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THE THEORY AND PRACTICE OF
THE BALANCE OF POWER IN

INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS.

(This article is based upon an unpublished research
paper by the author when he was Research Associate
(1946-47)at M. 1. T.)

By - Wu Teh-yao
January-1970

To different people the phrase “balance of power” conveys different meanings. To some it is
a natural manifestation of the primitive instinct of self-defense and survival projected into the
political arena of international relations.! To others it means two states or aggregation of states
of power equally balanced against each other? or that the other powers provide the balance and
the home state holds the scales, not an equilibrium but a generous margin in ones favor.® To
still others it means a preponderance of power or overwhelming weight against the aggressor or a
kind of mutual restraining power, by virtue of which no one state can be in position to injure
the independence or rights of another without meeting with the effective resistance or opposition
on some side and therefore exposing itself to danger and the threat to the security of its own
position.* Yet to still others it is a political formula without moral principles adopted by one or
a group of states to prevent the dominance of another state at once military powerful,
economically efficient, and ambitious to extend its frontiers or spread its influence. The equilibrium
established by the grouping of forces to restrain the ambition of such a state is technically known
as the balance of power.’

As seen from the classifications of definitions, there is no common agreement as to the
meaning of the balance of power. “The balance may mean almost anything and it is used not
only in different sense by different people, or in different senses by the same people at the same

time.”® It was regarded by critics of the doctrine as a figment of imagination, signifying anything

1. . B. Moore, International Law and Some Current Illusions, New York, 1924, p. 310.

2. 3. F. Pollard, Journal of the British Institute of International Affairs, March 1923, p. 60.
3. N. Spykman, America’s Strategy in world Politics, New York, 1942, pp. 21-22,

4. Quincy Wright, A Study of War, University of Chicago Press, Vol. 1 p. 254.

5 Lyre Crowe, Memorandum, June 1, 1907, in British Documents, Vol. TII p. 403. The author had in mind
the rise of Germany before World War T.
. S. T, Pollard, op. cit. 58.
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or nothing according to circumstances since each state had claimed the right to define, assert or
repudiate it arbitrarily according to its temporary power and interests...Talk as rulers and
statesmen might about the balance of power, it had meant always just a status as the strongest
state or group of states had been able to create in any given time and circumstances.”

England, as Palmerston once said, had no perpetual enemies, or perpetual friends, but
perpetual interests. She had fought onetime friends and foes alike to prevent the domination of
Europe by a single state. Britain had successfully defeated Spanish, Portugese, Dutch, French and
German sea power and had succsssfully used Spain, Portugal, Holland, France and Prussia as
allies. By invoking the balance of power England had at different times fought for or against
every Luropean state. “If Germany believes that greater relative preponderance of national
powers, wider extent of territory, in violable frontiers, and supremacy at sea are the necessary
preliminary possessions... then England must expect Germany will surely seek to diminish the
power of any rivals, to enhance her own by extending her dominion to hinder the cooperation of
other states, and ultimately to break up and supplant the British Empire.”® In other words,
Europe was to provide the balance and England to hold the scales. Such has been the classic

example of the doctrine in its practice in international relations.

Origins

Various interpretations have been offered for origins of the doctrine of the balance of power.
One of the most common is that it was called into existence for reasons of self-preservation.
Through trial and error, experiences of this kind are accumulated and applied in the political field
by individuals, chieftains, barons, warlords, princes, popes, kings and statesmen of this national
state era 1o this day. Thus the doctrine was evolved, more “due to an instinctive sentiment rather
than to formulated reasons.”®

Another interpretation asserts that the doctrine grew from the belief of a balanced existence
of the universe, a sort of preestablished harmony which was believed to exist also in human
society. Men saw balances in the heavenly bodies. The mechanical concept of the balance of
forces was applied to the social world. If power is not to be abused, then it is necessary in the
nature of things and human affairs that power be made a check to power. The power of
government within a state for instance is to be divided into the executive, the legislative and the
judiciary. Consequently the concept was applied to the international society, whereby states are to
check and balance one another.

