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Abstract: How should foreign policy analysts understand the American response to the Russian 
invasion of Ukraine in 2014?  Despite widespread bipartisan recognition that Eastern European 
states, from the Baltic States to the Black Sea, were experiencing their most severe crisis since at least 
the end of the Cold War, the United States responded with little military support to the region.  
Even though all sides agreed on the need for a larger response, the tepid reaction to the Russian 
invasion was due to the partisan divide over the means of addressing the issue.  This divide foreclosed 
the two main options for the President: a redeployment of forces from the United States or a larger 
military and budget.  This disagreement over the means, rather than the ends, counter intuitively 
prevented a response for which both parties expressed support.  
 

fter the Russian annexation of Crimea in 2014, the United States expanded its 
military presence in Eastern Europe.  However, the expansion in Eastern 
Europe was a small one that allies, American military planners, and a 

bipartisan set of politicians considered to be too little to deter further Russian 
aggression or to reassure American allies.1  Why was the response so modest when 
seemingly everyone was calling for a robust response that included thousands more 
American soldiers and a permanent U.S. military presence? 

The key to understanding the U.S. response in Eastern Europe is that it 
came at a time of divided government in Washington, D.C.  Members of Congress 
first refused to authorize changes to domestic bases that could save money and 
provide for flexibility in moving U.S.-based forces abroad.  Second, both parties used 
this restriction as a means to justify a general increase in defense spending.  This 
second stage of the process became a further battle over Democrats’ effort to 
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leverage a need for boosted defense spending into a concomitant increase in 
domestic nondefense spending as well. 

This case shows several things, including: the power that Congress still 
maintains over foreign policymaking; the role of partisanship in constraining the 
president’s foreign policy options even when the parties agree on the foundational 
issue; and the extent to which domestic policy fights over distributing resources 
within the United States can outweigh strategic considerations. 
 
Theoretical Context 
 

Previous studies of strategic issues rarely adequately account for domestic 
politics within the United States, despite numerous works showing that politics do not 
stop at the water’s edge.  Many of these studies revealed that partisanship matters 
most significantly as a mechanism for constraining the President’s freedom to use 
force.2  Partisanship influences military spending,3 the invocation of the War Powers 
Resolution,4 and the perception of foreign threats.5  

Going back at least as far as the 1950s, the field of International Relations 
has recognized that there are institutionally diverging incentives when it comes to 
foreign policy.6  Congress possesses the ability to constrain the President’s ability to 
make war, regardless of partisan affiliation.7  Congress also has a greater incentive to 
focus on the distributional aspects of foreign policy than the President possesses, as 
members’ electability is closely tied to the economic prospects in their districts.8  

Partisanship and the division of power in Washington, D.C. can wield a large 
influence over foreign policy, but strategic considerations still determine a great deal 
about where U.S. forces deploy, as well as the extent to which strategic necessity can 
overcome partisan differences.9  The strategic considerations in Eastern Europe 
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