarrow 2010, 246). Its descriptive focus 

allows for great detail, and forms the foundation for future comparisons and larger 

studies (Baehr 1980, 257).  

The analysis compares the UK Labour government (in the years 1945–1947) and its 

sphere of inϐluence in the Middle East, and US government under Nixon (1969–

1973) and its sphere of inϐluence in Latin America (particularly in Chile). These cases 

are similar in certain respects: at the time of comparison, they were liberal 

democracies with strong institutions, and great powers with prevalent naval 

traditions. However, as mentioned, the cases differ in both historical and 

geographical context.  

In the aftermath of the Second World War, an economically weak United Kingdom, 

governed by the Labour government of Prime Minister Clement Attlee and Foreign 
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Secretary Ernest Bevin, needed to decide whether it should maintain, among other 

things, its “informal empire” (i.e., sphere of inϐluence) in the Middle East and the 

Eastern Mediterranean. In the aftermath of the Second World War, was on a 

downward trajectory. In 1946, the UK’s share of global GDP was decreasing relative 

to the Soviet Union and the United States (MacDonald and Parent 2011, 28). 

Moreover, the United States had overtaken the UK as the country with the largest 

navy in 1943–1944 (Kennedy 2017, xvii). The war had also put a strain on the UK’s 

economy; it had become the world’s largest debtor nation, owing £15 billion to the 

United States (Heinlein 2002, 11), although the severity of this economic downturn 

in reality is disputed (Edgerton 2012, 5). Meanwhile, in 1969-70, despite setbacks in 

Vietnam, the United States still maintained a self-evident and clear role as a 

superpower. It was the undisputed centre of the liberal international order, 

accounted for one-third of global GDP and controlled the world’s largest nuclear 

arsenal.  

Aside from the historical context, there is also a clear difference between the cases 

in terms of geographical context. In the US case, the sphere of inϐluence is Latin 

America, the so-called Western Hemisphere—a geographical space separated from 

the rest of the world by water, with no rival great powers nearby, that is also 

substantial in size. By contrast, the UK’s sphere of inϐluence in the Middle East and 

the Eastern Mediterranean was a much smaller and more crowded geographical 

space. Rival great powers, such as the Soviet Union, were in closer geographical 

proximity. Furthermore, there are several strategically signiϐicant bottlenecks and 

maritime passages in the Middle East, such as the Red Sea, the Suez Canal, the Strait 

of Hormuz and the Persian Gulf. Using historical cases to advance knowledge in 

political science and IR is fruitful for reϐining existing theoretical assumptions 

(Kreuzer 2023; Skocpol and Somers 1980), and for developing “the kind of 

sensibility that makes intelligent judgement possible” (Trachtenberg 2006, 44). 

Contrasting context of the cases, geographically and historically is a way of adding 

theoretical relevance to this exploratory article (Skocpol and Somers 1980, 178-

181).  

The article uses qualitative thematic content analysis to analyse how the British and 

US governments and ofϐicials perceived their respective spheres of inϐluence (Naeem 
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et al. 2023). Perceptions are explored and established through stated worldviews 

and motives. In the US case, the analysis includes statements by president, the 

president’s national security adviser, the head of the Central Intelligence Agency 

(CIA) and the Joint Chiefs of Staff. In the UK case, the article studies the Prime 

Minister, the Foreign Secretary and the British Chiefs of Staff. The exploration centres 

on decision makers’ motivations for maintaining, upholding or reasserting their 

country’s sphere of inϐluence at a critical moment, thereby identifying how those 

who formulate foreign policy perceive spheres of inϐluence as a tool of statecraft. The 

study identiϐies the worth that representatives of the respective governments see 

in—and consequently the motives they have for defending or not defending–their 

spheres of inϐluence.  

In terms of scope conditions, both of the cases examined here involve states that are 

largely in control of their respective spheres but deliberating over whether to 

consolidate (the United Kingdom) or reassert (the United States) that control. The 

perceptual logic that animate those decisions might not apply straightforwardly to 

states seeking to establish a sphere of inϐluence where none previously existed, or to 

recover one that has been lost. In such contexts, the symbolic stakes and 

instrumental calculations are likely to be conϐigured differently.  

