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French, German, and
Russian opposition to the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003 brought to the fore a
question that has been a staple of scholarly and policy debate since the 1991
fall of the Soviet Union: Is the international system on the cusp of a new bal-
ancing order? In the early-to-mid-1990s, the issue in dispute was when to ex-
pect the return of multipolarity.1 By the turn of the millennium, the puzzling
absence of a balancing coalition against the United States became the focus of
the debate.2 Now the question is whether balance of power politics is emerg-
ing in a new and subtler guise.

It was a mistake to expect “hard balancing” to check the power of the inter-
national system’s strongest state, a growing number of analysts maintain,
because, under unipolarity, countervailing power dynamics ªrst emerge more
subtly in the form of “soft balancing,” as it is typically called.3 T.V. Paul pro-
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vides a concise deªnition of this basic concept: “Soft balancing involves tacit
balancing short of formal alliances. It occurs when states generally develop en-
tentes or limited security understandings with one another to balance a poten-
tially threatening state or a rising power. Soft balancing is often based on a
limited arms buildup, ad hoc cooperative exercises, or collaboration in re-
gional or international institutions; these policies may be converted to open,
hard-balancing strategies if and when security competition becomes intense
and the powerful state becomes threatening.”4

For the many analysts who use the concept, soft balancing is a warning sign
that the age-old counterbalancing constraint is latent but subtly operative. For
them, soft balancing is not just issue-speciªc diplomatic wrangling but a
reºection of the underlying systemic concentration of power in the United
States. As Josef Joffe put it concerning the policies of France, Germany, and
Russia on Iraq, “What was their purpose? To save Saddam Hussein? No, of
course not. It was to contain and constrain American power, now liberated
from the ropes of bipolarity.”5

As a staple of punditry both in the United States and abroad, the balance of
power metaphor has contributed signiªcantly to the growing popularity of the
soft-balancing argument in scholarly circles. Commentators hail each new co-
ordination effort among major powers that excludes the United States as an
epoch-making “axis.” Indeed, the leaders of other major powers—notably the
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presidents of France, Russia, and China—sometimes invoke the balancing
proposition themselves, arguing that their policies are intended to foster the
return of a multipolar world.

This conºuence of theoretical expectations, journalistic commentary, and po-
litical rhetoric lends initial plausibility to the soft-balancing proposition and
partly explains its current popularity as an argument for restraint in U.S. for-
eign policy. The growing popularity of the soft-balancing argument raises one
of the most important questions in international relations today: Are recent
state actions that have the effect of constraining U.S. foreign policy an out-
growth of the systemic balancing imperative? If the soft-balancing argument is
right, then the international system’s current equilibrium could shift toward a
rapid escalation of constraints on the United States. As Stephen Walt warns,
“Successful soft balancing today may lay the foundations for more signiªcant
shifts tomorrow. If other states are able to coordinate their policies so as to im-
pose additional costs on the United States or obtain additional beneªts for
themselves, then America’s dominant position could be eroded and its ability
to impose its will on others would decline.”6

So far, the soft-balancing argument has only been asserted. In this article, we
conduct the ªrst rigorous evaluation of soft balancing by performing four
tasks. First, we show how the high stakes involved in this debate are closely
linked to its underpinnings in balance of power theory. We demonstrate the
core conceptual components that a theory of soft balancing must have to yield
the soft-balancing argument that is so often applied to the United States today.

Second, we address the principal analytical ºaw in the arguments of soft-
balancing proponents: their failure to consider alternative explanations for the
state behavior they observe. Other states obviously sometimes take actions
that make it harder for the United States to advance its foreign policy goals, in-
cluding its military security. Yet just because other states’ actions periodically
constrain the United States does not mean that soft balancing explains their
behavior. Analysts’ failure to address alternative explanations for the con-
straint actions undertaken by other states biases the discussion in favor of the
soft-balancing argument. We remove this bias by putting forward four obvious
but nevertheless overlooked alternatives to soft balancing: economic interest,
regional security concerns, policy disputes, and domestic political incentives.

Third, we redress an equally critical weakness in the case for soft balancing:
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the absence of a careful empirical analysis of the phenomenon. We compare
the strength of soft balancing to alternative explanations in the four most
prominent cases that soft-balancing proponents have highlighted: Russian as-
sistance to Iranian nuclear efforts; Russia’s strategic partnerships with India
and especially China; enhanced military coordination among members of the
European Union; and opposition to the U.S.-led war in Iraq. In the fourth sec-
tion, we show why it is crucial to distinguish policy bargaining from
balancing.

We conclude that although states do periodically undertake actions that end
up constraining the United Sates, the soft-balancing argument does not help to
explain this behavior. There is no empirical basis for concluding that U.S.
power, and the security threat that potentially inheres in it, has inºuenced re-
cent constraint actions undertaken by the other major powers. Our examina-
tion therefore provides further conªrmation of the need for analysts to move
beyond the familiar but misleading precepts of balance of power theory. In-
stead, new theorizing is needed that is more appropriate for understanding se-
curity relations in today’s unipolar era.

Beyond the theoretical stakes, our analysis has repercussions for the debate
over U.S. foreign policy. Put simply, soft balancing is not a compelling argu-
ment for U.S. restraint. The champions of the soft-balancing perspective uni-
formly oppose the recent “new unilateralist” turn in U.S. foreign policy.7

Although we agree with their main recommendation—that the general dispo-
sition of the United States ought to be restrained—we do not agree that this
recommendation can be derived from any variant of balance of power theory.8

We ªnd no evidence to support the expectation that the coordinated actions of
other major powers will compel the United States to be restrained. Instead, the
case for restraint will hinge on convincing U.S. foreign policy makers that it
serves the United States’ long-term interest.

The Stakes in the Soft-Balancing Debate

No one disputes that states sometimes undertake actions that either hamper
the ability of the United States to further its foreign policy aims in the short
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term or are contrary to its long-term preferences. The United States is not om-
nipotent, and other states’ actions have clearly complicated Washington’s abil-
ity to pursue its foreign policy interests effectively. The challenge is in
explaining and assessing the general signiªcance of this behavior. After all, the
United States has long had to contend with actions that ran counter to its ob-
jectives, not just from its competitors but from its major allies as well. Consid-
er, for example, what happened in the decade that followed the Cuban missile
crisis in 1962: France defected from NATO’s military command; the United
States was unable to obtain assistance from its major European allies in con-
ducting the Vietnam War; Germany, Japan, and other countries stubbornly re-
sisted a devaluation of their currencies; and France sought to undermine the
Bretton Woods system by purchasing large amounts of gold from the U.S.
Treasury. These actions all took place in the shadow of the Cold War, which
provided a reference point for judging their signiªcance. In the bipolar stand-
off, the United States and the Soviet Union provided the other with a yardstick
for measuring the implications and signiªcance of policy changes by third
states. As a result, it was apparent that although the United States and its ma-
jor allies had a relationship that was not always harmonious, they were far
from being geopolitical rivals.

In today’s unipolar system, in contrast, no comparable reference point ex-
ists. When any state begins to undertake actions that are contrary to U.S. inter-
ests, it is hard to estimate exactly how far it has traveled toward becoming a
geopolitical rival. In turn, no identiªable yardstick exists for assessing the neg-
ative consequences of various state policies. The soft-balancing argument is
inºuential precisely because it provides a familiar framework for making such
assessments. In a unipolar system, the argument is, actions that may appear
similar to inter-allied squabbling of the bipolar era are actually early warning
signs of a coming era in which the United States will face increasing, and in-
creasingly consequential, opposition deriving not just from the speciªc policies
it may adopt but also from the very fact of its power.

The link to balance of power theory is what gives the soft-balancing argu-
ment this dramatic punch. Take away that link, and soft balancing collapses
into a portentous-sounding term to describe conventional policy disputes and
diplomatic bargaining. It follows that the soft-balancing argument must share
some core features with balance of power theory. The theory posits that be-
cause states in anarchy have an interest in maximizing their long-term odds of
survival (security), they will check dangerous concentrations of power (he-
gemony) by building up their own capabilities (internal balancing) or by ag-
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gregating their capabilities with other states in alliances (external balancing).
The theory sounds simple, but it is fraught with ambiguity and remains the
subject of ongoing scholarly dissension.9 Moreover, many classical and mod-
ern formulations of the theory do not apply to the United States today, and so
they cannot serve as the conceptual basis for soft balancing.10 But despite the
numerous setbacks it has received in the world of academic research, the basic
proposition that state systems tend toward balanced power still has a strong
claim on many analysts’ thinking. Two popular formulations of the theory
clearly do yield implications for the United States today: Kenneth Waltz’s
structural variant and Stephen Walt’s balance of threat version.11

