Alliances: Balancing and
Bandwagoning

Stephen M. Walt

When confronted by a significant external threat, states may either halance or
bandwagon, Balancing is defined as allying with others against the prevailing
threat; bandwagoning refers to alignment with the source of danger. Thus two dis-
tinct hypotheses about how states will select their alliance partners can be identi-
fied on the basis of whether the states ally against or with the principal external
threat.!

These two hypotheses depict very different worlds. If balancing is more com-
mon than bandwagoning, then states are more secure, because aggressors will face
combined opposition. But if bandwagoning is the dominant tendency, then secu-
rity is scarce, because successful aggressors will attract additional allies, enhancing
their power while reducing that of their opponents. . . .

BALANCING BEHAVIOR

The belief that states form alliances in order to prevent stronger powers from dom-
inating them lies at the heart of traditional balance-of-power theory. According to
this view, states join alliances to protect themselves from states or coalitions whose
superior resources could pose a threat, States choose to balance for two main rea-
SONS.

First, they place their survival at risk if they fail to curb a potential hegemon
before it becomes too strong, To ally with the dominant power means placing one’s
trust in its continued benevolence. The safer strategy is to join with those who ecan-
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not readily dominate their allies, in order to avoid being dominated by those who
can. As Winston Churchill explained Britain’s traditional alliance policy: “For four
hundred years the foreign policy of England has been to oppose the strongest,
most aggressive, most dominating power on the Continent. . . . [I]t would have
been easy . . . and tempting to join with the stronger and share the fruits of his con-
quest. However, we always took the harder course. joined with the less strong pow-
ers, . . . and thus defeated the Continental military tyrant whoever he was.” More
recently, Henry Kissinger advocated a rapprochement with China, because he be-
lieved that in a triangular relationship, it was better to align with the weaker side.

Second, joining the weaker side increases the new member’s influence within
the alliance, because the weaker side has greater need for assistance. Allying with
the strong side, by contrast, gives the new member little influence (because it adds
relatively less to the coalition) and leaves it vulnerable to the whims of its partners.
Joining the weaker side should be the preferred choice.

BANDWAGONING BEHAVIOR

The belief that states will balance is unsurprising, given the many familiar exam-
ples of states joining together to resist a threatening state or coalition. Yet, despite
the powerful evidence that history provides in support of the balancing hypothesis,
the belief that the opposite response is more likely is widespread. According to one
scholar: “In international politics, nothing succeeds like success. Momentum ac-
crues to the gainer and accelerates his movement. The appearance of irreversibil-
ity in his gains enfeebles one side and stimulates the other all the more. The band-
wagon collects those on the sidelines.”™

The bandwagoning hypothesis is especially popular with statesmen seeking to
justify overseas involvements or increased military budgets. For example, German
admiral Alfred von Tirpitz's famous risk theory rested on this type of logic. By
building a great battle fleet, Tirpitz argued, Germany could force England into
neutrality or alliance with her by posing a threat to England’s vital maritime su-
premacy.

Bandwagoning beliefs have also been a recurring theme throughout the Cold
War. Soviet efforts to intimidate both Norway and Turkey into not joining NATO
reveal the Soviet conviction that states will accommodate readily to threats, al-
though these moves merely encouraged Norway and Turkey to align more closely
with the West. Soviet officials made a similar error in believing that the growth of
Soviet military power in the 1960s and 1970s would lead to a permanent shift in the
correlation of forces against the West. Instead, it contributed to a Sino-American
rapprochement in the 1970s and the largest peacetime increase in U.S. military
power in the 1980s.