The study uses digitised archival material from the series Foreign Relations of the 

United States (FRUS), published by the US Department of State covering the years 

1969 to 1973, as well as the London School of Economics’ archives on Anglo-Soviet 

relations, covering the years 1945 to 1949.  In addition to the archival material, the 

article makes extensive use of secondary material to provide context for each case. 

 

The perceived functional and symbolic benefits of 
spheres of influence 
This article ϐinds that there are two main categories of perceived beneϐits of the 

sphere of inϐluence instrument to governments: functional and symbolic, within 

which certain themes emerge. The perceived functional beneϐits of a sphere of 

inϐluence concern the material and physical attributes of the territory under control. 
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For a great power government, this means controlling, or at least protecting, 

strategic chokepoints and waterways, resource-rich areas, and geography important 

to military strategy (both offensive and defensive). The perceived symbolic beneϐits, 

meanwhile, concern how the sphere of inϐluence translates into power on a social, 

rather than a material level. Asserting dominance in a sphere of inϐluence translates 

into symbolic power vis-à-vis allies and adversaries, other great powers and smaller 

states. Thus, the governments perceive that securing these beneϐits is key to realise 

the overarching foreign policy goals.  

These perceived beneϐits become palpable when the governments see them as 

threatened. The loss of control of one part of the sphere of inϐluence is, for instance, 

perceived by several decision makers as undermining their country’s standing in the 

sphere of inϐluence, in relation to allies, as well as rivals. It becomes a symbol of a 

lack of resolve. It is comparable to what Schelling refers to as “reputation” for resolve 

in the strategic literature (Schelling 2008, 55-59). In terms of functional beneϐits, a 

loss of control of a sphere of inϐluence is perceived as entailing deprivation of critical 

raw materials or strategic infrastructure (such as bases) or a worsened security 

situation, leading to decreased capabilities to pursue foreign policy goals 

independently. This, in turn, show that the sphere of inϐluence is a double edge 

sword. The perceived beneϐits of having a clearly delineated sphere of inϐluence are 

easily outweighed by the perceived risks and costs associated with such a position. 

 

The British Labour government and the Middle East  
In 1945, the United Kingdom stood as the dominant imperial power across the 

Middle East and the Eastern Mediterranean, exercising authority through a layered 

architecture of formal and informal control (Louis 1984, xviii–xix; Kurth 1986, 88). 

At the formal end, Cyprus and Malta were Crown colonies, while Palestine and Jordan 

remained League of Nations mandates. Less formally, Egypt and Iraq were bound to 

the UK by exclusive treaties and alliances; Kuwait, Qatar, Oman, and Aden—now part 

of present-day Yemen—were protectorates; and Sudan, along with parts of Libya and 

Eritrea, was under British military occupation. Underpinning this political presence 

was an extensive network of military installations throughout the region (Cohen 
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2007, 725), such as airbases at Habbaniyah and Shaiba in Iraq and naval bases in 

Bahrain and Aden (Louis 1984, 10). Much of this political architecture constituted 

what historians have termed the British “informal empire”—sovereign states that 

nonetheless operated within the boundaries of British strategic and political 

direction (Newsinger 2018, 62). Taken together, this web of obligations, bases and 

dependencies made the Middle East the central pillar of British global power in the 

post-war period.  

During and after the Second World War, the British government continuously sought 

to protect its position in the Middle East and the Eastern Mediterranean. The 

strategic logic that led the British to establish control over the Middle East in the ϐirst 

place was still relevant (Kurth 1986, 88). At the end of the Second World War, for 

example, Prime Minister Winston Churchill and Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden 

negotiated bilaterally with the Soviet Union to maintain exclusive inϐluence over 

Greece in exchange for almost exclusive Soviet inϐluence in Romania (Resis 1978; 

Holdich 1987; see also Percival 1998). This “percentage agreement” was intended to 

secure British inϐluence over the Eastern Mediterranean and the Middle East 

(Carlton 2000, 116). However, the Conservative Party lost the general election in 

1945, and a Labour government under Clement Attlee came to power, making Ernest 

Bevin Foreign Secretary.  