Another explanation is that since “politics require principles... sovereignties feel the necessity
of invoking the authority of a principle which scems to draw its force from considerations
superior to those that can inspire the political pretensions of a particular state. An appeal is made

to a common interest, the supposed existence of which is taken for granted—equilibrium.”*

1. W. H. Dawson, Richvrd Richard Cobden and Foreign Folioy, Loudon, 1926, p. 95.

2. Eyre Crowe, op. cif., p. 407
3. T 11, Wistrand, “The Principle of Lquilibrium in the Present Period”, American Journal of International

Law, Vol. XV,p. 525.
4. T, H. Wistrand, op. cit., p. 524
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Whatever is the origin of the balance of power, it must be interjected here that the doctrine
was practiced in the early eras of recorded human history. It was clearly apparent in the early
city-state systems of the Tigris-Euphrates Valley and in the relations of the monarchies of the
ancient Middle East. It was skilfully practiced during the epoch of the Warring States of ancient
China (403-221 B. C.) and the period of the Three Kingdoms (220-264 A. D). It was a distinct
political feature of the Greek City-States and it also emerged in the larger state systems of the
whole Mediterranean basin during the second and third centuries B.C. David Hume remarked
that Hiero, King of Syracuse through the ally of Rome, “sent assistance to the Carthaginians
during the war of the auxiliaries, esteeming it requisite both in order to retain his dominions in
Sicily, and to preserve the Roman friendship, that Carthage should be safe, lest by its fall the
remaining power should be able, without contract or opposition to execute every purpose and
undertaking. And here he acted with great wisdom and prudence for that is never, in any
account, to be overlooked; nor ought such a force ever to be thrown into one hand, as to
incapacitate the neighboring states from defending their rights against it. Iere is the aim of

modern politics pointed out in express terms.” ?

Scope of Practice

Yet it may be well to remember here that as far as the scope and impact of the practice of
the balance of power, Europe has been its hub and cradle. It was in Europe where history saw
the rise of national kings which was followed by the rise of the national states and the rise of
which led to the establishment of independent political units of power each zealous of its position
and existence. The desire {or continued independent existence led statesmen to formulate a
doctrine of the balance of power which under the circumstances became the only kind of political
guarantee of national security. Then there were the Italian City-States whose more extensive
political sophistication colored by Machiavellian realisrn hatched the doctrine from an idea into an
ideal in international relations.?

The doctrine then became a fixed featurc in European national and international policy. It
was given “official” recognition in the Treaty of Utrecht, 1713, by which Philip V of Spain had
to reaounce the French Crown for the sake of the equilibrium of Europe. It was {rom FEurope
that the political energies were released affecting all areas of the world for the last half
millennium. With the doctrine already a common practice since the eighteenth century, the nation
states of Europe adopted and practiced the same policy wherever they met and went. Countries,
empires, continents, seas and oceans were neutralized, shared, partitioned or preserved in its
application. If there was war in Europe, its echoes were felt in the Americas, Africa, Asia and
all over the globe. If the balance of power shifted in Europe, it was felt abroad. The rise and fall

of France and Germany; the advance of the Soviet Union under the banner of Communism; the

1. David Hume, Philpsophical Works, Vol. 111, Essay VIII, “Of the Balance of Power” PP 367-369.

2. C. L. Friedrich, IForeign Policy in the Making, New York, 1938, PP. 22-23. Bernardo Rucellai (1449-1514)
brother-in-law of Lorenzo de Medici, is usually credited with having given the first explicit statement of
he idea in the West.
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decline of the predominance of Great Britain—all these have great political repercussions both in
Furope and in other parts of the world.

