
applicability to the current debate on U.S. foreign policy. If we were to follow his sug-
gestion and transform balancing into a routine feature of international politics, it is
hard to see why U.S. policymakers should be especially responsive to scholarly assess-
ments that it is occurring. By decoupling the theory from the issue of hegemony, more-
over, Art’s formulation severs the connection between balancing and any argument
about U.S. self-restraint. After all, a U.S. withdrawal from world politics could well cre-
ate incentives for many states to acquire more capabilities for bargaining, meaning that
U.S. restraint might easily generate more rather than less of the “balancing” behavior
that Art writes about.

conclusion

At issue in this debate is whether it is useful to amend balance of power theory,
not whether the United States faces constraints on its power (it does) or whether
other states are taking actions that further complicate U.S. foreign policymaking (they
are). Our article showed that the soft-balancing amendment is empirically unfounded.
Robert Art’s analogous effort to stretch the deªnition of “hard balancing” to encompass
recent great-power policies is counterproductive principally because it is inherently
unfalsiªable. In the end, there is no escaping that unipolarity is poor terrain for balance
of power theory. For any theory to be of any use, it must be capable of being proved
wrong at least sometimes. For balance of power theory, now is such a time.

—Stephen G. Brooks
—William C. Wohlforth

Hanover, New Hampshire

Lieber and Alexander Reply:

We welcome the opportunity to respond to Robert Art’s letter to the editors in regard to
our article “Waiting for Balancing: Why the World Is Not Pushing Back.”1 Our article
makes three arguments. First, we counter the claim that the United States’ grand strat-
egy following the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, particularly the U.S.-led
invasion of Iraq in 2003, was so threatening to other major powers that they began to
balance against U.S. power.2 The evidence shows that the United States’ nearest rivals
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have not responded to its policies by ramping up defense spending, nor have they
sought to pool their efforts or resources for counterbalancing. Second, we demonstrate
that the new idea of “soft balancing”—that is, behavior that falls short of classic balanc-
ing but that somehow seeks to undermine and restrain a dominant power—has little
utility for understanding international relations. The concept is difªcult to deªne or
operationalize; the behavior typically identiªed by it seems indistinguishable from nor-
mal diplomatic friction; and regardless, the empirical evidence invalidates the speciªc
predictions suggested by those advancing the concept. Third, we propose that the cur-
rent lack of balancing stems from the fact that the United States is plausibly threatening
to only a very limited number of states and terrorist groups. Most other major powers
either share the U.S. interest in countering these regimes and groups or do not have a
direct stake in the U.S.-led campaign against nuclear proliferators or the war on terror-
ism. In sum, dire warnings of a global backlash are misplaced because other major
powers lack an underlying motivation to compete strategically with the United States
under current conditions. The search for balancing will continue.

Robert Art takes issue with several of our arguments, but ultimately his analysis
powerfully illustrates the problems that arise when, in the course of that search, tradi-
tional deªnitions of balancing and clear standards for identifying such behavior are re-
laxed. Since the necessity of using rigorous and consistent criteria for judging balancing
was a central theme of our article, it is ªtting that our response to Art centers on these
problems in his analysis of balancing.

Art asserts that major power balancing against the United States is under way. Al-
though we found little credible evidence of such balancing based on traditional mea-
sures, Art contends that “a somewhat broader understanding of balancing behavior is
required to appreciate the actions taken by some states against the United States today”
(p. 178). Like proponents of soft balancing (with whom Art states he is in general ac-
cord), Art relies on vague criteria for detecting balancing in international relations. He
so broadens the concept of balancing that it potentially can include state concerns about
relative power (pp. 183–184); state behavior not intended to balance another power
(p. 180); state behavior aimed at gaining inºuence, regardless of what a state wishes to
inºuence (p. 181); state pursuit of economic power and leverage (p. 184); and state vot-
ing and veto power in international organizations (ibid.).

We believe that the label “great power balancing” should be reserved to describe sit-
uations where states commit themselves to containing a perceived threat from a domi-
nant state (or coalition). Balancing does not require the fear of an imminent attack, of
course, but it must be motivated by some perception of threat and should represent
something more concrete than the general desire for inºuence or the pursuit of power.
Stretching the concept of balancing to cover the kinds of behaviors discussed by Art
leads to several problems.

