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 Recently international relations scholarship has increased its focus on the behavior of 

great powers in the unipolar system created by the collapse of the Soviet Union.  Recently, 

scholars have argued that there is a “unipolar threshold”, wherein a state acquires so much 

power, both in influence and material capabilities, that states are dissuaded from balancing and 

engage in a form of bandwagoning (Brooks and Wohlforth 2008; Fiammenghi 2011).  Since 

Brooks and Wohlforth’s (2008) groundbreaking work, “unipolar realism” has received scholarly 

attention.  While structural theories have emphasized the distribution of power in the past (Waltz 

1979), there is a move towards adapting previous theories to account for the new structural 

variable of unipolarity.   

 While adaptation of theories to new structural conditions is important, many scholars 

have generalized the behavior of all states in a unipolar system.  This is a problematic 

essentialization that does not account for the nuance of the international system.  It is this 

generalization that is the focus of my research.  To analyze the structural impact of unipolarity 

upon great powers, I pose the following research questions: 

 

 1.  In unipolarity, do great powers challenge the status quo structure? 

2.  What determines the strategies that great powers pursue in unipolar systems? 

3.  If great powers challenge the unipolar structure, what strategy decisions do they 

make? 

 

My research will examine these questions, and proceed by introducing a two-variable 

model for understanding great power decision-making.  Fundamentally, my argument will hold 

that there are two variables that impact strategy outcomes.  The first independent variable 



evaluated is the intention of each state, whether or not the great power in question is a status quo 

power, or a revisionist power.  My second independent variable is whether or not the state has 

the latent power resources, material capabilities, to challenge the unipolar system in the short-run 

or if they must act to increase their latent power resources in the long-run.   

This paper will proceed in four sections.  Section I will provide a review of the literature 

and made when answering my research questions.  Section II will provide an introduction to my 

theory and an explanation of important concepts, as well as the methodology utilized.  Section III 

will provide a test case to demonstrate my theory, specifically, the current American-led unipolar 

system beginning in 1991 following the collapse of the Soviet Union.  In Section IV, the paper 

will conclude and will be a discussion of the significance of this work and a research agenda. 

 

I. Literature Review 

Waltz (1979) argues that the structure of international relations incentivizes the balancing of 

power.  He holds that there is a parabolic relationship between power and balancing, as states 

increase their security they become more secure up to a point.  Past a certain threshold, however, 

a state becomes less secure as it provokes arms increases and countervailing coalitions.  For 

Waltz, unipolarity would likely not play a role, and in fact, observers should expect a great deal 

of balancing against the United States.   

Walt (1985) argues that states to not simply balance power, but make calculations based 

upon the threat that other states pose.  For Walt, there are four different threat variables: 

aggregate power, proximity, offensive capability, and offensive intentions.  Given consideration 

of each of these variables, the United States should be perceived as a threat given the great deal 



of offensive power and capability that it possesses, and has demonstrated in Iraq, Afghanistan, 

and Libya.  As a result, we would expect a great deal of balancing against the United States.   

Walt (2005) later argued that given American power, states have had to develop 

strategies to specifically deal with American power.  Walt holds that the way the United States 

exercises its power has produced a great deal of resentment, even amongst its allies, and as a 

result, states have pursued strategies of opposition (71, 110).   

Mearsheimer (2001) argues that great powers are generally revisionist states, as the 

incentives for security competition and relative gains are too high.  This theory, offensive 

realism, holds that the only way a state can achieve security is through becoming a hegemon, 

meaning that all states will strive to increase their own security (2001, 21).  Specifically, 

Mearsheimer (2001) indicates that states should seek to revise the current balance of power in a 

way that benefits them (37).  If Mearsheimer’s argument were true, given the sheer disparity of 

power in unipolarity, we should expect balancing to occur at unprecedented levels.  Mearsheimer 

acknowledges that once a state achieves hegemony, anarchy ceases to exist and the system 

comes to be hierarchical; as a result, offensive realism loses its explanatory power (415).  

Mearsheimer, however, fails to acknowledge that the current system is hegemonic (41).  If it is 

true that the current system is unipolar, then Mearsheimer’s evaluation of great power politics is 

irrelevant.   

Pape (2005) challenges the conventional wisdom, that while other states may grumble 

about American military policy states will inevitably fall in line (8). Pape, among other scholars 

including T.V. Paul holds that states are engaging in “soft balancing” against the United States, 

which is to say, states are utilizing nonmilitary tools to constrain the United States (10; Paul 

2005).  Soft balancing generally occurs through international institutions, economic statecraft, 



and diplomatic forums (10). Pape argues that these forms of balancing are likely to become more 

intense if the United States were to continue acting unilaterally (10). Pape argues that internal 

balancing is not a viable strategy against a unipolar leader because it would be insufficient to 

create parity (15). As a consequence, Pape argues that states must pursue external balancing and 

must coalesce to challenge the hegemon (16).   This is where soft balancing becomes important, 

as otherwise collective action problems would harm the formation of balancing coalitions (16).  

