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Abstract
Recent scholarship often dismisses entrapment, arguing that there are hardly any identifiable cases; and
that powerful states (protectors) can sidestep it by narrowing the treaty conditions under which they have
to intervene to defend their weaker allies (protégés). Consequently, alliances and partnerships are nearly
always considered risk-free assets. However, this paper argues that several types of entrapment are present.
The paper is foremost concerned with classic entrapment, a type referring to a purposeful effort by the
protégé to drag the protector into a conflict serving primarily the protégé’s interests. The protégé entraps
the protector by placing itself deliberately in danger of defeat and by manipulating the protector’s domestic
audience costs. Classic entrapment is likely to succeed under two conditions: (a) when the protégé’s alle-
giance confers the protector an advantage in a competition against other powerful states; and (b) in informal
arrangements, in which there is no clear cut-off point to the protector’s commitment. The paper provides
an illustration in the Ottoman Empire’s entrapment of Britain in the crisis preceding the Crimean War. The
conclusion considers classic entrapment’s feasibility in present world politics, particularly in the context of
Taiwan.

Keywords: alliances; audience costs; chain-ganging; crisis; entrapment

Entrapment – ‘being dragged into a conflict over an ally’s interest that one does not share or shares
only partially’ – is part of an unescapable alliance dilemma.1 States distance themselves from their
allies, risking abandonment, or draw too close, exposing themselves to entrapment.2 However, over
the last decade, the view that entrapment represents an over-inflated danger has gained increasing
traction. Scholars argue that it is ‘difficult to point out … clear cases’; that, when it comes to whether
entrapment causes war, the likely conclusion is ‘no, or at very least not very often’; and that its logic
is ‘unconvincing’.3 These are hard times for entrapment.

Nevertheless, entrapment’s demise is exaggerated. Entrapment comes in different types. The
scarcity of one kind does not mean others are not present. This paper examines one such type,
labelled classic entrapment. Classic entrapment is a strategy involving a weaker party (‘the pro-
tégé’) confronting an existential security threat. In order to elicit intervention by a stronger state
(‘the protector’), the protégé deliberately places itself in a position of likely defeat and manipulates
domestic audience costs. Basically, the protégé needs to make a stand but realises that it cannot

1Glenn Snyder, ‘The security dilemma in alliance politics’,World Politics, 36 (1984), pp. 461–95 (p. 467);ThomasChristensen
and Jack Snyder, ‘Chain gangs and passed bucks: Predicting alliance patterns in multipolarity’, International Organization, 44
(1990), pp. 137–68 (pp. 140–1).

2Glenn Snyder, Alliance Politics (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1997), pp. 180–92.
3Tongfi Kim, ‘Why alliances entangle but seldom entrap states’, Security Studies, 20:3 (2011), pp. 350–77 (p. 352); Dominic

Tierney, ‘Does chain-ganging cause the outbreak of war?’, International Studies Quarterly, 55 (2011), pp. 285–304 (p. 285).

© The Author(s), 2024. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of The British International Studies Association.
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afford to do so. Unable to rely on its own resources to resist a stronger enemy, it seeks to muster
those of other powerful states. By playing off protector and challenger against each other, it achieves
better results than its own capabilities allow. Hence, entrapment represents a strategy of division,
similar to divide and conquer, except being pursued from a position of weakness.4 As the saying
went, whenever Imperial China was facing superior strength, it would ‘use barbarians to check
barbarians’.5

Two questions drive this paper.Why and how do protégés pursue classic entrapment? Andwhat
are the conditions for classic entrapment to succeed? Hypotheses are provided by the 1853 prelude
to the Crimean War. Russia presented the Ottoman Empire with a diktat: agree to de facto pro-
tectorate or face dismemberment.6 Instead of accepting its fate, the Porte drew in Great Britain.7
The result was the largest great-power war in the century between the Napoleonic Wars and the
First World War, resulting in 750,000 battle deaths. Russia was defeated and kept in check for a
generation.8 The Porte went on to survive until 1918.9

This endeavour adds value to alliance theorising in several ways. First, it provides a novel entrap-
ment typology and outlines the strategy of classic entrapment. Existing entrapment scholarship
focuses exclusively on the protector, leaving understudied the entrapper’s perspective. Accordingly,
it privileges the ways protectors seek to escape entrapment over the ways in which protégés seek
to overcome their resistance to intervention. Second, the paper reclaims entrapment for theo-
rising. If sceptics are right in pronouncing entrapment a boogeyman, alliances and partnerships
come risk-free: nearly always assets, hardly ever liabilities. A state can/should conclude as many
as possible. But if entrapment is a realistic concern, then undertaking foreign commitments poses
a non-negligible danger to would-be protectors. Consequently, this research carries far-reaching
implications for ongoing debates on the usefulness of alliances; the merits of restraint versus
deep-engagement grand strategies; and the risk of imperial overstretch.10 Third, although schol-
ars imply Great Britain’s entrapment in the Crimean War, no rigorous test of whether entrapment
took place has ever been conducted.11 Current research considers the Ottoman perspective only
fleetingly, relies solely on secondary sources, or fails to specify why and how entrapment came
about. Conversely, this paper examinesmeticulously the Porte’s position; it benefits from untapped
primary sources, namely the first-ever translation from Ottoman of Turkgeldi’s chronicle of Grand

4TimothyCrawford,ThePower toDivide:Wedge Strategies in Great Power Competition (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press,
2021); Victoria Tin-Bor Hui, War and State Formation in Ancient China and Early Modern Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2005).

5Henry Kissinger, On China (New York: Penguin Books, 2012), pp. 20–1.
6The Sublime Porte is the metonym for the Ottoman Empire, derived from the Topkapȋ palace’s gate.
7France was not entrapped. Its intervention was caused by Napoleon III’s interest in an alliance with Britain against Russia,

the main obstacle to revising the 1815 status quo. William Echard, Napoleon III and the Concert of Europe (Baton Rouge:
Louisiana State University Press, 1983).

8Norman Rich, Why the Crimean War? A Cautionary Tale (Hanover, NH: Brown University Press, 1985); David Wetzel,
The Crimean War: A Diplomatic History (New York: Columbia University Press, 1985); Orlando Figes, The Crimean War: A
History (New York: Metropolitan Books, 2010).

9For the Porte’s role in the Crimean War, see Ann Pottinger Saab, The Origins of the Crimean Alliance (Charlottesville:
University of Virginia Press, 1977); Candan Badem, The Ottoman Crimean War, 1853–1856 (Boston: Brill, 2010); David
Goldfrank, The Origins of the Crimean War (London: Longman, 1994); Ali Balci, Tuncay Kardas, Yildirim Turan, and Ismail
Ediz, ‘Whendoves feed hawks:Ottomanwar decision andEuropeanpowers toward theCrimeanWar’,Alternatives, 47:2 (2022),
pp. 67–83.

10Michael Beckley, ‘The myth of entangling alliances: Reassessing the security risks of US defense pacts’, International
Security, 39 (2015), pp. 7–48; StephenBrooks andWilliamWohlforth,AmericaAbroad:TheUnited States’ Global Role in the 21st
Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), pp. 144–7; Barry Posen, Restraint: A New Foundation for US Grand Strategy
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2014); David Edelstein and Joshua Ithzkowitz Shifrinson, ‘It’s a trap! Security commit-
ments and the risks of entrapment’, in Benjamin Friedman and Trevor Thrall (eds), US Grand Strategy: The Case for Restraint
(London: Routledge, 2018), pp. 19–41; Paul Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of Great Powers: Economic Change and Military Contest
From 1500 to 2000 (New York: Random House, 1987).

11Saab, The Origins of the Crimean Alliance, p. 117; Rich, Why the Crimean War?, pp. 74–5; Richard Smoke, ‘The Crimean
War’, in Alexander George (ed.), Avoiding War: Problems of Crisis Management (Boulder, CO: Westview, 1991), pp. 36–61;
Goldfrank, The Origins of the Crimean War, pp. 159–60.
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Council debates throughout the crisis and explains the case through a fleshed-out discussion of the
classic entrapment strategy in terms of goals and tactics.

The rest of the paper proceeds as follows. The first section outlines classic entrapment’s strategic
logic: who practises it, under what circumstances, in what manner, and for what reasons. The sec-
ond section examines the objections raised against entrapment and rebuts them. The third section
addresses classic entrapment tactics. The fourth section showcases how the Porte translated clas-
sic entrapment into practice in 1853.12 The conclusion evaluates the findings’ implications and the
present relevance of classic entrapment.

Strategic logic
Definition and typology
Entrapment designates any process through which an alliance or partnership member leads
another member to intervene militarily over issues that it would not be fighting over otherwise.
Although scholars regard entrapment as a unitary phenomenon, it is useful to distinguish three
types, labelled here reverse entrapment, ‘entanglement/emboldenment’, and classic entrapment.

