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Chapter 5

The Balance of Power
and International Order

In this chapter I propose to deal with the following questions:
(i) What is the balance of power?
(ii) How does the balance of power contribute to international

order?
(ii i) What is the relevance of the balance of power to the

maintenance of international order at present?

The Balance of Power

We mean here by 'the balance of power' what Vattel meant:
'a state of affairs such that no one power is in a position where
it is preponderant and can lay down the law to others'.I It is
normally military power that we have in mind when we use the
term, but it can refer to other kinds of power in world politics
as well. The state of affairs of which Vatrel speaks ian be
realised in a number of differenr ways.

First, we have to distinguish a simple balancc o[ power from a
complex one , that is to say a balance made up of two powers from
one consisting of three or more . The simple balance of power is
e xemplif ied by the clash of France and Habsburg Spain/Austria in
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the s ix tccnt l t  , , t t . l  scventeenth centur ies,  an. l  by the c lash of  the

Uni tcd Stat t 's  : r r r , l  thc Soviet  Union in  the Col , l  War '  The complex

balancc o l 'powcr is  i l lust rated by the s i tuat ion oI  Europe in- the

mid-c ightcc ' r r th  ccntury,  when France and Austr ia ,  now detachcd

f iorn S1r, r i r r ,  were jo ined as great  powers by Engl , rn. l ,  Russia and

Prussr : r .  I t  is  a lso i l lust rated by wor ld pol i t ics at  thc present  junc-

turc,  whctr  the Uni ted Statcs and the Sovict  Union have bccn

jorncd by China as a great  Power,  wi thJapan as a p() tent ia l  four th

grcat  power and a combinat ion of  Westcrn EuroPe an p()wcrs as a

p.r t .n i i " l  f i f th .  However,  no h is tor ica l  balance of  power-has evcr

teen per tect ly  s inrp le or  per tect ly  complcx.  Si tuat ions of  a s i r r rp le

balance oI  powe r  have a lways been compl icated by thc ex is tence

of some otirer powcrs, whose abil ity to influence thc course of

evcn rs  may  bc  , i i gh ,  b . r ,  i s  a lways  g rea tc r  rhan  z t ' r , . r  S r tua t i ( ) r ) s  ( ) l

a  complex balanie of  power are capable o[  being s impl i f ic 'd  bv

diplomatic combinations, as for example , the six-powe.r balance

of  th.  pre-Fi rs t  Wor ld War per iod was resolvcd in to the s implc

division of the Triple All iance and the Triple Entente.

Whereas a simple balance of power necessarily requircs

equal i ty  or  par i ty  i r i  power,  a complex balance o ipower does not '

In  a s i tuat ion of  threc or  more comPet ing Powers the devclopmen t

of gross inequalit ies in poweranlong them does not necessarily- put

thJrtrong.it in a posii ion of prepondcranc--c, becausc the others

have the possib i l i ty  of  combin ing aeainst  i t .

In a simple balance of power the only means available t() the

power that is fall ing behinJ is to augment its own intrinsic strcng-th

(s"y, in the eighteenth century its territory and population; in the

nineteenth ..ntu.y its industry and military organisation; in the

twentieth century its military technology). Because in a complex

balance of power there exists the additional resource of exploit ing

the existence oIother Powers, either by absorbing or partit ioning

them, or by allying with them, it has usually been held that com-

plex balances o[ power are more stable than simple-ones.3

Second, w. m,tit distinguish the. eener{l balance of power, that

is the absence oia preporrf,.r"n, poffi
as a whole, from a local or particular balance of power, in one area

or segment of the system. In some areas of the world at present

such ir the Middle East or the Indian subcontinent or South-east

Asia, there may be said to be a local balance of power; in others,

The Balance of Power and lnternational Order 103

such as Eastern Europe or the Caribbean, there is a local

preponderance of power. Both sorts of sitrr;tt ion are consistent

with the fact that in the international syste lrr as a whole there is a

general  balance of  power.-  
The d is t inct ion between the gcncra l  b, r l , r t tc , '  , rnd local  balances

shou . . t t t -uu, t t  or l l i . .