Pape argues that soft balancing allows a way to overcome these collective action problems by 

establishing cooperation and trust (16-17). 

Lieber and Alexander (2005) seek to understand why there has been a lack of balancing 

against the United States, while also arguing that soft balancing is not truly oppositional 

balancing.  Lieber and Alexander make a strong case for why soft balancing is less impactful 

than many scholars may hold, arguing that it is difficult to define and is no different from normal 

diplomatic friction.  Lieber and Alexander hold that the post-September 11th strategy of the 

United States does not alienate powerful states nor America’s allies, but generally rogue regimes 

and terrorist groups.  In addition, they hold that since September 11th, the positive relations 

between the United States and many other regional powers has been sustainable (Lieber and 

Alexander 2005). 

Glaser (2010) answers this question with uncertainty over how great powers should react 

to American power.  Glaser says holds that there would be three independent variables 

conditioning how great powers would act: motives, material capability, and information (35-38).   

Later, however, Glaser attributes information and material conditions as contributing to the post-

Cold War European peace (213).  Glaser argues that the reason why Northeast Asia has been 

insecure, even given that they have many of the same material conditions as Europe, is that there 



is a difference of intention: there is a lack of trust and fear of Chinese expansionism (218).  

While his book does not make clear how states act in regards to American hegemony, it is likely 

he would argue that the current peace is a result of the benign, status quo intentions of the United 

States. 

Brooks and Wohlforth’s (2008) thesis is that the concentration of power in a unipolar 

system, and in particular, the current system, renders inoperable many of the constraints that 

international relations scholars isolate as important (3). This is what some have referenced as 

“unipolar realism” (Fiammenghi 2011, 127). Scholars would traditionally think that raising 

power would translate to raising constraints, however, that is not what has occurred (Brooks and 

Wohlforth 2008, 10). 

Accounting for changes in international relations literature, Fiammenghi seeks to provide 

a new understanding of the security curve.  Conventionally, international relations scholarship 

would hold that a state becomes secure as it increases its power (Fiammenghi 2011).  This occurs 

until states reach the “security threshold”, which is Waltz’s argument that at a certain point states 

become so powerful that they become less secure as states balance against them.  This is the 

conventional understanding of the parabolic nature of the security curve.    Fiammenghi’s (2011) 

contribution is that there is an “absolute security threshold” in which a states power becomes so 

large that balancing “becomes impossible” (136).  This is meant as the application of Brooks and 

Wohlforth’s “unipolar realism”.  Where Fiammenghi’s argument diverges from Brooks and 

Wohlforth’s is that states pursue bandwagoning with a state that has crossed the absolute security 

threshold, indicating in the current system the rational decision for states is to bandwagoning 

with the United States (Fiammenghi 2011, 136-138).   While perhaps being its strength, the 



generality of Fiammenghi’s argument is also its fault.  While seeking to create an argument that 

is generalizable, he does not discuss how different tiers of states react.   

Layne (2006) argues that traditional understandings of hard balancing are not relevant in 

a unipolar system, and argues that there has instead been “leash-slipping” (29-30).  Conceptually, 

“leash-slipping” is a strategy whereby states act to provide a buffer against themselves and the 

hegemon so that they may act independently of the will of the hegemon, to have their own, 

distinct foreign policy (30).  

Braumoeller (2012) argues for a systemic theory of international relations, holding that 

balance of power is shaped by the environment that impacts states’ behavior, and that states 

would act to alter their environment.  His theory would argue that outcomes are a result of the 

structure of the international system and the units that make it up (xiv).  Braumoeller holds that 

the desire of each state largely impacts whether or not there will be an equitable distribution of 

power in a given system (52-53).   Adjusting his model, he reveals that power distributions vary 

even more significantly when the latent power capabilities of states differ as well (53).  He also 

argues that that role of constituencies, and their interest and desire to maintain equitable power 

distribution is important (55).   

Lake (2009) argues that international relations is not absolutely anarchic, but there are 

systems of hierarchy based upon legitimacy and power (10).  Lake argues that when the 

hierarchy is legitimate and is perceived to uphold the political order, states are willing to give up 

a portion of their sovereignty (138).    In this instance, states legitimate the dominate state’s 

power and authority through bandwagoning in symbolic measure (139).  Likewise, if a dominate 

state is not seen as legitimate or acting to uphold the political order, then that state may be 

challenged (92).   



Levy and Thompson (2010) contend that the United States’ status as a naval and 

economic power is the reason there has been very little balancing against the United States (40). 

Levy and Thompson’s argument is that there is a distinction between the balancing of Europe 

that is often the evidence used for balance of power theory and the new transregional maritime 

system that exists now (Levy and Thompson 2010, 8). 

Schweller (2011) provides an interesting discussion of the way unipolar realists discuss 

constructivism and international legitimacy.  For Schweller, states that balance under unipolarity 

will be considered a revisionist power, and thus, labeled an aggressor.  As a result, in order for 

balancing to occur, states must delegitimize the unipole.  This process of delegitimization 

extends beyond soft balancing, but also includes criticizing the existing system while providing a 

blueprint for the new system (Schweller 2011, 180).  Once the unipole has become 

delegitimized, states view balancing as a good that replaces an unfavorable system.  This would 

increase the benefit of pursuing strategies that would restrain the ability of the unipole to 

exercise its power, as states would see it as essential for state security.  This would resolve the 

prohibitive cost that states face when opting for strategies of opposition against the unipole. 

