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Abstract

Spheres of influence have regained their significance in light of geopolitical upheaval
and great power rivalries. Existing research on the phenomenon spheres of
influence, defined 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 influence. 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 influence. Whereas these theoretical
traditions provide valuable contributions to our knowledge on spheres of influence,
they offer few insights into governments’ motives when maintaining or pursuing
spheres of influence, and what specific 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 influence 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 influence meaning” to Latin
America, even though this might negatively affect American reputation and actual
influence in the region (Essay I), and explores how government officials in Australia
(Essay III) and the UK and the US (Essay IV) perceive the benefits of having spheres
of influence. 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 influence,
how they can coexist and how they are deeply rooted in historical and geographical
context.
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