
ChapterEight THE BALANCE OF

POWER IN THEORY
AND PRACTICE

AS LATE AS THE outbreak of World War II, any suggestion
that the United States wasor should beconcerning itself with the

world balance of power was distasteful to Americans, many of

whom considered the suggestion almost cynical.
1 The term "bal-

ance of power" was linked in people's minds with those features of

the old European state system that seemed most objectionable: the

struggle for power, the division of the world into hostile blocs, the

unending series of wars. Today, on the contrary, there are constant

references in the press and in official statements to the American

policy objective of preserving or restoring the world balance of

power and to the dangers of Soviet threats to this balance. Far from

being a subject of purely theoretical interest, the concept of the

balance of power has thus become intimately related to matters of

immediate practical import for the United States and its allies.

Investigating the manner in which the balance of power concept
can illuminate the current problems of American policy or even

guide American decision-makers, it is necessary first to examine the

age-old debate among theorists on the meaning of the term and on

the phenomena to which the term most usefully applies. Much
confusion arises from different interpretations. While it is obvious

that the term refers somehow to the distribution of power among
nations, it is taken in some instances to be synonymous with the

distribution of power generally, and in other instances to imply

the superiority of one country over another a surplus of power on

1 This chapter is a revised version of an article originally appearing in The

Naval War College Review, Vol. XI, No. 5 (January, 1959) and is reprinted

here by permission of the publisher.
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one side comparable to the balance on the credit side of a book-

keeping account. Most frequently, however, the term signifies the

equilibrium of an evenly balanced scale.

In order to cut the semantic knot at the start; I choose the last

meaning and shall speak of the balance of power as meaning an

equilibrium or a roughly equal distribution of power between two

opponents, the opposite, then, of hegemony or domination. To draw

a distinction between balanced and unbalanced power does not sug-

gest, however, that there is any sure way of measuring and compar-

ing the relative power of nations and thus of deciding how great is

the unbalance or how close the balance. Even the extent of a na-

tion's military power (which is but one, albeit the most important,

part of its total power) can be tested only in war; but if it comes to

such a test, then the balance of power has failed in its purpose of

preserving the peace. Nevertheless, it makes sense to speak of an

existing balance of poweror of a fair approximation to such a

balance whenever there are indications that two opposing nations,

or blocs of nations, are being deterred from putting their op-

ponent's total power to the test. In peacetime one can speak of a

balance of "mutual deterrence" which today when nuclear power is

involved has been called not very accurately a "balance of terror."

It presupposes that in the estimates of both sides the respective op-

ponent possesses and is ready to employ more coercion than he is

willing to suffer.

Using this definition of the balance of power, one can examine
theories on the merits of an equilibrium of power among adver-

saries and on the process by which such equilibrium is established,

preserved, or upset. I shall discuss four such theoriesthree of long

standing, one of recent vintage and inquire into their significance
for contemporary foreign policy. One theory regards the balance of

power as the ideal distribution of power; a second considers it the

automatic outcome of developments inherent in the multistate

system; to a third, the balance of power represents a goal of foreign

policy that some policy-makers find useful to pursue; according to a

fourth theory of mid-twentieth century origin, it has become an
obsolete notion which is misleading to anyone concerned with

contemporary international affairs.
2

2 E.B. Haas, who in his articles, "The Balance of Power as a Guide to Policy-
Making" (Journal of Politics, August, 1953) and "The Balance of Power:
Prescription, Concept or Propaganda" (World Politics, July, 1953) , made valu-
able contributions to the discussion of the balance of power concept, drops
all mention of it in the textbook (and its index) published with A.S. Whiting
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Presumably, very few people In this country would consider seri-

ously the kind of glorification of balanced power found in earlier

centuries. While the idea of checks and balances, intimately asso-

ciated with the American Constitution, is still regarded as a valu-

able device in domestic affairs, equilibrium on the world stage

arouses grave misgivings today particularly because it implies the

continued coexistence of a free world and a communist world, with

each side holding the other in check. Such a concept could hardly
be said to conform with our ideals of the world in which we would

wish to live. At best then, a balance of power between the two main

opponents of today's world may be found acceptable as the least

evil or objectionable distribution of power presently attainable.

