CHAPTER §

Revisiting Balance of Power Theory in Central Furasia

WILLIAM C. WOHLFORTH

Post-Soviet central Eurasia presents a bewildering array of constantly shift-
ing state strategics. In the decade after 1991, Russia sometimes seemed bent
on forming an anti-U.S. coalition in league with China, India, and Europe,
but at other times it cooperated closely with Washington. At times, Mos-
cow’s neighbors appeared to be acting vigorously to counter Russian hege-
mony in the region by rushing to join the North Adantic Treaty Organiza-
tion (NATO) or forming their own security alliances. Yer at other times
they cooperated closely with Russia and allowed themselves to become de-
pendent on it for markets, energy, or security.

Is this confusing set of strategies the outgrowth of the age-old balance of
power imperative? No general theory can explain each subtle shift in every
state’s strategic behavior. But if balance of power theory caprures the core
security problem of the region, then the seemingly contradictory and con-
fusing strategic behavior of central Eurasia’s newly independent states can be
explained as a function of larger forces that international relations scholars
have long understood. Armed with the theory, and given certain assump-
tions about global and regional trends in relative power, we might forecast
the future trajectory of the region’s international politics.

This chapter assesses the applicability of balance of power theory to post-
Soviet Eurasia. [t suggests that the theory applies, but very weakly. Russians
worry about the continued concentration of power in the United States, and
Moscow’s neighbors fear Russia’s declining but locally formidable capabili-
ties. Many Russian policymakers would prefer a world in which U.S. power
were balanced, just as many of Moscow’s neighbors would be delighted to
see Moscow cut down to size. When push comes to shove, however, policy-
makers in the region act as if the most serious long-term threat they face is

not domination by an aspiring hegemon but poverty and marginalization.
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They frequently use balance of power rhetoric to describe policicsldriven‘by

the desire to enrich their countries—or often themselves and .thc.lr cr.omes.f

Most policymakers in the region would prefer a more eve‘n'dlsmbuulovn )
ower. None, however, is willing to pay the economic, political, or military

costs of balancing.

Specifying the Theory

Balance of power theory posits that because states residing in global anard?y
have an interest in maximizing their long-term odds onﬁsurvxval,.th.@y will
check dangerous concentrations of power (“hcgcmory ) by'bulldmlg. 1'1p
their own capabilities (“internal balancing”) or aggregating the{r capabilities
with other states in alliances (“external balancing”). It predicts that the
higher the probability of hegemony, the more likely states are to balance. In
his introduction, T. V. Paul argues that scholars tend to formulate Fhe. th'e-
ory too restrictively and thus miss crucial dynamics tha.r might fall w1t.hm its
purview. Here, by contrast, 1 contend that even the simplest ren.dcrmgs of
the theory turn out to be fearsomely complex in pracrice. In Partxcular, two
tasks must be addressed before applying even the sparest version of the the-
ory to any contemporary case.

The first task is to clear away the confusion created by the common con-
flation of two quite distinct balance of power theories‘—ca?h wit}.x diﬂ%rent
definitions of “hegemony” and different predictions concerning unlpola.n?ym
thar are currently in widespread use. Scholars have made much of the distinc-
tion between balance of power theory and Stephen Walts balance of threat
theory.' Do states balance against power or threat? Many ncorealists exclude
intentions from their assessment of the probability of hegemony. For thf{SC‘
scholars, threat inheres in power alone, and large concentrations of material
capabilities should spark balancing behavior regardless of intentions.‘Thus the
debate comes down to whether to include intentions in the calculation of the
probability of hegemony; that is, whether balancing onl}z.oc?urs when some
state reveals its hegemonic aspirations by the specific policies it adopts. A

Less widely recognized but ultimately far more important is 2 deepfir dis-
tinction between two kinds of balance of power theories. One is a universal
balance of power theory that defines a hegemon as any s.tfitc'with‘ unrivaled
power, and thus predicts a general tendency toward equilibrium in any sys-
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tem of states. Kenneth N. Waltz transformed this line of thinkihg from clas-
sical writings into a full-blown social science theory in his 1979 Theory of
International Politics.” Waltz claims that his structural theory explains ou-
comes, not state strategies. In other words, the theory explains how the
willy-nilly pulling and hauling of routine security competition produces
equilibrium even if no state actually seeks to balance prospective hegemons.

While classical writers sometimes stated their theory in a universal form,
most of them were actually talking about the continental European system. In
practice, they described a different balance of power theory in which hege-
mony meant “a concentration of military power that raises the specter of the
conquest of all the other great powers in a given system.” The theory is con-
tingent because it expects balance of power dynamics to occur only in regional
or contiguous interstate systems. It would not expect powerful “offshore”
states like Britain in the 19th century and the United States today to spark
counterbalancing coalitions because of the “stopping power of water.” Indeed,
the failure of other states to balance the British empire simply never pre-
sented itself as a puzzle to the classical balance of power theorists. As domi-
nant as such offshore states may be globally, their ability to achieve real mas-
tery over. the international system is circumscribed by the difficulty of
projecting military power overseas, and so they are unlikely to spark counter-
balancing, Because classical writers included intentions in their discussions of
the hegemonic threats that elicited balancing reactions, by modern terminol-
ogy they would be called conditional balance of threat theorists. But a purely
power-centric version of the conditional theory survives today. Because of its
greater precision, for example, the contingent version is invariably the choice
of scholars secking formal rigor.® In addition, John J. Mearsheimer incorpo-
rates the contingent balance of power concept into the offensive realist theory
presented in his 2001 volume, 7he Tragedy of Great Power Polirics.