In reverse entrapment, the protector drags the protégé into conflict. Reverse entrapment occurs
because the protégé seeks to curry favour with its protector, gaining or increasing territorial, eco-
nomic, ormilitary rewards; or because, should it stay out, it fears the protector’s retribution through
sanctions, attack, or abandonment. Meanwhile, the protector seeks logistical support, to enhance
its legitimacy, or to test the protégé’s loyalty, without being vitally dependent on its contribution for
fighting. Examples are the Warsaw Pact’s invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968 or NATO’s Kosovo
intervention.13

The type that, for want of a better word, one may call entanglement/emboldenment concerns
alliance logic. On the one hand, the protector must intervene because abandoning the protégé
hurts its own credibility as a guarantor, or because alliances create common interests, institutions,
and identities that it cannot walk away from.14 On the other hand, the belief that the protector has
to rescue it to preserve the alliance emboldens the protégé. Consequently, the protégé treats the
alliance as a blank cheque: if in trouble, the protector will bail it out. This is moral hazard, since
there is no penalty for the protégé taking risks and passing along the costs to the protector. With
moral hazard, ‘the causal-core of the concept [consists] in the presence of incentives to take risk
where there is protection (or the expectation of protection) against its consequences’.15

Classic entrapment is a protégé strategy aiming to drag the protector into a conflict serving
primarily the protégé’s interests. This makes classic entrapment distinct from the other types. In
classic entrapment, unlike in reverse entrapment, the protégé drags the protector into conflict. In
classic entrapment, without the protector’s intervention, the protégé is condemned to defeat; while,
in reverse entrapment, the protector can do without the protégé’s support. Moreover, in classic
entrapment, the protégé does not seek the protector’s good graces but instead to manipulate it to
adopt the protégé’s interests as its own, even at the risk of upsetting it.16

Distinguishing entanglement/emboldenment from classic entrapment comes down to purpose-
fulness. Entanglement/emboldenment is the result of misperception and moral hazard. Under the
mistaken impression that the protector intends to support it, the protégé engages in risky action,

12Thepaucity of Ottoman evidence avoids confirmation bias, since the theory is tested ‘against additional evidence from the
case that was not used to derive the theory’, coming to light as the case is researched. Alexander George and Andrew Bennett,
Case Studies and Theory Development in Social Sciences (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2005), pp. 111–12.

13Jiri Valenta, Soviet Intervention in Czechoslovakia, 1968: Anatomy of a Decision (Baltimore,MD: JohnsHopkins University
Press, 1991); Tim Judah, Kosovo: War and Revenge (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2000).

14Beckley, ‘The myth of entangling alliances’, pp. 12–16; Kim, ‘Why alliances entangle but seldom entrap states’, pp. 354–6.
15Timothy Crawford, ‘Moral hazard, intervention, and internal war: A conceptual definition’, in Timothy Crawford and

AlanKuperman (eds),Gambling onHumanitarian Intervention:Moral Hazard, Rebellion, and CivilWar (NewYork: Routledge:
2016), pp. 26–44 (p. 29).

16Tierney, ‘Does chain-ganging cause the outbreak of war?’, p. 292, n. 7.
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4 Tudor A. Onea

Protector Interest Protégé Interest

Figure 1. Protector and protege interests before the crisis.

which creates, in a self-fulfilling prophecy, the very situation requiring the protector’s intervention.
Hence, the protégé has no elaborate strategy to drag the protector into the fray beyond getting itself
in trouble, since it assumes that the latter will intervene of its own accord anyway. Alternatively,
classic entrapment is purposeful, and hence strategic: the protégé knows the protector is unwilling
to intervene and deliberately coaxes it into doing so. There is no misperception or moral haz-
ard at work. Accordingly, in order to tell the two types apart, the question to ask is whether the
protégé assumes that the protector will automatically defend it. If it does, this points to entangle-
ment/emboldenment; if, however, the protégé anticipates the absence or the refusal of protection
and seeks to overcome it, this indicates classic entrapment.17

Identification
Classic entrapment has a high bar to clear to be properly identified. If the protector does not back
the protégé, it is not entrapped. But even if it backs the protégé, this may not be entrapment, pro-
vided the intervention serves its own interest from the get-go. Instead, this is regular intervention.
So, under which circumstances does classic entrapment occur? The way out is to ask whether the
protector would have fought but for the efforts of the protégé to drag it in. The protector may have
an interest in the preservation of certain assets the protégé controls but would baulk at crossing this
threshold. Classic entrapment occurs whenever the protégé drags the protector past this red line,
bymanoeuvring it to fight on behalf of other interests that the protégé considers existential, such as
the preservation or recovery of territory or status, but which the protector deems secondary. This
means that, at the beginning of the crisis, the protector would not have intervened for the stakes on
the table, although it might have provided diplomatic aid, economic assistance, or weapons. This
situation is captured in Figure 1. The protector would have fought to defend the protégé’s interests
captured by the overlap area, but not the rest.

Nevertheless, over the duration of the crisis, the protector is brought by the protégé to
the point of defending interests it would have not championed beforehand. The overlap area,
justifying intervention, expands to encompass more of the protégé’s interests, as seen in
Figure 2.

Therefore, classic entrapment works because the protégé manoeuvres the protector into a
position where the latter’s interests, whether security, reputation, or/and domestic politics, are
endangered. So, they become tied to protecting the protégé’s interests, which were previously not
viewed as priorities.Thus, classic entrapment is not about considering separately the ultimate deci-
sion to intervene, since there is no such thing as a purely selfless intervention. Given that the
protector cannot have zero interests in the final decision, classic entrapment refers to a commit-
ment process developing over time, through which the protector, who originally wanted to sit the

17Kim, ‘Why alliances entangle but seldom entrap states’, pp. 354–5, n. 15.
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Protector Interesttor Interest Protégé Interest

Figure 2. Protector and protege interests during the crisis.

conflict out, is gradually coaxed to intervene. This decision is not made in one go but comes as
the last move in a sequence, as the consequence of previous decisions to increase support to the
protégé gradually.

Entrapment and its critics
The case against entrapment comes down to three charges: historical record scarcity; wary pro-
tectors acting to prevent entrapment; and disincentives for protégés to entrap protectors. A brief
discussion follows of each objection, including a rebuttal.

Objection 1
First, critics point out a damning empirical flaw: the dearth of convincing cases. As Brooks,
Ikenberry, and Wohlforth write, it is ‘nearly impossible to find a clear case of entrapment actu-
ally occurring’. Meanwhile, Kim thanks Schweller for ‘pointing out the difficulty in finding cases of
entrapment’.18 Theobservation concerning scarcity has become so commonplace that even scholars
supporting entrapment advocate lowering the bar, since ‘rational states are not expected to fight
wars against their national interests’, and any such instances would be ‘relatively rare’. Insisting
on such impossibly high standards would ‘define away the phenomenon of interest’.19 Much of
this scepticism comes from the fact that discussions of entrapment rely exclusively on Austria-
Hungary’s alleged entrapment ofGermany at the outbreak of the FirstWorldWar.Heatedly debated
for 80 years, this case has been subjected to a number of reinterpretations over time. Recent
research challenges the long-held belief that Germany expected a rapid, offence-dominant war
and casts into significant doubt whether Berlin was entrapped by its ally’s apparent recklessness.20
However, with the First World War taken off the table, there are hardly any empirical referents of
entrapment left.

18Stephen Brooks, G. John Ikenberry, and William Wohlforth, ‘Don’t come home, America: The case against retrenchment’,
International Security, 37 (2012), pp. 7–51 (pp. 29–30); Kim, ‘Why alliances entangle but seldom entrap states’, p. 352, n. 7.

19Edelstein and Shifrinson, ‘It’s a trap!’, p. 24.
20Kier Lieber, ‘The new history of World War I and what it means for International Relations theory’, International Security,

32 (2007), pp. 155–91 (pp. 177–87).
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6 Tudor A. Onea

Rebuttal
At least one genuine classic entrapment example other than World War I is necessary to meet the
empirical objection. This paper proposes the 1853 crisis.

Relying on a single case study limits generalising ability. However, the format compensates
through a trade-off with causality. In an in-depth single case study, the reader knows ‘almost every-
thing’ about the outcome’s causes, getting a nearly ‘complete’ explanation of the causal mechanism
involved.21 Given the formidable challenges of identifying entrapment and of confirming actual
instances, it is preferable to conduct a fine-grained examination before any further testing.

Provided it is deviant, i.e. highlighting ‘a new variable demanding to be heard’ and/or a pre-
viously ignored hypothesis or causal mechanism, a single case may lead to reassessing currently
dominant theoretical views.22 Recent scholarship expects entrapment to be highly unlikely. But
it has looked for entrapment exclusively in formal alliances and in contexts where the protector
enjoys a determinant bargaining advantage, neglecting the question ofwhether it shows up in infor-
mal arrangements and in conditions of indirect dependence, as the case under scrutiny indicates.
Accordingly, the hypothesis that entrapment is unlikely/improbable is considerably weakened,
given that its scope condition is much larger than previously thought.

Objection 2
Critics believe classic entrapment unlikely because, in a formal alliance, protectors should be highly
sensitive to it. Therefore, they are likely to take steps to prevent it by insisting on escape clauses.
These are restrictive provisions of the casus foederis, i.e. the treaty conditions under which a party
goes to war to defend its ally. By carefully writing provisions, protectors enable themselves to sit
out military confrontations in which they have no desire to intervene, on the grounds that the cir-
cumstances faced are not covered by the treaty.23 A recent example is Russia declining to intervene
in autumn 2020 to help Armenia against Azerbaijan, on the grounds that the Collective Security
Treaty only applied to Armenian territory, which was not under attack, and not to Nagorno-
Karabakh, where fighting was taking place.24 Doubtless, the protector has to fight if the treaty’s
terms are breached, for instance, by an enemy’s unprovoked attack on the protégé’s recognised ter-
ritory.25 But if the protégé acts recklessly, or initiates hostilities, the protector has no such legal
obligation. Knowing this, the protégé hesitates to resort to entrapment.