But even without the cold war, many people in the West would

refuse to consider international equilibrium an ideal distribution of

power. Current predilections run toward what is called ''collective

security." This theory assumes that the peace of the world depends
not on having the power of all nations balanced and checked by
the power of others but, on the contrary, on making overwhelming

power available to those who are ready to oppose potential aggres-

sor nations or to punish actual aggressors. By the rules of collective

security, the "peace-loving nations" of the world cannot have too

much power since they can be expected never to abuse their su-

premacy. The stronger they are, collectively, the better their

chances of deterring or, if necessary, of punishing potential violators

of the peace. On this premise, the ideal situation is one in which

the assumed defenders of the peace and law of the world com-

munity enjoy unchallengeable hegemony.
Without being able to do justice here to the arguments for and

against collective security which will be discussed in later chapters,
3

in 1956 (The Dynamics of International Relations,, McGraw-Hill, New York) .

Only in two sentences, with an "of course" here and a "simply" there, does

the function of a power equilibrium receive attention implicitly. These sen-

tences read: "... The ability of the potential enemy to inflict losses and

damage is, of course, the primary feature which induces a given interest group
to assume the attitude of restraint. On the basis of this tendency, then it may
be concluded that a rough equality of power may act as a restraining force

simply because neither side can be confident of an easy victory" (p. 50) . It

looks as if Haas, like some other "modernists" in political science, has become so

absorbed with the trees (subnational groups and individual decision-makers)
that the forest of power distribution and power conflict among nation-states

has dropped out of sight.
3 See Chapter 11, "Collective Security and the War in Korea," and Chapter 12,

"Collective Defense versus Collective Security."



120 DISCORD AND COLLABORATION

I cannot refrain from pointing to some recent events that have cast

doubts on the ideal of hegemony for the peace-loving nations.

In World War II the Soviet Union, an ally of the West in its

struggle against the "aggressor nations" of the Axis coalition, be-

came labeled as one of the peace-loving nations. Consequently, it

was assumed that there was no need for concern about the postwar

distribution of power between the Soviet Union and its Western

Allies. In fact, President Roosevelt was incensed when Churchill

raised the old bogy of the balance of power to warn against a

strategy that would place Vienna under the control of the Soviet

Union. Implicit in the Allied demand for unconditional surrender,

moreover, was the desire that Germany and Japan should be impo-

tent after their defeat in spite of the fact that the complete elimina-

tion of their power was bound to have an unbalancing effect in

Eurasia. In its efforts to prevent a no longer "peace-loving" Soviet

Union from dominating the entire world island of Eurasia, the

United States has since discovered how costly and dangerous indif-

ference to the distribution of power can prove.

The Suez crisis of 1956 struck another and more serious blow at

the notion that some nations can be classified as falling regularly

into the peace-loving category and can be assumed therefore to need

no external checks and balances. Great Britain and France, two of

the chief pillars of the United Nations collective security system,

and democratic Israel turned up on the side of aggression. As a

result, of all the great powers that have existed in this century, so

far the United States alone has escaped condemnation as an aggres-

sor by an international organization. Thus, from the point of view

of preserving the peace although not necessarily from the point of

view of promoting justice it may be a valid proposition that a

balance of power placing restraint on every nation is more advan-

tageous in the long run than the hegemony even of those deemed

peace-loving at a given time.