and subordinate balances.  At  the prcscnt  t i r r rc  the Soviet -

Amer ican balance o i  power (somct i r t rcs cal lc . l  the 
'cerr t ra l

balancc ' )  is  the dominant  balance in thc wor ld,  and the local

balanccs o[  the Middle East ,  the Indian subcont i r tent  ancl  South-

east  Asia are subordinate to i t ,  in  the sense that  i t  a t ' fects them

much m<,re than they affect it. The powers that makc up the

don-rinant balance in some cases directly participate in a subor-

d inatc balancc,  as the Soviet  Union and the Uni ted Statcs are now

elements in the Middle East balance. Burke uses this distinction

betwee n dominant and subordinate balances when he speaks of the

relationship oI Britain, France and Spain in the late eighteenth

century as 
'the 

great middle balance'of Europe, which qualif ied

the operation of 
'the 

balance oI the north', 
' the 

balance of Ger-

many'  and 
' the 

balance of  I ta ly ' . r  The dominant  baiance,  however,

is sti i l  only a particular balance, and is not to be identif ied with the

general balance or equil ibrium of the system as a whole.

Third, one should distrnguish a balance of power which exists

subjectively from one that exists objectively. It is one thing to say

that it is generally believed that a state of affairs exists in which no

one state is preponderant in military strength; it is another to say

that no otr. it"t i is in fact preponderant. [t is sometimes generally

believed that a rough balance of military strength exists between

two par t ies when th is  does not  ref lect  the ' t rue 'posi t ion as

re.r.*led by subsequent events; in Europe in the winter of 1939-40,

for example, it was widely held that a military balance existed

between the All ies and Germany, but a few weeks' f ighting in the

spring showed that this was not the case. A balanceof -power in

V"tt. l 's sense requires that there should be general belief in it; i t is

not sufficient foi the balance to exist objectively but not subjec-

tively. tf (to take the case of a simple balance of power)orte state is

in fact in no position to secure an easy victory over another, but-is

generally beiieved to be in this position, then it can (in Vattel 's

ie.*s) 
' iay 

down the law' to the other. The problem of main-
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taining a bal;rrrcc of power is not merely one of ensuring that a
mi l i tary b l l r rncc ex is ts ,  i t  is  a lso a problem of  ensur ing that  there
exis ts  be l ic f  in  i t .  The main s igni f icance of  a v ic tc>ry in  the f ie ldof
b:rtt lt '  rrr:rv bc not what it does to affect the outc()mc of future
bat t l t 's ,  brr t  what  i t  does to af - fect  bel ie fs  about  thc i r  outcomes.  In
th is  scnsc thc German v ic tory in  

'Western 
Europe in 1940 d id not

show th , r r  t h . . b . r l anc ' c  o f  power  t ha t  had  p rev ious l y  becn  tho r rgh r
t r - r  cx is t  d id not  

' real ly 'ex is t ;  
i t  created a new s i tuat ion in  which

what  had been a balance o i  power was replaccd bv German

Prcpon. l "  r r , , .  a .
But  i i  thc subject ive e lemenr o i  bel ie f  in  i t  is  nccessary for  the

existcncc of  a balancc of  power,  i t  is  not  suf  f ic ient .  I f  a  power is  in
fact  i r r  a  posi t ion to gain an easy v ic tory over  i ts  neighb()r l r .  cven
though i t  is  gcneral ly  thought  to be balanced by i t ,  th is  means that
the be l ie fs  on which the balance of  powcr rests can ouick iv  be
shown to be ia lsc,  and a new subject iv i  s i tuat ion b.ought  about .  A
balance o ipower that  rests not  on the actual  wi l l  and capaci ty  o[
one statc to withstand the assaults of another, but merely on bluff
and appearances, is l ikely t<l be fragile and impermanent.

Fourth,  we must  d is t inguish between a balance of  power which
is fortuitous and one which is contrived. A fortuitous balance of
power is onc that arises without any conscious effort on the part o[
e i ther  of  the par t ies to br ing i t  in to being.  A conrr ived balance is
onc thatowes i ts  ex is tence ar  least  par t ly  to  the conscious pol ic ies
o[  one or  both s i . les.

The distinction between a balance that is fortuitous and one thar
is contrived should not be confused with that between policies of
contriving a balance that are 

'freely 
chosen'and those that are'determined'. 