Rebuttal
For argument’s sake, one may assume critics right in that protectors are able to restrict the casus
foederis in formal alliances, written down in a treaty, made public, and subject to legislature rati-
fication.26 But, by the same token, protectors do not enjoy a similar degree of control in security
partnerships, which are tacit, off the record, low-profile, and identifiable by the protector providing
military assistance in terms of equipment, funding, and training.27 With no written treaty, there is
no explicit casus foederis. Therefore, it is impossible to establish with any certainty where the casus
foederis applies, and where it does not. At first glance, the ambiguity in how to meet commitments
in informal arrangements benefits the protector. Partnerships bypass ratification, help the protector

21John Gerring, Case Study Research: Principle and Practice (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), p. 195,
pp. 51–2.

22George and Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development in Social Sciences, pp. 20–1, pp. 114–5.
23Kim, ‘Why alliances entangle but seldom entrap states’, pp. 358–9.
24‘Russia’s security guarantees for Armenia do not extend to Karabakh, Putin says’, Moscow Times (7 October 2020).
25Beckley, ‘The myth of entangling alliances’, p. 13.
26Douglas Gibler (ed.), International Military Alliances, 1648–2008 (Washington, DC: CQ Press, 2009), pp. liv–lv.
27Snyder, Alliance Politics, pp. 6–7, p. 16. Military assistance includes arms sales and transfers, grants and loans to

acquire weapons, providing education and training, and co-development programmes. Michael Mazarr, Nathan Beauchamp-
Mustafaga, Jonah Blank et al., Security Cooperation in a Strategic Competition (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2022),
p. 3.
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claim plausible deniability for supporting disreputable protégés (the Contras; the Khmer Rouge),
and, most importantly, do not require the protector to defend the protégé should it come under
attack. The protector finds it easier to disavow promises not spelled outright.28 Nevertheless, the
overlooked downside of the partnerships is that there is also no identifiable cut-off point where the
protector’s support must end. The protector may have a red line separating its interests from those
of the protégé where it means to stop its support. But this demarcation line is blurry. Hence, the
protégé finds it easier in an informal arrangement to trick the protector into crossing this threshold.
At the same time, it is harder for the protector to go back once it has stepped beyond.

Theprotégé relies on gradualism to entice the protector to expand its initial commitment, result-
ing in a creeping commitment that becomes stronger over time. In informal settings, the protector
is more likely to fail to notice this process is taking place, becoming aware of classic entrapment
only at the point where it is already so far engaged that it is too late for it to back out. The Crimean
War may represent the ‘most eloquent example’ of such developing commitment.29 Britain inter-
vened in January 1854with no treaty compelling it to supportmilitarily the Porte. A formal alliance
was concluded only after fighting started inMarch 1854, and a security guarantee treaty had to wait
the end of hostilities in April 1856.30

Objection 3
In classic entrapment, the weaker party constrains the stronger. However, as Bismarck observed,
every successful alliance must have a horse and a rider – a stronger party stirring the weaker.31
In setting up alliance terms, and in subsequent bargaining, the protector is the rider. Without its
help, the protégé may collapse. The reverse is not true: the protégé’s contribution to the protector’s
security is not of life-or-death importance. Consequently, the protégé has the greater interest in
maintaining the alliance in order to survive and, to do so, must defer to the protector. Meanwhile,
the protector is able to keep the protégé guessing whether it would extend support, because it can
afford to cut the protégé loose without damaging its own chances of survival. Fear of abandon-
ment keeps the protégé in line. This is all the more likely in tight alliances, in which there is wide
divergence of interests, institutions, and values between rivals, and which should be otherwise-
ideal scenarios for entrapment. Yet, in such contexts, the protégé has minimal incentives to dealign
or realign because the opposing faction would welcome it with blows, not open arms. Therefore,
protégé’s moves to entrap the protector represent a bluff.32

Rebuttal
The rider also depends on the horse. In certain circumstances, the protégé enjoys a bargaining
advantage over the protector. Snyder distinguishes between direct dependence, which is about
how much one side needs the other’s military support, and indirect dependence, which is about
the ‘degree of strategic interest that the parties have in defending each other’. Direct and indirect
dependence can reinforce each other, as in the case of a great power’s peer ally, which provides
vital military support and whose survival is as important as one’s own. An illustration is the USA,
Great Britain, and the Soviet Union in the Second World War. However, direct and indirect depen-
dence also can work at cross-purposes. The protector provides essential help, allowing the protégé
to survive; but the latter holds sufficient strategic weight to affect the power equation between the

28Charles Lipson, ‘Why are some international arrangements informal?’, International Organization, 45 (1991), pp. 495–538.
29Richard Smoke, War: Controlling Escalation (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1977), pp. 167, 179–87.
30Gibler, International Military Alliances, 1648–2008, pp. 142–4, pp. 150–1.
31Paul Schroeder, ‘Alliances, 1815–1945: Weapons of power and tools of management’, in David Wetzel, Robert Jervis, and

Jack Levy (eds), Systems, Stability, and Statecraft: Essays on the International History of Modern Europe (New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2004), pp. 195–222, p. 209.

32Tierney, ‘Does chain-ganging cause the outbreak of war?’, pp. 289–92.
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8 Tudor A. Onea

protector and its enemies.33 In such instances, the protégé’s realignment is welcomed by the other
side. Therefore, indirect dependence may help address the objection that alliances have a restrain-
ing effect as pacta de contrahendo (constraining pacts).The assumption is that the protector tethers
the loose-cannon protégé, because the latter knows that it cannot escape defeat without the pro-
tector’s intervention.34 Nevertheless, if the protégé is too important to abandon, tethering becomes
problematic.

The protégé’s allegiance has a substantial impact on the outcome of the strategic contest between
powerful states under two scenarios. First, the protégé controls sizable latent capabilities, com-
prising raw materials, energy resources, wealth, technology, or population, which if added to the
capabilities of one side confers it the upper hand.35 Second, the protégé’s location or its terri-
tory’s layout is strategically valuable. Controlling geopolitical ‘chokepoints’ – straits, capes, islands,
mountain ranges, passes, or rivers enabling access, allowing a limited number of defenders to resist
a larger number of attackers or removing obstacles on the attacker’s path – confers decisivemilitary
advantage.36

Indirect dependence is possible even under unipolarity or bipolarity, although, under these
configurations, the protégé’s defection should not affect the overall distribution of power.37
Nevertheless, while others need the pole more than it needs them, this does not mean that even a
superpower is self-sufficient and does not need anyone.38 Needing a protégé is particularly likely in
cases in which it controls unique geopolitical, economic, demographic, or technological assets.39
Present US primacy does not depend just on the resourcesWashington owns relative to Beijing and
Moscow but also on its ability to withhold from them the combined resources of Europe, East Asia,
and the Middle East. This is dependent on the USA preserving key protégés in each region. While
losing a unique assets protégé may not bring the USA down, it may leave it substantially worse
off. Therefore, the protector may come to have a disproportionate interest in particular protégés,
because preserving them is the only way to prevent adversaries from gaining advantages. Since the
protégé knows this, it enjoys leverage: ‘differences in strategic interest help to explain why the most
powerful state in an alliance often has little leverage over its partners: when the stronger state’s
strategic interest is well known, it cannot credibly threaten defection or realignment’.40

Tactics
The classic entrapment strategy may be attempted when only one of the informal arrangement and
indirect dependence elements are present, but it is less likely to work. If the protégé does not enjoy
indirect dependence relative to the protector, the latter can repudiate the informal arrangement
with few adverse costs. Meanwhile, in a formal alliance, indirect dependence constrains the pro-
tector to succour the protégé under the alliance terms, but these rule out saving a reckless ally.
Provided the treaty’s letter is not breached, there is no compulsion for the protector to intervene

33Snyder, ‘The security dilemma in alliance politics’, pp. 472–3; Snyder, Alliance Politics, pp. 166–8.
34Tierney, ‘Does chain-ganging cause the outbreak of war?’, pp. 290–1; Schroeder, ‘Alliances, 1815–1945’; PatriciaWeitsman,

Dangerous Alliances: Proponents of Peace, Weapons of War (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2004).
35Stephen Van Evera, Causes of War (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1999), p. 105.
36Crawford, The Power to Divide, pp. 5–6, pp. 10–11; Joshua Itzkowitz Shifrinson, Rising Titans, Fallen Giants: How Great

Powers Exploit Power Shifts (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2018), pp. 24–7.
37Kenneth Waltz, Theory of International Politics (Reading: Addison Wesley, 1979), pp. 167–70; Stephen Walt, ‘Alliances in a

unipolar world’, in John G. Ikenberry, Michael Mastanduno, and William Wohlforth (eds), International Relations Theory and
the Consequences of Unipolarity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), pp. 99–139 (pp. 112–14).

38Robert Jervis, ‘Unipolarity: A structural perspective’, in in John G. Ikenberry, Michael Mastanduno, and William
Wohlforth (eds), International Relations Theory and the Consequences of Unipolarity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2011), pp. 252–81 (p. 278).

39Walt, ‘Alliances in a unipolar world’, p. 113.
40Snyder, ‘The security dilemma in alliance politics’, pp. 472–3.
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in a conflict caused by the protégé, which confirms the previous finding that formal alliances sel-
dom entrap.41 That is why classic entrapment works best in contexts in which both conditions are
present. The protector cannot afford to abandon a protégé controlling valuable assets; and its com-
mitment is so ill-defined that it has no clear cut-off point. Accordingly, the protégé carries out the
strategy of classic entrapment through a combination of two tactics: (a) chain-ganging; and (b)
audience costs manipulation.