These definitional distinctions yield the theories mapped out in Table 8.1.
They matter for the analysis that follows because scholars’ failure to be
specific about their theoretical assumptions has generated confusion in post-
Cold War debates about balance of power theory and unipolarity. The uni-
versal theory presupposes the contingent theory, but not vice versa. If there
is a general tendency toward equilibrium, then there must be balancing
against regional military hegemons, but regional balancing of military capa-
bilities does not necessarily produce a tendency toward global equilibrium.
This is crucial for our case, because the universal theory predicts that Russia
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TABLE 8.1
Balance of Power Theories

DEFINITION OF HEGEMONY

PROBABILITY OF Ability 10 conguer “Unrivaled
»
HEGEMONY FUNCTION  all others” power
Mauterial capabilities Conditional balance Universal balance of
+ [rtentions of threat (Classical threar (Walt)

writers: Dehio,

Material only: Gulick) ‘
military power/ Conditional balance of Universal balance of
geographical/ power (Mearsheimer, power (Waltz, Layne)
technical Levy, Wagner, Powell)

will try to balance the United States, but the contingent theory does not.
Bven if the stopping power of water did not disqualify the United States as
a hegemonic threat, nuclear deterrence would. After all, the theory is based
on the assumption that states are security maximizers, By that assumption,
existential dererrence must be credible: a would-be hegemon would have to
conclude that other great powers would use their nuclear forces if their sov-
ereign existence wete ever threatened by territorial conquest. Hence, no
rational would-be hegemon, no matter how overwhelming its conventional
capabilities, would contemplate the territorial conquest of other nuclear-
armed great powers, and no rational, nuclear-armed great power would fear
hegemony as contingent balance of power theory defines it.

Before setting forth hypotheses on balancing, however, a second task
emerges: to establish clear operational guidelines for distinguishing “balanc-
ing” from other routine kinds of security competition. If all security policies
are “balancing,” then balance of power theory becomes vacuous. Waltz and
some of his followers have claimed that their theory explains balanced out-
comes without necessarily predicting balancing strategies by states. This
argument makes the theory exceedingly general, extremely difficult to test,
and impossible to apply to any specific case. Fortunately, we can set it aside,
for both Waltz and Christopher Layne have stated clearly that their univer-
sal theory predicts balancing against U.S. unipolarity. Hence, they expect
that causal mechanism to be in play today, however subtly.”
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How then do we tell whether states are balancing? While they may part
ways on some issues, neasly all balance of power theorists agree that the the-
ory is systemic. It is not about dyads. The intellectual hiscory of the balance
of power as well as classical and modern efforts to develop it as a theory all
testify to the centrality of this systemic element.® It follows that balancingis
action taken to check a porential hegemon. It is action, moreover, that
would not have been taken in the absence of a dangerous concentration of
power in the system. And it is action that actually has the potential o affect
the systemic distribution of capabilities. State behavior unrelated to systemic
concentrations of power—and that is arguably much of what goes on in
international politics—has nothing to do with balance of power theory. This
yields two often-overlooked distinctions that are central to any analysis of
balance of power theory in today’s unipolar system.

First is the distinction between routine security competition and genuine
balance-of-power dynamics. During the Cold War, for example, the United
States and its allies frequently disagreed on important policy matters. Often,
allies withheld cooperation and even struggled vigorously to get Washington
to change course, as in the Vietnam War. For its part, the United States
sometimes took very tough action against its own allies, as in Suez. Terrorists
repeatedly attacked U.S. interests in the Cold War as well. Truck bombs and
other forms of “asymmetric warfare” were employed, as against the U.S.
Marine compound in Lebanon in 1982. It rarely occurred to anyone to try to
use balance of power theory to explain these phenomena, for the simple rea-
son that a compelling example of real balancing—against the Warsaw Pact—
stood right before their eyes.

Today's unipolar system lacks such potent balance of power dynamics,
and analysts are consequently tempted to trumpet nearly any action that
might complicate U.S. policy as balancing. Some of this behavior is com-
pletely unrelated to U.S. power; that is, the states or other actors involved
would do much the same thing if the United States were half as strong as it
is in reality. And many of these actions are genuine responses to U.S. pri-
macy, but do not have any prospect of affecting the scales of world power.
While it may make sense to use terms such as rhetorical, prestige, cultural,
or soft balancing, to describe some of these actions, it is important not to
confuse them with the real thing.”

The second key distinction is between economic growth and internal bal-
ancing. Internal balancing is enhancement of a state’s power in response to
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a potential hegemon. Not all shifts in relative power—not even all power
shifts that work against the international system’s leader—are caused by bal-
ance of power dynamics. Most states want their economies to grow rapidly
and would prefer their power to increase relative to others whether there is
a hegemon on the horizon or not. In other words, internal balancing is the
net growth in states’ relative capabilities caused by a systemic concentration
of power. It may be difficult to distinguish routine increases in states’ power
from increases specifically sparked by balance of power imperatives. The
clearest case is when a state chooses to translate economic potential into mil-
itary power in order to check another state’s bid for mastery of the system.
But not all military buildups are necessarily internal balancing.

Russias Response to U.S. Power

By 1993, Russians realized that the distribution of power had undergone a
massive shift yielding a systemic concentration of raw capabilities in the
United States that was unprecedented in four centuries of world history. As
this realization set in, Russian leaders and policy commentators began to
speak incessantly of the need to take action to create multipolarity. By the
mid-1990s, there appeared to be a consensus in Moscow on this approach.”
From 1995 to 2000, Russia’s foreign ministry engineered a parade of ostensi-
bly anti-U.S. diplomatic combinations: the “European troika” of France,
Germany, and Russia; the “special relationship” between Germany and
Russta; the “strategic triangle” of Russia, China, and India; and, most impor-
tant, the “strategic partnership” between China and Russia. This evidence
appears to ratify universal balance of power theory's prediction that Russia
will try to balance the United States. But talk is cheap. A close examination
of what Russia actually has done to augment its capabilities alone or with
others shows that appearances are deceiving.