Thus the scope of application of the balance of power has widened. It originates from
individuals in principle as a measure of self-defense and self-preservation, was formulated into a
systematic principle as an ideal in international relations by the Italian City-States and thea by the
nation-states. Instead of thinking in terms of Florence and Venice, Germany or England, the
United States of America or the Soviet Union, one has to think in terms of Asia and Europe,
Africa or the Americas, the Atlantic or the Pacific, and even the world as a whole. Besides
thinking in geographical terms, onec has to think in terms of scientific progress, of technical
inventions, or economic development and ties, of religious affiliations, of races and cultural

heritage, of ideological influences of nationalism, socialism or commumnism®.

Arguments for and against the Balance of Power.®

As seen from the scope of the complexity and implications of its practice, critics of the
doctrine are quick to point out that the world has become too complicated and too intricate
for one state or even a group of states, in spite of the sophisticated intelligence gathering
devices to keep watch over other states about their intentions, development, and military
might because of so many unknown factors. One may pertinently ask—How can the power of an
organic set-up like a modern state be measured in light of the complexities? The factors which con-
tribute to the power of a state are dynamic, not static® A chage in the form of government, the
coming to power of an able leader, the passing of a new conscription law, a new military tactic or
strategy, a new economic policy, an invention of a new weapon, an advent of a new martial spirit,
the indoctrination of a slogan and the determination to fight or the unwillingness to fight...all these
have the most profound influence upon the balance of power within a state and among states.
As John Locke so well put it,“Things of this world are in so constant a fux that nothing remains
long in the same state. Thus people, riches, trade power, change their stations, flourishing cites
come to ruins, and prove in time neglected desolate corners, while other infrequented places grow
into populous countries filled with wealth and inhabitants.”* Thus centers of power have shifted
and changed. So also are the status of nations as evidenced by the eveats of the last three decades.

Because of the variability and changing forces and changing factors ia society the balance
of power has never maintained a satisfactory equilibrium for any long period of time i1 nation-
states relations. In spite of such an outcome, it has been argued that, in the present era of

international relations, such a practice has enabled states, both strong and weak, to resort to

1. Since man has reached the moon, perhaps a new dimension is cmerging in the study of international
relations, the implications of which have not baen fully realized and explored’

2. Arguments {for and against the balance of power and its praciice are not altogether conclusive. For
instance it maintained periodic peace but aJso produced period wars; it helpad to maintain and preserve
come states but others are partitioned.. Only two fundamental arguments arc put forth in this section.

3. 8. B. Fay, “Balance of Power” in Encyclopaedia of Social Sciences, Vol 11, P. 397, The static condeption
of the balance of power is a fundamental weakness.

4. John Locke, Locke’s Wouks, Vol. 1V, P. 432,
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negotiations, political bargainings, compromises and conciliations. It has further been argued that
taking the international society as it is, each zealous of its own independence and existence, each
against conquest by one and government by all, the practice of the balance of power policy
is the most realistic and the closest approximation to international order. So far no system of
securily has yet been successful in establishing durable peacc; no effective international machinery
has yet been evolved to restrain the actions of a state. If the nation-state system exists, so will

the balance of power which will continue to be the guiding principle in international relations.

Limitations of Power.

But it must be observed here that there are certain limitations as to the use of power,
especially military power which has and will influence the doctrine and its practice in international
relations of the second half of the twentieth century and thereafter. For the first time in the
long tortuous history of mankind, man has invented and stored enough of nuclear power to
destroy the world many times over, It is a frightening thought and mankind is living in a very
precarious existence. So precarious one often wonders how often has the fate of mankind come
under the mercy of a pressed-button, or a mechanical error in signals, or in human mis-
judgment!

While the destructive power created by man is non-limited, fear on the other hand is
restraining him from using that power to destroy others and also himself. It may be said that
fear of mutual destruction has prevented direct confrontations between the United States of
America and the Soviet Union in the Cuban missile episode of 1962 and in the Czechoslovakian
crisis of 1968. It is the terror of fear that has prevented the dangerous situation in the Middle
East to explode into direct confrontations of the two giant nuclear powers.