American officials have been equally fond of bandwagoning notions. Accord-
ing to NSC-68, the classified study that helped justify a major U.S. military
buildup in the 1950s: “In the absence of an affirmative decision [to increase U.S.
military capabilities] . . . our friends will become more than a liability to us, they
will become a positive increment to Soviet power.” President John F. Kennedy
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once claimed that “if the United States were to falter, the whole world . .. would
inevitably begin to move toward the Communist bloc."® And though Henry
Kissinger often argued that the United States should form balancing alliances to
contain the Soviet Union, he apparently believed that U.S. allies were likely to
bandwagon. As he put it, “If leaders around the world .. . assume that the U.S.
lacked either the forces or the will . . . they will accommodate themselves to what
they will regard as the dominant trend.”” Ronald Reagan’s claim, “If we cannot de-
fend ourselves [in Central America] . . . then we cannot expect to prevail else-
where. . .. [O]ur credibility will collapse and our alliances will crumble,” reveals
the same logic in a familiar role—that of justifying overseas intervention

Balancing and bandwagoning are usually framed solely in terms of capabili-
ties. Balancing is alignment with the weaker side, bandwagoning with the stronger.
This conception should be revised, however, to account for the other factors that
statesmen consider when deciding with whom to ally. Although power is an im-
portant part of the equation, it is not the only one. It is more accurate to say that
states tend to ally with or against the foreign power that poses the greatest threat.
For example, states may balance by allying with other strong states if a weaker
power is more dangerous for other reasons. Thus the coalitions that defeated Ger-
many in World War I and World War II were vastly superior in total resources, but
they came together when it became clear that the aggressive aims of the Wil-
helmines and Nazis posed the greater danger. Because balancing and bandwago-
ning are more accurately viewed as a response to threats, it is important to consider
other factors that will affect the level of threat that states may pose: aggregate
power, geographic proximity, offensive power, and aggressive intentions. . . .

By defining the basic hypotheses in terms of threats rather than power alone,
we gain a more complete picture of the factors that statesmen will consider when
making alliance choices. One cannot determine a priori, however, which sources of
threat will be most important in any given case; one can say only that all of them
are likely to play a role. And the greater the threat, the greater the probability that
the vulnerable state will seek an alliance.

THE IMPLICATIONS OF BALANCING AND
BANDWAGONING

The two general hypotheses of balancing and bandwagoning paint starkly contrast-
ing pictures of international politics. Resolving the question of which hypothesis is
more accurate is especially important, because each implies very different policy
prescriptions. What sort of world does each depict, and what policies are implied?

If balancing is the dominant tendency, then threatening states will provoke
others to align against them. Because those who seek to dominate others will at-
tract widespread opposition, status quo states can take a relatively sanguine view
of threats. Credibility is less important in a balancing world, because one’s allies
will resist threatening states out of their own self-interest, not because they ex-
pect others to do it for them. Thus the fear of allies defecting will decline. More-
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over, if balancing is the norm and if statesmen understand this tendency, aggres-
sion will be discouraged because those who contemplate it will anticipate resis-
tance.

In a balancing world, policies that convey restraint and benevolence are best.
Strong states may be valued as allies because they have much to offer their part-
ners, but they must take particular care to avoid appearing aggressive. Foreign and
defense policies that minimize the threat one poses to others make the most sense
in such a world.

A bandwagoning world, by contrast, is much more competitive. If states tend
to ally with those who seem most dangerous, then great powers will be rewarded if
they appear both strong and potentially aggressive. International rivalries will be
more intense, because a single defeat may signal the decline of one side and the as-
cendancy of the other. This situation is especially alarming in a bandwagoning
world, because additional defections and a further decline in position are to be ex-
pected. Moreover, if statesmen believe that bandwagoning is widespread, they will
be more inclined to use force. This tendency is true for both aggressors and status
quo powers. The former will use force because they will assume that others will be
unlikely to balance against them and because they can attract more allies through
belligerence or brinkmanship. The latter will follow suit because they will fear the
gains their opponents will make by appearing powerful and resolute.®

Finally, misperceiving the relative propensity to balance or bandwagon is dan-
gerous, because the policies that are appropriate for one situation will backfire in
the other. If statesmen follow the balancing prescription in a bandwagoning world,
their moderate responses and relaxed view of threats will encourage their allies to
defect, leaving them isolated against an overwhelming coalition. Conversely, fol-
lowing the bandwagoning prescription in a world of balancers (employing power
and threats frequently) will lead others to oppose you more and more vigorously.!”

