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Course Description

Power Shifts introduces the study of power in international affairs, and the importance of history
in understanding the present, through a set of cases ranging from antiquity to our own time. The
main themes are how to build a strong and capable state, how to decide on issues of war and
peace, and how to set strategies that have lasting value. The course also introduces the study of
history as a way of thinking about the present. History and an historical sensibility can give
policymakers a keener appreciation of what it possible to do in the present, but also of what must
be avoided and what needs to be changed. The course is taught through cases, and requires a
high level of involvement in discussion.

Course Outline

Nobody can understand the present without an understanding of the past. History is all we have
to go on in providing the resources for making sense of our world. Successful policymakers often
understand this and turn the past to their advantage. By studying change at key points in human
history, change wrought by impersonal structures or personal decisions, we can prepare ourselves
better for taking charge of our future, for promoting or steering change when needed.

Power Shifts looks at major shifts in history from European and Asian antiquity up to today. It
looks at power in all its dimensions – material, demographic, technological, ideological, military,
religious – and shows how power has influenced and been influenced by major transformations
in global history. Our aim is to better identify the causes and the shapes of power shifts, but most
fundamentally to remember and understand that power does, in fact, shift, even in what seem to
be the most established orders.

We have prepared cases specifically for this class; the purpose of the cases is to illuminate how
people in the past have reacted to major change and how their choices may help us understand
the tools and options that are at our disposal when making critical decisions. That said, the aim
of the class is not just narrowly to help you use history as a decision-maker, if that is the career
path you choice, but to help you use history as good citizens, thinking critically about the past
and the way others might use it, contemplating global affairs at their broadest.
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Readings

Although short, additional readings may be assigned as term goes on, the main readings for
Power Shifts are the cases written specifically for this class. These are 15-20 pages and consist of
an “A” and a “B” part. The “A” part is structural. It deals with the situation around a particular
power shift — the material, ideological, military, and other realities of the time, as we now
understand them. The “B” part is oriented towards a particular decision, in which people had to
make their own choices in response to circumstances that, sometimes, they could barely see.

You must study the cases carefully before each meeting, since the discussion will be based on the
issues raised in the cases. You will be expected to cite evidence from the cases, and to refer to
them when necessary. Reading the cases properly is sufficient to contribute meaningfully to the
class discussions, but if you are preparing a presentation, writing papers on a topic, or are
otherwise interested, you may wish to consult the further material available on Canvas.

Some rules of thumb:
•

Read the whole case about a week before the first class meeting, taking notes and
outlining what you see as the main questions raised in the case. Review each part of
the case, and your notes, the day before class.

•

Decide what the main points of change are, and what matters most in the situation.

•

Decide what you see as the values, policies, and capabilities of the policymakers.

•

Decide what it was possible for policymakers to do, and what not; reflect on why.

•

Decide what the consequences of given and alternative policies might be.

•

Think about comparisons with other cases, whether parallels or differences, and how
such comparisons help you understand the case under review.

•

Base your thinking on the explicit evidence available in the case.

•

For the “B” sections, it is imperative that you try to place yourself in the shoes of the
policymaker. Think about their objectives, their options, and the relationship between
their ends and their means. Think, about whether the policymaker’s assessment of the
desired outcomes was right, and how well they assessed the power shifts of their time.
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Teaching

There is one weekly session for this class. Most weeks we will be dive deep into a case, but in a
few we will pause to reflect on case comparisons or overall learning outcomes. For some cases, we
will begin with presentations, usually in character. (Acting skills are unnecessary, but imagination
is not unwelcome.) You will be divided into assignment groups; these groups will be used for
breakout discussions in most classes, and for the preparation of presentations.

There will also be four book sections, one roughly every three weeks, taught by the instructor and
the teaching fellows. These online seminars will delve into a recent or important book that might
help you think about historical change, or the nature of our modern world, or at least give you an
insight into what professional historians write about, and how. Attendance is not compulsory,
but you are expected to attend whenever possible, and participation may tilt your grade upwards
if you find yourself on the margins, i.e. from an A- to an A, a B to a B+, and so on. The books
are exceptionally useful to know and think with, and you will get more out of the course if you
engage with them fully. It is hoped that these sessions will range widely, letting us talk broadly
about history and its contemporary applications — possibly with the authors in attendance.