1S RUSSIA BALANCING?

There is no evidence of Russian internal balancing. On the contrary,
between 1992 and 1998, Russia experienced what was probably the steepest
peacetime decline in military spending by any major power in history.’
Despite much loud talk, to date nothing serious has been done to advance
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real military or defense industrial reform.'” Russian defense policy appears to
have been one of malign neglect—let the military decline until a more pro-
pitious moment arrives to begin to construct a modern armed force from the
rubble. Even after defense budget increases in 1999, outlays in 2000
remained less than 40 percent of those in 1992. Weapons procurement
declined even more dramatically after 1991, and by 2000 only 20 percent of
Russia’s operational weapons stocks were modern, compared to 60-80 per-
cent in NATO countries." Maintenance and training are dismal; personnel
problems are dire and getting worse.'* Unable to subdue the Chechen rebels,
the Russian military is beset by so many problems of such magnitude that
virtually all experts agree that major reforms entailing huge expenditures are
critically necessary simply to forestall its self-destruction. Hence, increased
budgetary outlays and intensified reform efforts are driven by deep problems
of decay that are unrelated to counterbalancing U.S. power. If Washington
were to cut its defense outlays by two-thirds tomorrow, the pressure on
Moscow to forestall further milirary decline would be undiminished.

Neither did Russia engage in external balancing. Moscow’s most widely
touted treaty relationships—those with China and India—simply are not
power-aggregating alliances. All three states continued to cooperare closely
with the United States on a very large range of security and economic mat-
ters, behavior bearing scant resemblance to any normal understanding of
balancing. The relationship with India amounts to a Soviet holdover based
on the Friendship Treaty of 1971, whose language implied weak security obli-
gations even in the Cold War, and a largely symbolic Declaration on Strate-
gic Partnership signed by Putin and Indian Prime Minister Aral Behari
Vajpayee in 2000. The Russia-China Treaty on Good-Neighborliness,
Friendship, and Cooperation signed in July 2001 capped over a decade of
improving bilateral ties, but it similarly lacks anything resembling a mutual
defense clause."”” While the treaty obligates the signatories in a general sense
to maintain the global equilibrium and to consult each other in the event of
security threats, neither it nor any public Russo-Chinese agreement entails
any observable or costly commitment to counter U.S. power.

At the core of Russia’s relationships with India and China are major arms
sales and extensive military coproduction arrangements. The need to coun-
terbalance U.S. power does not drive Russia’s interest in these exports.
Rather, they are desperately needed to slow the inexorable decline of Russid’s
military industrial complex. Given the collapse of domestic orders (in 2001,
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only 10 percent of Russian defense firms received state orders), Russia’s
defense sector possesses massive excess capacity. Exports are a crucial life-
line for a military industry producing less than one-third of its 1992 output,
and rapidly losing technological competitiveness. The defense sector supplies
income and welfare services to hundreds of thousands of workers and their
families, provides the economic lifeblood of dozens of cities, and enriches
pumerous managers and public officials. The evidence concerning Russid’s
major arms relationships overwhelmingly indicates that they have litde to do
with U.S. power. Again, the United States could cut its defense outlays by
two-thirds tomorrow, and Moscow would remain just as eager to sell
weaponry to Beijing and New Delhi. Moreover, while arms sales to its Asian
clients do alter local power balances, not even the most alarmist interpreta-
tion of them suggests that they will provide a genuine counterbalance to
U.S. power overall.”

The bottom line is that Russia’s putative efforts to counter U.S. power fall
far short of “hard balancing.” Much of Moscow’s strategic behavior is driven
by security or development concerns that are unrelated to U.S. unipolarity,
and so it does not count as “soft balancing.” The external-balancing initia-
tives that Moscow pursued did not hold out even a vague promise of
affecting the scales of world power, and the Russians eventually concluded
that even that game was not worth the candle. There is simply no evidence
that Moscow has been willing to pay any significant costs in order to hasten
the end of American primacy. That is, the Russians have done nothing to
augment their power that they would not have done in a world without an
overpowering United States.

UNIVERSAL BALANCE OF THREAT
OR CONDITIONAL BALANCE OF POWER?

Russia’s behavior belies universal balance of power theory’s prediction of bal-
ancing. This result leaves two competing hypotheses derived from the theo-
ries arrayed in Table 8.1:

Ho2 (universal balance of threat theory): Russia is not balancing because
the United States has benign intentions.

H3 (conditional balance of power theory): Russia is not balancing because
nuclear deterrence and America’s offshore location ensure no genuine
threat of hegemony.
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Which is right? The answer matters not just for academic theory but for
policy as well. If universal balance of threat theory is true, only the benign
nature of U.S. intentions prevents dangerous counterbalancing. If U.S.
behavior gets too threatening, other states will revise their estimates of
American intentions and possibly bring unipolarity to an end. If conditional
balance of power theory is true, the absence of counterbalancing is driven by
material factors unrelated to U.S. intentions, and Washington need not be
concerned that overly aggressive or unilateral actions might spark a costly
counterbalancing reaction. It is not possible to reject either hypothesis con-
clusively, of course, but two quick tests are suggestive.