Waltz’s theory deªnes hegemony as “unrivaled power” and predicts a gen-
eral tendency toward balance. According to his theory, U.S. hegemony is so ex-
treme that robust predictions of balancing emerge.12 Walt modiªed the theory,
notably by including perceptions of intentions as a factor that inºuences bal-
ancing. According to Walt, the willingness of other states to bear the high costs
of balancing the United States depends not only on its power but also on its in-
tentions, as revealed to other states by its behavior.13
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9. For a sampling of this discussion, see John A. Vasquez and Colin Elman, eds., Realism and the
Balancing of Power: A New Debate (Saddle River, N.J.: Prentice Hall, 2003).
10. See Jack Levy, “What Do Great Powers Balance Against and When?” in Paul, Wirtz, and
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the tradition of Western international theory that includes Morgenthau, Claude, Gulick, and
Dehio, would predict balancing against the United States” today. Ibid., p. 30. A prominent modern
example is John J. Mearsheimer’s offensive realist theory, which encompasses a version of balance
of power theory that applies only to contiguous great powers and not to offshore powers such as
the United States. Indeed, Mearsheimer’s theory yields an explanation for the recent, more inde-
pendent behavior of some U.S. allies that is the opposite of soft balancing: a response to the fear of
the retraction rather than the expansion of U.S. power. “America’s Cold War allies have started to
act less like dependents of the United States and more like sovereign states,” he writes, “because
they fear that [Washington] . . . might prove to be unreliable in a future crisis.” Mearsheimer, The
Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: W.W. Norton, 2001), p. 391.
11. Kenneth N. Waltz, Theory of International Politics (Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley, 1979); and
Stephen M. Walt, The Origins of Alliances (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1987).
12. To be sure, Waltz and some of his followers have claimed that their theory explains balanced
outcomes without necessarily predicting balancing strategies by states. See Kenneth N. Waltz, “In-
ternational Politics Is Not Foreign Policy,” Security Studies, Vol. 6, No. 1 (Autumn 1996), pp. 54–57.
This argument makes the theory exceedingly general, extremely difªcult to falsify and test, and
impossible to apply to any speciªc case. More important, accepting the contention that balance of
power theory does not predict balancing would sever it from the soft-balancing argument, which
is explicitly about state strategies. We can set this claim aside, however, because Waltz has stated
that his theory predicts balancing against U.S. unipolarity. Hence, he expects that causal mecha-
nism to be in play today, however subtly. See Kenneth N. Waltz, “Structural Realism after the Cold
War,” International Security, Vol. 25, No. 1 (Summer 2000), pp. 5–41; and Kenneth N. Waltz, “Evalu-
ating Theories,” American Political Science Review, Vol. 91, No. 4 (December 1997), pp. 913–917.
13. Walt, “Keeping the World ‘Off Balance.’”
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The soft-balancing argument combines elements of Waltz’s structural bal-
ance of power theory and Walt’s balance of threat theory. In keeping with the
intellectual history of balance of power theory, both formulations are systemic
when applied to the United States.14 For each, balancing is action taken to
check a potential hegemon. It reºects systemic incentives to rebalance power,
rather than the speciªcs of a given issue. It is action, moreover, that would not
have been taken in the absence of the prospect of a dangerous concentration of
power in the system. The key point is that balance of power theory is not rele-
vant to state behavior unrelated to systemic concentrations of power, which is
arguably much of what goes on in international politics.

For the soft-balancing argument to have the explanatory and predictive
punch its proponents advertise, it must be connected to these same underlying
causal mechanisms. Soft balancing must be linked causally to the systemic
concentration of power in the United States. U.S. behavior is so important only
because the United States is so powerful. Soft balancing is action that would
not be taken if the United States were not so powerful; it is not merely a
reºection of a speciªc policy dispute with Washington.

In addition, soft balancing must reºect the imperative of security seeking
under anarchy, something advocates of the concept are keenly aware of.15 Soft-
balancing proponents raise the concern that states will increasingly see the
concentration of power in the United States as a direct security threat, espe-
cially if it comes to be seen as having malign intentions. As Walt puts it, “If the
United States acts in ways that fuel global concerns about U.S. power—and in
particular, the fear that it will be used in ways that harm the interests of many
others—then the number of potential ‘soft balancers’ will grow.”16 Balancing
has been muted to this point, the argument goes, for two main reasons: the
Soviet Union’s sudden demise left the United States in such a commanding
position that putting together a balancing coalition is especially hard; and the
United States had acquired a reputation for benign intentions that is only now
being undermined by actions such as the war in Iraq. The prediction is that as
other states gain relative capabilities and update their assessments of the U.S.
threat, they will begin to take soft-balancing measures. Under the logic of soft
balancing, these measures must plausibly be linked to enhancing these states’
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security vis-à-vis the U.S. threat. In undertaking these measures, states must
rationally expect to constrain the threat posed by the United States and so be
more secure as a result. Actions that are expected only to frustrate U.S. policies
without affecting the real capability of the United States to threaten the secu-
rity of other major powers fall outside the logic of soft balancing.

Alternative Explanations

How does one identify soft balancing? The answer matters greatly for both
policy and theory, yet it remains elusive because soft-balancing proponents
have not supplied the conceptual tools to distinguish behavior that is an out-
growth of the systemic balancing imperative from what we might call “unipo-
lar politics as usual.” Crucially missing from the literature is sufªcient
recognition that other explanations besides soft balancing exist for state ac-
tions that constrain the United States. As a result, analysts tend to treat nearly
any behavior that complicates U.S. foreign policy as soft balancing. We remove
this bias by setting out four alternative explanations.

economic interest

States may undertake actions that hamper the conduct of U.S. foreign policy
not principally because they wish to do so, but rather to advance economic
gains, either for the state as a whole or for powerful interest groups or business
lobbies. A government’s interest in fostering economic growth or obtaining
revenue for itself or its constituents may be unrelated to the presence of a he-
gemon on the horizon or the potential security threat it poses.

regional security concerns

States routinely pursue policies to enhance local security that are unrelated to
constraining U.S. hegemony. For a variety of reasons, there is a greater de-
mand for regional policy coordination than existed in the past: a vast increase
in the number of states; a consequent increase in the overall number of weak
or failed states; and the rise of transnational security challenges such as orga-
nized crime, terrorism, drug trafªcking, and refugee ºows. Major powers
frequently face incentives to enhance their capabilities—often through collabo-
ration with other regional states—in response to these local or regional con-
cerns. These efforts may result in shifts in relative power—and perhaps in
reduced U.S. freedom of action—even if constraining U.S. hegemony is not an
important driver of them.
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policy disputes and bargaining

Other states may undertake actions that constrain the United States not in re-
sponse to the security threat presented by U.S. hegemony, but rather because
they sincerely disagree with speciªc U.S. policies. Governments may resist a
given U.S. policy because they are convinced that it is ill suited to the problem
at hand or otherwise inappropriate, and not because they think it directly
threatens their security or that opposition to it will reduce U.S. power over the
long term. If so, then soft balancing is a misnomer, for the behavior concerned
is unrelated to maximizing security under anarchy by checking a dangerous
systemic concentration of power. In short, other states may push back against
speciªc U.S. policies (pushing back because they disagree) and not against U.S.
power in general (pushing back because they fear or wish to challenge U.S. he-
gemony). Given the reasonable expectation of future policy differences on var-
ious issues, and therefore the expectation of future policy bargaining, it
follows that states may take actions intended to increase, or at least maintain,
bargaining leverage over the long term. This is where policy bargaining takes
forms that most closely resemble what analysts mean by soft balancing. As we
show below, there are crucial analytical differences between long-term bar-
gaining enhancement strategies and real soft balancing.

domestic political incentives

Opposing the United States on a particular issue may be a winning strategy
domestically even for leaders with no general interest in constraining U.S.
power. Only domestic opposition that is an outgrowth of the security threat
ºowing from U.S. power can be thought of as a manifestation of soft balanc-
ing. All other ways in which the domestic politics of other countries may feed
actions that complicate matters for the U.S. government fall outside the logic
of soft balancing. Speciªcally, soft balancing does not encompass opposition to
the United States that is a manifestation of the unpopularity of a particular
U.S. policy. In addition, opposing the United States may be strongly compati-
ble with long-standing historical, political, or cultural understandings—either
for the nation as a whole or for individual political parties—that predate any
recent shift in U.S. foreign policy, or indeed the rise of unipolarity.

soft balancing versus the alternatives

To the degree that these other four explanations account for actions that con-
strain U.S. foreign policy, the soft-balancing argument is weakened. It would

International Security 30:1 80



be surprising to ªnd no evidence consistent with the soft-balancing expla-
nation. Just as unlikely would be evidence that soft balancing is the only expla-
nation in play—even though the concept’s proponents essentially imply just
such an expectation by failing to consider alternatives. The real issue is relative
salience. Determining the strength of the various explanations, however, is no
easy task.