Assessment
Participation

Case discussion is absolutely dependent on student participation. 40% of the class grade is based
on participation of three kinds:
•

Contributions to discussions

•

Contributions to presentations

•

Contributions to online discussions

After reading each case with care the week before we meet, please submit a response to the case
on Canvas, whether that is your own view on it, or a response to that of another student. Preclass responses are due by 9 p.m. the day before class. No responses are necessary before class on
March 12. We expect that you will try to make the online forum into a discussion, so please take
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into account what others have written, and to respond, extend, or even (respectfully) challenge
your classmates. You will be graded on the nature, frequency, and concision of your responses,
and on the extent to which responses develop constructive discussion.

You may miss one pre-class response without penalty, but missing a response makes it nearcertain that you will be cold-called during class. No responses are necessary before/after classes
without listed cases, or before/after book sections. The nature of the pre-class responses could
take forms such as:
•

Here is my position on the overall significance of this case.

•

Here is something I really wonder about concerning this case.

•

Of the cases we have discussed, is X more like Y than Z?

•

Are any empirical elements omitted from the case?

•

Here is a book or an article that I have read that really contributes to this week’s case.

•

Here is a real-life situation that reminds me about the choices this week.

•

Here is an ongoing issue in foreign affairs in which policymakers would benefit from
thinking about this case.

•

Here is how I think this case links to the overall themes of the course.

Paper 1

You will submit a memo from a member of the U.S. State Department’s Policy Planning Staff
(you) to the Director of Policy Planning. Knowing of your interest in history, the Director has
asked you to summarize, assess, and reflect upon the debate among historians and/or political
scientists about whether there is or must be a “new Cold War” between the United States and
the People’s Republic of China.

The memo should summarize the main points of this debate, drawing on your understanding of
the past, the nature of the Cold War, and (potentially) the importance of other analogies. The
assignment is intended less to assess your understanding of the specific content of U.S.-China
relations and more to encourage you to show that you can read historians and political scientists
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critically, that you can interrogate an analogy with sensitivity and awareness. Stay close to the
strategic question, giving a sense of the stakes and proscriptive policy options of the debate.

You should read as broadly as possible within this debate, including in the latest issues of Foreign
Affairs, Foreign Policy, and other journals, as well as in the opinion pages of reputable
newspapers. Subscriptions to all of these are available through the Yale Library. Articles to start
with include:

Odd Arne Westad, “Has A New Cold War Really Begun?” Foreign Affairs, March 27,
2018
Charles Edel and Hal Brands, “The Real Origins of the U.S.-China Cold War,” Foreign
Policy, June 2, 2019
Niall Ferguson, “The New Cold War? It’s With China, and It Has Already Begun,” New
York Times, December 2, 2019
Melvyn P. Leffler, “China Isn’t the Soviet Union. Confusing the Two Is Dangerous.”
The Atlantic, December 2, 2019

For background reading on the U.S.-China relationship and on the analogies through which to
think about it, start with the following, exploring the links within them as well:

Odd Arne Westad, “The Sources of Chinese Conduct,” Foreign Affairs, September 2019
Jessica Chen Weiss, “A World Safe For Autocracy? China’s Rise and the Future of
Global Politics,” Foreign Affairs, July/August 2019
Kurt M. Campbell and Mira Rapp-Hooper, “China Is Done Biding Its Time,” Foreign
Affairs, July 15, 2020
Michael McFaul, “Xi Jinping Is Not Stalin,” Foreign Affairs, August 10, 2020
Julian Gewirtz, “China Thinks America Is Losing,” Foreign Affairs, November 2020
Alexandra Evans “Thinking In (Napoleonic) Times: Historical Warnings For An Era of
Great-Power Competition,” War on the Rocks, December 18 2020
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Paper 1 is 20% of the class grade. It is due by 9 p.m. on March 11, and should be uploaded to
Canvas as a Word document with 1-inch margins, double line spacing, and a 12-point serif font.
Citations should be footnotes with single line spacing and a 10-point, serif font. The memo will
have a body of 1,500 words, and a further executive summary of 100 words.