Chain-ganging
Chain-ganging involves the protégé purposefully engaging in actions carrying a high risk of mil-
itary defeat.42 The reasoning is that if the protector does not send help, the protégé has to defect
or be annihilated. The protégé has to get to the edge of defeat, because victory or a draw is an
excuse for the protector to decline intervention, on the grounds that the protégé can handle things
on its own. Just resorting to verbal threats or provocations is likely to be dismissed as a bluff. As
Schelling illustrates: ‘if two climbers are tied together, and one wants to intimidate the other by
falling over the edge, there has to be some uncertainty or unanticipated irrationality or it will not
work … Any attempt to intimidate or to deter the other climber depends on the threat of slipping or
stumbling … one can credibly threaten to fall off accidentally by standing near the brink.’43 If defeat
looms, the protégé may have lost control already, and the only way to avoid its fall is the protector’s
intervention. When ‘one member of the chain gang stumbles off the precipice, the other must fol-
low’.44 Pressure on the protector increases continually, because if it waits too long, the opportunity
window for rescuing the protégé may close.

Nonetheless, chain-ganging cannot account fully for classic entrapment. Scholars thought it did,
because in contexts of relative equality between rival alliances or between parties in an alliance,
any defection hands victory to the other side. Therefore, states cannot allow strong allies to fall.45
However, this logic becomes problematic if there is wide strength disparity, as between protec-
tor and protégé, because the protégé’s dealignment fails to affect decisively the power distribution
between blocs. Hence, there is no reason why the protector should not be able to abandon the
protégé. The weaker the protégé is relative to the protector, the more it should expect the latter to
hesitate to rescue it; and themore it should seek to overcome the protector’s resistance to intervene.

Audience costs manipulation
States expand their commitments when, due to initial underestimation or unforeseen develop-
ments, they discover that more resources are needed to salvage them, out of domestic politics
calculations, or due to prestige/ reputation.46 Being aware of these mechanisms, protégés steer pro-
tectors towards positions where the need arises to do more to shore up their commitment or lose
it, and where it becomes unfeasible for them to back off. While chain-ganging generates the need
for the protector to step up the commitment to preserve it, manipulating its domestic audience
costs cuts off its retreat. Basically, the protector does not change its mind of its own volition from
non-intervention to intervention. Instead, it is the protégé’s actions that force its hand.

Leaders are concerned about punishment by relevant domestic audiences for issuing a foreign
threat and then backing down. Audience costs can lock governments into supporting commit-
ments they would not otherwise fight for. Since promises and threats are two sides of the same
coin, whenever the protector promises the protégé support, it simultaneously issues a threat against
actors that might harm it. Therefore, audience costs may form without the protector being aware

41Beckley, ‘The myth of entangling alliances’.
42Waltz, Theory of International Politics, pp. 167–70; Christensen and Snyder, ‘Chain gangs and passed bucks’, pp. 140–1.
43Thomas Schelling, Arms and Influence (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1966), p. 47, p. 99, pp. 100–4.
44Christensen and Snyder, ‘Chain gangs and passed bucks’, p. 141.
45Waltz, Theory of International Politics, p. 167, p. 170.
46Robert Art, A Grand Strategy for America (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2003), p. 166.
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10 Tudor A. Onea

of incurring them. When a promise/threat is implied, expectations of support may emerge, and, if
not honoured, provide grounds for punishment.47 This is not concept stretching, since definitions
of audience costs do not actually mention whether the commitment made by the state in a crisis
should be explicit or implicit, stipulating only that the state should back down or be perceived to
by domestic audiences.48

Audience costs work because conceding after committing ‘gives domestic political opponents
the opportunity to deplore the international loss of credibility, face, and honor’.49 Accordingly, the
protégé’s trap depends on having the protector’s reputation/prestige placed on the line. The pro-
tector can either back up the protégé against its original intentions or disown it, sacrificing its
reputation and suffering domestic penalties.50

Scholars assume that audience costs advantage democracies in international crises, because
accountability to voters helps democratic leaders tie their own hands – it is harder for them to
back off without repercussions. Furthermore, this process is transparent to the opponent in the
crisis, constraining it to offer concessions.51 However, other actors may also be responsible for
tying the protector’s hands. The protégé may lobby rival ministers or the political opposition. It
may also influence the protector’s media by planting/framing news presenting the government’s
decision not to intervene as failure to follow through.52 Lastly, the protégé may escalate the dispute
gradually.

Audience costs increase over time during a crisis. They are lowest at the outbreak and mount
as it progresses.53 In this case, it does not make sense for the protégé to plunge into risky action
with audience costs at their minimum. Instead of being swept along in one homogeneous growth
curve, the protégé escalates gradually, allowing audience costs to pile up.With each further step, the
protégé asks the protector to provide increased support, daring it to abandon it or suffer domestic
punishment. The more steps are taken, the harder it becomes for the protector to cut off support
without being severely punished, because it has assented already to providing support in previous
instances.

Thus, decision-makers do not just blunder into incurring unwanted commitments. They may
also do so piecemeal: ‘one typical way in which people find themselves stuck with unwanted deci-
sions is through a gradual, stepwise increase in commitment such that the final action, which
would have been rejected if faced head-on, becomes a matter of “now it’s too late to get out of it”’.
Blackmail and ‘foot-in-the-door’ sales techniques rely on the same principle.This gradual manipu-
lation involves initial seemingly easy and cheap steps, but which accumulate, are difficult to reverse
without losing face, and lead to progressively bigger demands.54 Gradual escalation is not unlike
salami tactics – eroding steadily an opponent’s commitment through successive minor infractions.
Here, the protégé induces the protector to cross its own threshold, by breaking the big issue into
smaller ones pressed independently of each other. The goal is not to induce the other side to do

47Jayme Schlesinger and Jack Levy, ‘Politics, audience, and signaling: Britain and the 1863–4 Schleswig-Holstein crisis’,
European Journal of International Security, 6:3 (2021), pp. 338–57 (p. 343).

48James Fearon, ‘Domestic political audiences and the escalation of international disputes’,AmericanPolitical Science Review,
88 (1994), pp. 577–92 (p. 577); Michael Tomz, ‘Domestic audience costs in international relations: An experimental approach’,
International Organization, 61:4 (2007), pp. 821–84 (p. 821).

49Fearon, ‘Domestic political audiences and the escalation of international disputes’, pp. 580–1; Tomz, ‘Domestic audience
costs in international relations’, pp. 831–3, pp. 835–6.

50While one should more accurately talk of distinct reputations for resolve, loyalty, and honesty, the literature does not
address which particular kind is at work in audience costs. Tomz, ‘Domestic audience costs in international relations’,
pp. 824–8, pp. 834–5. Actually, all three types were involved in the Crimean Crisis. See Supplementary materials.

51James Fearon, ‘Signaling foreign policy interests: Tying hands versus sinking costs’, Journal of Conflict Resolution, 41 (1997),
pp. 68–90.

52Philip Potter and Matthew Baum, ‘Looking for audience costs in all the wrong places: Electoral institutions, media access
and dispute reciprocation’, Journal of Politics, 76:1 (2014), pp. 167–81.

53Fearon, ‘Domestic political audiences and the escalation of international disputes’, p. 586.
54Irving Janis and Leon Mann, Decision Making: A Psychological Analysis of Conflict, Choice, and Commitment (New York:

Free Press, 1977), pp. 287–95.
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what one wants them to do (intervene) in one go, but to get them to do what one wants them to
do next (expand the commitment), while bringing them closer to the desired outcome.55

These points are important to meet the objection that the protector may intervene due to reg-
ular domestic pressure: the protector made a commitment, and now it has either to honour it or
suffer punishment. Nonetheless, if this were the case, there is no reason why the protector could
not escape audience costs by decoupling. The protector could claim it had been ‘misunderstood’
and had not actually promised to help the protégé, given the commitment’s ambiguity. Hence, its
non-intervention would not constitute infringement.56 However, the protégé’s manipulative efforts
complicate decoupling by restricting the protector’s ability to back down.

The onset of the Crimean War illustrates the protégé’s use of classic entrapment and demon-
strates how the strategy is logical and effective under the theorised conditions.

Classic entrapment in practice
The case study begins by surveying the British commitment to the Porte before the crisis. It
then examines the Ottoman strategic calculations and tactics. Lastly, it considers alternative
explanations.

The crisis
In February 1853, a Russian envoy, Alexander Menshikov, arrived in Istanbul. Under French
threats, the Porte had conceded advantages to Catholics in managing the Christian holy places
in Jerusalem. Russia insisted on similar privileges for its Orthodox brethren. But Menshikov had a
hidden agenda – he demanded a sened (convention) affirming Russia’s right to act as protector of
the Orthodox religion in the empire, whose practitioners stood at 12 million people, a third of the
population. Essentially, Russia was claiming an intervention right similar to the Roosevelt corol-
lary to theMonroe doctrine. If the Porte refused,Menshikov was to terminate diplomatic relations,
signalling future attack.57

The Porte offered concessions over the holy places, but not the sened. In May, a frustrated
Menshikov left in a huff. In June, Russia occupied the Principalities (Moldova and Wallachia,
present-day Romania), holding them hostage for as long as the Porte did not accept the sened.
Britain advised waiting on great power mediation, while bringing up a naval squadron to
Besika Bay at the entrance to the Dardanelles. Great power negotiations produced in July a
compromise – the Vienna Note. The Note mentioned the sultan remaining faithful to ‘previous
treaties relative to the protection of the Christian religion’. The Porte correctly interpreted this as
confirmation of a Russian right of intervention to protect the Orthodox, who, moreover, were not
referred to as the sultan’s subjects. Since accepting the Note would have been the equivalent of
‘drinking poison and dying’, the Porte demanded modifications.58 Britain’s leaders were unhappy,
but, once the Russian interpretation of the Note as a renewed claim for a protectorate leaked, they
discovered they could not cut off support because of domestic public outcry. After Russia pre-
dictably rejected the modifications, Britain announced it could no longer endorse the Note.59 In
September, the Porte declared war to recover the Principalities and requested that the British navy
advance to Istanbul to protect the city. One day after the British squadron passed the Dardanelles,
the Porte initiated fighting on the Danube.