The key cases of soft balancing are quite recent, so reliable inside informa-
tion can be scarce. The chief putative soft-balancing powers—France, Russia,
and China—are also not known for the transparency of their executive
decisionmaking. And public rhetoric presents difªcult analytical challenges. A
government with a sincere interest in soft balancing may not want to advertise
it. At the same time, all four other dynamics may generate balancing rhetoric
from policymakers, creating prima facie evidence for a soft-balancing explana-
tion. Leaders motivated chieºy by domestic political considerations are hardly
likely to say so; they may detect domestic political advantage in touting the
balancing element even if countering the threat from U.S. power is not the real
issue. In turn, leaders who have sincere policy differences with the United
States may talk up balancing to help build a coalition to increase their bargain-
ing leverage. Being seen by Washington as a potential soft-balancer has risks,
to be sure, but it also holds out the promise of magnifying one’s bargaining
inºuence and the signiªcance of any concessions one might make. Govern-
ments that pursue relative economic advantages for themselves or their con-
stituents may ªnd it convenient to cloak the policy in high-minded talk about
checking U.S. power. And the United States is so prominent on the global stage
that it can potentially serve as a convenient focal point for other states that
seek to cooperate on regional security issues. States will likely have strong dis-
agreements on the speciªcs of how to cooperate at the regional level; a public
stance against U.S. policies may be one issue they can agree on. Balancing rhet-
oric can thus be a useful rallying point for stimulating regional cooperation.

Balancing talk, moreover, is often as cheap as it is useful. A state can ratio-
nally be expected to address an issue only to the degree that it has the capabil-
ity to do so. Actors and observers expect France to play a far more substantial
role in resolving an issue in the Balkans than in North Korea, and vice versa
for China. Yet because of the United States’ globe-girdling capabilities, critical
U.S. involvement is likely to be expected in both cases. This illustrates the im-
mense gap between the set of issues the United States might rationally be ex-
pected to address seriously and the corresponding issue sets of the other great
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powers. As a result, there is a range of issues over which they can take posi-
tions without expecting to be compelled to bear the costs of their resolution.
Ultimately, rhetoric is a poor indicator of the salience of soft balancing.

Perhaps recognizing these challenges, proponents of the soft-balancing con-
cept frequently place more emphasis on its portents for the future than on
its contemporary signiªcance. For the argument to be taken seriously, how-
ever, there must be evidence for its current explanatory value.17 Otherwise,
soft balancing is not an explanation but an expectation: a mere reassertion of
the well-known, neorealist prediction of the return of multipolarity that has
been advanced since 1990, which is also typically formulated in an unfalsi-
ªable manner.18

Although some uncertainty will always attend judgments about such recent
events, there are observable implications of the differences between soft bal-
ancing and the other explanations we delineated. In assessing the competing
arguments, two guidelines are most important. The ªrst is the overall sig-
niªcance of the policy. Soft balancing is not an argument about symbolic ac-
tion. It applies only to policies that promise to do something to increase
constraints on or shift power against the United States. The second guideline is
policymakers’ willingness to accept trade-offs between constraints on the
United States and other valued objectives. Soft balancing is not an argument
about preferences but rather behavior. Many politicians in France, Russia,
China, and other putative soft-balancing states periodically express a prefer-
ence for what they often call “multipolarity” (although by this they usually
mean multilateralism). They also express a desire for mutually beneªcial part-
nerships with the United States, robust economic growth, prosperity, and
many other values. The question is: How much are they willing to give up to
obtain constraints on the United States? The United States is so powerful that
no state can meaningfully seek to check it single-handedly; policymakers who
wish to take this route will need to work in conjunction with other states that
must also see a compelling interest in doing so—to the point that they will
consistently seek opportunities to check U.S. power even when the pursuit of
this goal conºicts with other priorities.
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Testing Soft Balancing against Unipolar Politics as Usual

Using these guidelines, we evaluate the relative strength of soft balancing
compared with the other explanations identiªed above in the four most promi-
nent cases highlighted by proponents of the concept. These cases have at-
tracted so much attention from advocates of soft balancing because they share
three key characteristics: (1) they involve coordination among two or more
states in areas directly related to security; (2) at least one great power, and in
most cases several of them, are involved; and (3) they feature state actions that
make it harder for Washington to advance its foreign policy goals.

russian “strategic partnerships” with india and china

In some respects, Russia’s strategic partnerships with India and especially
China represent the strongest case of soft balancing.19 These are treaty-
governed relationships that have resulted in a net shift in the distribution of
military power against the United States. Russia’s own military is presently
unable to use most of the output of its defense industry. To the extent that its
strategic partnerships with India and China permit the transfer of some of this
output to militaries that can use it effectively, the net effect is a shift in relative
power. Moreover, Russia-China cooperation includes the creation and promo-
tion of a regional security organization that excludes the United States—the
Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO). In the end, however, each of the
three elements that make up the much-touted “Asian triangle”—the diplo-
matic relationships, the SCO, and the arms sales—deªes a soft-balancing
interpretation.

Although Russian, Chinese, and (to a lesser extent) Indian leaders periodi-
cally describe their diplomatic partnerships as an expression of their prefer-
ence for a multipolar world, there is little evidence that balancing U.S. power
is a driving force behind them. Rhetoric notwithstanding, the policies are
crafted precisely to avoid the need for any of the parties to face a trade-off be-
tween their mutual partnerships and their key bilateral relationships with the
United States. Russia’s partnership with India amounts to a Soviet holdover
based on the Friendship Treaty of 1971, whose language implied weak security
obligations even in the Cold War, and the largely symbolic Declaration on Stra-
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tegic Partnership signed by Russian President Vladimir Putin and Indian
Prime Minister Atal Behari Vajpayee in 2000. The Russia-China Treaty on
Good-Neighborliness, Friendship, and Cooperation, signed in 2001, capped
more than a decade of improving bilateral ties, but it similarly lacks anything
resembling a mutual defense clause.20 While the treaty obligates the signato-
ries in a general sense to maintain the global equilibrium and to consult each
other in the event of security threats, neither it nor any other public Russo-
Chinese agreement entails any observable or costly commitment to counter
U.S. power. No mutual undertaking by the two powers in accordance with
their partnership has involved major costs in their relationships with the
United States. The same is true of Russia’s cooperation with India.

This reluctance to jeopardize relations with the United States is not surpris-
ing to experts on all three countries. Russia, China, and India are pursuing
grand strategies that highlight economic and institutional modernization, a
goal that requires cordial relations with the United States and the global eco-
nomic institutions over which it has such a strong inºuence. The strategy has
yielded high growth rates for all three countries in recent years. Moreover, in
all three cases, policymakers have explicitly reoriented their strategic priorities
to emphasize regional security issues such as terrorism and weapons prolifera-
tion on which they tend to have roughly similar preferences to those of the
United States.21

A signiªcant constraint on the development of deep Russia-China security
ties is the nature of their economic relationship: trade between the two coun-
tries remains anemic; they do not have complementary economies from which
high levels of trade can develop; and both are dependent to a large degree on
inward ºows of capital and technology, which come mainly from the West.
Even more important, Russia’s willingness to commit to its Asian partnerships
is limited by its perceived weakness in the region.22 Russians remain wary of
China’s growing economic and diplomatic clout, and express a general prefer-
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ence for diversifying Russia’s Asian relationships. Suspicions plague both
countries, stemming partly from mutual fears that each is using the other only
to gain leverage over Washington. Many Russian analysts regard their coun-
try’s partnership with India as a hedge against rising Chinese power in Asia.
Russia tends to sell India more advanced weapons systems than it exports to
China, and the agreements on the joint design and production of weapons that
Russia has signed with India also tend to be deeper and more comprehensive
than the arrangements that Moscow has made with Beijing. Russian ofªcials
are quick to cite these facts when questioned by domestic critics who accuse
them of mortgaging Russia’s security through the arms transfers to China.

These background factors all help to explain the real role and limitations of
the SCO. Russian and Chinese leaders have frequently used SCO gatherings to
express their preference for a multipolar world, and observers sometimes see
the organization as a coordinating mechanism for counterbalancing U.S.
power in the region.23 Yet an examination of the organization’s real activities
belies this interpretation.24 The SCO’s main initial goal was conªdence build-
ing among the new states in the region, especially by resolving old Soviet-
Chinese border disputes. China further sought to stabilize and secure its
borders from Islamic extremism, a factor that threatened not only post-
Soviet Central Asia but also the restive Xinjiang region of western China.
China feared that the Uighur separatists were receiving funding and arms
from Uighurs in its neighboring states, as well as from Afghanistan. Russia
shared the common threat of an increasingly Islamicized Chechen separatist
movement. Uzbekistan joined the SCO in 2001 as it sought a common forum
for responding to the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU)—a transnational
guerrilla threat.25 The SCO signed a declaration on June 15, 2001, expanding its
mission in the region and focused increasingly on terrorist threats, religious
extremism, and to a lesser extent, arms and narcotics trafªcking. The orga-
nization announced the creation of a counterterrorism center in Bishkek,
Kyrgyzstan, known as the Regional Antiterrorism Structure (RATS), but the
project stalled and few assets were invested or resources committed.26
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A key problem with interpreting the SCO as an example of soft balancing is
that the main issue that China, Russia, and the Central Asian states agreed
upon that warranted an upgrading of the organization was counterterrorism.
Having coordinated the SCO around this issue, however, the members were
unable to assemble the capabilities required to address it. This shortcoming
was made brutally evident after the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001,
when U.S.-led Operation Enduring Freedom quickly toppled the ruling
Taliban in Afghanistan and weakened the IMU—the very threats whose rise
had just begun to provide the SCO’s raison d’être. The U.S. deployment to
Afghanistan created a contradiction between the SCO’s rhetorical role as a
counterbalancing mechanism and its operational role as a regional security or-
ganization. China and Russia resolved the contradiction by bandwagoning
with the United States in the war on terror. Indeed, on September 14, 2001, the
SCO was the ªrst international organization to issue a formal statement con-
demning the attacks on the United States. An extraordinary meeting of SCO
foreign ministers in Beijing in January 2002 pledged the organization’s support
for the UN Security Council resolutions on Afghanistan and the international
war on terror.27