Paper 2

Paper 2 is 40% of the class grade. You will submit a paper that applies at least two of the cases
discussed in class or in the book sections to a strategic question of your choice. The paper can be
in any form, but must be clearly argued, stick close to the relationship between the cases and your
chosen area, and include specific policy recommendations. Grading will pay more attention to
how you reason with history, and less to your chosen subject.

Paper 2 is due by 9 p.m. on May 12, and should be uploaded to Canvas as a Word document
with 1-inch margins, double line spacing, and a 12-point, serif font. Citations should be
footnotes with single line spacing and a 10-point, serif font. The paper will be no longer than
3,000 words.

This paper is intended to give you an opportunity to apply historical reasoning to an area of your
own interest or expertise, but the paper must deal with subjects covered in class, as seen from one
angle or another. Given this freedom, it is crucial that you discuss your proposed paper with the
teaching fellows or the lecturer before April 1, and preferably earlier. All papers will need to be
approved by the teaching fellows or the lecturer. A paper abstract of 300 words should be
uploaded to Canvas as a Word document by 9 p.m. on April 8.

Class Policies

You are expected to attend every class, synchronously and with cameras on throughout, and to be
prepared to discuss the cases and make contributions to our collective learning. Absences will be
excused for medical or family emergencies and religious holidays, if the instructor is informed in
advance; classes will be recorded. Students are expected to schedule other business around class
meetings. Students are also expected to attend the entirety of each class, and are advised to
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schedule other courses and obligations in a way that allows them to be at each session for its
duration. Technology notwithstanding, late arrivals and early exits will count as absences.

Students who are entitled to reasonable accommodations in class are welcome to speak with the
instructor. General information can be found at sas.yale.edu.

Academic Integrity

Papers must be appropriately referenced, and all quotations must be appropriately cited. Students
seeking guidance regarding proper citation and academic honesty should refer to Yale policies.
Yale takes academic integrity seriously, and any violations could have serious consequences, such
as failing the course and expulsion. If you still have questions as to whether or not you have used
citation properly, please speak with the instructor before turning in your written assignment.

Respect

Power Shifts depends on civil, respectful, open-minded discussion, so that all of us can live and
work in an environment free of harassment, unfair treatment, and fear. The university expects all
members of our community to refrain from actions or behaviors that intimidate, humiliate, or
demean people or groups, or that undermine their security, based on traits related to race,
ethnicity, religion, gender identity/expression, sexual orientation, age, or physical or mental
ability, including learning and/or developmental disabilities and past/present history of mental
disorder or other category protected by state or federal law. Be kind.

Enrollment

Enrollment in Power Shifts is strictly limited to first-year students in the MA in Global Affairs,
as well as students in the MAS in Global Affairs.

GLBL 803: 9
Section 1: Introduction
February 5
1.1 What are power shifts, and how can we learn from them?

Why does the power of states and societies rise and fall? The first part of this session will provide
an introduction to the debates about the character, purpose, and exercise of power within and
between states. We will discuss different forms of power and how concepts of it have changed
over time. We will also look at how debates about power shifts relate to our world today. The
second half of this class will introduce ideas about the purposes of history. Please read:

William Inboden, “Statecraft, Decision-Making, and the Varieties of Historical
Experience: A Taxonomy,” Journal of Strategic Studies 37 (2014): 291-318
John Lewis Gaddis, The Landscape of History: How Historians Map the Past (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2002), 1-16, 129-151

Section 2: Building a Strong State

February 12
2.1 The Han Empire

A. The Growth of the Han Empire’s Power
B. The War against the Yue, 112-111 BC

This case is about the character of the Han Empire and its decision to conquer and incorporate
what is today southern China, around 100BC. The case deals with Confucianism, imperial
ideology, cultural claims to centrality, and methods for imperial colonization and integration.