First, Ha predicts that America’s benign intentions should figure promi-
nently in Russian assessments of the security environment. In other words,
the benign nature of U.S. primacy should be an important reason why
Russians do not consider it necessary to counterbalance. In fact, this is notthe
case. Russia’s two post-Soviet presidents (as well as the last Soviet one); all its
defense ministers, foreign ministers, chiefs of staff, and national security advi-
sors; and all of its official doctrines on national security, military policy, and
foreign policy have stated unequivocally that the military subjugation of
Russia by the United States or any other major power is not a concern on the
policy-relevant horizon.'® The main reason given for this state of affairs is
nuclear deterrence. In addition, Russian analyses highlight the punishing
costs that real balancing would impose, especially the extent to which it
would run counter to Russia’s aim of integrating itself into the world econ-
omy, and the greater salience of local security threats. So their basic argument
is that balancing is not critical for Russian security and therefore that the costs
outweigh the benefits. Even Russian liberals, who might be expected to high-
light the ultimarely benign nature of U.S. intentions, do not do so. Rather,
they stress the economic opportunity costs argument, as well as the greater
long-term threat posed by Russias erstwhile balancing partner, China.”’

Second, H2 predicts that a Russian propensity to balance should correlate
with aggressive U.S. behavior, which indicates malign or hegemonic U.S.
intentions. At the rhetorical level, there is some evidence for this proposi-
tion. The best indicator of Russias propensity to balance is probably its
“multipolar” policy line, inaugurated in the mid-1990s by Russian Prime
Minister Yevgeny Primakov. It is important to stress that the real goal of the
policy was modest: to try in concert with other players to get the United
States to alter specific policies. In other words, it was not power balancing,

REVISITING BALANCE OF POWER THEQRY IN EURASIA 223

but policy bargaining, more typical of coalition politics among allies or even
in domestic politics than the military balancing of the Cold War or the 19th
century. Russia sought to present itself as the linchpin member of global
coalitions aimed at countering specific U.S. policies, such as NATO expan-
sion, the maintenance of sanctions against Irag, intervention in the Balkans,
and abandoning the And-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty to construct missile
defenses. The policy arguably reached its apex during NATO’s war in
Kosovo. Realist commentators in the United States consequently railed
against these expansionary U.S. moves. Their argument appeared to be
derived directly from universal balance of threar theory: further expansion-
ary U.S. policies are likely to push Russia toward more, and more conse-
qucntial, balancing behavior. In other words, if the United States became too
militarily active, resistance to its policies would grow.

From 1999 to 2001, however, tough U.S. policies produced effects pre-
cisely the opposite of Ha. Russian analysts and policymakers became increas-
ingly disenchanted with the muldpolar policy. "8 The most important criti-
cism was that the old policy simply did not work. It did not maximize
Moscow’s bargaining leverage either with Washington or the other main
players in the policy counterbalancing game. On each issue with the United
States throughout 19932000, Russian diplomats stated their opposition in
unambiguous terms and then ended up backing down, sometimes in a
humiliating manner. By publicly backing down from such clearly stated posi-
tions, Moscow squandered its limited prestige and advertised its weakness.
The multipolar policy scattered Russia’s limited foreign-policy energies
around the globe, preventing a necessary concentration on priority issues, It
constrained Russias flexibility, trapping it into taking a lead position in most
global anti-U.S. policy coalitions. Other powers, such as France and China—
often with greater interests at stake and far greater capabilities—were letting
Russia do the dirty work of seeking to constrain the United States, all the
while making lucrative deals with Washington on the side. Moreover, critics
argued, if relations between any of the other multipolar partners and
Washington were to deteriorate seriously—for example, between Beijing and
Washington over Taiwan—Russia might have been drawn into a confronta-
tion in which it had no stake and which it could not afford.

The evidence strongly suggests that Vladimir Putin was ahead of the
curve on this issue and came into office knowing that most of his military
and national security elite were indulging in nostalgic fantasies regarding the
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real role Russia could play in world affairs.’” He used the September 11,
2001, attacks on the United States as a pretext to accelerate the strategic shift
toward bandwagoning that was already under way. The centerpiece of the
effort was a retreat on issues Putin knew Russia would eventually have to
compromise on in any case: NATO expansion and the Bush administration’s
push to abandon the ABM Treaty. Once Russia further softened its stance on
these issues, the path was open to major improvements in relations with the
United States, signified by Russia’s signing of a strategic arms reduction
agreement during U.S. President George W. Bush’'s May 2002 visit to
Moscow and St. Petersburg, and formally joining the new NATO-Russia
council later thar month. Adding weight to these modest policy moves was
a dramatic increase in the clarity with which Putin and other top officials
described the rapprochement with the West.”

This rapprochement took place as the United States embarked on one of
the most expansionist periods in its history, inserting military force into
Russia’s backyard in central Asia and proceeding to vanquish the Taliban in
Afghanistan. The new U.S. expansion elicited cries of opposition in Russian
military and foreign policy circles, but Putin elected to bandwagon with
Americas war on terror. Within a year of that decision, universal balance of
power theory faced its greatest test: the U.S. war in Iraq. This time, Russia
refused to lead the policy coalition against Washington, choosing instead to
shelter behind France and Germany. When he could hedge no longer, Putin
ultimately decided to support the European powers against Washington. Yet
again, even in the face of U.S. expansion far more significant than Kosovo,
Russo-American relations never became as tense over Iraq as they had in the
Balkans. Moscow’s tack toward Europe reminded Washington that the
Russians still have some bargaining room, but it did not come at the expense
of a working strategic partnership with the United States. As Putin’s 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 cooperation never
stopped, even during the Iraq crisis.”*" And this was not just rhetoric; con-
crete cooperation continued on intelligence sharing, nuclear arms control,
NATO expansion, peacekeeping in Afghanistan, and the North Korea issue.
The policy reflected a bet that the Americans would not allow Iraq to derail
the most important parts of the new U.S.-Russian relationship—the antiter-
rorism coalition and managing Russia’s further entry into the world economy.
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The real story is the opposite of what Hz predicts. Tougher and more
imperious U.S. behavior yielded an improvement in Russo-American rela-
dons and a reduction in Moscow’s opposition to U.S. policies. Ultimately,
Hj accords best with the evidence. Russians appear to place less emphasis on
U.S. benignity than on a hardheaded assessment of its material capabilities.
While most Russians resent U.S. primacy and would love to see it checked,
the security problems created by the concentration of power in the United
States are often not the most salient for Moscow, and so Russians are unwill-
ing to pay the costs of balancing. Attempring to balance the United States
would take resources away from more pressing needs. Indeed, declining rel-
ative power has caused Moscow progressively to pare down its security
agenda. As a result, the list of issues where U.S. unipolarity appears to
threaten Russian interests has grown shorter even as the list of pressing near-
term and local threats has lengthened. And, as the example of the war on ter-
ror demonstrates, many of those threats require cooperation with—not bal-
ancing against—the world’s most powerful state.