Many writers who have conceived of the balance of
power as something that is consciously brought about have been
insistent that states threatened by a potential dominant power
have the option of fail ing to counrerbalance it. For example,
writers l ike Burke, Gentz and Heeren, who lived under the
shadow of the possible collapse of the European balance of power
due to the expansion of Revolutionary and Napoleonic France, and
who urged policies of resistance to France, had a strong sense of
the possibil i ty that the rest of Europe would fail to provide a
counterpoise, just as the ancient world had failed to provide a
counterpoise to Rome.5 These writers may be contrasted with
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those - l ike Rousseau and Arnold Toynbcc - who view balances
of  power as the consequence o i  sonrc h is tor ica l  law of  chal lenge
:rnc l  rcsponsc,  which ensures that  whcncvcr  a thrcat  to  the balance
ar ises,  s( ) lne c()untcrvai l ing tendency wi l l  bc brought  in to being to
chcck i t .6  But  whi le  the former group ( ) l - th inkcrs cr l l rhasises the
possib i l i ty  that  a chal lenge to the balanc 'c  of  powcr wi l l  fa i l  to
producc a re spol lsc,  and the la t ter  asse r ts  a h is tor icr r l  ten. lency for
a rcsp()nsc to; r r ise,  both v iew the balancc of  porvcr  as solneth ing
that  is  corr t r ivc. l  ra ther  than f i r r tu i tous.

A purc ly  t i>r t t r i tous balancc of  pc lwer we n lay i r r raginc to bc
srnrp ly  a n lonrent  of  deacl lock in  a st rugglc to thc dcath bctween
two c()ntcrrd ing powers,  cach of 'which a ims only at  absolure
agurandisemcl l t .  The e lement  of  contr ivance prcsupposcs that  at
le : rs t  orrc  o i  the par t ics,  instcacl  o i  pursuing thc goal  of  absolute
expansion o i  i ts  power,  secks t ( )  l imi t  i t  in  re lat ion to the power of -
thc ot l rer .  l t  iornrs an est imate of  the nr i l i tary s t ren€l th of  the
opponcnt ,  and takcs th is  in to acc()unt  in  determin ing the level  of  i ts
own mi l i tary s t rength -  whe ther  i t  seeks a level  h igher ,  equal  or
Iower than thrr r  of  thc opponent .  This  is  the normal .posi t ion ofany
s t ; r t c  t ha t  i s  ac t i ng  

' r a t i ona l l y ' ( t ha t  
i s ,  t ha t  i s  ac t i ng  i n  a  way  tha t  i s

i r r ternal ly  cr rns is tent  ancl  consis tent  wi th g iven goals)  wi th in the
systcnr  o i  powe r  pol i t ics.  1 'hc concept  of  a contr ived balance of
powcr,  howe vcr ,  embraces a spectrum of  possib i l i t ics.

Thc nrost  e lcmcntary f r r rm of  contr ived balance o[p. rwer is  a
tw()-p() \  1er  balat rce in  which onc of  the par t ies pursues a pol icy o[
prcvent ing the other  f rom at ta in ing mi l i tary preponclerance.  A
morc adv:rnccd forr.n is a three-power balance in which one power
seeks to prevent any oi the others from attaining preponderance,
not  merc ly  by ar- rgment ing i ts  own mi l i tary s t rength,  but  a lso by
sid ing wi th whatever  is  the weaker o[  the other  two powers:  the
policv knor.r'n as 

'holdins 
the balance'. This form o[balance-of-

p()wcr policy *rrTiff iff iG ancient world, as David Hume
argues, relying mainly on Polybius's celebrated account of the
pol icy o i  Hiero of  Syracuse,  who s ided wi th Carthage against
Rome. l

It is a further step from this to the policy of preserving a balance
of power throughout the international system as a whole. This is a
policy which presupposes an abil ity to perceive the plurality of
interacting powers as conlprising a single system or field of forces.

105
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It  prcsul ) l ) ( ) \ ( 's , r lso a cont inuous and universal  system of
d ip lorr r . r ty ,  pr , 'v id ing thc power concerned wi th in te l l igence
ab,rut  t l r t  l l l ( )vcs of  a l l  the states in  the systerr r ,  and wi th meansof
r rc t i l lg  u lx)n thenr-  The pol icy of  preserv ing a balance throughout
tht '  i r r  t t ' r r r . r t i ( )nal  system as a wholc appears to havc or ig inated only
i r r  f l f iccrr th-ccntury I ta ly ,  and to havc develo; rcd a long wi th thc
s l t r t ' , r .1  ot - rcs ident  enrbassies.  I t  bccarne f i rmly i rnplantcd in  Euro-
pe:r r )  thousht  only  in  the scvel r teenth century,  a long wi th thc
rrot ion that  European pol i t ics f t ' r rmed a s inglc  system.s