From around 180BC the Han Empire had become increasingly preoccupied with securing its southern
border. The Minyue and Nanyue, two kingdoms in the south, were mainly inhabited by Vietnamesespeakers. The two kingdoms alternated between cooperation and conflict with the Han in a bid to keep
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their independence. In 111BC, a pro-Han leadership in Nanyue was overthrown. The Han responded
with a full-scale invasion. Between 111BC and the end of the Han Empire in 220AD all of the region
was integrated into China and local identities mostly wiped out by cultural assimilation, colonization,
and genocide. Today the population is Chinese, and the region is part of the People’s Republic of China.

Date TBD, w/c February 15
Book Section 1

Paul Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers: Economic Change and Military
Conflict from 1500 to 2000 (New York: Vintage, 1987)

February 19
2.2 Philip II and Habsburg Spain

A. Habsburg Spain
B. The Spanish Armada, 1588

This case is about the Spanish empire under Philip II. The case deals with religious rights to
rule, the social and economic structure of the empire, the Habsburg inheritance in Europe,
Spain’s control of the Americas, and the conflict between Spain and England.

In 1588 the Spanish Empire under Philip II was the most powerful European state. Not only had
Philip united the Spanish and Portuguese empires, but he had continued the Spanish expansion in the
Americas, controlling most of South America and significant parts of North America. Spain also
controlled the Netherlands and parts of France and Italy, as well as numerous settlements on the African
and Asian coasts. Philip, who was a devout Catholic, saw England as an upstart nation of pirates and
religious dissenters. But his 1588 expedition against England failed and his armada was destroyed. The
loss broke Spanish dominance of the Atlantic as well as Philip’s dreams of uniting Europe.
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February 26
2.3 The United States and the Marshall Plan

A. The Crisis in Europe, 1945-1947
B. The Marshall Plan and the US Congress, 1948

This case is about the Truman Administration’s mobilizations to confront the Soviet Union and
assist European recovery in the early Cold War. The case deals with political leadership,
reactions to a perceived emergency, bipartisanship, and the building of overseas alliances.

The Truman Administration interpreted Soviet actions in Europe and Asia as threats to the causes for
which the United States had fought World War II, such as non-aggression, political democracy, and
economic freedom. But some Americans questioned whether the United States would be well served by
further foreign involvements, and some of the regimes Truman helped were hardly democracies. Even so,
the President managed to get bipartisan support for massive foreign aid programs and new permanent
military alliances. Some of these institutions have lasted up to today.

March 5
2.4 What makes a strong state? And how can history help?

The three cases we have looked at all include a significant element of fundamental choice for the
future. What are the essential qualities that make a state strong and capable? What is necessary
to make good decisions under difficult circumstances? And what role can history play in helping
us think about the answers, in making good decisions, or assessing our times? Please read:

Peter E. Gordon, “Why Historical Analogy Matters,” NYR Daily, January 7, 2020
Samuel Moyn, “The Trouble With Comparisons,” NYR Daily, May 19, 2020

March 11, 9 p.m.
Paper 1 due
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Section 3: Handling War and Peace
March 12
3.1 The Outbreak of the Peloponnesian War [no pre-class responses necessary]

A. The Sparta-Athens Rivalry and Its Consequences
B. Deciding for War, 432BC
Presentations: Sparta and Athens before the Greek Assembly

This case is about why Athens and Sparta decided to go to war against each other, the conduct
of the war, and its consequences. The case deals with strategies of a rising power (Athens) and of
a status quo power (Sparta), ideologies, the definition of interests, the significance of alliances,
and the rhetoric of war as solution to a power shift dilemma.

In 433BC Athens decided to intervene militarily in a conflict between Corinth and its former colony,
Corcyra. The intervention prevented a Corinthian victory. Athens also intervened in a number of other
local conflicts. Sparta believed that the rising power of Athens and the Athenians’ insistence on the
universal validity of their ideology made Athens an immediate threat to their state’s survival.
Encouraged by its Corinthian allies, Sparta in 432BC declared war, leading to a thirty-year war that
destroyed the state system of ancient Greece.