It has been said that even those statesmen who have been the

foremost verbal champions of equilibrium never really regarded it

as an ideal. The British, in particular, have been accused of

hypocrisy for advocating the balance of power as a universally

beneficial principle when their country was deriving unique benefits

from its observance, Britain, by seeking an equilibrium between

her continental rivals rather than between herself and potential

enemies was able to assume the role of "balancer" with all the

advantages of that position.
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Preference for equilibrium need not, however, be a mere ration-

alization of national interest. In fact, it Is deeply rooted in what

today would be called conservative thought which characteristically

embodies the pessimistic view of human nature that found classical

expression in the writings of Machiavelli and Hobbes. This pessi-

mistic view sustains Lord Acton's expectation that "power corrupts

and absolute power corrupts absolutely." Men with a conservative

bent of mind need find nothing shocking, therefore, in the sugges-

tion that all nations, including their own, should be restrained by

counterpower and thereby be spared temptations as well as pre-

vented from abusing their power.
The suggestion that all nations need the restraint of the balance

of power does not mean that the same amount of power is required

to deter an aggressive would-be empire builder or megalomaniac

dictator from initiating violence as is required to prevent a satisfied

nation from doing the same, especially if it is a democratic country

operating under strong internal restraints. In any "balance of

deterrence/' different estimates have to be taken into account both

of the power distribution and of the willingness of the opponents

to use force and to take risks. A fanatical government bent on con-

quest will tend to overestimate its own power and underestimate

that of its "decadent" opponents; revolutionary governments con-

sider violence a necessary part of the historic process of change.

Nobody could seriously praise a balance of power as a safeguard

against war, therefore, except on the assumption that it is of a kind

that promises to place effective restraints even on the least self-

restrained of the parties.

The potential restraining effect of the balance turns would-be

conquerors the Napoleons or Hitlers into its most violent critics,

making them strange bedfellows of the idealistic exponents of col-

lective security who share this hostility towards the concept of a

power equilibrium.
The Nazis were vociferous in their accusation

that Britain espoused the "ideal" of a balance of power merely to

prevent potential continental rivals from challenging her predomi-

nance. Generally, countries in revolt against the status quo oppose

balanced power because it bars the way to change. Equilibrium

tends to prevent change by force, usually the only means through

which major changes can be brought about.

For the exponents of the second theory of the balance of power,

the controversy between those who contend that the balance of

power is a good thing and those who condemn it makes no sense.
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They assert that equilibrium of power is not a matter of dioice;

instead, it is brought about automatically by a competition for

power among nations that is inherent in the multistate system. Ac-

cording to this view, a mechanism is at work, similar to the "invisible

hand" the classical economists detected in a market economy and

which they expected would tend automatically to produce an equi-

librium between supply and demand. Theorists have constructed a

model of a multistate system in which, similarly, equilibrium results

without any deliberate choice by the actors. While today such a

model is not regarded as more than an abstract initial working

hypothesis, the conditions existing in the nineteenth century gave

it the character of a rather striking portrait of reality. After the

end of Napoleon's continental hegemony, world power was distrib-

uted among five or six major European nations. All of them were

jealous of their relative power positions, all were keenly aware of

changes in the distribution of power, and all were eager to prevent

any one of the others from stepping into the shoes of Napoleonic

France. Therefore, in order to render impossible, or to defeat, any

incipient hegemony, two or more powers could be counted upon to

line up almost intuitively against any power that threatened to be-

come their superior. In their "game of power politics" they were

united by a common interest not to allow the balance to be tipped

against them. Competition for allies and competition in armaments

were the chief instruments of a balancing process In which the

realities of European power politics came to resemble an auto-

matically balancing system.

Even in that period of the nineteenth century, however, the ex-

pectation of an equilibrium of mutual deterrence resulting without

any deliberate and intelligent efforts on the part of governments

had visible flaws. Again and again, a country believing it had at-

tained a position of superiority struck out against its rivals, or

another country fearing an increasingly adverse balance initiated

war before the balance had tilted too far against it. In such in-

stances, war was the instrument by which the breakdown of equi-

librium was overcome or prevented, a method of adjustment hardly

comparable with the relatively smooth-working price mechanism of

the market economy. Innumerable historical cases could be cited

to show how far the success of the balancing process depended on

the choices made by statesmen of the countries involved. British

statesmen were faced with a momentous choice when, prior to the

outbreak of war in 1914, they had to decide whether or not to give
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advance British backing to France and Russia as a means of deter-

ring the Central Powers. There was no automatism in operation to

prevent them from making the wrong choice. Similarly, when three

years later Germany had hegemony almost within its grasp, there

was nothing automatic about the decision of the United States to

enter on the side of the hard-pressed Allies. In fact, by resuming
unrestricted submarine warfare early in 19 17, Germany itself was

largely responsible for speeding up a decision that might otherwise

have been reached too late to tilt the balance of power against

Germany before the Allies were defeated.