Schweller (2011) argues given disparities in economic growth, with much of that coming from 

challengers, unipolarity will inevitably end. 

Brawley (2004) argues for the inclusion of economic components of balancing, 

bandwagoning, and buck-passing to be included into existing international relations theory.  In 

Brawley’s model, two independent variables that impact state decision making calculus.  For 

Brawley, the ability to rapidly transform wealth into power, and availability of allies determines 

the strategies that states may pursue (87).  There is also a great consideration of time horizons for 

his argument, as he differentiates between the decision to balance now or to balance later.  In 



Brawley’s conceptualization, states like Russia and China should be bandwagoning or appeasing 

the United States, and countries like Germany and France should be buck-passing.  This does not 

seem to truly capture the picture, and requires more interrogation. 

Brawley’s discussion is perhaps the most important for this paper, as it establishes the 

importance of time horizons and political economy to discussions of unipolarity.  The key 

distinction between Brawley’s work, and this thesis, is that I change his models by changing one 

variable (availability of alliances changes to status quo or revisionist intentions), and modify 

another (rapid transformation of wealth into power changes to latent power capacity).  This 

distinction will be discussed to greater length in the following section of the paper.   

This survey of the literature related to state strategy reveals two startling gaps.  First, 

there is little consideration paid to the implication of time horizon calculations, and there is 

certainly no discussion of how that plays into the revisionist or status quo intentions of a great 

power.  Second, little work is done in explaining why some great powers are pursuing 

bandwagoning as a strategy, and why some are not bandwagoning, nor engaging in conventional 

forms of balancing.  This creates a space for my theory distinguishing the motivation for distinct 

strategy choices, and an explanation for the recent phenomena of “economic prebalancing”.   

 

II: Theory and Method 

 As discussed in the introduction, my argument will evaluate the relationship between two 

independent variables upon the strategies that great powers pursue in unipolar systems.  The first 

independent variable will analyze the intention of the great power being considered.  Intention, 

according to Glaser (2010), stands in opposition to motive which are the inherent features of 

states, what motivates them, while intention focuses upon what a state intends to do based upon 



the interaction of a state within the international system – in this instance, unipolarity (39).  This 

conceptual distinction is essential given that this paper will focus upon unipolar international 

systems, which should condition state intention.  

 The intention variable will be dichotomous, in this instance, a state will either be labeled 

as a “Status Quo Power” or a “Revisionist Power”.  In addition, a state’s intention will be 

measured by sentiment, coming from high level government officials, specifically criticizing the 

power disparity that exists in the international system.  Certainly, scholars may address concerns 

over how a state can be classified as a status quo state or a revisionist power.  These concerns 

may be valid, however, I will seek to resolve them in this work.  If a state engages consistently in 

a form of international shaming of a state that behaves out of lines with international norms, than 

the state may be measured as a status quo power.  On the other hand, if a state by and large is 

shamed for breaking international norms then it can be classified as revisionist.   

 The second variable analyzed by this paper is the ability of the great power to challenge 

the unipolar system in the short term through a build-up of military power and material 

capabilities.  Brawley (2004) began this discussion by including time horizons into the 

consideration of state strategy decisions.  This variable will largely be measured by whether or 

not the state has the material capabilities or latent power resources to challenge the unipolar 

system in the short-run, or if they must increase their economic capabilities to challenge the 

hegemon in the long-run.  

 Conventionally, economics literature defines the short-run as a time frame that is not long 

enough to allow for the change to certain economic conditions that a decision maker may face 

(Mabry and Ulbrich 1989).  Alternatively, the long-run is defined as a time frame that is long 

enough for all important information and choices to be made available to the decision maker 



(Mabry and Ulbrich 1989).  Given that at the core of my argument rests strategy, constraints, and 

rational decision-making, these definitions seem best suited to provide a measurement for the 

power capabilities independent variable. 

 Given these two dichotomous variables, intention and capabilities, there is a two by two 

matrix of great power strategy outcomes provided (as demonstrated by Figure 1): 

Figure 1: Great Power Strategy Outcomes 

 Power Capabilities 

Short-Run Long-Run 

Intention 

of the 

State 

Revisionist Hard Balancing Economic 

Prebalancing 

Status Quo No Balancing Bandwagoning 

 

Revisionist and Capable Hard Balancers 

 Hard balancing can be conceptualized as a state increasing its military capabilities in 

order to bring the international distribution of power into balance (Walt 2005, 120).  Hard 

internal balancing is the act of mobilizing resources in a way to increase its own power relative 

to another.  The variation would be hard external balancing, in which it was combining its 

capabilities with another to challenge a state.  As demonstrated by Figure 1, a great power that is 

a revisionist state, capable of challenging the unipolar structure in the short term should pursue a 

strategy of hard balancing against the unipole. This is consistent with many theories within 

international relations, and specifically those provided by Mearsheimer (2001) and Waltz (1979).  