With its navy in the Bosphorus, Britain’s foremost concern became avoiding accidental con-
frontation. Accordingly, it warned Russia not to use the Black Sea navy to attack Ottoman

55Schelling, Arms and Influence, pp. 66–7.
56Robert Jervis, The Logic of Images in International Relations (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1970), pp. 155–8.
57Harold Temperley, England and the Near East: The Crimea (London: Longmans, 1936), pp. 131–62; Saab, The Origins of

the Crimean Alliance, pp. 25–49.
58Goldfrank, The Origins of the Crimean War, pp. 196–7.
59Rich, Why the Crimean War?, pp. 77–8, p. 81; Goldfrank, The Origins of the Crimean War, pp. 208–12.
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12 Tudor A. Onea

Table 1. Observable implications for competing explanations of Britain’s intervention.

Observable
implications Classic entrapment Regular intervention

Entanglement/
emboldenment

Nationalist
response

Informal commitment Yes No No: a formal alliance is
necessary

Irrelevant

Indirect dependence Yes Not necessarily No Irrelevant

Would the protector
have fought if left to
its own devices?

No Yes No Irrelevant

Was the protégé tak-
ing the protector’s
support for granted?

No Irrelevant: the
protégé’s actions have
no impact on the
protector’s decision to
intervene

Yes Irrelevant

Chain-ganging Yes No: the protector
intervenes out of its
own interest

Yes, but the protector
intervenes to uphold
the alliance, not for
the protégé’s sake

Irrelevant

Audience costs
manipulation

Yes No No Irrelevant

territory.60 The Porte then opened a second front in the Caucasus. The easiest way to supply the
Ottoman forces there was by ship, yet the risks for an escorted transport flotilla were considerable.
Britain advised against the plan, and when the Ottomans insisted, lobbied that the Porte withhold
the best part of its navy, the line-of-battle ships, hoping a weaker force would not be as threat-
ening. However, this made the Ottoman frigates and corvettes an easy target for Russia’s superior
firepower. At Sinope, in November, Russia sank the entire flotilla save for one vessel, with 4,000
Ottoman sailors out of 4,200 tasting ‘the sherbet of martyrdom’.61 Meanwhile, in the Caucasus, the
Ottoman armies were routed by a Russian force three times smaller.62 ThePorte lost no time in ask-
ing Britain for military aid. In January, Britain sailed into the Black Sea, which Russia interpreted
as an act of war.63

Observable implications
Is Britain’s intervention classic entrapment? Britain could have intervened because of intrinsic
interests/concerns – regular intervention. Another possibility is the Porte took British support for
granted and acted recklessly, banking on being rescued. Hence, British intervention represents
entanglement/emboldenment. Lastly, the Porte might have being willing to fight to the bitter end
for its independence and territorial integrity; British intervention is an unintentional by-product
of nationalism. Table 1 sums up the implications for classic entrapment versus those of alternative
explanations.

For classic entrapment, the evidence should show that Britain’s commitment to the Porte was
informal; and that the Porte held indirect dependence over London. Left to its own devices, Britain
should have sat the conflict out. The Porte should not have relied on automatic British support,
instead anticipating and seeking to overcome British resistance to intervention. Lastly, there should
be evidence of classic entrapment tactics. The Porte should have purposefully placed itself in a

60Rich, Why the Crimean War?, pp. 92–3.
61Adolphus Slade, Turkey and the Crimean War: A Narrative of Historical Events (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,

2012), pp. 139–46.
62Badem (2010), pp. 158–70.
63Saab, The Origins of the Crimean Alliance, pp. 113–8.
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position of likely defeat and sought tomanipulate British public opinion. Conversely, regular inter-
vention should show that Britain’s decision to intervene was taken independently of Ottoman
actions. Entanglement/emboldenment would stand confirmed if the evidence shows the Porte
being subject tomisperception andmoral hazard.The nationalist outburst thesis requires evidence
the Porte ignored great-power support in deciding to fight.

Britain’s commitment
If the Ottoman Empire were to collapse, great-power war over its remains was likely. Although
it was preferable to allow the Porte to go on, the continental great powers did nothing to prop
it up. Expecting it would eventually crumble, they wanted to seize whatever they could before
anyone else. Whenever they could get away with it, Russia, Austria, and France bullied the Porte
into granting concessions over various provinces they coveted. Initially, Britain too prognosticated
impending collapse.64 But this stance changed in the 1830s to one in which London thought the
Porte could reform and resume being ‘a respectable power’.65

This was the result of the Great Game, Britain’s competition against Russia for mastery of Asia.
Russia expanded inCentral Asia and Persia, reachingAfghanistan’s borders and threatening British
India. Accordingly, Britain’s key objective became containing the Russian advance, which led to
a global contest from Canada/Alaska to China, and from Afghanistan to the Middle East.66 In
the Great Game, the Porte emerged as the owner of ‘the first strategic position in the world’, the
Bosphorus and the Dardanelles, controlling the only exit from the Black Sea to the Mediterranean.
The Black Sea, which enjoys warm-water harbours in winter, was essential as the only area allowing
the use of Russian warships year-round.67 Consequently, the Straits, and, implicitly, the Ottoman
capital Istanbul controlling the Bosphorus, represented a ‘chokepoint’ that Britain could not afford
to lose. In turn, this conferred the Porte indirect dependence vis-à-vis London.

Britain was alarmed when, after failing to rescue the Porte in a disastrous war against Egypt
in 1832, the sultan appealed to Russia, arguing that ‘a drowning man in his despair clings to a
snake’. Russia’s price was the Unkiar-Skellesi treaty, which mentioned the exclusion of warships
from the Straits during war. Britain suspected this was the first step towards allowing Russia right
of passage while denying it to its own navy.68 Lord Palmerston, multiple times foreign minister,
lamented Britain not having helped the Porte as ‘the most tremendous blunder of the English gov-
ernment’.69 To undermine Unkiar-Skellesi, he stated that ‘it was … of the utmost importance to
the interests of this country … that the Turkish Empire should be maintained in its integrity and
independence’.70

It was this move that set mischief afoot.71 The British informal commitment never spelled out-
right where support for the Porte was supposed to end, yet implied that such a threshold was
present. Hence, there was no identifiable moment of decision before which there was no British
commitment to intervene on the Porte’s behalf, and after which such a commitment existed: ‘the
worst of all possible kinds of commitments was created – a commitment that was felt to be real to …
deterring parties (Britain …) and the protected client (Turkey) but that was nonspecific and inex-
plicit’.72 This created both the expectation among theBritish public that support had been promised,

64Temperley, England and the Near East, p. 46.
65David Brown, Palmerston: A Biography (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2012), p. 215, p. 221, p. 334; Kenneth

Bourne, The Foreign Policy of Victorian Britain, 1830–1902 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1970), pp. 234–5.
66Bourne, The Foreign Policy of Victorian Britain, pp. 34–5; David Gillard, The Struggle for Asia, 1828–1914: A Study in

British and Russian Imperialism (New York: Holmes & Meier, 1977).
67Temperley, England and the Near East, pp. 3–4.
68Temperley, England and the Near East, pp. 63–6, pp. 72–4.
69Charles Webster, The Foreign Policy of Palmerston, 1830–1841 (London: G. Bell & Sons, 1951), p. 284.
70Webster, The Foreign Policy of Palmerston, p. 602.
71Temperley, England and the Near East, pp. 73–4.
72Smoke, ‘The Crimean War’, p. 49.
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in line with the argument on decision-makers inadvertently contracting audience costs; and the
opportunity for the Porte to lure Britain into expanding this commitment.73

The formulation ‘integrity and independence’ presumably meant a commitment to preserving
the Porte’s control over all its provinces, implying that if a great power attempted to seize one, or
interferedwithOttoman independence, Britainwould have taken the field.However, Britainmeant
something far more circumscribed: the maintenance of Ottoman control over the Straits. From
the mid-1830s on, defending the Straits was proclaimed in parliament, affirmed by the monarch
in public speeches, and implied in communications to Ottoman officials. The British ambassador
was authorised to call in the navy if the Porte requested it, and a squadron was stationed in Malta
for fast deployment. On several occasions, it was dispatched to Besika Bay.74

This might suggest regular intervention, because by aiding the Porte, Britain sought to protect
its own interests. As Palmerston remarked: ‘we maintain the integrity and independence of Turkey
not for the love & affection of the Turks, but because we prefer the existing state of things there to
any other state of things … and because the interest political and commercial of England & Europe
would be dangerously injured by the destruction of that integrity and independence’.75

However, with the exception of the Straits, Britain ‘was not ready to fight for a part of the
Ottoman Empire’.76 Lord Clarendon, Britain’s foreign minister in 1853, explained: ‘We wish to
maintain the “integrity” of Turkey, but the word is somewhat vague, and the interpretation given
to it not very easy.’ In truth, ‘call it by what name we may … integrity, independence … fear of
Russia and desire to keep her out of Constantinople is at the bottom of all’.77 When the Porte lost
control successively over Serbia, Greece, Egypt, Syria, and Algeria, London did not intervene to
help it regain or retain them. Likewise, Ottoman independence was interfered with regularly, most
recently by France over the holy places, without Britain stepping in. The British prime minister in
1853, Lord Aberdeen, thought Palmerston’s ‘integrity and independence’ formula was ‘absurd’.78
Accordingly, there was no obligation whatsoever for Britain to help once Menshikov’s terms were
rejected.79 Britain intervening to prevent a Russian advance to Istanbul would have constituted reg-
ular intervention. However, British intervention to help the Porte get rid of Russia’s sened demand
and/or to recover the Principalities represented textbook classic entrapment. Britain would have
been made to fight for interests it did not share.