In short, pragmatic regional cooperation is the chief driver of the SCO, with
soft-balancing rhetoric sometimes providing a convenient focal point for rally-
ing greater collaboration. The real core of Russia’s relationships with India and
China, however, is not the diplomatic partnerships but extensive military
coproduction arrangements and major arms sales. Yet Russia’s interest in these
exports is not driven by the need to counterbalance U.S. power but rather by a
desperate need to slow the inexorable decline of its military industrial com-
plex. Between 1992 and 1998, Russia experienced what was probably the steep-
est peacetime decline in military power by any major state in history.28

Weapons procurement and spending declined dramatically after 1991, and by
2000 only 20 percent of Russia’s operational weapons stocks were modern,
compared with 60–80 percent in NATO countries.29 Maintenance and training
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are dismal; personnel problems are dire and getting worse.30 Unable to subdue
the Chechen rebels, the Russian military is beset by so many problems of such
magnitude that experts agree that major reforms entailing huge expenditures
are critically necessary simply to forestall its continued decline. Increased bud-
getary outlays and intensiªed reform efforts are thus driven by deep problems
of decay that are unrelated to counterbalancing U.S. power.

Arms sales are a substrategy that aids Russia’s more general interest in stav-
ing off further military decline. Given the collapse of domestic orders (in 2001
only 10 percent of Russian defense ªrms received state orders), Russia’s de-
fense sector possesses massive excess capacity.31 Exports are a lifeline for a mil-
itary industry producing less than one-third of its 1992 output, and rapidly
losing technological competitiveness. Russia wants to sustain a core defense
manufacturing capacity until economic growth affords it the opportunity to
modernize its surviving military infrastructure and to transfer excess defense
workers and production capacities into more competitive sectors. Even more
immediately, exports aid a defense sector that supplies income and welfare
services to hundreds of thousands of workers and their families, provides the
economic lifeblood of dozens of cities, and enriches numerous managers and
public ofªcials. Military industry represents one of the few high-technology
sectors in which Russians remain competitive, and they perceive a strong over-
all commercial interest in promoting exports.

In sum, the evidence concerning Russia’s major arms relationships over-
whelmingly indicates that Moscow’s eagerness to sell weaponry to Beijing and
New Delhi is only indirectly and marginally connected to the issue of U.S. he-
gemony. If the United States were to cut its defense outlays by two-thirds to-
morrow, Moscow’s interest in arms sales would be undiminished, as would
India’s demand. To be sure, China’s demand for Russian military hardware is
partly a response to U.S. military support for Taiwan, but China’s desire to en-
hance its bargaining position over the Taiwan Strait has been a constant since
1949 and hence is not causally related to the advent of unipolarity after 1991 or
recent U.S. security behavior. And what makes the soft-balancing argument
superªcially applicable to the case is not that China wants to import weap-
ons. If the Chinese obtained weaponry from Israel or South Africa, it would
hardly attract the attention of soft-balancing proponents. The arms sales seem
so signiªcant because they come from Russia, suggesting interstate coopera-
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tion to balance U.S. capabilities. Yet the evidence strongly indicates that it is
regional security needs in conjunction with economic concerns, not soft bal-
ancing, that explain Russian military sales to both China and India.

the moscow-tehran connection

Analysts commonly interpret great power support for states that are oppo-
nents of the United States as soft balancing. Russia’s relationship with Iran is
the most prominent case in point.32 Russia has assisted Iran’s nuclear program,
cooperated in space technology and other high-technology areas, sold large
quantities of military hardware (Iran is Russia’s third largest customer, after
China and India), and pursued a general policy of engagement with Iran. Such
policies helped to buttress Iran against pressure from Washington for nearly a
decade.

There is scant evidence, however, that a desire to balance U.S. power ex-
plains the relationship. Regional security concerns and economic incentives
have remained consistently at the forefront. Russia has numerous reasons be-
sides balancing U.S. power to seek good relations with Iran. Nuclear sales,
technology transfers, and other moves that appear to bolster Iran serve as part
of an engagement strategy that is itself driven by Moscow’s need for Iranian
cooperation in resolving a complex nexus of regional issues surrounding the
exploitation of petroleum and other natural resources in the Caspian. Even re-
gional analysts who stress the importance of geopolitics do not accord balanc-
ing the United States a signiªcant role in explaining the Moscow-Tehran
connection.33 As in the China case, Moscow has no incentive to alienate Teh-
ran. At the same time, the two states remained at loggerheads on local issues
throughout the 1990s and early 2000s, placing limits on the scope and depth of
their cooperation.

Russia’s arms sales to Iran buttress this general strategy of engagement. But,
as in the China and India cases, economic incentives loom large for all the rea-
sons noted above. The issue of nuclear cooperation attracts the most attention
from analysts. From the early 1990s on, Russia was the only major power
openly cooperating with Iran in this area, defying occasionally intense pres-
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sure from Washington. The chief problem with a soft-balancing interpretation
is that Russia experts are virtually unanimous in regarding the Moscow-
Tehran nuclear connection as driven principally by economic concerns. No one
in Russia is able to develop a plausible argument for how the country’s secu-
rity would beneªt from Iran’s nuclearization. Russia’s ofªcial policy is that
proliferation of weapons of mass destruction “is the main threat of the 21st
century.”34 The commercial interests in play are substantial enough, however,
to induce Moscow to set a relatively high bar for proof of the relationship’s
proliferation risks.

Nuclear technology is a declining asset inherited from the Soviet Union that
ªgures importantly in Russia’s small share of high-technology exports. With
abundant hydrocarbon-fueled electrical generation capacity and declining de-
mand compared to Soviet times, the domestic market for nuclear technology
has dried up. Foreign sales are vital to sustaining essentially half of the atomic
energy ministry’s activities, and Iran is a major market.35 Viktor Mikhailov,
Russia’s atomic energy minister when the agreement with Iran was initiated,
summed up the motivation succinctly: “What could Russia have brought onto
world markets? We only had one strength: our scientiªc and technical poten-
tial. Our only chance was broad cooperation in the sphere of peaceful nuclear
energy.”36

Large sums of money for the atomic energy ministry and associated ªrms
are at stake. Russia’s construction of Iran’s Bushehr reactor alone is worth up
to $1 billion; reprocessing fuel is also lucrative; and more reactor projects are
planned. And the Iranians, Russians stress, pay cash. Boosters of these deals
claim that the total value of the long-term relationship could exceed $8 billion
and involve orders for more than 300 Russian companies. Moreover,
signiªcant numbers of high-technology jobs—many located in politically cru-
cial and economically strapped regions of Russia—are involved.37 The Russian
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atomic energy ministry remains a formidable interest group in Moscow poli-
tics, and its lobbyists work hard to make the case publicly and in Kremlin cor-
ridors that the nuclear sector is critical to Russia’s modernization drive.38

Russia’s substantive foreign policy behavior is consistent with this analysis.
When the economic and regional security incentives for engaging Iran appear
to contradict Russia’s general antiproliferation stance, the latter wins. The ex-
tent of Iran’s nuclear weapons–related programs came to the fore in 2002–03,
and they turned out to have been based not on the Russian project but on pur-
chases from the transnational nuclear proliferation network run from Pakistan
by Abdul Qadeer Khan, as well as indigenous efforts. In response to the new
evidence, Moscow recalibrated its policy in 2003. Russia reafªrmed its com-
mitment to nonproliferation and its desire to see Iran submit to robust Interna-
tional Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) inspections. To allay potential IAEA
concerns regarding the Bushehr reactor, Russia secured a deal with Iran on re-
turning all fuel to Russia for reprocessing. The Russians also pressured Tehran
to sign and implement the IAEA additional protocol, which imposed further
restrictions and openness on the Iranian program. Ultimately, U.S. and interna-
tional concerns about the proliferation risks of Russia’s nuclear project eased,
resulting in diminished diplomatic pressure on Moscow.