The logic is simple, if a state has the power resources to revise the system, and has the intention 

of revising the system, then it is likely the great power would pursue a strategy meant to 



constrain the unipolar and strive for power parity (both in terms of material capabilities and 

influence).   

However as Brooks and Wohlforth (2008) noted a structural condition of unipolarity is 

that other states in the system cannot choose to pursue balancing-related strategies because they 

do not have the capability to challenge the unipole in a meaningful way.  The logical conclusion 

of this argument is that in unipolarity, revisionist states can only focus upon long-run time 

horizon considerations because the power disparity is so large it is extremely difficult to 

overcome.  This is an important note for the remainder of the paper, which will focus primarily 

upon what I call “Revisionist Economic Prebalancers” and “Status Quo Bandwagoners” – the 

only true strategy choices in my theory. 

 

Status Quo and Capable Non-Balancers 

 If a great power is content with the status quo power structure, but capable of engaging in 

balancing behavior, than we would expect that states pursue a strategy of ambivalence and non-

balancing.  In this instance, a state might be more wiling to utilize wealth to increase the quality 

of life for its citizens than to spend their money on military armaments.  The decision to not 

balance would simply be measured in the same way balancing was, but to code the incident as 

“non-balancing” as opposed to “balancing” if it was not present.   

However, as noted above, this is an unlikely strategy outcome under unipolarity given 

that great powers do not have the resources to revise the international system in the first place, or 

to provide for their own security against the hegemon.  As a result, we would expect that status 

quo great powers would pursue policies of bandwagoning with the unipole to best provide for 

their security. 



 

Revisionist and Incapable Economic Prebalancers 

 If a great power seeks to revise the international structure, but is unable to do so in the 

short-run, then they will likely pursue strategies to increase their capability that will not provoke 

backlash by the hegemon.  This strategy has been referred to as “economic prebalancing”, and 

has received some scholarly attention.  However, Browley (2004) does not include intention as 

an independent variable for determining strategy outcomes.  Economic prebalancing is 

conceptualized as a strategy intended to have increased growth rates through prioritizing 

economic growth over military expenditures with the intention of reaching economic parity with 

the unipole. 

 Economic prebalancing is measured by the decision to devote economic resources to the 

development of domestic infantile industries as opposed to investing in international industries 

where the returns would be more immediate.  That is not to say that an economic prebalancer 

would not pursue free trade policies with the unipole, but only when it would receive larger 

relative gains.  This strategy rests upon the assumption that economic resources can be converted 

into material power, and that the state would have more resources in the future to revise the 

unipolar system.   

 

Status Quo and Incapable Bandwagoners 

 If a state is content with the international system, and incapable of challenging it, then it 

is likely that the state would pursue a strategy to increase their security without having to devote 

the necessary resources to do so.  With that being said, there are a few different strategies that 

states could pursue to fulfill that goal: bandwagoning, regional balancing, buck-passing, 



bonding, and domestic political penetration (Walt 2005, 185-194).  Given the duration of modern 

alliances, particularly those following the demise of the Soviet Union, only domestic political 

penetration and bandwagoning seem to be indicative of alliances and not of responses to 

particular issues.   

Domestic political penetration is a fairly common strategy that states pursue which is 

based upon attempting to influence the policy pursued by another state through domestic politics 

(Walt 2005, 194).  Walt (2005) examines two cases that have occurred towards the unipole, the 

United States, in the current system: India and Israel.  Certainly both states attempt to lobby for 

their desired political outcomes in the domestic political system of the United States.  However, 

the broader strategy decision of both states can be classified as bandwagoning given the way 

each state has addressed regional security issues.   

Bandwagoning is conceptualized as a strategy whereby a state chooses to align with the 

strongest or most threatening state it faces (Walt 2005, 183).  In the case of American 

unipolarity, many of the states may not necessarily feel threatened by the United States as they 

are status quo powers, but choose to align themselves with the United States because it is the 

strongest state in the system.  Certainly Fiammenghi’s (2011) work indicates that bandwagoning 

is a likely outcome in unipolarity, however, he makes no attempt to bring intention and 

capability into the causal relationship.  As a result, his theory does not explain the goals of 

revisionist states that are not balancing in any conventional sense, nor are they precisely 

bandwagoning.   

 



Case Study Method and Case Selection 

 In order to test my theory and strategy outcomes, this paper will employ a case study 

method that utilizes process tracing to evaluate decision-making in the current unipolar period.  

For the purpose of study, this case will be seen as starting on December 26
th

, 1991 when the 

Soviet Union formally dissolved.  While the test case of modern unipolarity has not ended, and it 

is unclear when it will, this paper will examine events up to December 26
th

, 2013.  This date was 

chosen to allow for a precisely 22 yearlong period of study.   

 Process tracing is an important method for this case, as it looks at the initial case 

conditions that impacted decision-making to reach certain case outcomes (Van Evra 1997, 64).  