At the time, the UK was involved in the civil war in Greece. Even though the British 

were struggling economically, they were committed to supporting the Greek 

government against a communist insurgency. In a Cabinet Memorandum, dated 11 

August 1945, Bevin wrote: “The most overpowering reason of all is that we must 

maintain our position in Greece as part of our Middle East policy, and unless it is 

asserted and settled it may have a bad effect on the whole of our Middle East 

position” (Cabinet Memorandum by E. Bevin, Foreign Secretary, on British policy 

towards Greece 1945). Although the UK handed over responsibility for the anti-

communist struggle in the Greek Civil War to the United States in 1947, it still 

maintained a strong presence in the Middle East. 

Prime Minister Attlee, who oversaw India’s partition and independence in 1947, 

viewed the sphere of inϐluence in the Middle East as an economic liability. Strong 

voices within the British government, particularly from the Treasury, argued that the 

200 | Spheres of Influence in Practice



 
 

UK should dismantle its sphere of inϐluence and wider presence in the 

Mediterranean and the Middle East to help rescue and revitalise the economy 

(Heinlein 2002, 11-12). However, Foreign Secretary Bevin and the Chiefs of Staff 

rejected this idea. A document, containing a cabinet conclusion, states that: “The 

Foreign Secretary [Bevin] said that, in his view, it was essential to broaden the basis 

of British inϐluence in the Middle East…” (Cabinet conclusions concerning British 

foreign policy in the Middle East 1945, emphasis added). Having ended the 

colonisation of India and having handed the Palestine mandate to the United Nations, 

Bevin and the British Chiefs of Staff viewed it as imperative for the UK to keep its 

inϐluence in the Middle East and what remained of the dominions in the 

Mediterranean (Cohen 1998, 24-25; Heinlein 2002, 19). It is in this dispute, the 

perceived beneϐits of the sphere of inϐluence become most palpable. Much like the 

case of the US, (parts of) the British government, perceived the Middle East sphere 

of inϐluence as entailing both functional and symbolic beneϐits as an instrument of 

statecraft.  

A main perceived functional beneϐit that the Middle Eastern sphere of inϐluence 

entailed was access to, and control of, the sources and ϐlow of natural resources, 

speciϐically oil. This was expressed in a Cabinet note by Attlee’s Secretary of Defence, 

L.C. Hollis, on 28 March 1946 that encompassed a memorandum by the Minister of 

Fuel and Power Resources in the Middle East: “On long term policy it is vital to this 

country that our oil position in the Middle East should be maintained, and if possible 

strengthened” (Cabinet note by State Secretary for Defence, L.C. Hollis 1946). The 

memorandum goes on: “I [Minister of Fuel and Power Resources in the Middle East] 

must emphasise the need to safeguard our Middle East supplies of oil at all costs for 

our vital strategic needs and our equally vital economic and industrial needs” (ibid.). 

Moreover, the revenue from the British oil companies in southern Iran was, 

furthermore, the main source of income that could be used to keep the British 

economy aϐloat (Painter 2010, 499).  

Echoing this perception, the Joint Planning Staff also wrote in the preparatory brief 

that, “The ϐirst impact of Russian expansion into the Middle East would therefore be 

upon our oil supplies and upon Commonwealth sea and air communications” (Brief 

prepared by the Joint Planning Staff 1947). It notes that “The importance to us of 
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present and potential oil supplies in the area is as great, if not greater, than ever, 

particularly in peace” (ibid.). Additionally, the Joint Planning Staff noted that to lose 

control of the Suez Canal might force the UK to “divert our supplies round the Cape 

or across Central Africa”, a brief prepared for talks in Washington noted, which 

“would increase immeasurably the burden of our resources” (ibid.).  