While it makes little sense to use the term "automatic" literally,

as if human choices and errors were irrelevant to the establishment,

preservation, or destruction of a state of equilibrium, there never-

theless is a significant element of truth in the theory of "autom-

atism" which is valid even today. If one may assume that any

government in its senses will be deeply concerned with the relative

power position of hostile countries, then one may conclude that

efforts to keep in step in the competition for power with such op-

ponents, or even to outdo them, will almost certainly be forth-

coming. If most nations react in this way, a tendency towards equi-

librium will follow; it will come into play whether both sides aim

at equilibrium or whether the more aggressive side strives for

superiority. In the latter case, the opposite side is likely to be pro-

voked into matching these aggressive moves. Forces appear there-

fore to be working "behind the backs" of the human actors, pushing
them in the direction of balanced power irrespective of their

preferences.

In the light of recent events, it is also worth noting how nations

seem to be drawn into the balancing process almost without con-

scious choice or deliberation. The policy of the United States since

World War II offers a particularly striking illustration. Despite its

long-established policy of resisting all pressures and temptations
toward involvement in the peacetime balancing of power process,

the United States reversed its traditional stand without hesitation

when no other country was in a position to contain the ascending
Soviet Empire or to restrain it by means of counterpower.
Other countries also have reluctantly become concerned about

the balance of power in recent years. Yugoslavia, for instance, al-

though strongly committed by the ideology of its regime to remain

on the Soviet side, has repeatedly given signs of appreciating the

security it enjoys through the existence of Western counterpower.
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Fearing Soviet predominance, Yugoslavia has sided with the West

on several occasions and conceivably might throw its military

weight on the side of the camp whose ideology it rejects. Here

again an almost irresistible pull toward equilibrium appears to

exist.

There are other instances, however, in which the "automatic"

reaction fails to materialize. Some weak countries seek safety by

getting on the bandwagon of an ascending power, hoping somehow

to escape complete subjugation once their powerful "friend" has

gained supremacy. Other countries are so absorbed with their in-

ternal affairs or so unheeding of national power that the effects of

their policies on the distribution of power, whether helping to pre-

serve or upset the balance, are purely accidental. Therefore, while

not slighting the ability of the "invisible hand" to aid power equi-

librium, one may expect more insight from a theory that does not

ignore the effects of variant human intentions and actions.

The question is whether nations under certain circumstances do

or should, as a matter of expediency, make power equilibrium

rather than power superiority the target of their efforts. If equi-

librium is their objective, they must assume it to be a practical

policy that will serve the best interests of their country. Frequently,

the original intention to preserve or achieve superiority will be

dropped only after the competitive race has proved superiority to

be unattainable. Then equilibrium or stalemate, as it is often

called today may be accepted not without resignation as the least

detrimental goal. Both sides, in fact, may come to realize that a

race for superiority is leading nowhere except to mutual exhaustion

or provocation, and so they may agree to settle, tacitly at least, for

the less ambitious and less costly goal of balanced power.

As indicated earlier, what some governments mean when they

claim to make the balance of power their aim is, rather, a balance

between the power of other nations that will place their country in

the enviable position of "balancer." Countries too weak to become

active balancers can merely hope that an equilibrium which will

make them more secure even if they can do nothing to promote it

will be established between their stronger neighbors. Up to 1914,

the United States was one of the passive beneficiaries of the balance

of power which Britain did so much to maintain on the Continent.