Utilizing process tracing for this specific case is important for two reasons.  First, it allows for an 

inclusion of rational decision-making calculus which is an important assumption of my model, 

and an important aspect of modern security studies.  Second, it allows for an examination of the 

causal relationship between my independent variables and dependent variables while accounting 

for the mechanism whereby that relationship exists (Van Evra 1997, 64).   

 The case of modern unipolarity was chosen for three reasons.  First, given the availability 

of economic data and modern news cables, data is far more accessible on modern unipolarity 

than on those in the past, like the British Empire.  Second, there have only been two cases of 

unipolarity since the formation of the modern nation-state structure, an important development 

for state strategy determinations and modern security studies.  This means that the case studies to 

be chosen would between the British Empire and American Unipolarity.  Third, it can be argued 

that power disparity is the largest now that it has been in modern times, which means that it is the 

most easy case to evaluate.   

 



III: Test Case – International Politics Under American Unipolarity 

When analyzing the case of American unipolarity, I determine that there are two states that are 

classified as revisionist economic prebalancers: China and Russia.  Conversely, I find that the 

remaining great powers in the system are status quo bandwagoners: The United Kingdom, 

France, Germany, and Japan.  For the purpose of clarity, I have provided a table (Figure 2) which 

may be referenced for this classification.  This section will proceed with a discussion the China 

and Russia as revisionist economic prebalancers and France, the United Kingdom, Germany, and 

Japan as status quo bandwagoners.  Within each discussion will provide the discussion for each 

variable classification, and a discussion of whether or not the actual strategy outcomes align with 

the expected strategy outcomes. 

 

Figure 2: Bandwagoners and Economic Prebalancers 

Status Quo Bandwagoners 

(Status Quo and Incapable) 

Revisionist Economic Prebalancers 

(Revisionist and Incapable) 

France China 

The United Kingdom 

Germany Russia 

Japan 

 

 



China and Russia: Revisionist Economic Prebalancers 

 Under American unipolarity, I find that there are two states that pursue a strategy of 

economic prebalancing: China and Russia.  As discussed in Section II, the two independent 

variables leading to this strategy outcome are states that are both revisionist and lack the 

capabilities to challenge the hegemon.  This portion will proceed by analyzing whether or not 

China and Russia are truly revisionist states or not, and then examining the strategies that these 

states have pursued. 

 

China: 

 There is great debate to whether or not China is a status quo power, or a revisionist 

power.  Traditionally, those holding that China is a status quo power make arguments on their 

privileging of strategic defensive considerations as opposed to offensive ones (Huiyun 2009).  

Many say that given the prevalence of Confucian thought, China is more peace-loving and 

defensive, than hawkish (Huiyun 2009).  However, both cultural and structural influences lead 

many to believe that China is a revisionist power.  Johnston (1996) and Scobell (2002) argue that 

China is culturally realist that shows a preference for parabellum strategic culture, a localized 

understanding of “hard realpolitik” informed by Sun Tzu.  Johnston (2003) says that while 

culture has changed, China is not necessarily more benign with new intentions.  Johnston’s 

(2003, 56) argument is that given domestic political and social factors, and the spiraling US-

China security dilemma, as demonstrated through multiple quantitative tests, China continues to 

be a revisionist state. 

 The popular response would be that China has been much more cooperative in the past 

and has increased its interdependence (Combes 2011/2012).  However, there are two problems 



with this argument.  First, China’s cooperative and interdependent behavior has been far from 

universal (Combes 2011/2012), but focusing primarily upon the global free trade regime which 

my model would expect an economic prebalancer to pursue.  Second, China has generally 

refused to constrain itself through committing to international institutions and norms which 

demonstrates a desire to remain independent in the security sphere (Combes 2011/2012).   

 Given these arguments, I code China as a revisionist power.  The remaining variable that 

must be determined is whether or not China has the power to challenge the United States in the 

short-run.  Given the economic and military disparity between the United States and China, it 

seems that the obvious answer would be “No”.  However, a rigorous discussion is still necessary: 

Could China revise the international system now if it so wanted? My answer, still no, is based 

upon two main arguments.   

First, China lacks the necessary blue water navy to engage the United States in a 

substantive way.  This is an important consideration given the importance for navies in global 

politics: securing trade routes, deterring aggression through offshore balancing, and transporting 

large amounts of supplies for amphibious assaults. While China aspires such a navy and has 

plans to expand the People’s Liberation Army Navy, the United States has ten aircraft carriers to 

China’s one.  This figure is important as any prolonged naval battle or land invasion requires 

aircraft carriers for support efforts.  This does not also assume the disparity that favors the 

United States in other ships.   

Second, even conservative estimates do not have China’s GDP converging with the 

United States until 2019.  However, these estimates are generally written off, as they do not 

account for an aging population, unsustainable Yuan, urban-rural divide, and diminishing 

economic returns, which occur for developing countries.   This also means that even should 



China’s GDP become larger than the United States’, the economy will be less stable given a 

variety of structural problems that will hamper the transformation of that wealth into military or 

geopolitical power.  