Date TBD, w/c March 15
Book Section 2

Stephen Wertheim, Tomorrow, the World: The Birth of U.S. Global Supremacy
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2020)
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March 19
3.2 The outbreak of World War I

A. The European Powers, 1900-1914
B. German decisions, July-August 1914
Presentations: Advising the Kaiser, July 28, 1914

This case is about the causes of war within a system of great powers. The case deals with
alliances, political credibility, military strategies, and mobilization of domestic political and
strategic resources.

The newly united Germany had been the rising power in Europe since the 1870s. It had engaged in an
arms race with the dominant global power, Great Britain. Local wars in the Balkans had threatened to
draw in the Great Powers, which, by 1907, were organized in two main alliances: Germany was allied
with Austria-Hungary, and Britain with France and Russia. Austro-Hungarian meddling in the
Balkans intensified the sense of crisis. When the heir to the Austrian throne was assassinated in Sarajevo
in June 1914 by Slavic nationalists, Austria-Hungary issued an ultimatum to Serbia, which it accused
of being behind the murder. Russia, which viewed Serbia with sympathy, mobilized four of its military
districts. On July 28, 1914 Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia and a week later World War I
began.

March 26
3.3 The United States invasion of Iraq, 2003

A. New Peril, Old Adversary: George W. Bush, 9/11, & Iraq
B. Deciding on the invasion, 2002-03

This case is about the invasion and occupation of a country that is considered a strategic threat to
a great power’s interests. The case deals with long term diplomatic and strategic priorities, fear of
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consequences of military inaction, alliance building and deterioration, and challenges to post-war
reconstruction.

After the end of the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, the United States was the
undisputed global Superpower. Its military capabilities were unmatched and it was at the center of an
expanding world capitalist system. Still, a solution to the strategic, political, and economic problems of
the Middle East seemed to elude successive US administrations. In September 2001 an Islamist terrorist
group, originating in the Middle East, attacked inside the United States, killing 3,000 people. The
United States responded by invading Afghanistan, where the group’s main bases were, overthrowing its
government and establishing a new regime there. Meanwhile, Iraq, led by a radical nationalist party
whom the Middle Eastern Islamists detested, refused to comply with demands to allow UN inspectors
unfettered access to its weapons production facilities. The Bush Administration suspected that Iraq, with
which the United States had fought a brief war in 1991, was producing weapons of mass destruction. In
March 2003 the United States and its allies invaded Iraq and removed its government. The invasion
set off a series of wars that have lasted up to today.

Date TBD, w/c March 29
Book Section 3

Kyle Harper, The Fate of Rome: Climate, Disease, and The Fate of Rome (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2017)

Section 4: Setting Strategies
April 2
4.1 The Consolidation of the Islamic Empire

A. The Rise of Islam, 610-700
B. The Choices of Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan
Presentation: How to Treat Non-Muslims under Sharia Law, c. 700

GLBL 803: 15
This case is about the rise of a new religion and the consolidation of an empire that is built on
the faith. The case deals with religious justifications for war and expansion, the establishment of
sharia as a religiously based legal code for the empire, and the incorporation of Christians, Jews,
and other groups under Muslim rule.

Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan of the Umayyad dynasty ruled from Damascus as the caliph of the Islamic
Empire from 685AD to 705AD. The first part of his reign coincided with the second Fitna, a time of
civil war among Muslims, from which Abd al-Malik emerged victorious. By the time of his death the
empire had expanded from the Middle East to north Africa, Central Asia, and parts of India,
encompassing slightly less than one third of humanity at the time. The Caliph’s biggest challenges were to
build a strong state and economy, while integrating the different population groups, most of whom were
not Muslims, under Islamic rule. Abd al-Malik saw himself as the key authority in both religious and
secular matters and attempted to practice Sharia – Islamic law – so that it did not conflict with the needs
of his empire or of the peoples within it.