Aside from ensuring the revenue and import of natural resources, British 

government ofϐicials perceived controlling the Middle East as vital to ensure 

communication with the rest of the British Empire. In a meeting between Bevin and 

Soviet ofϐicials in February 1947, “…I [Bevin] said that the Middle East is of the 

utmost importance for us; the Middle East for us is a vitally important 

communication line and we intend to preserve it” (Note from M. Peterson, British 

Ambassador in Moscow, to A. Molotov, Minister of Foreign Affairs, containing a 

record of the conversation 1947). Similarly, the Joint Planning Staff stated in their 

1947 brief that “The importance of the Middle East as a centre of Commonwealth 

communications remains, and will remain beyond question” (Brief prepared by the 

Joint Planning Staff 1947). An assessment is made in the brief that if the Soviet Union 

were to gain inϐluence in the Middle East and the Mediterranean, “not only would we 

lose very important resources and facilities but she [the Soviet Union] would acquire 

a position of such dominating strategic and economic power that it would be fatal to 

our security” (ibid.). “It is therefore vital”, the memorandum concludes, “that we 

must retain a ϐirm hold on the Middle East. This can only be achieved by our physical 

presence there in peace and by tangible evidence of our intention to remain” (ibid.).  

The military strategic aspect, as alluded to, is the ϐinal functional beneϐit that the 

British government perceived as being attached to the Middle East sphere of 

inϐluence. At the time, which was before the advent of ballistic missiles, US strategic 

bombers based in the UK did not have the range to reach the Soviet industrial 

heartland in the Caucasus and east of the Urals. The memorandum states, “by 

ejecting the inϐluence of the Western Powers from the Middle East, Russia would be 

securing her most vulnerable ϐlank. It is from the Middle East area that her own vital 

oil industry and new industrial centres can most effectively be threatened” (ibid.). 

Indeed, during the early years of the Cold War, the British airbase in Egypt, Abu Sueir, 

became crucial to allied strategy (Cohen 1998, 28). 
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Even though Prime Minister Attlee and the Treasury were of the opinion that the UK 

ought to leave the Middle East, the position of Foreign Secretary Bevin and the Chiefs 

of Staff eventually prevailed. By providing the only bases from which US bombers 

could reach the south of the Soviet Union, the UK’s decision makers thought they 

could secure their place as the United States’ most crucial ally, carving out a place as 

the major European power in the bipolar Cold War order. This was akin to how 

Churchill perceived the postwar world as constituted by three “Iconographic 

interlocking circles” constituted by the United States in the west, the Soviet Union in 

the east and the UK in the middle (Deighton 2010, 127). By practising control over 

strategic chokepoints and base areas, and by practising exclusion vis-à-vis the Soviet 

Union, its decision makers perceived the UK as securing its status and improving its 

bargaining position vis-à-vis the new superpowers. In addition, it is possible to infer 

that by securing resources and capital for its industries and armed forces, and by 

controlling the chokepoints, the UK believed that it could continue to project power 

in a signiϐicant way.  

Representatives of the British government also articulated the perception that the 

Middle East sphere of inϐluence entailed symbolic beneϐits that were to be lost if they 

left the Middle East. In a memorandum to Prime Minister Attlee, Bevin gave 

expression to this view, writing, “I feel that the effect of withdrawal from the Middle 

East would be disastrous to our position there, in the neighbouring countries in 

Europe and the World. It would lead the United States to write us off. It would 

weaken the United Nations Organisation” (Memorandum from E. Bevin, Foreign 

Secretary to C. Attlee, Prime Minister, 1947). Bevin also feared that the Soviet Union 

would take advantage of such a withdrawal, seizing control of the Middle East in the 

vacuum that the UK would leave (ibid.). The perception of Bevin was that the sphere 

of inϐluence in the Middle East, with all of its strategic advantages, served as a symbol 

of British power and inϐluence, regionally as well as globally. It would force both the 