Central Eurasias Response to Russian Power

Ac first glance, balance of power theory appears to apply more directly to the
post-Soviet region of central Eurasia, where genuine military hegemony is at
least possible. While Russia today is utterly incapable of reconquering its
erstwhile provinces, it may someday regain that capability. Russia’s underly-
ing superiority is enormous, as Table 8.2, shows.

Not surprisingly, given these power realities, elites and leaders in the
newly independent states do discuss the probability of hegemony as realistic,
if currently very low. Based on a simple reading of balance of power theories,
both the universal and contingent versions should predict thar these states
would be balancing as hard as they can. Moreover, given Moscow’s imperial
history and its bellicose behavior throughout much of what Russian officials

ominously call “the near abroad,” balance of threat theory only reinforces the

predictions of balance of power theory.

Unfortunately, however, applying the theory to a specific region is com-
plicated. Even though the probability of hegemony in Eurasia is compara-
tively high, the theory still does not necessarily yield precise predictions. The
reason is that Russia’s neighbors are generally so weak that their collective
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TABLE 8.2.
Central Eurasia’s Balance of Power®

Defense Military

Population GDp Expenditures Personnel

1995 2000 1995 2000 1995 2000 1995 2000

Russia 50.54  50.38 9130 88.52 96.24  93.04  63.03 824
Armenia 117 119G * * * * 2.85 2.1
Azerbaijan 2.63 266 * * * * 351 4.30
© Belarus 3.52  3.50 * * * * 424 4.94
ESt{lﬂZﬂ * * * * * * * *
Georgia .85 1.68 * * * * n.a. 1.00
Kazakhstan 5.76 553 149 134 * * 1.99  3.81
Kyrgyzstan 154 162 * * * * * *
Lﬂlvld * * * * * * * *
Lithuania 126 125 * * * * * *
Moldova 148 131 * * * * * *
Tajikistan 2.09 215 * * * * * *
Turkmenistan 143 1.53 * * * * * 1.04
Ukraine I7.40  17.30 3.06  2.36 129 171 19.90  18.11
Uzbekistan 7.98  8.44 * 1.4 * * 149 3.3

SOURCE: International Institute for Surategic Studies, The Military Balance (London: 1ISS,
1996, 2002).

ay . .
Expressed as percentage of total; * indicates less than 1%.

ability to balance Moscow is limited. Hence, they face a strong temptation
to pass the balancing buck to others or even to bandwagon actively with the
hegemon to curry its favor and derive benefits from Moscow. Referring to
great powers, Mearsheimer notes that “threatened states are reluctant to form
balancing coalitions against potential hegemons because the costs of con-
tainment are likely to be great; if it is possible to get another state to bear
those costs, a threatened state will make every effort to do s0.”2 If buck-
passing temptations appeal to great powers, they are likely to be neatly irre-
sistible to weak regional states whose potential contribution to a balancing
coalition is marginal.

Balance of power theorists have long recognized that weak states often

1
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cannot respond optimally to balancing imperatives, which is why many of
them restrict the theory to great powers. Consequently, they do not provide
deductively based predictions of when to expect balancing, buck-passing, or
bandwagoning in regional interstate systems. The theory’s basic logic, how-
ever, suggests three conditional variables that affect cthe propensity of states
to balance in regional systems where the probability of hegemony is com-
paratively high.

First, the availability of allies will affect any state’s strategic choice. By
virtue of geography or possession of some strategically valuable resource,
some states are better able to secure allies than others. If powerful allies are
available, the theory expects neighbors to rake advantage of them. Second,
the greater a state’s relative power (defined as the capability to balance the
hegemon), the more likely it is to balance. Only the weakest states whose
marginal contribution to containing the hegemon is negligible should band-
wagon. For stronger states, bandwagoning materially increases the probabil-
ity of hegemony and thus the possibility thar the state might lose its sover-
cignty. The strongest regional actors are the mose likely to be able to balance.
States whose power falls in the middle of this range should prefer to balance,
but may not be able to. They can be expected to follow ambiguous hedging
strategies that allow them to cooperate with the potential hegemon even as
they encourage other states to pay the costs of balancing it. Third, geography
affects the choice berween balancing and buck-passing. Contiguity lowers
the costs and raises the benefits of balancing. By the usual three to one
offense/defense rule, a state can balance against a possible offensive by its
potentially hegemonic neighbor relatively cheaply. At the same time, conti-
guity begets balancing because neighbors are the most likely victims of ter-
ritorial conquest by aspiring hegemons. For all these reasons, buck-passing
is hard for states bordering on potential hegemons.

It follows from the foregoing discussion that while the theory predicts
that states will want to balance potential hegemons, it cannot predict that
balancing will succeed in a particular time or region. In any given region,
history and geography might conspire to produce a “natural” hegemon that
cannot be balanced no matter how much its regional neighbors might want
to. The theory cannot predict success or whether balancing behavior actually
will occur; it only can predict the intensity of various states’ propensity to
balance. Bearing this inevitable limitation in mind, balance of power theory
predicts that the most likely candidates for balancing are the most capable
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regional states that border on the potential hegemon and are lucky enough
to find powerful great-power allies. States that have only two of these attrib,.
utes still might balance. States with one or none have no realistic balancing
options and should opt to pass the buck to those that do. Only the very
weakest and most vulnerable states should opt to bandwagon.