April 8, 9 p.m.
Paper 2 abstracts due

April 9
4.2 The Dutch East India Company

A. The Birth of ‘Jan Compagnie’
B. The One Thousand Options of Jan Pieterszoon Coen

This case is about the expansion of the Company in eastern Asia and its trading and financial
operations. The case deals with patterns of trade and settlement, profit-making, forms of
investment and financial rewards, the challenges of seaborne communication, and conquest and
diplomacy along the coasts of Asia.
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The Dutch East India Company (VOC), founded in 1602, dominated European trade in Asia for more
than a century. From its bases in India, Indonesia, Malaya, Taiwan, and Japan it supplied Europe
with spice, tea, porcelain, silk and other products. It also facilitated inter-Asian trade that was highly
profitable. Through its ownership structure as a company owned by its shareholders and existing for their
profit, the VOC revolutionized not only trade but also investment and finance. Its biggest challenges
were its dependence on cooperation with Asian states as well as with Dutch authorities, the need to
maximize profit for its investors, and the long lines of communication between its Amsterdam
headquarters and the Governor General in Batavia (Jakarta). In the 18th century, as the Netherlands’
influence in Europe declined, the VOC came under increasing pressure from its British competitors.

April 16
4.3 German Unification, 1990

A. The Division of Germany and the Cold War
B. The Two-Plus-Four Negotiations and the Unification of Germany

This case is about the global position of the United States in the 1980s and President Bush’s
strategy towards eastern Europe and the Soviet Union during the collapse of Communist rule.
The case deals with Cold War strategies, state and ideological collapse, national reunification
(Germany), avoiding ethnic conflict and nuclear proliferation, and reconfiguring the
international system after the fall of a superpower.

Even though US-Soviet relations had been rapidly improving after Mikhail Gorbachev became Soviet
leader in 1985, the Cold War still defined the international system when the eastern European
revolutions of 1989 broke out. President George H.W. Bush had to find a US policy that encouraged
change in Europe while avoiding a confrontation with the Soviets. This need became especially acute
after the Communists lost control in East Germany and the country was heading towards unification.
At the same time, Bush had to figure out how to approach the situation inside the Soviet Union in 1990
and 1991, as Gorbachev’s reforms were stalling and he began to lose control of his own country.
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Date TBD, w/c April 19
Book Section 4

Mary Elise Sarotte, The Collapse: The Accidental Opening of the Berlin Wall (New York:
Basic Books, 2015)

April 23
Break day

April 30
4.4 China’s Strategy Today

A. China’s Rise
B. China’s Strategy in the South China Sea Today
Presentations: CCP Politburo Debates South China Sea Strategies

This case is about defining a national strategy for China today. It deals with identifications of
national purpose, regional strategies, the relationship to the United States, the needs of the
Chinese economy, and the positions taken by different groups within the Chinese leadership.

China today faces key choices about its international orientation. After a generation of rapid economic
growth, China is now the most powerful country in Asia. But it has few friends among its neighbors and
its form of government is different from that of most other countries. China’s relationship with the
United States, the world’s predominant power in the post-Cold War era, veers between rivalry and
accommodation. What would be the best strategy for China’s leaders over the next five years, both with
regard to its region and its relations with the United States?
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Section 5: Managing Power Shifts
May 7
5.1 The Uses of the Past

Even the best laid international strategy cannot last forever. But how do states make good
strategy that can endure beyond the next twist in the international situation? How can objectives
and capabilities best be balanced? How can states develop multi-faceted strategic capabilities?
How can democracies set international priorities that may last beyond the next election? Do
authoritarian regimes have an advantage in strategic policymaking? Is there such a thing as
durable “national interest” in international affairs? And what role can history play in answering
all of these questions? We have learned about historical power shifts and what has brought them
about. But are what can we learn from the past? Please come ready to discuss the following:

Graham Allison, “The Thucydides Trap: Are the U.S. and China Headed for War?” The
Atlantic, September 2015
Paul W. Schroeder, “The Risks of Victory: An Historian’s Provocation,” The National
Interest, December 1, 2001

May 12, 9 p.m.
Paper 2 due