Today, the United States stands out as the country most able to

keep other nations, especially within the free world, in a state of

equilibrium. Not a few American moves have been directed to-
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wards this goal. The United States is interested in the maintenance

of peace among its many non-Communist friends and allies. There-

fore, it acts true to the traditions of the state system when seeking,

for instance, to keep Israel and its Arab neighbors in a condition

approximating balanced power.
No country faced with grave external danger, as the United States

is today, would willingly forego superiority of power over its op-

ponent if such superiority were attainable at acceptable costs. A
sigh of relief would go up if a technical break-through in the arms

race were suddenly to give us indubitable military supremacy.
However carefully estimated and maintained, equilibrium can give

nothing like the security that would follow such supremacy. Never-

theless, the United States and most of its allies can afford to resign

themselves without much trepidation to a policy of mere equi-

librium if they are rightly classified as status quo powers.
The term (t

status quo power" is used here for nations that either

desire to preserve the established order or that, while actually desir-

ing change, have renounced the use of force as a method for

bringing it about. In their position what they need is power or

more correctly counterpower sufficient to deter or stop an op-

ponent who is believed to seek change even at the price of war. For

such deterrence, power equal to that of the opponent is sufficient;

neither deterrence nor defense requires superiority of power or

supremacy.
4

Although the United States is thoroughly dissatisfied

with a world order in which some countries have suffered partition

and others are in bondage as satellites, it nevertheless qualifies as a

status quo power because it has renounced the use of force as a

means of remedying the iniquities of the status quo. Therefore,

acceptance of power equilibrium as the goal of American policy

means not that the United States has sacrificed its defensive objec-

tive, but only that it has forfeited the greater security that status

quo powers can obtain from a position of superiority.

The other category of nations, formerly called "revisionist" coun-

tries, which are bent on changing the status quo by force if neces-

sary, are in a less favorable position. They can accept balanced

power only with utter resignation since they know that only in

quite exceptional cases can the established order be seriously modi-

4
Equilibrium is not always assured by equal numbers of forces for both sides.

Under circumstances in which the offensive side gains an increment of power
from the fact of being able to choose the time and place of its attack, the de-

fensive side needs correspondingly larger forces to avoid a disadvantage.
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fied without at least the threat of a force so preponderant that it

will overcome the resistance of the opposing side. Thus, for these

states to give up the goal of superior power in favor of balanced

power means renunciation of their ultimate national goal: a sub-

stantial change in the existing order. If the Soviet Union and Red

China fall into the category of revisionist countries, as everything

indicates they do, their power goal must be assumed to be superi-

ority of power rather than balanced power.

There are many Americans who deplore the acquiescence of their

country in the position of a status quo power. But their demands

for a more offensive policy which would seek to break Soviet resist-

ance to changes favoring the non-Communist world must neverthe-

less face the question whether American superiority of power of the

kind required for such a policy is or could be brought within prac-

tical reach. Moreover, a quest for mere equilibrium may offer some

advantages that will compensate partly for the failure, serious even

for status quo powers, to attain the kind of security that only a safe

margin of superiority can offer.

If a country is able to give convincing evidence of seeking only

equilibrium, it will not as a rule be suspected of aggressive inten-

tions. By obviously seeking to attain defensive capabilities only, it

will appeal to those of its friends and allies who belong in the cate-

gory of status quo powers and will disappoint only its "revisionist"

friends. There is a chance, too, that the more modest power goal
will have some effect on the behavior of the opposing side in this

case of the Sino-Soviet bloc. Should the Soviets become convinced

that the chance of gaining a significant edge on the United States

and its allies in terms of military power is slim and at the same
time should come to believe that their opponents are seeking a

balance of power only, they might in time resign themselves to equi-
librium rather than continue an unrewarding race for superiority.