United States and the Soviet Union to treat the UK as the major power Bevin and 

others thought it was. Leaving it would signal that the opposite was true. Bevin wrote 

to Attlee that “Your proposal would involve leading from weakness. Our economic 

and military position is now as bad as it ever will be”. He suggested that once the UK 

had “consolidated” its economy, together with Europe, the UK would “be in a position 

to negotiate with Stalin from strength” (ibid.).  
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The British perceived its dominance in the Middle East as signiϐicant for its status as 

a major power between the Soviet Union and the United States. It was an expression 

of the British desire to be able to independently pursue its foreign policy interests, 

as it had been able to before the war. The ultimate evidence of this ambition is the 

1956 Suez Crisis, where the UK and France together with Israel, without the approval 

of the US government, intervened militarily in Egypt in an attempt to topple its 

leader, Gamal Abdel Nasser, and re-establish their control over the Suez Canal 

(Verbeek 1994, 310). The campaign ended abruptly following US pressure, which 

marked the deϐinite end to the UK’s status as an autonomous global power. 

Instead, the UK had to shoulder responsibility as the leading military power in the 

“Baghdad Pact”, or Middle East Treaty Organisation (METO), which became the 

Central Treaty Organisation (CENTO), an alliance with Turkey, Pakistan, Iraq and 

Iran (Dimitrakis 2009, 611). The UK intervened to send troops to Jordan in 1959 in 

support of the monarchy, and in the Persian Gulf to protect Kuwaiti independence 

against Iraqi ambitions in 1961 by dispatching a major naval task force (ibid., 613). 

After Cyprus’ independence in 1960, the UK retained two Sovereign Base Areas 

(SBAs) in Cyprus, which played a major strategic role for the UK in CENTO. After 

CENTO was dissolved in 1979, the British position in the Middle East and the 

Mediterranean declined still further.  

 

The Nixon administration and the Western Hemisphere 
By 1970, as a result of the pressures of the Cold War, US intervention in Latin America 

had become a deϐining feature of hemispheric relations, representing a systematic 

dismantling of the non-interventionist Good Neighbor Policy of the 1930s and 1940s 

(Wood 1985; Guerrant 1950). These interventions took both covert and overt forms: 

the former included operations in Guatemala (1954), Cuba (1961) and Brazil (1964), 

while the latter was exempliϐied by military deployment in the Dominican Republic 

(1965) (Crandall 2006). With the notable exception of Cuba, these operations largely 

achieved their short-term objective of removing governments perceived to be 

sympathetic to communism, reinforcing Washington’s conϐidence in intervention as 

a viable instrument of hemispheric policy. In the early years of the Cold War, various 
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US governments sought to pursue exclusion and control through slightly less 

coercive means, such as creating multilateral institutions and providing security 

guarantees. The Truman administration, for instance, crafted the so-called Rio Pact 

in 1947 and created the Organization of American States (OAS) in 1948 (Fenwick 

1949, 312). However, wherever pre-emptive measures failed and left-wing 

politicians gained inϐluence, covert action usually followed. For instance, in 1954, the 

CIA orchestrated a coup in Guatemala (Weiner 2008, 107-118).  

Perhaps the most infamous case of US interference in Latin America is Chile in the 

late 1960s and early 1970s, where the US government under President Richard M. 

Nixon perceived the election of socialist President Salvador Allende in 1969 as a 

major threat to the integrity of the sphere of inϐluence. One of the main perceived 

functional beneϐits of controlling the sphere of inϐluence concerned the role it played 

in the perceived balance of power with the Soviet Union (through allies, military 

infrastructure, and so forth). This was speciϐied by the Joint Chiefs of Staff following 