Russia’s continued reluctance to adopt an American-style hard line on Iran’s
nuclear program is the result of the same regional security, and especially eco-
nomic, incentives. In expressing their reservations concerning further pressur-
ing of Tehran, President Putin and other top government ofªcials stressed the
fear that if Russia backed away from its contract with the Iranians, American
or European companies might move in to exploit the opening. As Putin put it,
“We will protest against using the theme of nuclear weapons proliferation
against Iran as an instrument for forcing Russian companies out of the Iranian
market.”39 Moscow wants guarantees that international efforts to compel Iran
to comply with IAEA strictures do not come at the expense of Russia’s com-
mercial interests. Nor do Russian foreign policy makers want to forgo the dip-
lomatic dividends of their position as the great power with the best ties to
Tehran, unless Iranian recalcitrance vis-à-vis the IAEA forces them to.

In short, there is no basis for concluding that soft balancing plays any role in
Russia’s relationship with Iran. Regional security concerns ªgure importantly
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in the larger diplomatic relationship, while economic incentives are the driver
behind their nuclear cooperation.

eu defense cooperation

Since the turn of the millennium, member states have made concerted efforts
to enhance the European Union’s Security and Defense Policy (ESDP), includ-
ing the development of a 60,000-man rapid reaction force, a new security strat-
egy, a defense agency to support efforts to improve military capability, and
most recently, the formation of 1,500-man “battle groups” capable of higher in-
tensity operations.40 European ofªcials sometimes justify these efforts by
stressing that they will lay the foundation for a larger EU role in regional and
global security, thus implicitly reducing U.S. inºuence. For many analysts, this
is a clear case of soft balancing.41 The evidence, however, does not support
such an interpretation.

Far from being a response to U.S. hegemonic dominance, the EU’s attempts
to increase its military capability are seen by European analysts and
decisionmakers as necessary to deal with the prospect of the United States’ de-
creased presence in Europe and reduced willingness to solve Balkans-style
problems for its European allies.42 For example, in explaining the origins of the
ESDP, the director of the European Union’s Institute for Security Studies,
Nicole Gnesotto, notes that “because American involvement in crises that were
not vital for America was no longer guaranteed, . . . the Europeans had to or-
ganize themselves to assume their share of responsibility in crisis management
and, in doing so, maintain or even enhance the United States’ interest within
the Alliance.”43 For many of the key member governments, notably the United
Kingdom, the corrosive effects of European military weakness on the transat-
lantic alliance provided the key impetus for enhancing EU capabilities. Most
analysts thus concur that EU defense cooperation can go forward only if it is
seen as complementary to the alliance with the United States. That is, some de-
gree of U.S. support is a necessary condition of the ESDP’s further progress. In-
deed, the forces that the Europeans are actually seeking to create complement,
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rather than compete with, U.S. capabilities because they provide additional
units for dealing with Balkans-style contingencies or peacekeeping missions
abroad.

Moreover, the EU will be unable to measurably narrow the overall gap in
military power vis-à-vis the United States in the foreseeable future. Only seven
of the 1,500-man battle groups—intended for smaller stability operations
along the lines of the EU’s Operation Artemis in the Congo—are projected for
2007. After six years of effort, the 60,000-man rapid reaction force still faces
major hurdles: an independent task force of the EU’s Institute for Security
Studies identiªes eight key strategic deªciencies, ranging from deployability
and sustainability to interoperability and strategic decisionmaking.44 When
this force will be able to operate independently from U.S. transport, communi-
cations, and other forms of logistical support remains unclear. Both the rapid
reaction force and the battle groups are not standing forces but rather pools of
national units on which the EU can draw if the Council decides unanimously
to use military force. And as Robert Cooper points out, “There is no member
state for which EDSP is central to its security policy.”45

Even if all currently envisioned forces materialize according to plan, they
will do little to create any serious ability to constrain the United States. Indeed,
generating a usable force for peace enforcement may work against the devel-
opment of such a potential check on U.S. power. Unless Europeans assume a
much greater willingness to pursue higher defense expenditures, investments
toward making the rapid reaction contingent into a credible force will have to
come at the expense of developing advanced systems capable of competing
with or displacing those ªelded by U.S. forces. In the opinion of most military
analysts familiar with developments on both sides of the Atlantic, the most
likely trajectory—even if all goes well for the EU’s current plans—is a widen-
ing of the gap in high-intensity military capabilities in favor of the United
States.46 Over the past three decades, the United States has spent three times
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more than all of the EU members combined on military research and develop-
ment. This gap will affect the development of assets and capabilities for de-
cades to come.

Hence, far from sacriªcing other preferences to create capabilities that might
constrain the United States, the Europeans may be sacriªcing limited resources
that could potentially be useful for countering U.S. power to create capabilities
that largely complement those of the United States.47 Why then do leaders
in Europe sometimes use balancing language when describing these new
forces? To begin, the overwhelming majority of the rhetoric is about building
up capabilities for reasons other than balancing the United States; indeed,
much of this rhetoric is about trying to be a better partner of the United States,
not a competitor.

Sometimes, however, politicians do use balancing language to describe their
aims for EU military strengthening, in part because increasing EU military ca-
pabilities involves ªnancial and other costs that many member states seem
very reluctant to bear. To the extent that this force is portrayed as a means of
checking U.S. power, some of this hesitance may be reduced, if only because
adopting a more independent EU foreign policy is popular among the public
in Europe. Paying for such independence, however, is unpopular in Europe,
which is why EU aggregate defense spending has steadily declined even as
European politicians’ rhetoric about defense has escalated. The result is a cre-
scendo of calls for enhanced EU military capabilities and an alphabet soup of
new organizational initiatives but relatively limited operational output on the
ground.

In sum, the evidence indicates that regional security needs, not soft balanc-
ing, are the principal driver of EU defense cooperation. To this point, there is
also no indication of European willingness to pay the economic costs to take
the necessary steps to develop military capabilities that could meaningfully re-
duce the gap with the United States.

opposition to the iraq war

Unlike Russia’s Asian partnerships, opposition to the U.S. invasion of Iraq did
not entail measurable shifts in hard power. It nonetheless seemed tailor-made
for the soft-balancing argument. On a policy it declared vital to its national se-
curity, the United States faced opposition from key allies. The opposition was
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not haphazard but coordinated in elaborate diplomatic exchanges. And the
leaders of France, the linchpin of the “coalition of the unwilling,” made a point
of describing their policy as part of an overall preference for a multipolar
world. Not surprisingly, such efforts propelled the soft-balancing argument to
the forefront.48

Nevertheless, this argument dramatically oversimpliªes and misrepresents
what occurred. Soft balancing played no discernable role for some of the prin-
cipal actors in the drama. For others, strategic calculations that superªcially re-
semble soft balancing, but actually stem from a different logic, interacted in
complex ways with other incentives that also pushed strongly toward con-
straining the United States. Even a generous rendering of the soft-balancing ar-
gument would accord it at best a minor role.49

germany and turkey. A central link in the complex chain of events that
ended in the failure of the U.S. attempt to achieve a second UN Security Coun-
cil resolution authorizing the invasion of Iraq was Germany’s uncompromis-
ing opposition to U.S. policy and, as a consequence, a brief but dramatic shift
in post–Cold War Franco-German relations. For the ªrst time in more than a
decade, Berlin was the supplicant in the relationship, which presented Paris
with an attractive opportunity to regain its status as the EU’s driver just as it
was expanding to include a raft of new Central European member states.50

This shift originated in German domestic politics. To be sure, Chancellor
Schröder expressed doubts about the wisdom of invading Iraq long before
Germany’s election campaign got under way in the summer of 2002. But his
need to recapture elements of his political base soon pointed irresistibly to-
ward taking an especially strong stand on the issue. Running on a dismal eco-
nomic record and having alienated his more left-wing supporters with tough
economic proposals and a series of controversial new German military com-
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mitments abroad, Schröder was trailing in the polls and facing near-certain de-
feat as the political season began to ramp up. His political advisers told him
that his re-election hinged on recapturing two key left-wing constituencies,
both of which had strong, long-standing antiwar preferences: core Social Dem-
ocratic Party (SPD) activists, and left-wing voters in Eastern Germany who
were defecting to the paciªst and anti-American Party of Democratic Socialism
(the successor party of the former Communists).51

Then came what one Schröder operative called “the miracle” of Vice Presi-
dent Dick Cheney’s August 26 speech calling for preventive war in Iraq and
questioning a UN-based approach.52 The speech generated intensely negative
reactions throughout Europe and gave the Schröder team a chance to relaunch
its re-election bid on an uncompromising antiwar platform. The campaign’s
tenor and dynamic changed immediately. As antiwar passions mounted, eco-
nomic issues, on which the Christian Democrats’ Edmund Stoiber had been
campaigning effectively, receded into the background. Political incentives
pushed Schröder toward an increasingly uncompromsing antiwar stand. Even
after President George W. Bush moved away from Cheney’s initial stance and
took the Iraq matter to the UN, Schröder adopted a hard-line position, declar-
ing his refusal to support the use of force even if sanctioned by the Security
Council. Yet as strident as he became on Iraq, Schröder never expressed his op-
position in balancing or multipolar terms, sticking to a script of policy opposi-
tion on strategic grounds combined with a general posture as a principled
socialist heroically standing up to a U.S. president who embodies everything
German leftists loathe.53 Even so, important sectors of the socialist-leaning
elite and media, to say nothing of swathes of more centrist SPD voters, were
uncomfortable with Schröder’s stance, preferring a more statesmanlike posi-
tion that upheld the centrality of the UN.54