Given that China lacks the capacity to challenge the United States in the short-run and is 

a revisionist power, my model would expect China to engage in a strategy of economic 

prebalancing, but does the empirical record confirm such an outcome? Given three conditions, I 

believe this is an easy classification to make.   

First, China’s grand strategy has long been self-described as a “peaceful rise”.  Deng 

Xiaoping once said, “Lie low. Hide your capabilities. Bide your time.” This strategy appears to 

most certainly be a form of economic prebalancing (Layne 2012, 205).  As discussed previously, 

China has been wiling to support the international free trade regime, and that’s largely because 

they are seeking a strategy that is to become wealthy so that it can be transformed into military 

capabilities that can rival the United States (Layne 2012, 2005).   

Second, China is currently focusing upon increasing its regional security and has made 

operational reach a lower priority (Erickson 2014a).  For the purpose of conserving resources 

and increasing its regional security, China’s capabilities are designed to be theater specific and 

can be perceived as defensive weaponry, not provoking a large security dilemma or a spiral of 

insecurity.  If the United States sees that China is just seeking to defend its territorial integrity 

then it is unlikely to intervene.  This, however, is not a sign that China is a state with status quo 

intentions, but just that it is seeking to buy itself time.  However, given the lack of transparency 

in the People’s Liberation Army budget and the move towards creating a blue water navy one 

can conclude that China has intentions of increasing its operational reach in the future. 



Third, China has prioritized economic growth in the long-run over military capabilities in 

the short-term.  From 1989 to 2013, the increases in the Chinese defense budget were never in 

double-digit increases.  Erickson (2014b) indicates that the 2014 defense budget was an 

unprecedented increase of 12.2%, which represents a desire to uphold sovereignty, and maritime 

claims to islands in the East and South China Seas, namely, the Senkaku Islands.  However, even 

as China’s defense budget has increased, it is not necessarily a demonstration that they are 

spending as much as they could, or should be.  For example, in 2012 China’s military 

expenditures only equaled 2% of their GDP where in the United States the figure was 4.2%.  

This parity demonstrates that China is not spending as much as it could be, or would be expected 

to be if it wanted to challenge the United States.   

China has a history of prioritizing economic growth over military expenditures, and the 

reason is simple, the return on growth is larger for investments in economic growth than for 

defense expenditures.  That is not to say that China would have military expenditures, but China 

sees economic growth as its primary objective (Chow 2004).  This is the crux of economic 

prebalancing – the privileging of economic growth with the expectation that future wealth would 

be translated to defense capabilities necessary to revise the system in the long-run. 

 

Russia: 

 The debate over to whether or not Russia is a revisionist state is perhaps less murky than 

that of China.  Two arguments are generally made to demonstrate that Russia is a revisionist 

state.  First, while it has been willing to engage in certain economic forums, as demonstrated by 

its recent ascension into the World Trade Organization, it by and large has been unwilling to 

cooperate with international norms.  Certainly, it’s intervention in the 2008 August War 



demonstrates a desire to return to its previous international prestige and work against existing 

international institutions, like the North Atlantic Treaty Organization.  Second, Prime Minister 

Vladimir Putin has made his opposition to American unipolarity well known.  In 2012, the Duma 

engaged in a rhetorical strategy of shaming, condemning the United States human rights record 

and the concentration of international power (Grove 2012).  

 The immediate question to follow is whether or not Russia has the capability to revise the 

international system in the short-run.  Given the sheer power disparities between Russia and the 

United States, the answer is simply no.  If China, a state that is stronger than Russia in many 

essential indicators – ground force size, military expenditures, naval strength, GDP, and GDP 

growth rates – is unable to challenge the United States in the short-run, than it is illogical to 

suspect that Russia could.  Russia, much like China, lacks the naval capabilities necessary to 

challenge the United States – an example of such is that they do not have a blue water navy as 

they did in the Soviet era.  They only have one aircraft carrier, again, a tenth of what the United 

States possesses.   

 Second, Russia lacks the economic power or growth rates to supplant the United States in 

the short-run.  Russia must make a large amount of economic reforms to have an economy stable 

enough to grow and challenge the United States.  On a list of global GDP figures, Russia appears 

at the end of all great powers studied by this paper, including the United States, China, Japan, 

Germany, France, and the United Kingdom.  In addition, Russia’s economic growth rates are 

only marginally larger than the United States and do not demonstrate a trend towards exponential 

growth (World Bank). 

 Given that Russia is a revisionist state that lacks the capabilities to challenge the United 

States in the short-run, does the empirical record confirm my finding that it is pursuing a strategy 



of economic prebalancing? The answer is not a definite as in the case of China, but is leaning 

more towards economic prebalancing than any other alternative strategy. 

 Russia’s accession into the World Trade Organization, and various economic reforms to 

liberalize their economy reveal a transition towards privileging economic growth over material 

power gains in the short-run.  While Russia very much continues to use its energy exports as a 

weapon, the disputes between Russia and Ukraine between 2005 and 2009 serve as evidence, 

they are focusing more upon economic growth than challenging the United States.  In 2013, the 

Kremlin released its foreign policy goals, which indicated a decision to increase economic 

growth in the long run through “technological modernization” and “innovation-based 

development,” (Putin 2013).  