Allende’s election who wrote that Allende coming to power “Increases in Soviet 

strategic power and the ability to project that power have important implications for 

the security of the Western Hemisphere” (FRUS 1969-1976a). There were fears that 

Chile would become “a base of support for intelligence, subversive and insurgent 

activities” (ibid.). This development, in turn, Kissinger argued would “eliminate US 

inϐluence from Chile and the hemisphere” (FRUS 1969-1976b). In the memorandum, 

Kissinger goes on, suggesting, that Chile would “probably become a leader of 

opposition to us [the United States] in the inter-American system”. It would also, he 

suggested, become a “support base and entry point for expansion of Soviet and 

Cuban presence and activity in the region” (ibid.). In practice, US ofϐicials believed it 

would entail one state that changed allegiance to the Soviet bloc. It would mean 

greater political opposition to US foreign policy in a regional and global context and 

increased support for Soviet policies. The “subversive and insurgent activities”, 

moreover, could seep into the rest of Latin America, toppling governments friendly 

to the US, thereby further reducing the number of US allies in the struggle against 

communism. 

On a more immediate level, the US government perceived that the sphere of inϐluence 

contributed to the physical security of the United States. The Joint Chiefs suggests 
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that “Soviet establishment or use of military bases in the Western Hemisphere would 

have serious security implications for the United States” (FRUS 1969-1976a). This 

perception might be based on the sense of security that a geopolitical “moat” 

provides; the two oceans that gives the United States a buffer zone, keeping 

threatening continental powers at an arm’s length. Indeed, a 1969 analytical 

summary authored by the National Security Council’s (NSC) task force for Latin 

America notes that Latin America was of importance to the US because of 

“conventional economic and security concerns which derive from […] geographical 

propinquity and the implications of geography for US security” (FRUS 1969-1976c). 

In addition, the assessment notes that the area’s “major participation in our foreign 

trade and the favorable trade balance we enjoy with the region” make it important 

to Washington, as well as “its role as a supplier of important raw materials” and 

“locus for large U.S. investments” (ibid.). Last, the assessment pointed to “the 

Panama Canal’s role in commerce and security terms” (ibid.). Thus, the perceived 

functional beneϐits of the Latin American sphere of inϐluence encompassed both a 

global, balance-of-power and a regional, defensive and security-maximising level.  

Aside from the purely functional beneϐits of having the Latin American sphere of 

inϐluence, however, ofϐicials in the US government also viewed it in symbolic terms. 

This perception can be discerned in how US ofϐicials connected events in the sphere 

of inϐluence to wider questions about international order and alliances. Soviet 

presence in Chile, the Joint Chiefs write, would yield “Increased Soviet bargaining 

power vis-à-vis United States security interests” (FRUS 1969-1976a). In other 

words, the US government perceived the situation as such that if the Soviet Union 

had another foothold in their sphere of inϐluence, this would be, among other things, 

a symbol of communism’s legitimacy in Latin America and globally, as well as the 

weakness of the United States. This, in turn, would provide the Soviet Union with 

leverage in the global struggle for hearts and minds. The NSC memorandum from 

1969 observes this too, noting that “[t]here are probably no basic security or 

economic reasons to treat Latin America differently than any other area. But there 

are political and psychological reasons to do so” (FRUS 1969-1976c). Failing to 

maintain a “special relationship” with Latin America, the group argues, “would be 

widely interpreted as a loss of our national power and inϐluence” and “create a 
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psychological vacuum, and hostile foreign powers [the Soviet Union] could more 

easily increase their inϐluence” (ibid.). 

The fear of the US being perceived as weak, combined with communism being 

perceived as legitimate was something that concerned Henry Kissinger in the case 

of Chile. In the 5 November memorandum, he writes that “[T]he example of a 

successful elected Marxist government in Chile would surely have an impact on—

and even precedent value for—other parts of the world, especially in Italy; the 

imitative spread of similar phenomena elsewhere would in turn signiϐicantly affect 

the world balance and our own position in it” (FRUS 1969-1976b). Richard Helms, 

the Director of Central Intelligence (DCI), echoed this perception in a message to 

President Nixon, arguing that because of Allende’s election, US “prestige and 

interests in Latin America and, to some extent, elsewhere are being affected 

materially at a time when the U.S. can ill afford problems and in an area that has been 

traditionally accepted as the U.S. ‘backyard’” (FRUS 1969-1976c). Thus, the US 

government perceived the Latin American sphere of inϐluence as an instrument with 

the symbolic beneϐits of displaying US resolve and power towards allies and 

adversaries, and how communism was an illegitimate system of government. Thus, 

Kissinger’s perception was that the development of US-Chilean relations “…will have 

an effect on what happens in the rest of Latin America and the developing world; on 

what our future position will be in the hemisphere; and on the larger world picture, 

including our relations with the USSR [Soviet Union]” (FRUS 1969-1976b).  