These concerns are not merely theoretical. In the 1930s, France failed to rec-
ognize that her allies in the Little Entente were prone to bandwagon, a tendency
that French military and diplomatic policies reinforced. As noted earlier, Soviet at-
tempts to intimidate Turkey and Norway after World War II reveal the opposite
error; they merely provoked a greater U.S. commitment to these regions and ce-
mented their entry into NATO. Likewise, the self-encircling bellicosity of Wil-
helmine Germany and Imperial Japan reflected the assumption, prevalent in both
states, that bandwagoning was the dominant tendency in international affairs.

WHEN DO STATES BALANCE? WHEN DO THEY
BANDWAGON?

These examples highlight the importance of identifying whether states are more
likely to balance or bandwagon and which sources of threat have the greatest im-
pact on the decision. . .. In general, we should expect balancing behavior to be
much more common than bandwagoning, and we should expect bandwagoning to
occur only under certain identifiable conditions.
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Although many statesmen fear that potential allies will align with the strongest
side, this fear receives little support from most of international history. For exam-
ple, every attempt to achieve hegemony in Europe since the Thirty Years War has
been thwarted by a defensive coalition formed precisely for .the purpose of.defeat-
ing the potential hegemon. Other examples are equally telling. Although isolated
cases of bandwagoning do occur, the great powers have shown a.rerlnarkable ten-
dency to ignore other temptations and follow the balancing prescription when nec-

sary.

N I"%(his tendency should not surprise us. Balancing should be preferred fc?r the
simple reason that no statesman can be completely sure of what anotber will do.
Bandwagoning is dangerous because it increases the resources available to a
threatening power and requires placing trust in its contimlled forbearance. Because
perceptions are unreliable and intentions can change, it is safelr to balance against
potential threats than to rely on the hope that a state will remain benevolently dis-
posed. . o

But if balancing is to be expected, bandwagoning remains possibility. Several
factors may affect the relative propensity for states to select this course.

Strong Versus Weak States

In general, the weaker the state, the more likely it is to bandwagon rather than bal-
ance. This situation occurs because weak states add little to the strength of a de-
fensive coalition but incur the wrath of the more threatening states nonetheless.
Because weak states can do little to affect the outcome (and may saffer grievously
in the process), they must choose the winning side. Only when their decision can
affect the outcome s it rational for them to join the weaker alliance. By contrast,
strong states can turn a losing coalition into a winning one. And becausg their de-
cision may mean the difference between victory and defeat, they are likely to be
amply rewarded for their contribution. N .

Weak states are also likely to be especially sensitive to proximate power.
Where great powers have both global interests and global capabili?:ie?s, weak states
will be concerned primarily with events in their immediate wmnlty.-Moreover,
weak states can be expeced to balance when threatened by states with roughly
equal capabilities but they will be tempted to bandwagon whe.m threatenef:l by a
great power, Obviously, when the great power is capable of rapld. and effecpve ac-
tion (i.e., when its offensive capabilities are especially strong), this temptation will

be even greater.

The Availability of Allies

States will also be tempted to bandwagon when allies are simply unavailable-. .T.his
statement is not simply tautological, because states may balance by r_noblhz:mg
their own resources instead of relying on allied support. They are more likely to do
so, however, when they are confident that allied assistance will be available. Thus
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a further prerequisite for balancing behavior is an effective system of diplomatic
communication. The ability to communicate enables potential allies to recognize
their shared interests and coordinate their responses. If weak states see no possi-
bility of outside assistance, however, they may be forced to accommodate the most
imminent threat, Thus the first Shah of Iran saw the British withdrawal from Kan-
dahar in 1881 as a signal to bandwagon with Russia. As he told the British repre-
sentative, all he had received from Great Britain was “good advice and honeyed
words—nothing else.”!! Finland’s policy of partial alignment with the Soviet Union
suggests the same lesson. When Finland joined forces with Nazi Germany during
World War 11, it alienated the potential allies {the United States and Great Britain)
that might otherwise have helped protect it from Soviet pressure after the war,

Of course, excessive confidence in allied support will encourage weak states to
free-ride, relying on the efforts of others to provide security. Free-riding is the op-
timal policy for a weak state, because its efforts will contribute little in any case.
Among the great powers, the belief that allies are readily available encourages
buck-passing; states that are threatened strive to pass to others the burdens of
standing up to the aggressor. Neither response is a form of bandwagoning, but
both suggest that effective balancing behavior is more likely to occur when mem-
bers of an alliance are not convinced that their partners are unconditionally loyal.