First, consider Art’s suggestion that intentions are irrelevant for classifying balancing
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behavior. Art writes, “If China is engaged merely in a general increase in its military ca-
pabilities, with no speciªc adversary in mind, and if these changes result in enhanced
Chinese military power in East Asia at the expense of the United States, then China is
offsetting and thereby balancing U.S. power, even if it did not explicitly design its ef-
forts to do so” (p. 180).3 The most basic problem with this intentions-free theory of bal-
ancing is that it ignores the debate that we addressed in our article—that is, whether
U.S. actions in recent years have made other major powers feel threatened enough to
respond with new counterbalancing efforts. It is also unclear whether Art truly believes
that intentions do not matter for balancing because, soon after, he explicitly incorpo-
rates intentionality: “‘Balancing’ refers to behavior designed to create a better range of
outcomes for a state vis-à-vis another state or coalition of states by adding to the power
assets at its disposal, in an attempt to offset or diminish the advantages enjoyed by that
other state or coalition” (pp. 183–184 [emphasis in original]).

This last deªnition still encompasses too broad a range of behavior to be helpful in
explaining the dynamics and incentives for balancing. Such conceptual stretching in-
vites observers to code as “balancing behavior” actions that hardly signify a desire to
counter perceived threats and can easily generate analytic inconsistencies.

For example, shifting standards permit observers to identify as balancing an internal
defense buildup aimed not at deterring a threat but at mounting one. Art provides an
example of this. He believes that China’s current military modernization program con-
stitutes a clear case of internal balancing against the United States. To be sure, we write
in our article that “China . . . is engaged in a strategic military buildup” and that it
“may well have a long-term strategy to balance U.S. power in the future.”4 Our argu-
ment, however, is that the current growth in Chinese capabilities is primarily driven
not by Chinese fears of some new threat, speciªcally by a fear of attack by an increas-
ingly assertive United States. Instead, China’s buildup is motivated principally by the
short-term aim of deterring Taiwan from declaring independence and the medium-
term goal of compelling Taiwan’s uniªcation with the mainland. The main concern of
China vis-à-vis the United States is with deterring, delaying, or disrupting U.S. inter-
vention in a crisis over the Taiwan Strait.5 Indeed, Art appears to agree: “China’s mili-
tary modernization is speciªcally designed both to deter Taiwan from declaring
independence and to improve China’s performance should it ªnd itself in a shooting
war with the United States over Taiwan” (p. 189). But two sentences later, he asserts
that China is upgrading its military capabilities “to defend itself against a U.S. attack”
(p. 179). These are two very different possible reasons for China’s buildup, and there
are no good analytical reasons for conºating state actions intended to facilitate regional
revisionist goals with serious steps to contain or defend against another threatening
state. Moreover, in this case empirical evidence can help to decipher Chinese intentions.
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If China had embarked on a serious effort to defend itself against a feared U.S. attack, it
would be investing its resources in military capabilities such as a survivable nuclear ca-
pability. That Beijing is not doing this and, indeed, is pursuing stable and nonconfron-
tational relations with Washington suggests that real balancing is not under way. In
sum, although we expect that China will eventually balance against the United States if
the Chinese economy continues to expand, its behavior has not discernibly shifted in
that direction in response to the United States’ post–September 11 grand strategy or the
2003 U.S.-led invasion of Iraq.

Shifting standards also permit observers to identify as balancing behavior actions
aimed not at deterring intervention but at inviting it. Art contends that an important
motive behind the European Security and Defense Policy (ESDP) is to enhance Euro-
pean military capabilities to better inºuence the United States. He does not specify
what Europeans want to do with this inºuence, other than to have more agenda-setting
power and “more say in the outcomes of deliberations” (pp. 180–183, at p. 181). But his
own description of the origins of ESDP, which lie in the wake of Europe’s tepid re-
sponse to the 1999 Kosovo war, indicates that the Europeans worry that the United
States “might not be willing to intervene in the next European security crisis” (p. 181).6

We believe there is something wrong with coding as balancing against the United
States actions driven both by the fear of U.S. intervention (as in the case of China over
Taiwan) and by fear of U.S. nonintervention (as in this case of Europe and the ESDP).