Getting rid of Allende was not a straightforward task for the US government. US 

ofϐicials knew that an overt military intervention would be devastating to American 

global reputation. DCI Helms wrote to Nixon, “We are strongly on record in support 

of self-determination and respect for free election; you are ϐirmly on record for non-

intervention in the internal affairs of this hemisphere and of accepting nations ‘as 

they are’” (FRUS 1969-1976c). He went on, “It would therefore be very costly for us 

to act in ways that appear to violate those principles, and Latin Americans and others 

in the world will view our policy as a test of the credibility of our rhetoric” (FRUS 

1969-1976c). Clandestine US efforts to undermine Allende were ultimately 

successful as elements of the Chilean armed forces toppled his government on 11 

September 1973, paving the way for the controversial rule of Augusto Pinochet. It 
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should be noted that in the 1969 memorandum on US-Latin American relations, 

Kissinger’s advisors recommended explicitly the government to abandon its “sphere 

of inϐluence” relationship with Latin America, not least because of the vast resources 

it required. Kissinger argued for a strategy where Washington would help 

independent US-friendly states (FRUS 1969-1976c). This intention, however, gave 

way to old habits of covert intervention because of the perceived beneϐits of the 

sphere of inϐluence and the perceived cost of letting it be compromised. The US 

government continued to support coups and anti-communist insurgencies in the 

Western Hemisphere throughout the Cold War (McSherry 2012). It also intervened 

militarily in Grenada in 1983 and in Panama in 1989 (Crandall 2006).  

The case of Latin America, and speciϐically Chile, illustrates what perceived 

functional and symbolic beneϐits the Latin American sphere of inϐluence provided to 

US ofϐicials. Keeping it under exclusive control was perceived to contribute to the 

balance of power, the physical security of the American homeland, but also to the 

maintenance of US bargaining power, credibility and resolve (its “reputation”). The 

latter had implications for the ideological trajectory of “developing world” as well as 

the faith in America by NATO allies, such as Italy. This illustrates a clear connection 

between the Latin American sphere of inϐluence and US Cold War grand strategy of 

maintaining networks of alliances to contain communism and managed the external 

environment to enhance US national security (Cha 2016; Lefϐler 2010; Brooks et al. 

2012, 11). To US ofϐicials in 1970, the sphere of inϐluence in Latin America was an 

instrument of statecraft that encompassed both functional and symbolic beneϐits 

that could, if not asserted properly, the poison pill for US grand strategy.  

 

Conclusion 
This article demonstrates that for the governments of the United Kingdom and the 

United States, their respective spheres of inϐluence served as an instrument of 

statecraft that they perceived possessing both symbolic and functional beneϐits. The 

paired comparative analysis conducted in this article moves beyond simpliϐied 

accounts, demonstrating that the two perceived beneϐits are not mutually exclusive 

but deeply intertwined. The cases’ contrasting geographical and historical contexts 
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shows the importance of appreciating complexity when analysing great powers and 

their spheres of inϐluence.  

The UK government, in functional terms, for example, perceived its sphere of 

inϐluence in the Middle East as crucial for its access to and import of natural 

resources (oil), as well as communication lines. For the US government in the case of 

Chile and Latin America, the access to natural resources was not the primary concern 

(although it was mentioned). This is where the historical and geographical context 

are relevant. In 1970, the US principally imported oil from Canada and Venezuela, 

and not Chile (US Energy Information Agency n.d.). Nor did Chile constitute a 

strategic chokepoint in terms of import of oil (though the Panama Canal was 

identiϐied as a key chokepoint for trade). Indeed, there were no real chokepoints at 

this point given the long land border between the United States and Canada, and the 

preponderance of the US Navy in the Caribbean. It was a different story for the UK, 

whose essential oil needed to travel through the Persian Gulf, the Strait of Hormuz, 

the Bab-El Mandeb Strait, the Red Sea, the Suez Canal and the Strait of Gibraltar. 