This danger was evident to Aberdeen: ‘the Turks … see clearly the advantages of their situation.
Step by step they have drawn us into a position in which we are more or less committed to their
support. It would be absurd to suppose that, with the hopes of active assistance from England
… they should not be desirous of engaging in a conflict with their formidable neighbor.’ Queen
Victoria agreed: ‘we have taken on ourselves … all the risks of a European war without having
bound Turkey to any conditions in respect to provoking it … [the Ottomans] exhibit clearly …
a desire for war and to drag us into it’.80

Ottoman strategic calculations
Three main Ottoman factions emerged around the time of the crisis. All agreed that a sened could
‘not be allowed’, since ‘in case we met these demands, may Allah forbid it, it will gradually hand

73Schlesinger and Levy, ‘Politics, audience, and signaling’.
74Webster, The Foreign Policy of Palmerston, pp. 333–4.
75Brown, Palmerston, p. 364.
76Temperley, England and the Near East, p. 66.
77Bourne, The Foreign Policy of Victorian Britain, p. 239.
78Kingsley Martin, The Triumph of Lord Palmerston: A Study of Public Opinion in England before the Crimean War (London:

Hutchinson, 1963), p. 104.
79Smoke, ‘The Crimean War’, p. 61, n. 22.
80Martin,TheTriumph of Lord Palmerston, p. 143; J. B. Conacher,TheAberdeenCoalition: A Study inMid-NineteenthCentury

Party Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1968), p. 144, p. 199.
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over the protection ofGreek [Orthodox] subjects to theRussians’.81 However, significant differences
emerged on how to respond.

The first faction comprised the ulemas (clerics). It supported chancing war, come what may,
since Allah would have ensured victory irrespective of material considerations. The Porte should
have fought alone or concluded an alliance with a proper Muslim state, such as Persia. The goals
of the war should have been extensive: recovering lost Ottoman provinces and advancing to
Moscow.82

The second faction consisted of ‘nationalists’, led by theminister of defence (Seraskier),Mehmed
Ali. They accepted Western-style reforms as necessary but wanted to borrow only military tech-
nology and tactics, without a wholesale shake-up of the Empire. Mehmed Ali was for the Porte
pursuing war alone, which made the ulemas natural allies. This way, the Porte would have avoided
British demands to implement comprehensive reforms and would have maintained Ottoman tra-
ditions. The Seraskier’s intention was for the Porte to ‘settle alone’ with Russia after having shown
the flag. As Grand Vizier, he pursued private talks with Menshikov without informing the great
powers of Russia’s demands. He also indicated that if Russia rolled back the sened, the Porte would
bargain. He certainly did not want the war he got, in which the Porte was allied to Britain and had
to concede to its requests.83 Neither the ulemas nor the nationalists had any interest in entrapping
Britain.

Classic entrapment is attributable to a third faction: the realists. They comprised the reformists,
led by the foreign minister Mustafa Reshid Pasha, who served six times as Grand Vizier.84 Having
built his career on advocating the overhaul of Ottoman society on the Western model, and relying
heavily on British political backing with the sultan, Reshid believed that the Porte’s only chance
was to secure great-power support, foremost Britain’s.85 Suggestively, his solution – which, short of
a smoking gun, is as clear an admission of classic entrapment as one is likely to get – was to ‘lure
in’ the great powers and to ‘take them to war’.86

After intense factional debate, two options emerged. The Porte could go to war and then nego-
tiate with Russia separately, as the nationalists wanted. This would have been more honourable,
because the Porte would not have had to rely on great-power help, but, instead, on its own might
‘out of loyalty and patriotism’. Conversely, the Porte could follow Reshid’s advice and call Britain
to the rescue. This meant accepting that if ‘our strength is not enough, there is no other choice
but to allow the intermediation and assistance of the great powers and follow a path accordingly’.87
The decision came down to military estimates. The Porte could field only 82,000 troops on the
Danube, plus around 100,000 irregulars. But Russia could have easily deployed an army of around
300–400,000 men. The Porte simply did not have the numbers. The Grand Council concluded
unanimously in July that even if the Porte were ‘strong enough … it could be dangerous to deal
with a powerful state like Russia without the assistance of the great powers. Assuming the Russian
military only enters the Principalities and does not advance further, expelling it without outside
support would be fairly dangerous.’ Therefore, the Grand Council rallied to Reshid’s position: ‘the
only way for the Porte to weather out [the crisis] was to gain over the great powers’.88

Chain-ganging
At 160,000 regular troops, the Ottoman army was smaller than any of the great powers’, save
Prussia’s, and, although surprisingly well equipped – Ottoman French-supplied Minié rifles

81Ali Fuat Turkgeldi, Mesail-I Mühimme-I Siyasiyye (Ankara: 1957), p. 276.
82Turkgeldi, Mesail-I Mühimme-I Siyasiyye, pp. 316–18, p. 323.
83Goldfrank, The Origins of the Crimean War, p. 147, p. 158, p. 206.
84M. A. Ubicini, La Turquie actuelle (Paris: Hachette, 1855), pp. 153–68.
85See Supplementary materials on the role of British ambassador Stratford Canning.
86Turkgeldi, Mesail-I Mühimme-I Siyasiyye, p. 317, p. 328.
87Turkgeldi, Mesail-I Mühimme-I Siyasiyye, pp. 301–2.
88Turkgeldi, Mesail-I Mühimme-I Siyasiyye, pp. 306–8.
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surpassed the Russianmuskets – the soldiers were poorly trained and officered. Training was worse
for irregular troops, which made up the bulk of the Caucasus force. The Ottoman officer corps was
selected and promoted based on nepotism and bribery, resulting in the infantry and the cavalry
having trouble executing even basic manoeuvres. Meanwhile, the navy was half the size of the
Russian battlefleet and not as advanced. The Porte had suffered defeat in every single war fought
in the century.89 These facts were not lost on the Ottoman leaders. Neither the Seraskier nor the
chief admiral would commit themselves as to whether the Porte could fight Russia unaided. The
latter assessed that the navy could resist Russia in the Black Sea, but, in the same breath, added
that he should not be held to these words. The realists pointed out that the Porte was weak mil-
itarily and economically, that it depended on great-power support, and that fighting alone put a
600-year-old state’s existence at risk. As they observed, ‘[the Porte] cannot deal with the Russians
alone. In this respect, we need these states [Britain and France].’ If fighting alone, ‘in the end, defeat
is inevitable’.90 This makes the decision to fight Russia a purposeful exercise in inviting defeat:
the Porte knew it was going to lose but counted on provoking British intervention to turn things
around. Hence, declaring war was chain-ganging, not an act of desperation – choosing between
defeat and surrender.

The flotilla’s movements raise suspicions that it had been deliberately set up to fail.The warships
were under express orders not to open fire, even if military advantageous. Furthermore, they did
not exploit an opportunity to leave Sinope and return to safety in Istanbul.91 With the Porte’s navy
eviscerated, Britain faced a situation inwhich only intervention could prevent its defeat.TheBritish
had anticipated this scenario. Aberdeen deemed it ‘inevitable’ that ‘the Turks will take good care
… to undoubtedly engage the Russians in the presence of the British fleet’. Queen Victoria believed
the only reason for the Ottoman expedition was ‘to beard the Russian fleet and to tempt it to come
out … which would thus constitute the desired contingency for our combined fleet to check it’.92

The Porte’s risky course of action was also not caused by optimistic gambling on the war’s prob-
able outcome. British intervention was far from guaranteed. Since the Porte knew about London’s
inclination to sit the conflict out, it could not passively wait to be rescued. Instead, it had to
manipulate Britain into intervening.

Audience costs manipulation
The Ottoman ambassador to London, Musurus Bey, regularly lobbied Palmerston throughout the
crisis. Palmerston may have been kept away from foreign affairs, but he was still the most popular
figure in the shaky Aberdeen coalition.93 Palmerston promised support – he never endorsed war
but advocated coercing Russia into concessions in his allied newspapers.94 Besides, from the 1840s
on, the Porte had dedicated an annual subvention to planting favourable articles in European news-
papers, including in Britain.95 While little scholarship exists on these efforts, there is evidence that
the Porte realised Britain’s audience costs: Musurus sent Reshid a large number of British news-
paper clippings criticising Russia and supporting the Porte. Historians conject that the perception
of a supportive British public opinion emboldened the Porte into adopting an uncompromising
stance.96

89Mesut Uyar and Edward Erikson,AMilitary History of the Ottomans: FromOsman to Ataturk (Santa Barbara, CA: Praeger,
2009), pp. 140–1, pp. 146–9, p. 160.