Indeed, loose standards permit an observer to code as balancing against a certain
power action that is clearly not directed at that power. On the one hand, Art apparently
agrees with our analysis that the Europeans have not increased their defense spending
appreciably since September 11 and the Iraq war. In fact, most West European states
have trimmed military spending as a percentage of gross domestic product since 2001.
Art believes, however, that we should perceive balancing here in a different form,
through external alignment rather than internal military buildups: the Europeans “are
working steadily and deliberately to pool and integrate their resources and to fashion a
more effective Europe-wide military force” (p. 182). In one sense, this is pooling and in-
tegrating of declining relative capabilities. But Art sees plans to deploy a non-NATO
European rapid reaction force (ERRF) of 60,000 troops as a nontrivial development,
comparing the eventual force size favorably with the roughly 140,000 U.S. troops
deployed in Iraq and emphasizing that the force is “not intended merely for humanitar-
ian and rescue missions and peacekeeping, but also for peacemaking (waging war)”
(ibid.). If by this we are to imagine the ERRF as the vanguard of a counterweight to U.S.
military power, then the United States can rest easy. Although European Union mem-
bers made an initial commitment in November 2004 to form thirteen small battle
groups (each with about 1,500 troops), only one such group was operational in 2005.
More important, the ERRF is envisioned as a lightly armed force designed speciªcally
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for quick deployment to local-conºict zones (such as the Balkans and Africa) in re-
sponse to a request from the United Nations.7 It is in no way designed or directed
against U.S. power. Moreover, as Art acknowledges, the force has fallen far short of de-
ployment-time goals and war-waging capabilities. We interpret this as a lack of will
and motivation. Although Art offers his own judgment that the broader ESDP “will
materialize” and claims (without further discussion or evidence) that tensions in the
lead-up to the Iraq war reinforced European motivations to balance the United States
(p. 183), we stand by our argument that the French and Dutch decisive rejections of the
proposed EU constitution in the spring of 2005 were a major setback for the European
common defense vision. The addition of Germany’s indecisive election results in the
fall of 2005, following on the heels of its prior cutbacks in participation in several joint
European weapons programs, and France’s domestic politics make us even less
conªdent that an effective autonomous European military force will emerge anytime
soon.8

A distinct problem is posed by Art’s identiªcation of balancing with states’ general
concern for relative power (pp. 183–184) and his explicit deªnition of balancing as “be-
havior designed to create a better range of outcomes for a state vis-à-vis another state or
coalition of states by adding to the power assets at its disposal, in an attempt to offset or
diminish the advantages enjoyed by that other state or coalition” (ibid. [emphasis in
original]). It is a central tenet of realism—and Kenneth Waltz’s essential prediction—
that balances of power will tend to form. But equating relative gains concerns with the
notion of balancing empties the latter concept of any utility and hinders serious schol-
arship on this topic. Speciªcally, Art’s approach leaves us unable to make distinctions
in behavior that the term “balancing” was created to make. It would, for example, force
us to categorize as balancing virtually any state’s deliberate increase in power, done for
any reason whatsoever. Balancing against the United States would now have to in-
clude, say, coordination among developing countries to increase their leverage in trade
negotiations with developed countries, and not only France’s but also Britain’s acquisi-
tion of an independent nuclear deterrent. Indeed, by this standard the United States has
been balanced against by most countries in the world virtually since its inception. And
it has been balanced against by all of them since its emergence as a superpower in the
1940s, since which time all countries have had one reason or another to “create a better
range of outcomes” in their multifaceted dealings with the United States.

When balancing becomes coterminous with a concern for relative power, then it be-
comes a constant feature of—and not a variable in—international politics, at least from
a realist perspective. Not only do we question the analytic utility of this use of the term
“balancing,” but we also note that it further muddies the debate over soft balancing.
The debate about balancing in the post–Cold War world has turned in large part on
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whether changes in relative power have proved worrisome enough to non-U.S. great
powers that these states would be willing to mobilize precious resources or coordinate
their efforts to constrain U.S. power. The main position of soft-balancing proponents is
that U.S. behavior after the September 11 terrorist attacks induced a change of substan-
tial historical magnitude. Consistent with this, they assert that little balancing against
the United States occurred before these attacks, but that since then there has been an
important shift to balancing, especially since the lead-up to the Iraq war.

Art says that he is in general accord with proponents of soft-balancing claims. But to
be consistent, he cannot agree with either of their core claims. His deªnition necessarily
implies that there has always been balancing against the United States—at least since it
has possessed substantial “advantages” in power terms—and that therefore there can-
not have been a major shift since the Iraq war. Consistent with this, he asserts that
China has been building up its military capabilities since at least the 1980s; he does not
even claim that China’s policy has been different since 2003. From this perspective,
there can be nothing special about balancing behavior against the United States since
2001 (or 2003) because there was no “before” when the United States was not being bal-
anced against. In sum, if one uses Art’s most explicit deªnition of balancing, one ªnds
little evidence of resurgent balancing in the wake of September 11 and the Iraq war.

We reiterate our article’s argument that U.S. grand strategy since September 11 has
not, so far, inspired other major powers to commit themselves to containing U.S. power,
precisely because they do not perceive the United States as a threat. Finding balancing
behavior by relaxing deªnitions harms the debate over this crucial subject instead of
advancing it.

—Keir A. Lieber
Notre Dame, Indiana

—Gerard Alexander
Charlottesville, Virginia
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