Maintaining the Middle East in the British sphere of inϐluence enabled control over 

critical chokepoints.  

The geographical context also affected the perceived military beneϐits of the 

respective spheres of inϐluence. To Nixon and Kissinger, Chile and Latin America 

were generally considered a peripheral theatre in terms of military strategy. The 

main thing they, and the rest of the government, were concerned with was to prevent 

the Soviets from gaining any strategic beneϐits through bridgeheads in the Western 

Hemisphere. Conversely, to the UK (and the US), having exclusive control over the 

Middle East enabled them to strike deep towards the Soviet industrial heartland in 

the south and east.  

Even the perceived symbolic beneϐits differed to the two governments. For the US, a 

ϐirmly entrenched superpower, the Latin American sphere of inϐluence served as a 

symbol of American resolve and capabilities, which was perceived as having 

consequences for its wider network of alliances and adversaries. A failure to assert 

dominance in the own “backyard” was perceived as detrimental to US global power. 

Meanwhile, for the UK, a weakened and diminished great power on a downward 

trajectory, the sphere of inϐluence was perceived as a social symbol of major power 
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status, a way of proving major power status vis-à-vis the two new superpowers, the 

US and the Soviet Union. The simpliϐications of grand theories are useful; however, if 

one seeks to properly comprehend the beneϐits great power governments see in 

spheres of inϐluence, an actor-centric and context-sensitive approach is preferable.  

Given this article’s ϐindings, a more actor-centric theoretical approach that ought to 

be explore in relation to spheres of inϐluence, is the notion of “national role 

conception”, i.e., that decision makers’ perception of the own nation’s role in the 

world (or the region) and how this informs foreign policy, which becomes a “role 

performance” (Holsti 1970, 245). The British case saw, for instance, several people 

in UK postwar government perceive the Middle Eastern sphere of inϐluence as crucial 

for Britain’s role as a major global power. Holsti also notes that the US also conceived 

of its role as, among other things, “regional protector” (ibid., 261-262). This role 

conception can in turn be connected to the US perception of its role in Latin America 

in a very clear way. However, based on the ϐindings there are some ambiguities 

concerning “role conception” and spheres of inϐluence. For example, the discussions 

in the US government seemed to concern the consequences of sphere of inϐluence 

policy for global balance of power and alliance networks, rather than the role as 

regional defender. In the UK case, there were strong disagreements regarding the 

British role in the world. Regardless, the relationship between role conception and 

spheres of inϐluence thus need to be explored more in depth.  

As the post-1945 international order faces severe disruption, to echo Prime Minister 

of Canada Mark Carney, the issue of spheres of inϐluence is re-emerging with force as 

a phenomenon of world politics. Both established and nascent great powers are 

seeking to reshape the international system in ways that are beneϐicial to them. They 

seem to do so with increasingly aggressive means; unilaterally intervening militarily 

in their perceived spheres of inϐluence. In the process, new nodes of power emerge 

while old ones are eclipsed. It is therefore of great consequence to appreciate the 

multilayered nuance and complexity inherent in the phenomenon. By foregrounding 

the beliefs and perceptions of members of governments, this study reveals a 

dimension of great power behaviour that macro approaches tend to obscure—that 

spheres of inϐluence are structural entities not merely to be managed, but to be 

actively interpreted, valued and leveraged by the governments that control them. 
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Future research might extend this theoretical insight to cases of emerging or 

contested spheres of inϐluence, where the interplay between symbolic and 

instrumental reasoning might take different forms. It is worth remembering, though, 

that these foreign policies and practices come from the choices of people in 

government, not from deterministic structural forces. 
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