I t  is  a fur thcr  s tcp again to the concept ion o i  the balancc o i
powcr as a state of af'fairs brought about not merely by conscious
pol ic ics o i  par t icu lar  s tates that  oppose preponder: rnce through()ut
a l l  thc reaches o[ the systcm, but  as a conscious goal  ot ' the systcnr
as a whole.  Such a concept i ( )n inrp l ics the possib i l i ty  of -col labt ' ra-
t ion among states in  promot ing the common objcct ive of  prese r -
v ing the balancc,  as exempl i f ied by thc successive grand a l l iances
of  modern t i rncs against  potcnt ia l ly  dominant  powers.  I t  i rnpl ies
also that each state should not only act to frustratc thc threatened
prcpondcrance of  others,  but  should recognise the rcsponsib i l i ty
not  to  upset  the balance i tse l f :  i t  inrp l ies sel f - rcst ra int  as wel l  as the
restra int  oI  others.  The idea th: r t  preservat ion o i  the balancc o i
powe r thrc>ughout the international system as a whole should be
the cornmon goal of all states in the system was one that emergcd
in Europc in  the seventeenth and ear ly  e ighteenth centur ies,  es-
pccia l ly  as par t  o i  the coal i t ions against  Louis XIV.  and which
came to fruit ion in the preamble to the Treaty of Utrecht in 1713.

Functions of the Balance of Power

Preservation of a balance of power may be said to have fulf i l led
three historic functions in the modern states system:

(i) The existence of a general balance of power throughout the
international system as a whole has se rved to prevent the system
from being transformed by conquest into a universal empire;

(i i) The existence o[ local balances of power has served to
protect the independence ofstates in particular areas from absorp-
tion or domination by a locally preponderant power;

(i i i) Both gene ral and local balances of power, where they have
existed, have provided the conditions in which other institutions

The Balance of Pou,er and International Order 107

on which in ternat ional  order  depends (d ip lomacy,  war,  in ter-
nat ional  law,  great  power management)  have been able to
oDerate.

Thc idea that balances of power have [ulf l l lcd positive functions
in re lat ion to in ternat ional  order ,  ant l  herrce th i l t  contr ivance of
them is  a valuable or  leg i t imate object  o is tute srr r : r t rsh ip,  has been
subject  to  a great  deal  of  cr i t ic ism in th is  century.  At  the prescnt
t i r re cr i t ic isnr  focuses upon the a l legccl  obscr l r i tv  or  mcaning-
lcssncss of  the conccpt ,  the untested or  untcstabl ( '  n l tL l rc  of  t l re
his tor ica l  general isat ions upon whrch i t  rcsts ,  and the re l iance of
thc theory upon thc not ion that  a l l in ternat ional  bchavi , ,ur  consis ts
oi  thc pursui t  o [  power.  Ear l ier  in  the century,  espccia l ly  dur ing
and af ter  the Fi rs t  Wor ld 'War cr i t ics oI the doctr ine o i thc balancc
of  p. rwer asser ted not  that  i t  was uninte l l ig ib le or  untcstable,  but
that  pursui t  o i  the balance of  power had ef fects upon internat ional
order  which were not  posi t ive,  but  negat ive.  In  par t icu lar ,  they
asser ted that  the at tempt to preserve a balance of  power was a
s()urce of  war,  th : r t  i t  was carr ied out  in  the in tercsts of  the great
powe rs at thc expensc oithe interests of the small, and that it led to
disregard of  in ternat ional  law.  I  shal l  deal  wi th these lat ter
cr i t ic isms f i rs t .

Attempts to contrive a balance of power have not always
rcsultcd in the preservation of peace. The chief function of the
balance of  power,  however,  is  not  to  preserve peace,  but  to
preservc the system of  s tates i tse l f .  Preservat ion of the balance of
powcr requi res war,  when th is  is  the only means whereby the
power of  a potent ia l ly  dominant  s tate can be checked.  I t  can be
argued, however, that the preservation of peace is a subordinate
objective of the contrivance of balances of power. Balances of
power which are stable (that is, which have built- in features mak-
ing for their persistence)may help remove the motive to resort to

Prevent ive war.
The principle of prescrvation of the balance of power has un-

doubtedly tended to operate in favour of the grcat powcrs and at
the expense of the small. Frequently, the balance of power among
the great powers has been preserved through partit ion and absorp-
tion of the small: the extraordinary decline in the number of
European states bctween 1648 and 1914 il lustrates the attempt of
large states to absorb small ones while at the same time followinv