Another factor of the limitations power is also very significant for the present and future era
of international relations. Vast military power can become ineffective in some theatres of war. The
case of the Vietnam War, brutally going on now and with no end in sight is a prime example. In
spite of vastly superior military power of all sorts, the United States could not bring the Vietnam
War to a svecessful conclusion. If anything is to be learned from this historic episode, it is that
the will or spirit of man has to be seriously reckoned with in international relations. This episode
further gives credence to the words of Mencius, Chinese Sage of the third century B.C., who said,
“Opportunities of time vouchsafed by Heaven are not equal to advantages of situstion afforded by
the Earth, and advantages of situation afforded by the Earth arc not equal to the union arising
from the accord of men.”

The third factor is that there is a general awakening of peoples all over the world wanting a
better life and a better society in which to live that there is a growing feeling of repulsiveness
to the brutal use of naked power and war. Small and tribal wars there will be; some states will
shout warlike words; but the prevailing mood of the major centers of power and culture of the
world are that of war-weariness. This, too, will exert a powerful influence in the course of
events in international relations.

Lastly, a new world equilibrium or order is emerging. First human societies are isolated by

physical barriers of geography; then they are separated by differences in culture and political and
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social ideologies. They are now being brought slowly together by the advance of technology.
When these diverse human societies of various stages of development and different cultural
values are brought together, there are bound to be conflicts. However, parallel with the conflicts,
human beings also have developed ways and means of cooperation. Thousands of official and
unofficial international associations are in existence, embracing fields of education, sports, religion,
business, labor, industry, medicine, press, agriculture, finance, and even politics, Perhaps the
greatest advance is toward economic interdependence or cooperation which is laying the
foundations of an emerging international community. Trade and commerce have cut across
national boundaries and barriers.

Politically, human activity has not advanced as fast as the economic or even the social. But
undoubtedly there is advancement. In those countries where the people have the political power
by virtue of the secret ballot and voting process, there will be a demand for a more just
distribution of wealth and economic and other social benefits. In other countries where the
mags of the people have more economic and social benefits they would want more say
in the affairs of government and politics. In history it must be remembered that the “little
merchants” of the nineteenth century, first acquired wealth, rose, fought and restrained the power
of kings and tyrants. The time is coming when the relatively well-fed proletariats will rise
to restrain the power of the dominant few so that they can satisfy their inherent "and inborn
political desires.

These trends are taking place in the United States of America, the Soviet Union, and many
other states in the world today. They will come to pass in all important states of the world in
the future. Such is the social, economic and political egalitarian equilibrium that is taking shape

in our international society.

The Balance of Power and its Future Practice.

Nevertheless, the struggle for power and influence by states will continue in international
relations. But fear of mutual extermination, a better understanding of the limitations of militiary
power, and above all the general awakening of mankind wanting a better world to be in, will
have a decisive influence in the thinking of the statesmen of the coming eras. It is conceivable
that in the next few decades with a new international egalitarian society and equilibrium in the
making, the old type of balance of power policy of territorial aggrandizement, of partitions of the
weak states to pacify the strong, of periodic wars'! which mankind no longer can afford or risk
will be replaced by a new type of bslance of power policy. With the trend already emerging
in the international society of today. the display will be more and more engagement in competing
for economic assistance or advantages, vying for social acceptance or political prestige or
confined to the halls and conference rooms of international organizations or bilateral negotiations.
It seems that for the rest of the twentieth century men will have to resort more and more to

1. Quincy Wright, op. cit, Vol 1, P. 639. Also appendixes, Table 45 P. 651. Summary of certain

characteristics of war of modern civilization, by fifty year periods, 1480-1914. The number of wars fought

was 278 and the balance of Power wars was 135.
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the battle of the pen and the tongue instead of the gun.and the bomb to win the loyalties and
the hearts of men. For, after all, the power released by the union arising from the accord of
men is much much mightier than that created by the splitting of the atom