Taken together, these factors help explain the formation of spheres of influ-
ence surrounding the great powers. Although strong neighbors of strong states are
likely to balance, small and weak neighbors of the great powers may be more in-
clined to bandwagon. Because they will be the first victims of expansion, because
they lack the capabilities to stand alone, and because a defensive alliance may op-
erate too slowly to do them much good, accommodating a threatening great power
may be tempting.

Peace and War

Finally, the context in which alliance choices are made will affect decisions to bal-
ance or bandwagon. States are more likely to balance in peacetime or in the early
stages of a war, as they seek to deter or defeat the powers posing the greatest
threat. But once the outcome appears certain, some will be tempted to defect from
the losing side at an opportune moment, Thus both Rumania and Bulgaria allied
with Nazi Germany initially and then abandoned Germany for the Allies, as the
tides of war ebbed and flowed across Europe in World War I1.

The restoration of peace, however, restores the incentive to balance. As many
observers have noted, victorious coalitions are likely to disintegrate with the con-
clusion of peace. Prominent examples include Austria and Prussia after their war
with Denmark in 1864. Britain and France after World War I, the Soviet Union
and the United States after World War I1, and China and Vietnam after the U.S.
withdrawal from Vietnam. This recurring pattern provides further support for the
proposition that balancing is the dominant tendency in international politics and
that bandwagoning is the opportunistic exception.
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SUMMARY OF HYPOTHESES ON BALANCING AND
BANDWAGONING

Hypotheses on Balancing
1. General form: States facing an external threat will align with others to

oppose the states posing the threat.
2. The greater the threatening state’s aggregate power, the greater the ten-

dency for others to align against it.
3. The nearer a powerful state, the greater the tendency for those nearby to

align against it. Therefore, neighboring states are less likely to be allies than
are states separated by at least one other power.

4. The greater a state’s offensive capabilities, the greater the tel}dency fo'r loth-
ers to align against it. Therefore, states with offensively orfented 1Tn.111tary
capabilities are likely to provoke other states to form defensive lcoahtlons.

5. The more aggressive a state’s perceived intentions, the more likely others

are to align against that state. .
6. Alliances formed during wartime will disintegrate when the enemy is

defeated.

Hypotheses on Bandwagoning

The hypotheses on bandwagoning are the opposite of those on balancing.
1. General form: States facing an external threat will ally with the most threat-

ening power. .
2. The greater a state’s aggregate capabilities, the greater the tendency for

others to align with it.
3. The nearer a powerful state, the greater the tendency for those nearby to

align with it.
4. Thgengreater a state’s offensive capabilities, the greater the tendency for oth-

ers to align with it. ‘
5. The more aggressive a state’s perceived intentions, the less likely other

states are to align against it. N
6. Alliances formed to oppose a threat will disintegrate when the threat

becomes serious.

Hypotheses on the Conditions Favoring Balancing or
Bandwagoning
1. Balancing is more common than bandwagoning.

2. The stronger the state, the greater its tendency to balance. Weak states will
balance against other weak states but may bandwagoen when threatened by

great powers. .
3, The greater the probability of allied support, the greater the tendency to
balance. When adequate allied support is certain, however, the tendency

for free-riding or buck-passing increases.
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4. The more unalterably aggressive a state is perceived to be, the greater the
tendency for others to balance against it.

5. In wartime, the closer one side is to victory, the greater the tendency for
others to bandwagon with it.
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