THE EVIDENCE: HEDGING BALANCING BETS

The evidence since the mid-1990s overwhelmingly indicates that hcdging is
the dominant strategy among Russia’s neighbors. This might seem surpris-
ing, given the strong balancing rhetoric emanating from many regional cap-
itals. But, as in the case of Russia’s mainly symbolic balancing against the
United States, rhetoric is a poor indicator of the strategic realities on the
ground in central Eurasia. Three major strains of evidence are most impor-
tant here,

First, there is no measurable internal balancing, Table 8.2 essentially cells
the story. In terms of aggregate indicators of military might, the region is just
as primed for hegemony as it was in 1995: none of Russia’s neighbors has
managed to enhance its relative share of military power to any significant
degree. Looking beyond these indicators, Russia’s real ability to conquer
neighboring lands is far more limited than the numbers suggest. Yet most of
Russia’s neighbors are even less capable militarily than their miniscule shares
of aggregate capabilities imply. They face immense challenges of institution
building, and in most cases military reforms have barely begun. Ukraine is
an important case in point. Like Russia, Ukraine inherited a seemingly
impressive military establishment from the Soviet Union. But the mismatch
between that imperial inheritance and the real security needs of a smaller
successor state was much greater in Ukraine’s case. It presented the Ukrain-
ians with even greater challenges, and exacted greater relative economic costs
than those faced by military reformers in Russia. With far greater resource
constraints, Ukraine’s response has been less coherent than Russia’s, While
the military has been downsized and partially rationalized, it remains fun-
damentally unreformed.?

Thus, indictors of military power for Ukraine need to be deflated even
more than those for Russia. And the same goes for most other former Soviet
states. In the central Asian republics, as well as Belarus, Georgia, and
Armenia, local militaries not only are struggling with reform, but they
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remain deeply penetrated by direct and indirect Russian influence. Russia
maintains military or naval bases on the territories of Armenia, Georgia,
Moldova, Tajikistan, and Ukraine. It has command posts and extensive mil-
jtary cooperation arrangements with Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. It remaing
the principal arms supplier for most former Soviet republics, whose own
defense industrial structures remain vertically integrated with Russia’s. Only
the Baltic militaries have undergone substantial reforms, and they may well
represent capabilities that exceed the impression given by small scores on the
indicators of power, but they remain tiny and lack defensible borders.

Second, external balancing in the region is mainly symbolic. The main
intra-regional balancing effort is GUAM, a loose political and security
grouping formed in 1997 that comprises Georgia, Ukraine, Azerbaijan, and
Moldova. (Uzbekistan’s brief membership between 1999 and 2001 inserted
another “U” into the group’s name, but had no lasting consequence.) The
group’s main purpose is ostensibly to counter Russia diplomatically and
politically. But it lacks real institutions and coordinating mechanisms and
has had no measurable effect on its members’ real capabilities, or even their
joint ability to resist Russia politically. As former Georgian president
Eduard Shevardnadze put it, “GUAM is an artificial organization . . .
fwith] rather bleak prospects.”

The main problem was that Ukraine, the keystone in GUAM’s arch, sim-
ply failed to rise to the role of a regional balancer. Other regional govern-
ments carefully watched Kyiv’s statements and actions in the late 1990s, and
what they saw gave them scant comfort: every move against Russia was
hedged with a commensurate move accommodating Russia. Faced with a
wavering Ukraine whose government contained many pro-Russian ele-
menis, weaker members like Georgia and Moldova could hardly be expected
to spearhead anti-Russian coalitions. Both of those countries contain terri-
tory under Russian military control and are much more vulaerable to
Russian pressure than Ukraine. In the end, Azerbaijan proved to be the
member state able to take the most consistent anti-Russian stance in regional
politics, a bold stance that owed nothing to the Ukrainian-led regional bal-
ancing effort and everything to its energy riches and U.S. interest in exploit-
ing them.

Hence, external—balancing action in the region centers on outside powers
and especially NATO. The three Baltic states stand out as the region’s earli-
est, most consistent and now successful NATO aspirants. Politically and
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Real score

TABLE 8.3
Slated to

Former Soviet States: Bandwagoning, Balancing, or Hedging?
Russian

Dependent

Cl

_ I diplomaticaﬂy, if not yer milicarily, their campaign for NATO membership

§§ § © % catried clear costs and risks vis-a-vis Moscow, and promised some benefits,

’§ 3 \; A é % Georgia and Azerbaijan also have stated repeatedly their preference for

S S & NATO membership, but their location and fragile political institutions

g é make membership unlikely. Once again, the Ukrainian case is instructive.

T \“; '§ g g After spending most of the 1990s hedging its bets, Ukraine finally an-

E v§’> ktiié I O ?% nounced its intention to sign a NATO Membership Action Plan in July

s oS i% 2002. Yet, Kyiv also agreed to join the Russia-sponsored Eurasian Economic

& ; é é\ Community, and, most important, its demarche occurred only after Russia

IS ; v 5 e gﬁ g itself had accommodated NATO. The signing of the new charter on the

,: s § g NATO-Russia Council dramatically lowered the political costs of Ukraine’s

) é § decision. Indeed, as long as Russia retains a cordial and institutionalized rela-

% §°§ 3 §0 Cz é tionship with NATO, the geopolitical significance of expressed intentions to

L’\;' 1* § :§ = il ale s el gé join the organization remains questionable. Ukraine’s decision to opt for

g5 5 g NATO membership thus did nothing to reduce the studied ambiguity it has
B « e 8 P § 5 s g:ﬁ maintaine‘d in regional avlignme.ms. ' '