While I would say that these indications present a decision to prioritize economic growth 

over security increased in the short-run, there are many potential pitfalls of this classification.  

Critics might say that Russia spends approximately the same on military expenditures as a 

percentage of GDP as the United States, demonstrating a decision to engage in internal balancing 

(World Bank).  In addition, the 2013 foreign policy goals for Russia seemed to include certain 

revisionist language based upon status quo calculations.  Perhaps the line that encapsulates this 

the best is as follows: 

 

The ability of the West to dominate world economy and politics continues to diminish. 

The global power and development potential is now more dispersed and is shifting to the 

East, primarily to the Asia-Pacific region. The emergence of new global economic and 

political actors with Western countries trying to preserve their traditional positions 

enhances global competition, which is manifested in growing instability in international 

relations (Putin 2013).   

 

 

 

 



Germany, Japan, France, and the United Kingdom: Status Quo Bandwagoners 

 Under American unipolarity, I find that four states would be expected to engage in a 

strategy of bandwagoning: Germany, Japan, France, and the United Kingdom.  Much like the 

economic prebalancers, these bandwagoners engage this strategy in a different way and to a 

different degree. As discussed in Section II, if a state is both a status quo power that lacks the 

capabilities to challenge the hegemon, we would expect the state to bandwagon with the 

strongest state in the system.  This section will proceed by analyzing whether or not the 

strategies of Germany, Japan, France, and the United Kingdom can be classified as 

bandwagoning. 

 

Germany:  

 Given historical trends, many political scientists indicate that Germany is still at risk of 

becoming aggressive (Mandelbaum 2005).  However, given post-Cold War trends, they seem to 

be quite satisfied with American-led unipolarity.  Germany has been extremely active in 

promoting international norms and upholding the current order.  Their willingness to keep the 

Eurozone from faltering, even in the face of domestic political pressure to end contributions to 

the European Central Bank demonstrates that they are satisfied with their current economic 

arrangements.  In addition, Germany’s willingness to engage in multilateral consensus building 

and international institutions demonstrates a desire to keep stability and uphold the current 

system created by the Allies following World War II, and the Untied States following the Cold 

War (Belkin 2009).     

 Given the classification of Germany as a status quo power, there must also be the 

consideration of whether or not they are capable of revising the system in the short-run.  While 



the German economy is quite large, in terms of GDP it is only around a fifth the size of the 

United States’.  This demonstrates that they lack the economic capabilities to revise the system in 

the interim because the United States overall economic power is large enough to make any 

revision a fruitless effort.  In addition, they lack the military capabilities, and specifically naval 

capabilities to challenge the United States in a prolonged conflict or the necessary military size 

to challenge the United States with expenditures being only approximately 8% of those of the 

United States (SIPRI 2013). 

 Given that Germany is a status quo power incapable of challenging the United States, 

does it pursue a strategy of bandwagoning with the United States? The nature of Germany’s 

security agreements demonstrates that they are largely dependent upon the United States for their 

own security.  Germany’s membership in the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), their 

hosting of approximately 40 United States military installations, and willingness to join many 

NATO missions including Afghanistan and Libya demonstrates that they are willing to align 

with the United States.  While many point to German opposition to the war in Iraq as a form of 

soft balancing, it appears to be an exception rather than the rule for an otherwise consolidated 

alliance.   

 

Japan: 

 Much like Germany, Japan’s current engagement in international relations is much tied to 

their actions of the past, with many scholars claiming there is a potential they will return to more 

aggressive behavior in the future (Mandelbaum 2005).  Their nuclear weapons capability and 

current disputes with China lead many to believe that Japan may rearm itself with nuclear 



armaments (Keck 2013).  With that being said, there are many reasons to believe that Japan will 

not develop nuclear weapons, including a consolidated constitutional article preventing it.   

Japan, much like Germany, has been extremely proactive in international agreements and 

norms building which demonstrates a satisfaction with the status quo order.  Dobson (2010) 

indicates that Japan is easily classified as a status quo power given its goal of ensuring the 

success of the G20, while also fighting for the success of the G8 (40-41).  Japan has also been 

more wiling to support the status quo balance of power given the rise of China, leading Japan to 

play a leading role in the consolidation of international norms (Dobson 2010, 41).   

Three indicators reveal that Japan is unable to revise the international system, or 

challenge the United States directly.  First, Japan lacks the naval capabilities necessary to 

challenge American unipolarity.  Specifically, the Japan Maritime Self-Defense Force is unable 

to have aircraft carriers as a result of domestic law and does not have the capability to operate on 

a large-scale offensive effort.  Second, while Japan has the third highest GDP in the world, it is 

still only approximately a third of that of the United States.  Finally, since 2009 Japan’s defense 

expenditures have never exceeded 1% of their GDP even while their threats have increased from 

regional enemies (World Bank).   