A second link in the story of constraining the United States on Iraq was Tur-
key’s decision not to permit the U.S. military to use its territory for an assault
on Saddam Hussein’s army. In hindsight, the Turkish government’s move did
not undermine the invasion’s operational effectiveness, but this was not clear
at the time, and it may have affected the resolve of France and others in their

Hard Times for Soft Balancing 95

51. Martin Walker, “The Winter of Germany’s Discontent,” World Policy Journal, Vol. 19, No. 4
(Winter 2002/2003), p. 37.
52. Ibid.
53. See, for example, Jeffrey Herf, “The Perfect Storm and After: Retrospect and Prospect for
American-German Relations,” American Institute for Contemporary German Studies, July 29,
2004, http://www.aicgs.org/c/herfc.shtml.
54. Pond, Friendly Fire, chap. 3.

http://www.aicgs.org/c/herfc.shtml


interactions with the Bush administration. Accordingly, many analysts view
the Turks’ decision as an example of soft balancing.55 In this case, however, the
domestic political dynamic was even more dominant than in Germany, for it
overwhelmed a strategic decision to support the United States. Of key impor-
tance here was Turkey’s baleful experience of the 1990–91 Persian Gulf War,
which was widely perceived as an economic disaster for the Turks. Also
signiªcant was Turkey’s long-standing concern that upsetting the status quo in
Iraq could alter the political equation regarding the Iraqi Kurds, whose inde-
pendence might incite co-nationals in Turkey itself. These two historical lega-
cies help to explain why any Turkish government would have had to bargain
hard for strong guarantees from the United States to reassure a public that was
especially skeptical about the consequences of another war in the region. Ne-
gotiations with Turkey followed three tracks: political (regarding the degree of
autonomy for Iraqi Kurds and the fate of Iraqis of Turkish descent); military
(concerning where Turkish troops could be deployed in Iraq); and economic
(compensation for the costs that a war would impose on Turkey).

Although the details of the economic package were never fully worked out,
Prime Minister Tayyip Erdogan and the leadership of his Islamist Justice and
Development Party ultimately supported a three-track deal to allow the
United States to use Turkey as a staging ground for the invasion of Iraq and
submitted a resolution to parliament asking their members to support it.56

Erdogan and the party leadership calculated that supporting the Bush admin-
istration would best secure Turkey’s interests in postwar Iraq while maximiz-
ing the economic beneªts. Both the powerful Turkish military and the
opposition Republican People’s Party, however, opted to free ride and let the
ruling party suffer the domestic political costs of pushing through the meas-
ure, assuming, as did Erdogan and most analysts, that it would pass. In the
event, it did win a majority under standard rules. But under Turkish parlia-
mentary rules, the nineteen abstentions meant that the resolution failed by
three votes to win the necessary simple majority of those present. News ac-
counts note that some parliamentarians’ ignorance of this rule may have af-
fected their votes.57 Immediately thereafter, top generals who had previously
opted to free ride sought to reverse the decision. By the time these machina-
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tions got under way, however, the rapid advance of U.S. and British forces in
Iraq radically devalued the importance of the Turkish invasion route.

In sum, the behavior of both Germany and Turkey can be traced to domestic
political incentives unrelated to the concentration of power in the United
States. Russia and France are far more complex actors in this case because both
had stated preferences for multipolarity, general policies of buttressing the role
of the UN Security Council and thus the bargaining value of their veto power
in that body, economic interests in play in Iraq, strong domestic incentives for
standing up to Washington, and sincere policy differences with the United
States over costs and beneªts of a war in Iraq and its relation to the war on ter-
rorism. The interaction among these dynamics was complicated. How did soft
balancing ªt into this mosaic?

russia. In Moscow President Putin and his top foreign policy aides were
reluctant to take the lead in any constraint-coalition against the Bush adminis-
tration, having recently reoriented Russia’s grand strategy toward prag-
matic cooperation with the United States.58 At the same time, they were
inclined to maintain their existing policy on Iraq, under which Russia reaped
rich economic rewards. Russian ªrms proªted handsomely under the UN’s
oil-for-food program, and Saddam Hussein also offered longer-term induce-
ments that Russia could realize only if sanctions were withdrawn: a major de-
velopment contract with Russia’s Lukoil (valued at some $12 billion) and the
prospect of settling Iraq’s state debt to Russia of about $8 billion. As long as
there was some possibility that the Iraq issue could be settled with the Baathist
regime in power, Russia had incentives to position itself to reap these prom-
ised rewards.

Putin’s initial response to these mixed incentives was to keep his options
open with strategic ambiguity. While Foreign Minister Igor Ivanov made
strong statements in opposition to U.S. pronouncements, Putin authorized
ofªcial contacts with Iraqi opposition ªgures and chose to support UN Secu-
rity Council resolution 1441 in November, which warned Iraq of “serious con-
sequences” if it did not meet its disarmament obligations. Meanwhile U.S.
ofªcials sought Russian support by offering inducements—honoring Iraqi con-
tracts with Russian oil companies and promising Russia a role in the postwar
stabilization—that the United States could deliver only after a regime change

Hard Times for Soft Balancing 97

58. On Russia’s reorientation toward the United States, see William C. Wohlforth, “Russia,” in
Ellings and Friedberg, with Wills, Strategic Asia, 2002–03; and Thomas M. Nichols, “Russia’s Turn
West: Sea Change or Opportunism?” World Policy Journal, Vol. 19, No. 4 (Winter 2002/03), pp. 13–
22. On Putin’s strategy and maneuverings on Iraq, see Wohlforth, “Russia’s Soft Balancing Act,” in
Ellings and Friedberg, with Wills, Strategic Asia, 2003–04, pp. 165–179.



in Baghdad. Putin’s most trusted aides reportedly worked hard to reach an
agreement with Bush administration ofªcials.59 But as long as Putin remained
uncertain of U.S. resolve and capability to prevail, he risked more by aligning
himself prematurely with the United States than by standing aloof. If Hussein
somehow survived the crisis—perhaps by satisfying the world that Iraq had
disarmed—Putin would have lost the economic beneªts Baghdad offered and
gained nothing. Pressuring Baghdad to disarm in accordance with resolution
1441 thus had three overlapping beneªts: it maintained the prestige of the Se-
curity Council (Russia’s favored forum); it did not foreclose the possibility of
cooperation with the United States if Hussein proved recalcitrant; and it main-
tained Russia’s potentially proªtable position in case the crisis was resolved
without a full-scale invasion of Iraq.

Ultimately, Russia chose to align with France and Germany in opposing a
second UN resolution authorizing an invasion. In intense diplomatic ex-
changes in January and February 2003, President Jacques Chirac convinced
Putin that France (with Germany) would lead the campaign. With such long-
time U.S. allies taking the lead, Putin could expect that the diplomatic costs of
opposing Washington would be minor. Given the relatively low expected
costs, a number of other factors argued strongly in favor of Putin’s decision.
Putin appears to have considered an invasion to be an unwise and potentially
very costly strategic move that would ill serve the war on terror.60 Strong elite
and popular opinion against U.S. policy in Iraq also doubtless ªgured in the
Russian president’s calculations—parliamentary and presidential elections
were forthcoming. Having just caved in to U.S. pressure on a host of salient is-
sues ranging from the future of the Antiballistic Missile Treaty to NATO ex-
pansion, standing up to Washington was an attractive option—particularly
given that Russia could follow rather than lead the opposition, thereby reduc-
ing the likelihood that its larger efforts to realign with the West would be
thrown off track.

Putin worked hard to ensure that his tack toward Europe did not come at
the expense of a working strategic partnership with the United States. As his
foreign policy aide Sergei Prikhodko put it, “Our partnership with the United
States is not a hostage of the Iraq crisis. There are far too many common values
and common tasks both short term and long term. . . . Our co-operation never
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stopped, even during the Iraq crisis.”61 This was not just rhetoric; concrete co-
operation continued on intelligence sharing, nuclear arms control, NATO ex-
pansion, peacekeeping in Afghanistan, and the multilateral efforts to counter
the proliferation threat from North Korea—all of which helped to ensure that
Russia would not jeopardize its overall relationship with the United States.
And as then National Security Adviser Condoleezza Rice’s famous “punish
France, ignore Germany, and forgive Russia” quip indicates, this strategy
worked.62

france. The primacy of long-standing domestic political factors in the Ger-
man and Turkish cases, and Russia’s extreme circumspection and unwilling-
ness to face any signiªcant trade-off between constraining the United States on
Iraq and other goals, all serve to bring France’s role to the fore. Nevertheless,
soft balancing is notably absent from the three explanations for French policy
upon which expert observers converge.63

First was the policy dispute between the French and U.S. governments. Pres-
ident Chirac, Foreign Minister Dominique de Villepin, and indeed most of the
French policy establishment opposed regime change on a variety of grounds,
chief among them their expectation that an occupation of Iraq would be so
bloody and long as to worsen the problem of al-Qaida-style terrorism.64 Given
France’s large Muslim population and its perceived high exposure to Islamic
terrorism, the potential downsides of a contested occupation of Iraq were
highly salient to French policymakers. Hence, at the outset they faced strong
incentives to bargain with their U.S. allies to try to alter the Bush administra-
tion’s chosen policy. Pushing for the Iraq issue to be played out in the UN
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reºected not only France’s immediate policy interests, but also its long-term
bargaining incentive to maintain the centrality of the Security Council. Once
the Bush administration made it abundantly clear that it would invade Iraq no
matter what, a French policy of criticizing the Iraq invasion could still be seen
as an optimal response, especially given that the invasion’s operational effec-
tiveness did not depend on France’s assistance. France may indeed have been
successful in insulating itself from the potential downsides of the Iraq inva-
sion: indicative in this regard is a recent PIPA poll that found that among the
major powers, France is the one most widely viewed worldwide as having a
positive inºuence.65 Signiªcantly, the French policy of opposing the United
States on Iraq did not simply offer a potential beneªt of insulation from anger
emanating from the Muslim world; the expected diplomatic costs of France’s
opposition to the United States were also unusually low, owing to surprise de-
cisions by two traditionally loyal U.S. allies—Germany and Turkey—to defy
the Bush administration.