90Turkgeldi, Mesail-I Mühimme-I Siyasiyye, pp. 315–19, p. 328.
91Slade, Turkey and the Crimean War, p. 133, pp. 140–1.
92Martin, The Triumph of Lord Palmerston, p. 149.
93For Palmerston’s role in the crisis, see Supplementary materials.
94Saab, The Origins of the Crimean Alliance, pp. 91–2; Martin, The Triumph of Lord Palmerston, p. 93.
95Roderic Davison, ‘How the Ottoman government adjusted to a new institution: The newspaper press’, in Roderic Davison

(ed.), Nineteenth Century Ottoman Diplomacy and Reforms (Istanbul: Isis Press, 1999), pp. 361–70.
96Saab, The Origins of the Crimean Alliance, pp. 72–4.
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However, Reshid was aware that Britain would have preferred compromise with Russia. If the
Porte rejected great-power intercession, and went straight to war, as the ulemas and national-
ists wanted, Britain would not have helped beyond protecting the Straits. As Reshid stated, ‘if
[the Porte] asks to protect its rights, the great powers will fight together with us. If we demand
more than that, they will not intervene.’97 He also informed the Grand Council that Britain and
France had threatened to withdraw their navies if the Porte pushed too aggressively for war.98 Put
differently, classic entrapment would not have worked if it was obvious to London that the Porte
meant to entrap it.

Gradual escalation proved the best tactic in the Ottoman arsenal. The Porte started by demon-
strating its willingness to reach compromise, but without giving away anything substantial. Once
Russia rejected the proposed settlement, the Porte escalated while appearing fully justified. At that
point, Britain had a choice: either abandon its protégé or underwrite the bellicosemove and expand
its commitment. Since British public opinion was consistently against abandonment, the Porte got
away with escalation and could then further up the ante.

The Porte repeated this tactic no fewer than four times, which pleads against a fortuitous com-
bination of circumstances. It refrained from going to war once the Principalities were occupied;
abstained from rejecting outright theViennaNote; delayed initiating hostilities after declaringwar;
and scaled down plans for its naval expedition. These apparent conciliatory moves were followed
by escalatory steps: demanding modifications to the Note; the war declaration; starting hostilities;
opening a second front; and the self-defeating Black Sea expedition. Basically, ‘if the Ottomans had
promptly counter-attacked [at the start of the crisis] this action would have tended to define the
situation as another in the series of Russo-Turkish wars. Britain … would … have had little reason
to intervene. By not attacking and also not agreeing to a solution, the Turks … gave the Western
powers an extended opportunity to become more deeply involved in the problem.’99

A good example of gradual escalation is the Ottoman response to the Vienna Note. Britain
thought the Note was a plausible compromise it could live with, and which Russia would have
been willing to take. Russia got a veiled protectorate and the Principalities, while Britain prevented
an advance on the Straits. Thus, the Note safeguarded Britain’s interests while sidestepping a clash,
which is why it was imperative to secure its acceptance. Clarendon was explicit: ‘I shall write in
strong terms to [the British Ambassador in Istanbul] that theViennaNotemust be accepted.’When
warned that the Ottomans would refuse, Clarendon was dismissive: ‘oh, we are to decide for them,
you know.’ Britain’s position was clear: the Ottomans should have gone along with the great powers
settling the outcome of the crisis over their heads – or face abandonment.100

Had the Porte declared straight away the Vienna Note inadmissible and started fighting, relying
solely on chain-ganging, London would have washed its hands of the outcome. Reshid, however,
accepted the Note, while requesting modifications of the bits that interested Russia the most, with-
out which the whole agreement would have collapsed. This was rejection by another name, an
escalatory move.101 The British thought so, showing considerable frustration at the Porte torpe-
doing their painstaking compromise. Clarendon complained of Turkish ‘stupidity’ and ‘obstinacy’,
while Aberdeen surmised that the Porte’s ‘suicidal’ conduct ‘can only be explained by a desire that
the affair should end in war’.102

However, the British decision-makers found out at that point that they could not abandon the
Porte. After the Russian ‘violent’ interpretation of the Note leaked, they were caught in a media
storm involving even the initially moderate or pro-government outlets such as The Times, The

97Turkgeldi, Mesail-I Mühimme-I Siyasiyye, p. 322, p. 328.
98Turkgeldi, Mesail-I Mühimme-I Siyasiyye, p. 317.
99Smoke, ‘The Crimean War’, p. 45.
100Conacher, The Aberdeen Coalition, p. 163; Stanley Lane-Poole, The Life of the Right-Honorable Stratford Canning, vol. 2

(London: Longmans, 1888), p. 203.
101Goldfrank, The Origins of the Crimean War, p. 205.
102Martin, The Triumph of Lord Palmerston, p. 142; Conacher, The Aberdeen Coalition, p. 177.
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Manchester Guardian, and The Morning Chronicle. The newspapers’ position was that leaving the
Porte at the mercy of an aggressive and despotic Russia would have hurt significantly British hon-
our. They assessed the government could not survive. To quote The Morning Herald: ‘[since] the
Cabinet are avowedly ready to prostrate British honour and British faith before the ambition of
Russia, we venture to promise that the British people will make short work of the Ministers’. One
prominent coalition member observed that Britain’s honour was at the stake, and ‘to have held
out such encouragement to the Turks … and afterwards to desert them, would be felt as deep
disgrace and humiliation by the whole country’.103 Consequently, Clarendon begrudgingly admit-
ted: ‘we cannot press the Turks too hard about the Note because public opinion would be against
it’.104 Hence, instead of abandoning the Porte for seeking modifications, Britain was now going
to endorse them.105 On cue, the Porte escalated by declaring war, causing Britain to issue the
deterrent threat, and eliciting Clarendon to comment that: ‘with reference to public feeling in
England, we could not well do less’.106 Meanwhile, Aberdeen stated that ‘public opinion will not
allow [abandonment of Turkey].’107

The Sinope incident also suggests that the Porte sought to provoke Russia to trigger Britain’s
deterrent.108 Had the clash occurred on the high seas, the flotilla could have been seen as a legiti-
mate target. But, as it purposefully laid anchor in the Sinope harbour, presenting an inviting target,
it caused the town, hence Ottoman territory, to come under Russian attack. For Britain, backing
down would have been fatal to its reputation. To quote Clarendon, Britain found itself in a ‘ridicu-
lous position’, having advanced to protect Turkey and then having Sinope happen ‘almost within
earshot of our sailors’. The government could no longer shirk from intervention because the press
erupted into a vitriolic denunciation of the ‘Sinopemassacre’. To quoteMartin: ‘the tsar, already the
incarnate soul of evil, had once more put forth his hand to torture and destroy; the Sultan … was
hard pressed in the fight with darkness; England, pledged to his assistance, had stood idly by and
watched the massacre of his sailors. Our national honour was trailed in the dust and our Ministers
proved treacherous agents of the Tsar.’ Only Palmerston was spared the opprobrium, and his res-
ignation on an unrelated matter sent the public into frenzy. ‘Seldom has public sentiment run so
high or menacingly than it did in the month to follow.’109 When even the conciliatory The Times
remarked that ‘war has begun in earnest … the Emperor of Russia has thrown down the gauntlet
to the Maritime Powers’, Britain was trapped into intervention, the very course of action deemed
undesirable at the onset of the crisis.110

Alternative explanations
The explanation of regular intervention is not on strong ground. Control of the Straits, the
one condition that would have triggered British intervention, was never in danger. Russia knew
that threatening Istanbul meant war and abstained from any hint of such action. One might
argue that potential Ottoman defeat threatened British security interests anyway, but the British
decision-makers would not have intervened for the existing stakes, meaning the Principalities and
eliminating the sened demand. The Aberdeen cabinet considered war ‘the greatest of all calamities’
and stated in parliament that it did not regard the Principalities’ occupation as a casus belli. After
the Ottoman modifications to the Vienna Note, Britain seriously contemplated letting the Porte
fend for itself. Clarendon warned Reshid that Turkey would collapse under the weight of war if

103Note that the statement emphasises that British audiences would feel more strongly about deserting the Porte after having
provided support in the first stages of the crisis.

104Martin, The Triumph of Lord Palmerston, pp. 126–7, pp. 111–19, pp. 134–6; Badem (2011), pp. 88–90.
105Goldfrank, The Origins of the Crimean War, pp. 210–12.
106Conacher, The Aberdeen Coalition, p. 199.
107Temperley, England and the Near East, p. 357.
108Saab, The Origins of the Crimean Alliance, p. 118.
109Martin, The Triumph of Lord Palmerston, pp. 170–8.
110Conacher, The Aberdeen Coalition, pp. 234–5.
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the Note was not accepted. The cabinet assented: ‘we cannot abet [the Turks] in their obstinacy’.111
This signalled Britain’s willingness to allow the Porte’s defeat, something that should have been
anathema if any kind of Russo-Turkish war endangered British security.

Invoking British nationalism – hence domestic politics outside of audience costs manipulation
– as the reason behind Britain’s intervention is also unwarranted. British sympathy for the Porte
was not enough to determine London to offer an alliance before 1854. Meanwhile, Russophobia
cannot account for why Britain, had it been spoiling for a fight with Russia, did not take advantage
of the perfect pretext of the Principalities’ occupation to start hostilities.