  Given that Japan is a status quo power incapable of challenging American unipolarity, 

have they made the decision to bandwagon with the United States as my theory would predict? 

Japan’s security is dependent upon the United States, and it has placed a great deal into the 

United States-Japanese security alliance.  This is evidenced by the Japanese continuation of the 

Japan-US Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and Security following the Cold War, the presence of 

essential military bases in Japan, and US-Japanese war games and joint training operations.  This 



demonstrates an active decision by Japan to align them self with the United States in the security 

sphere.  

 

France: 

 Since the end of World War II, France has largely been categorized as a status quo power 

– it has been an active participant in consolidating international institutions like the European 

Union, United Nations, and World Trade Organization, while also being a signatory to many 

important treaties (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998; Checkel 1997).  France has also been 

considered one of the few states that has done everything within its control to incorporate 

international norms into domestic policy and legal precedents (Leroux 2011, 85).  This 

demonstrates a long-run commitment to the status quo system that has formed under American 

unipolarity.  Within France, non-state actors have adopted something of an “international 

personality” demonstrating a public commitment to understanding the norms formulated by 

international norms and conventions (Leroux 2011, 87).   

 There are two indicators demonstrating that France is incapable of revising the 

international system in the short-run.  First, France only has one aircraft carrier currently in 

service and has not commissioned any further ships to be constructed.  As discussed previously, 

this demonstrates they lack the material capabilities necessary to revise unipolarity.  Second, as 

measured by GDP, the French economy is roughly an eighth the size of the United States’.  This 

demonstrates a lack of latent power capabilities to challenge the United States.   

 While some may say that the experience with French opposition to Iraq demonstrates a 

form of soft balancing against the United States, the trend following the end of the Cold War has 

favored bandwagoning.  French membership in NATO demonstrates a desire to integrate their 



security policy with the United States over the long-term.  Mowle and Sacko (2007) demonstrate 

that this is a rational calculation France makes – that they will bandwagon with the United States 

in hope of having some say over American foreign policy, even if it means supporting a policy 

they otherwise would not, or losing an audience (597).  While the United States lacks military 

bases in France, there exists a long-standing tradition of security cooperation (Belkin 2011). 

 

The United Kingdom:   

 Arguably as the last hegemon, some may suspect the United Kingdom would return to its 

imperial ambitions and seek to revise American unipolarity.  However, while evaluating trends 

following the end of the Cold War, the United Kingdom largely appears to be a status quo state.  

First, the power transition from a world led by the United Kingdom to one led by the United 

States demonstrates that from be period of transition the United Kingdom has been willing to be 

a status quo power and to remain one (Yongping 2006).  Second, since the end of the Cold War 

specifically, the United Kingdom has been particularly active in international norm building and 

in international institutions like the European Union and the United Nations (Morphet 2005).   

 The United Kingdom also lacks the ability to challenge the current system.  Once having 

one of the best navies in the world, the United Kingdom’s royal navy is set to decommission its 

only aircraft carrier in 2014, leaving them without the capability to challenge the United States in 

a large scale conflict.  Secondarily, the United Kingdom’s GDP growth rates are significantly 

less than those of the Untied States and as of 2012, its GDP was roughly a sixth of that of the 

United States.  

 Given that the United Kingdom is a status quo power that is incapable of revising the 

system, it would be expected that they have pursued a strategy of bandwagoning.  The empirical 



record largely aligns with this expectation. The United Kingdom has decided to continue 

alignment with the United States in the security sphere following the end of the Cold War, as 

evidenced by their continued membership in NATO, and willingness to pledge forces for wars in 

both Afghanistan and Iraq.  In addition, the United Kingdom houses multiple US military 

installations, which demonstrates a willingness to tie them self to United States security policy. 

 

IV: Conclusion 

 Absent the case of Russia, my theory seems to be supported by the case study of 

American unipolarity.  China, and to some degree, Russia, who are both revisionist powers 

incapable of challenging unipolarity, have pursued strategies of economic prebalancing.  

Conversely, the status quo powers who are incapable of challenging unipolarity – Germany, 

Japan, France, and the United Kingdom – have aligned themselves greatly with the hegemon and 

have designed their security policy to be dependent upon the United States.  This study is 

important so that state strategy decisions can be understood in a specific polar system that is 

rarely evaluated.  Absent a theory that starts from unipolarity, there is a lack explanatory power 

for current events or those in a future unipolar period.  

Given these considerations and the evidence, however, there are certain shortcomings of 

my study.  First, this study lacks the Large-N methods necessary to test how strong the 

correlation is between my independent variables and strategy outcomes.  This study would be 

improved by a further test of the causal mechanisms outlined in this article.  Second, given the 

breadth of the states analyzed and my lack of regional expertise on the politics of each of these 

countries, future research could be conducted to add depth to my case study and either confirm 

or deny my findings.  Finally, this study could be strengthened by a more rigorous method of 



measuring the prevalence of each independent variable and strategy outcome.  Scholars 

specializing in methodology could benefit this study by providing alternative forms of variable 

measurement.   
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