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Why Divide and Rule Is Not Preferred: The Formation and Adjustment of the US
Ukraine Policy from the Perspective of Alignment Cost
XIAO He (38)

[ Abstract] Traditional international relations studies have long regarded “divide and rule”
as a self-evident optimal approach in interstate competition, with wedge strategy occupying
a central position in alliance theory. However, this theoretical framework has increasingly
failed to explain the empirical realities of US strategic behavior in the current era of great
power competition. The Biden administration’s simultaneous confrontation with China and
Russia, exemplified by its aggressive Ukraine policy, risks a costly two-front engagement.
It stands in stark contrast to the Trump administration’s destabilizing recalibration of transat-
lantic relations, which weakened multilateral efforts to contain China. Both cases defy alli-
ance theory’s core expectations. While conventional analyses attribute these deviations to
domestic political “irrationality” , a reassessment of alliance theory suggests an alternative
explanation; states may rationally eschew wedge strategy due to shifting perceptions of
alignment costs. A comprehensive understanding of alignment costs reveals that the differ-
ences in Ukraine policy between the Biden and Trump administrations primarily stem from
significant shifts in their perceptions of the costs of aligning with Europe. The current US
Ukraine policy does not aim at allying with Russia to counter China. Meanwhile, the policy
adjustments will seriously weaken the transatlantic alliance, presenting new opportunities for
China to advance a multipolar world.
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