1y ‘g 25 Z% SEE g :é ' E 5 E g £ ° The third strain of evidence is the most important: the strongest regional

2E0 |3 g g g % SE P éﬁ £§% 58 T balancers remain critically dependent on Russia economically and especially

= R - E 5 <75 % © for energy resources. Table 8.3 compares indicators of bandwagoning with

L B ”Qég Russia on the left side with external balancing with the west on the right

% S § VRV b 5 28 side. The shaded areas display indicators of economic dependence often

=8 S 5? g excluded from balance of power analyses. Ignoring those indicators leads to

-8 overestimating the degree and success of balancing in the region. The most

&y L) g %i::n consistent balancers, the Baltic states, have been unwilling or unable to

;‘§ 3 gE § R M “‘E g | absorb the economic costs of reducing their deep dependence on Russia for

RS 3 N :é E ] energy (oil, gas, and electricity) and transportation infrastructure, and Rus-

u % %\ sian companies purchase strategic assets in all three countries. Russian influ-

§ & § ‘§ ‘ 5 ED ence and Baltic vulnerability continue and in some ways increase, despite

< % éﬂ § Sl Ealolalelalale olaRale g e g NATO membership. In pure strategic terms, ongoing energy dependence

S O5% —g ;‘*é could make the three Baltic states very vulnerable to Russia if matters ever

é‘g % came to a real crisis. Fven more important, the region’s most powerful actor,

. = E 3 B g :‘é Ukraine, remains much more dependent on Russia than the tiny Baltics.

:%I §/§ SR Hx xoxx S g E & Ulkraine gets over 9o percent of its overall energy supplies from Russia, owes

TE Q:” S B g Russia’s gas monopoly Gazprom over US$3 billion, is crucially dependent on

R % ;é g earnings from transshippfng Russian gas to Europe, is in arrears on its elec-

:%’\g \Sg ST XX o g ,S g tricity debt to Russia’s energy giant UES, depends on Russia for key markers,

- RS c 2 g" and is a central site for strategic foreign direct investment from Russian




232 WOHLFORTH

companies. These dependencies go a long way toward explaining Kyiv's

hedging strategy.

BALANCE OF POWER THEORY IN CENTRAL EURASIA:
A BALANCE SHEET

How well does balance of power theory do? Overall, the theory accurately
predicts the widespread regional preference for balancing. Most of Russia’s
neighbors would like to see Russia balanced. Many have pursued allies vig-
orously, though only the tiny Baltic states have succeeded in joining a
significant alliance. Many tried ardenty to find allies against Russia, but
have simply been unable to do so—Georgia is a notable case in point. The
non-shaded areas of Table 8.3 capture the balancing aspirations of states, if
not their degree of success. And many states are working to reduce their eco-
nomic dependence on Russia. Since 1995, the number of states that are trade
dependent on Russia has decreased. The region has witnessed intensive
efforts to reduce reliance on Russia for energy transportation. Many states
are hedging because they have no choice—Moldova is an example. Table 8.3
also indicates that the number of states that have actually chosen to band-
wagon with Russia by acceding to Moscow’s Commonwealth of Indepen-
dent States Treaty on Collective Security is small. Most of these states are
very weak and lack outside allies. Armenia is a prime example that accords
with the theory’s expectations.

The theory thus captures an important piece of strategic reality in central
Eurasia, and it remains a necessary part of the analyst’s tool kit. Yet it also
faces major limitations. It is of lictle utility in explaining much of the varia-
tion in local responses to Russia. Even when we add conditional variables o
the theory to derive more discrete hypotheses, it fails to add much to the
explanation of why Kazakhstan is such a faichful bandwagoner despite its
proximity to Russia; why Turkmenistan eschews all external balancing of any
kind while Tajikistan cozies up to Russia; and why Belarus has been such a
faithful bandwagoner despite relative power and a geographical position
similar to the Baltics. The answers to these questions lie in local history and
politics, in the details of the imperial dissolution rather than the insights
from a general theory.

Balance of power theory’s predictions utterly fail in the key case of
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Ulkraine. Ukraine’s share of relative power, geographical position, and prox-
imity and attractiveness to outside great-power allies all suggest that it
should be more prone to balancing than any of the other successor states.
The reasons Ukraine failed to respond to balancing imperatives all center on
the classic “weak state” problem: the country lacks effective state institutions
and hence cannot act as coherently on the world scene as balance of power
theory expects.” It is thoroughly penetrated by Russian influence at all lev-
cls; it has one of the most corrupt governments in the world; it is currently
run by a president who talks and frequently behaves like a gangster.”® All
these factors weigh heavily in Ukrainian policymaking and help account for
Kyiv's inability to balance internally, and its reluctance to unambiguously
provide leadership to GUAM or to court NATO.

In addition, balance of power theory’s myopic focus on the problem of
hegemony diverts attention from the varied security agendas of the region’s
states, That is, while it accurately predicts a widespread preference for bal-
ancing, it tends to exaggerate the strength of that preference. For many,
Russian hegemony is too far down the list of strategic priorities to warrant
expending too much economic or political capital on balancing. For most,
the chief threats are internal opponents to the regime, or, more generally, the
potential of an internally generated failure to develop and prosper.”’ The bal-
ancing preference is thus a weak predictor of what these states will actually
do strategically to counter Russia, especially when Russia can offer some eco-
nomic and (internal and external) security benefits. The problem of hege-
mony is but one variable in a complex equation of the costs and benefits of
cooperating with the local great power.