A better case for regular intervention can be built over Sinope and reputation. However, Britain’s
reputation being in jeopardy was the result of Ottoman actions. The British navy did not teleport
into the Bosphorus. In all previous crises with Russia, Britain had only deployed at the entrance
to the Dardanelles, determinedly not going any further so as not to violate existing treaties. The
decision to go to Istanbul represented crossing a Rubicon, and this move was necessitated by the
Porte’s war declaration. Accordingly, Britain’s decision to intervene was the outcome of a prolonged
process of being dragged in gradually by the Porte, as depicted by Figures 1 and 2 above. As far as
London was concerned, ‘rarely was war approached more slowly or more hesitantly’.112

Entanglement/emboldenment is also problematic. ‘Entanglement occurs only when a state
fights to uphold a formal alliance commitment.’113 This rules out Britain’s informal commitment
to the Porte. Furthermore, had entanglement/emboldenment been present, the Porte should not
have expressed any reservations whatsoever on whether Britain was going to rescue it. This would
leave unexplained the need for Ottoman gradual escalation, because in entanglement/ embolden-
ment there is no need for the protégé to sit around and wait, being convinced the protector will
automatically intervene. Thus, the protégé should escalate swiftly. However, if the protégé delays
the risky action and escalates gradually, this indicates its awareness of the protector’s resistance
to intervention and the need to overcome it. Hence, why should have the Porte waited on great-
power mediation for months, when it could have declared war in June, counting on automatic
British support?

Lastly, evidence supporting an Ottoman nationalist outburst is lacking. The Grand Council
ignored routinely the ulemas. One realist even told them to their faces that they did not know
any rationale in state affairs other than the Sharia, and that they should not speak about what they
did not know.114 Meanwhile, the nationalists took advantage of an inebriated sultan to orchestrate
Reshid’s dismissal in July and incited in September andDecember the religious students in Istanbul
to riot for unilateral war. But these attempts failed miserably. In July, the British ambassador went
‘bang down to the Padishah and put [Reshid] back in’. In September, the chief rioters were rounded
up and exiled to the countryside. In December, Reshid again appealed to Britain, which, through
the sultan, coerced the Seraskier to crack down on his own supporters.115 This explains why in
the war debate the nationalists were self-effacing: their influence after the failed September coup
was ebbing. Paradoxically, it was the realists who decided to fight unilaterally. Once Reshid pro-
nounced himself in favour, the Council unanimously voted for war.116 It is unlikely that Reshid,
who had insisted all throughout the crisis that British support was crucial, was abruptly rallying to
the defeated nationalists’ views.117 Actually, the war declaration made express mention of the Porte
gaining further advantages and solving problems with great-power help.118

111Goldfrank, The Origins of the Crimean War, p. 198; Conacher, The Aberdeen Coalition, p. 168, p. 176.
112Conacher, The Aberdeen Coalition, p. 127, p. 142, p. 137.
113Beckley, ‘The myth of entangling alliances’, p. 12.
114Turkgeldi, Mesail-I Mühimme-I Siyasiyye, p. 318.
115Temperley, England and the Near East, p. 359, pp. 350–1; Lane-Poole, The Life of the Right-Honorable Stratford Canning,

pp. 282–3; Saab, The Origins of the Crimean Alliance, pp. 124–5.
116Turkgeldi, Mesail-I Mühimme-I Siyasiyye, pp. 315–19.
117Badem (2011), p. 98.
118Turkgeldi, Mesail-I Mühimme-I Siyasiyye, p. 320.

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

02
60

21
05

24
00

07
31

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 h
tt

ps
://

w
w

w
.c

am
br

id
ge

.o
rg

/c
or

e.
 IP

 a
dd

re
ss

: 3
.1

37
.1

62
.4

6,
 o

n 
01

 D
ec

 2
02

4 
at

 0
2:

20
:2

2,
 s

ub
je

ct
 to

 th
e 

Ca
m

br
id

ge
 C

or
e 

te
rm

s 
of

 u
se

, a
va

ila
bl

e 
at

 h
tt

ps
://

w
w

w
.c

am
br

id
ge

.o
rg

/c
or

e/
te

rm
s.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0260210524000731
https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms


20 Tudor A. Onea

Conclusion
Scholars discount entrapment wholesale, but several types exist. Entanglement/emboldenment
may be rare, but this does not imply that reverse or classic entrapment is scarce. Reverse entrap-
ment, so far understudied, represents the norm in unipolarity.119

When it comes to classic entrapment, scholars may not have found it because, to paraphrase
Indiana Jones, they have been ‘digging in the wrong place’, neglecting informal arrangements
and indirect dependence. Hence, including these factors opens up a universe of potential cases.
Classic entrapment may have affected nearly every US major military involvement since 1945.
The USA intervened without any prior-sanctioned commitment to defend South Korea (1950),
Taiwan (1954), South Vietnam (1965), Kuwait (1990), Bosnia (1995), and Kosovo (1999) and
fought decade-long wars to keep weak partners from collapse in Afghanistan (2001 onwards) and
Iraq (2003 and 2014 onwards.) Meanwhile, Victorian Britain, which famously had no formal allies,
undertook no fewer than 59 wars on behalf of state and non-state protégés in Asia, Africa, Oceania,
and theMiddle East.120 However, currently, these are only potential entrapment instances, and they
should be further tested through in-depth case analysis.

Classic entrapment remains highly relevant to present world politics, in which partnerships
are pervasive. The USA has informal arrangements with around 30 states from the Middle East
to sub-Saharan Africa, and from Eastern Europe to South and Central Asia.121 China has a sin-
gle ally, North Korea, but a multitude of partnerships, including Pakistan, Iran, Cambodia, and
African Union countries. Xi Jinping has signalled a preference for security based around ‘part-
nerships, not alliances’.122 Meanwhile, Russia has informal arrangements with Syria, India, Iran,
Indonesia, Venezuela, Serbia, and several African countries.123 While not all these protégés enjoy
indirect dependence relative their protector, somedo, because of latent capabilities and/or geopolit-
ical position.TheUSAmay not be obligated to intervene to rescue Taiwan, Singapore, India, Israel,
Saudi Arabia, or Ukraine. But abandoning them would confer advantage to competitors such as
China, Russia, or Iran. Therefore, the protector’s vulnerability relative to these protégés confers on
them the opportunity to manipulate Washington into intervention.

Taiwan is a case in point. Scholars assume that themain danger concerns entanglement/embold-
enment: Taipei’s belief in automatic US support would embolden it to take risks.124 However, classic
entrapment may be the real threat. Currently, there is no cut-off point where the ill-defined US
support for Taiwan must end. Presumably, the American red line consists of defending Taiwan
and Penghu, but does not extend to the two other islands Taipei claims, Kinmen and Mazu, which
have already caused crises in 1954 and 1958. Furthermore, the USA opposes Taiwan proclaiming
its independence. Therefore, if Taiwan insists on independence, or defends Kinmen and Mazu, it
should find itself on its own. But is the USA realistically able to abandon Taiwan?

As the world’s leading producer of semiconductor chips, essential for computers, smartphones,
cars, planes, and weapon systems, Taipei enjoys indirect dependence relative to the USA. Of the
chips used by US semiconductor producers, 92 per cent originate in Taiwan, as do 50 per cent of
the world’s most advanced chips.125 The USA cannot afford to lose Taiwan to China without jeop-
ardising its technological edge. Additionally, East Taiwan’s deep-water harbours confer significant
advantage in detecting enemy submarines and keeping one’s own on station. A recent study esti-
mates that controlling Taiwan would increase China’s attack ability against American sea lines of

119Walt, ‘Alliances in a unipolar world’, p. 114.
120David Saul, Victoria’s Wars: The Rise of Empire (London: Penguin, 2009).
121Available at: {https://foreignassistance.gov/}; available at: {https://www.state.gov/u-s-bilateral-relations-fact-sheets/}.
122Mazarr et al., Security Cooperation in a Strategic Competition, pp. 21–7, p. 104, p. 23.
123Mazarr et al., Security Cooperation in a Strategic Competition, pp. 13–20, 102–3.
124Nancy Bernkopf Tucker, Dangerous Strait: The US–Taiwan–China Crisis (New York: Columbia University Press, 2005);

Thomas Christensen, Taylor Fravel, Bonnie Glaser, Andrew Nathan, and Jessica Chen Weiss, ‘How to avoid a war over Taiwan’,
Foreign Affairs (13 October 2022).

125Richard Cronin, ‘Semiconductors and Taiwan’s “Silicon Shield”: A wild card in US technological and geopolitical
competition’, August 16, 2022, available at: {https://www.stimson.org/2022/semiconductors-and-taiwans-silicon-shield/}.
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communication ‘by roughly 50%’.126 Moreover, abandoning Taipei would confront the USA with
audience costs fuelled by the powerful Taiwan lobby. US leaders would stand accused of harming
America’s reputation by refusing to stand up to China and being an unreliable protector in the
Indo-Pacific. Since the USA is a democratic protector, any threat of abandonment is likely to be
undermined by American public opinion, with punishment dealt to decision-makers supporting
it. Therefore, Taiwan could borrow a page out of the Porte’s playbook, and combine chain-ganging
and audience costs manipulation to drag the US gradually into fighting on its behalf.

In light of these findings, the two sides’ positions in the ongoing debate concerning whether
alliances and partnerships are assets or liabilities, and whether the USA should undertake them,
appear overstated. Instead, with entrapment an enduring risk, commitments present a state with
unavoidable trade-offs between advantages and disadvantages.There is no such thing as a cost-free
commitment.

Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0260210524000731.

Video Abstract. To view the online video abstract, please visit: https://doi.org/10.1017/S0260210524000731.
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