Second, informed accounts of French policy highlight the signiªcance of Eu-
ropean regional dynamics. At a time when the EU faced numerous new chal-
lenges from its inclusion of several Central European states, President Chirac
could not afford to lose the policy initiative to Chancellor Schröder, whose
antiwar stance was more consistent with European opinion than Chirac’s ini-
tial posture. Schröder’s vulnerability in the face of Washington’s intense ire at
his decision made him the supplicant in the bilateral relationship with France,
which gave Chirac the opportunity to restart the Franco-German “motor” of
the EU with himself in control. Chirac’s decision in January to side with
Schröder allowed him to co-opt the German leader and restore France to a
more commanding role in EU affairs.

Third, observers agree that domestic politics played a role in the French
president’s calculations. Chirac had just weathered a touch-and-go re-election
in which he won only 19 percent of the vote in the ªrst round. True to his
Gaullist roots, he clearly saw the advantage of playing to the French public’s
traditional appreciation of standing up to the United States. This position was
particularly tempting given France’s sizable Muslim minority.

In the view of most analysts, European and domestic politics were impor-
tant incentives for France, but they were dominated by policy and bargaining
considerations. Had the logic of policy and bargaining pointed toward French
participation in the war, Chirac would likely have ignored the domestic politi-
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cal incentives. On the other hand, the political and European dimensions may
well have tipped the balance in favor of opposition beyond what might have
been optimal for policy and bargaining purposes—that, at any rate, is the as-
sessment of the numerous French critics of Chirac’s and de Villepin’s conduct
during the crisis.66 The critical issue, therefore, is to assess the degree to which
the soft-balancing explanation captures the general UN Security Council–
focused bargaining stance and how this interacted with the more immediate
policy concerns swirling around the Iraq issue.

Unlike their counterparts in Moscow and Berlin, Chirac and de Villepin
publicly and loudly associated their position on Iraq with their preference for a
multipolar world. Although the term “multipolarity” as French statesmen use
it has many meanings, none matches its deªnition in American political sci-
ence. Judging by their public utterances, both men believe that France and the
world are better off when key decisions regarding global security are arrived
at multilaterally—and that the UN Security Council is an important mecha-
nism for achieving this state of affairs.67 This preference ªts with France’s con-
ception of its identity and foreign policy traditions, but it also merges
seamlessly with a rational bargaining strategy vis-à-vis the United States that
exploits the fortuitous circumstance of being one of the ªve veto-wielding per-
manent members of the Security Council.68 Given the veto, a policy preference
for maintaining the prestige of the Security Council by trying to delegitimize
recourse to force without its sanction marginally increases France’s inºuence
over U.S. use of force. That inºuence is valuable to France, given that it is inca-
pable of either countering American power or even, in most cases, ªelding
forces of its own to accomplish global missions such as disarming Iraq.

The purpose of that bargaining stance, however, is not necessarily to check
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U.S. power generally but to enhance France’s ability to bargain over speciªc
policy responses to global security issues. In the Iraq case, France’s general
stance toward bolstering the Security Council worked with its real policy pref-
erences on Iraq. Together these incentives pushed Paris toward a position be-
tween Germany’s outright opposition and the U.S.-U.K. stance. Opposition as
categorical as Schröder’s would push Washington toward unilateralism and
thus weaken the Security Council. In late August, de Villepin repositioned
France’s policy on Iraq to accept the possibility of the use of force as long as it
was channeled through the Security Council. After President Bush put the dis-
armament of Iraq before the UN in September 2002, France agreed to Security
Council resolution 1441, following hard bargaining to prevent the inclusion of
wording that would have given the United States and Britain a green light to
topple Hussein without further Security Council say-so.

Chirac’s policy may have lured the United States into the web of UN diplo-
macy, but only by moving France’s stance much closer to Washington’s and
London’s and actively preparing to sanction and even participate in a war
against Iraq. French policymakers initially assumed that Hussein’s recalci-
trance would probably lead to a violation of resolution 1441 and a casus belli.
Although it is impossible to know whether Chirac was sincere, the evidence
suggests that France actively prepared for possible participation in a military
action against Iraq, including mobilizing the carrier Charles de Gaulle, readying
the armed forces, and initiating staff talks with the commander in chief of the
U.S. Central Command, Gen. Tommy Franks, on a possible 15,000-man contri-
bution to an allied assault on Iraq. The policy was logical, given Chirac’s pol-
icy preferences and bargaining interests: France’s main hope of pushing
Washington and London closer to its preferred policy was by using its
inºuence in the UN Security Council, a route that beneªted the longer-term
strategy of buttressing the role of that body. Given that bargaining incentives
and policy preferences worked in tandem here, France did not face a trade-off
between them. It is therefore hard to assign relative weight to each.

These incentives, however, do not always coincide. In one recent case where
the two incentives came into conºict—Kosovo—France’s position of support-
ing NATO military action in 1999 was consistent with its immediate policy
preferences but not with the long-term bargaining incentive of maintaining the
centrality of the UN Security Council. In the Iraq case, even though it served
both the general bargaining interest and the immediate policy preference of
the French, France’s initial policy was illogical from a soft-balancing perspec-
tive because it potentially eased the diplomatic path for a massive exercise and
possible expansion of U.S. power.
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In January 2003 Chirac learned that the Bush administration was going to go
to war regardless of what the UN weapons inspectors in Iraq uncovered.
This intelligence exposed a fundamental contradiction between French and
U.S.-U.K. policy preferences that had been diplomatically obfuscated until that
moment. Chirac strongly preferred containment and inspections as a way of
dealing with Iraq, while President Bush and Prime Minister Tony Blair just as
strongly preferred regime change. The fact that the weapons inspections
seemed—to the UN’s Hans Blix and the French, at least—to be going so well
(which Chirac frankly acknowledged was the result of U.S.-U.K. military pres-
sure) exacerbated the contradictions between the two sides’ preferred policies.
The realization that the Iraq question was going to be resolved through regime
change no matter what the inspectors discovered meant that the French would
not participate in the coalition. The only question was how strongly to oppose
the Bush administration’s decision.

The French leadership much preferred a low-key approach to the Iraq issue.
They tried to avoid a public showdown with the United States and the United
Kingdom by urging them not to try for a second resolution—in which case,
they argued in meetings with Bush ofªcials, the French government would
voice disapproval but otherwise stand aside. The Bush administration rejected
Chirac’s “gentlemen’s agreement” out of deference to Prime Minister Blair,
who believed that he needed a second Security Council resolution for domes-
tic reasons.69 But for this unique domestic contingency, a Washington-Paris
deal might have been struck, and the most dramatic phase of the inter-allied
dispute avoided. In the event, Chirac decided to work hard to deny the Ameri-
cans and the British a second resolution, resulting in the well-publicized spec-
tacle of the two sides feverishly lining up allies in the UN, France’s veto threat,
and the U.S.-U.K. failure to put together a majority in the Security Council.

The soft-balancing argument holds that the United States increasingly poses
a direct security challenge to other states, which they respond to by seeking to
constrain U.S. power and the attendant threat. Our review of the events lead-
ing up to the invasion of Iraq shows how mistaken this argument is. For
France—the linchpin of the diplomatic coalition that confronted the Bush
administration—policy preferences, longer-term bargaining incentives, and
domestic and European politics all pushed toward constraining the United
States. Even though the French leadership strongly disagreed with the Bush
administration over the sagacity of invading Iraq on strategic grounds, the

Hard Times for Soft Balancing 103

69. This episode is detailed in Gordon and Shapiro, Allies at War.



most precedent-breaking aspect of French behavior—the intense campaign
against the United States and Britain in the UN Security Council—was some-
thing President Chirac tried to avoid. The second UN resolution, and the atten-
dant debate, went forward only because of complex domestic incentives acting
on Prime Minister Blair. The soft-balancing argument is thus wrong to attrib-
ute the novel elements in French policy mainly to a shift in how France viewed
U.S. power or the potential security threat it poses.