Uzbekistan is an important case in point. By standard measures, it is the
region’s third most powerful state after Russia and Ukraine, but unlike the
latter it 1s blessed with energy riches of its own. Hence, the importance
attached to President Islam Karimov’s decision to join GUAM in 1999. But
other concerns than countering Russia drive Karimov, including his own
aspirations to be a regional hegemon and his fears of Islamic extremists.?®
The former objective put Tashkent at odds with its central Asian neighbors,
and the latter augured for cooperation with Russia. Both of these concerns
sapped Uzbekistan’s ability to counter Russia. At the same time, Tashkent’s
local imperialism is an important factor behind the decisions of Kazakhstan
and Kyrgyzstan to bandwagon with Moscow.
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Conclusion

Revisiting balance of power theory in post-Sovier Eurasia demonstrates old
social science truisms. A theory that seems to apply everywhere all the time
is likely to be of little practical utility. Any theory worth its salt is likely to
be wrong about some things and simply inapplicable to others.

The most ambitious version of balance of power theory, which posits a
universal tendency roward equilibrium in all international systems, adds lit-
tle to the analysis of Russia’s response to American primacy. The theory does
capture Russian decision makers’ subjective preferences: they would rather
live in a world with a more equitable distribution of power. But the theory
is misleading when it confuses those norms and beliefs with the concrete
strategic decisions that Russian leaders are willing to make. In the end, users
of the theory show a tendency to shoehorn nearly any Russian effort to
aggregate or exercise power into a narrative of balancing the United States.
In fact, it is hard to identify any such move that Russia would not have taken
even if the United States were not so dominant in the scales of world power.
If words could balance, the theory would be accurate and Russia would be
the great organizer of a Eurasian anti-U.S. coalition. But Moscow’s real strat-
egy has varied between hedging and bandwagoning. As an explanation of
real strategic behavior, the universal version falls short in this case.

Balance of threat theory does little better. 1t might be the case that over
the long run Russia’s propensity to balance hinges on the benign character of
U.S. intentions, as revealed in its policies, rather than the threat inherent in
U.S. power. But it is very hard to find Russian analysts who accord much
strategic significance to the benign nature of U.S. power or the pacifying
influence of its institutions. And the track record so far is the opposite of
what balance of threat theory predicted: bellicose and expansionary U.S.
policy elicited more cooperative Russian behavior. More bellicose and
expansionary U.S. policy in 2001—2003—deploying military forces to central
Asia, and forcefully changing regimes in Afghanistan and Iraq—elicited
weaker responses from Russia than less threatening policies in the late 1990s.

Regarding Russia’s neighbors in central Eurasia, balance of power theory
does highlight a real strategic concern that underlies the region’s politics. As
the theory predicts, Russian hegemony is a background worry, and many
local states have tried hard to find allies and reduce their vulnerability to
Moscow. But this is hardly a novel insight for which one needs an elaborate
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theory. A theory that generated discrete hypotheses about balancing versus
buck-passing or bandwagoning strategies would be of real utility in making
sense of the complex behavior of the region’s states. Unfortunately, it is not
yet possible to extract such hypotheses from current writings on the balance
of power. The only way to make sense of the pattern of strategic responses in
the area is to delve deeply into the domestic and local politics of all the actors
involved—a task well suited to area experts trained in comparative politics,
but to which balance of power theory has little to add beyond common sense.
The clearest prediction that current theory can offer is that Ukraine should be
the post-Soviet state most prone to balancing. Thus far, Ukraine has not been
able to rise to the role the theory assigns to it, mainly because of the standard
weak-state reasons with which regional experts are all too familiar.

Ultimately, balance of power theory faces major problems when i is
applied to restricted domains. If the theory is divorced from concern with
systemic concentrations of power, it becomes a catchall surrogate for any and
all security policies. If the theory is specified such that it only deals with
hegemonic threats—which is in keeping with the existing literature, can
generate falsifiable hypotheses, and is thus what we have done here—then it
yields precise predictions only in the rare cases when hegemony is suffici-
ently probable that it overwhelms other security (and nonsecurity) concerns.
For all of the states in central Eurasia, cither hegemony is not nearly the most
important problem in the near to medium term, or, if it is, there is nothing
materially that they can do about it. Under those circumstances, given a
trade-off between balancing and economic growth, governments will choose
not to balance in the short term in the expectation that enhanced economic
growth will put them in a better position to balance—and so maximize their
security—in the longer term when and if it becomes necessary or possible.
Hence, the conclusion most charitable to balance of power theory is that it
does not apply to this group of states at this time.
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CHAPTER 9

The International System and Regional Balance

in the Middle East

BENJAMIN MILLER

The international politics of the Middle East are dominated by a variety of
regional conflicts, civil wars, and external interventions. The great powers are
heavily engaged in the region because of oil, the strategic location of key
actors, formal and de facto alliances, and significant economic interests. As
a result, great-power involvement in the Middle Fast makes a major differ-
ence in regional politics, especially if great-power involvement takes the
form of competitive balancing by a number of states or hegemonic manage-
ment by a single great power.! Competitive intervention by several great
powers will lead to a regional balance of power and the prevention of
regional hegemony. By contrast, states will tend to bandwagon with a global
hegemon that regularly intervenes in the region. Under these conditions, re-
visionist actors are likely to be contained and marginalized, and their
attempts at forming a countervailing coalition are likely to fail.

To explain the current balance of power motivations and behavior in the
Middle Fast, the chapter will first present several propositions about the
effects of the international system on the regional balance of power. It then
describes balance of power politics in the Middle East during the Cold War,
explaining why American exclusionary policies could not succeed in a bipo-
lar situation. The third section explores how the United States has emerged
as the Middle East hegemon following the collapse of the Soviet Union and
the defeat of Iraq in the Gulf War. The chapter considers the effects of 9/11
and the Iraq War and concludes by describing how the revisionist forces and
enduring regional conflicts continue to pose major challenges to Pax Ameri-
cana in the region.
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