What is true for France also applies to the other key players. The most sa-
lient and novel behavior in the Iraq case—especially Chancellor Schröder’s
fateful decision to oppose the Bush administration categorically—cannot be
seen as a response to the security challenges emanating from the underlying
power of the United States. Great power behavior during the past two years
since the invasion of Iraq provides further evidence against the soft-balancing
argument. In particular, far from seeking to further distance themselves from
the United States, France and Germany have rushed to pursue a rapproche-
ment with the Bush administration during this period. Signiªcantly, this move
had already gathered substantial momentum even before President Bush ex-
tended a diplomatic olive branch after gaining re-election.

Iraq Postmortem: Soft Balancing versus Bargaining

Of all the complex motivations in play in the Iraq case, the bargaining incen-
tive is closest to what analysts mean by “soft balancing.” But the differences
between balancing and bargaining are profound. Bargaining is ubiquitous in a
world of self-interested states. Using the term “balancing” to describe bar-
gaining amounts in practice to equating balancing with international relations
writ large. If it becomes another word for bargaining, balancing is meaningless
as an analytical concept—something that describes a constant, rather than a
variable; a mundane rather than noteworthy development in international
politics.

The critical need to distinguish bargaining from soft balancing becomes
even clearer when one considers that bargaining incentives can sometimes
drive states into behavior that is the opposite of soft balancing. In the Iraq case,
for example, France’s bargaining interest in maintaining the importance of the
UN Security Council led it to follow a policy that held out as a real possibility a
UN sanction of a U.S.-led invasion of Iraq. Pursuit of this bargaining incentive
led France toward a policy that, in the end, might have helped to legitimize a
potential expansion of U.S. power in the Persian Gulf—that is, the opposite of
what soft balancing predicts. To call this soft balancing makes a mockery of the
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term. Acting to augment the role of the UN in this way made sense for a
France interested in maximizing its long-term ability to inºuence U.S. deci-
sions to use force globally. Had the Bush administration’s actions regarding
Iraq caused France to perceive a direct security threat from U.S. power, as soft-
balancing proponents maintain, this behavior would have been nonsensical.

Distinguishing bargaining from soft balancing is also crucial because a key
reason states may now seek greater capabilities is not to check U.S. power, but
rather to be in a better position to bargain over the appropriate responses to se-
curity challenges from other states or actors. This is, for example, a major im-
petus for enhanced EU military capacity. It is an article of faith among many
Europeans that the United States will take them seriously only if they are more
capable militarily. This desire to inºuence Washington is understandable. On
any given global security issue, each government is likely to have its own fa-
vored approach that ªts with its traditions, ideas, and interests (commercial
and strategic). Moreover, there are situations in which states are concerned
that the manner in which the United States might address a security issue
could redound negatively for their own security. Key here is that the concern is
not about a direct security threat from the United States; rather, the security
connection is indirect “blowback” from various U.S. policies that increase the
threat from other actors (e.g., France’s fear that a U.S. invasion of Iraq would
only exacerbate the problem of al-Qaida-style terrorism). This threat of indirect
blowback is hardly inconsequential, and it is not surprising that other great
powers will sometimes bargain hard with Washington to change its approach
when they see this threat emerging. States are not indifferent to how security
issues are resolved, and so may be willing to invest in capabilities that give
them a seat at the bargaining table.

Although this incentive for enhancing capabilities concerns security and
is directly connected to U.S. policy, it has nothing to do with balancing. Bal-
ancing, whether hard or soft, is about protection from the security threat
emanating directly from a potential hegemon. If it means anything, the soft-
balancing argument must predict that less U.S. power and lower involvement
will reduce incentives for other states to gain relative power. If bargaining
rather than balancing is in play, however, then there is no reason to believe that
shrinking either U.S. power or the level of its global engagement would reduce
other states’ incentives to build up their capabilities. On the contrary, a precipi-
tous U.S. withdrawal from the world—as neo-isolationists are now calling
for—could generate new security dynamics that produce much greater incen-
tives for other powers to increase their capabilities.

Ultimately, what appears new about the behavior analysts are calling soft
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balancing is not its signiªcance, but its perceived prominence on the agenda.
What used to be considered standard diplomatic bargaining is now likely
trumpeted as balancing because real balancing of the kind that has appeared
so often throughout history—competing great-power alliances, arms buildups,
brinkmanship crises, and the like—was cleared off the international agenda in
1989–91 with the end of the Cold War. Importantly, the concept of balancing
rose to prominence in a world in which great power security relations were
dominated by the direct threat that they posed to each other. Today, by con-
trast, the likelihood of great power war is exceedingly low. Weak states and
nonstates pose the main security challenge, and the great powers argue pri-
marily over the best way to address them. Balance of power theory has no util-
ity in explaining great power relations in this world.

Conclusion

This article shows that the soft-balancing argument has no traction. The only
reason some analysts have concluded otherwise is because they have failed to
consider alternative explanations. If it were reasonable to equate soft balancing
with great power policy bargaining, then balancing would ªgure as a contrib-
utor, but not a driver, in at least the Iraq case. As we have demonstrated, how-
ever, there are critical analytical costs to equating these two phenomena. Once
the distinction between soft balancing and bargaining is recognized, the strict
conclusion is that soft balancing plays no discernable role in any of the four
cases we examine.

None of this should be interpreted to mean that Washington can safely ig-
nore the views of the other major powers. The further one looks beyond the
immediate short term, the clearer the issues become—among them, the envi-
ronment, weapons of mass destruction, disease, migration, and the stability of
the global economy. The United States cannot effectively address these issues
on its own; all of them will require repeated dealings with many partners over
many years. It is also clear that other states can take actions that end up con-
straining the United States, sometimes signiªcantly. These constraint actions,
however, are not an outgrowth of balance of power dynamics and cannot be
explained by the soft-balancing amendment to that theory. The current prac-
tice of using balance of power concepts to describe and explain this behavior is
costly in theoretical and policy terms.

With regard to theory, the widespread tendency to shoehorn policy disputes
and bargaining dynamics into a simplistic balancing narrative has the effect of
generating unwarranted support for balance of power theory. Our analysis
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demonstrates that even though other states sometimes undertake actions that
constrain the United States, and occasionally use balancing language to de-
scribe these efforts, such behavior does not validate balance of power theory.
In a unipolar world, soft balancing can be seen as the ªrst observable implica-
tion that the world works the way balance of power theory expects it to. There
is no empirical basis for the soft-balancing argument, and hence any effort to
invoke it as a means of buttressing balance of power theory is fruitless.

Where should scholarly research go from here? The soft-balancing argument
rose to prominence only in the past several years and has not yet been fully
ºeshed out theoretically. One option that might seem appealing would be to
develop the theoretical logic of the argument further, as Robert Pape has done
in a recent analysis.70 Although we certainly understand the appeal of trying
to explain the constraint actions of other states with a parsimonious, general-
izable theory, these advantages of the soft-balancing argument in no way make
up for its lack of explanatory power—even in cases that soft-balancing propo-
nents have highlighted to try to forward their argument. Although it is bound
to disappoint those who have sought to rework balance of power theory to ac-
commodate a world without hard balancing, this result is not surprising. Bal-
ance of power theory was developed to explain the behavior of states in
systems with two or more poles in which war among the great powers was an
ever-present danger. Neither of those conditions applies today: the interna-
tional system is unipolar, and the likelihood of war among the great powers
has receded because of a host of factors, some of which are highlighted by real-
ism (such as the geographic location of the United States and nuclear weap-
ons) and others of which are emphasized by nonrealist theories (such as
economic globalization and democracy).71 Analysts would be wise to invest
their talents in investigating the novel dynamics of great power bargaining in
today’s unipolar system rather than seeking to stretch old analytical concepts
that were created to deal with the bipolar and multipolar systems of the past.72
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Regarding policy, this article reveals that supporters of a U.S. foreign policy
characterized by restraint should not rely on balancing dynamics as they con-
struct their arguments. On any given issue, the United States may take a more
or less restrained stance. Much of the debate on any issue will naturally con-
cern cost-beneªt assessments speciªc to that issue. Nonetheless, when arguing
for U.S. restraint, scholars and policy analysts routinely appeal to the staple
balance-of-power proposition that the costs of a relatively unrestrained policy
on some issue transcend the speciªcs of the case and include counter-
balancing. In making this argument, they are following a venerable tradition:
expected counterbalancing has historically been the strongest argument for re-
straint in the face of temptation. It is true that soft balancing is tailor-made as
an argument for U.S. restraint; the problem is that it has no empirical support.
Our examination indicates that other states are simply not going to force the
United States to act in a more restrained manner by acting in a systematic, co-
ordinated manner to check U.S. power. There are many compelling reasons
why the United States should adopt this foreign policy course, but soft balanc-
ing is not among them.
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