Any suggestion that the United States might make a reasonable

balance of power between East and West a target of its foreign

policy and the standard by which to measure its efforts in the power
field runs counter to the last of the four theories mentioned earlier

according to which the whole notion of a balancing of power policy
has been rendered obsolete by radical changes in the conditions of

international politics. While, in former times, the balance may
have been a condition both of peace and of the continued inde-

pendence of many nations, the exponents of the theory assert that

because of the impact of a number of new factors with which states-
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men did not formerly have to contend, it has ceased to be a prac-
ticed goal today.
One of these factors, strongly emphasized at the close of World

War II, was the rise of the United States to a leading position in

world politics. Many argued that the newcomer was little fit for the

task of playing the balancing game. Was it possible to expect a

country so little accustomed to or inclined towards power calcula-

tions in foreign affairs to be able to switch sides from former friends

to former enemies if such a move were necessary for the restoration

of the world balance of power? Would the United States agree to

"entangling" itself in alliances? The record of American policies

since World War II has laid these misgivings to rest and has thor-

oughly disproved the alleged ineptitude of the United States in the

matter of the balancing of power process. With speed that came as

a shock even to many Europeans supposedly reared in the traditions

of the power game, America's enemies of World War II became her

military allies, and soon the United States was to emerge as the

center of a peacetime alliance system of unprecedented breadth.

Statesmen in Washington quickly became aware of the need for

establishing a balance between the power of the East and the West.

Concepts such as containment and deterrence, soon catchwords of

the day, pointed to equilibrium as a minimum American objective.

Therefore, rather than confirming the theory of obsolescence, this

first factor appears to demonstrate the continuing primacy of bal-

ancing of power considerations.

A second new factor, the so-called "bipolarity" of the postwar

world, was thought to be of even greater consequence. After all,

the balance of power system of the nineteenth century rested on the

simultaneous existence of five or six major powers. Now only two

were left; the remaining lesser powers were able to throw so little

into the scales against a potentially ascending state that their influ-

ence could not become decisive. Here too, however, experience has

merely added significance to the contention that whenever there is

more than one sovereign power in the world, the balancing process

will operate. Even had it been true that all significant power was

to remain vested in the U.S.A. and the U.S.S.R., their competition
in armaments and in economic development could have led to a

balance of power between them that might have been maintained

by their efforts alone. But the condition of the extreme bipolarity

of 1945 has been steadily on the decline as other centers of not

inconsiderable power have arisen or reasserted themselves in many
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parts of the world. As the situation stands today, these lesser powers

can throw their weight to one side or another and significantly

affect the distribution of power between the two main opposing

camps. Moreover, regional balancing of power is under way among

some of the lesser countries; for instance, between the Arab coun-

tries and Israel, or between Pakistan and India.

Neither bipolarity nor the rise of new states, then, has resulted in

the disappearance of traditional policies.
On the contrary, one of

the striking characteristics of the present situation is the manner in

which some of the new states have come to throw their weight

around in the world balancing process, although one might have

expected them to be preoccupied with their thorny internal prob-

lems. Sometimes, as in the case of Yugoslavia, they act for the obvi-

ous purpose of preventing one of the superpowers from becoming

too mighty in a particular area.

A third novelty rightly attracting attention is the ideological note

that has been introduced into the world's major power struggle.

Some observers predicted the growth of such strong ideological

affinities and antagonisms that nations would become unwilling to

leave the camp of their ideological preference whatever the require-

ments of the balancing process. If this had occurred, the distribu-

tion of power in the world would have been at the mercy of

ideological competition. Undoubtedly, ideological appeals have

affected the orientation of some countries toward East or West, but

in such cases one cannot say that efforts to establish a balance of

power have necessarily ceased. Indeed, whenever ideological power
has shown a tendency to gain the upper hand over other forms of

power, competition between East and West does not disappear but

is transferred to the field of ideology, propaganda, and subversion.

We can see evidence of this competition on all sides today, and we

may have to conclude that the United States will have much trouble

balancing Soviet power if it fails to match the ideological pull the

Communists are able to exert in many areas today.

Ideology has not, however, come to reign supreme. There have

been instances to show that the "blood" of national security and

military power considerations can still run thicker than the "water"

D ideological sympathy. As mentioned earlier, Communist Yugo-

slavia lined up with the West when it felt threatened by Soviet

military superiority, and countries with no Communist bias like

Nasser's Egypt have taken full advantage of opportunities to swing

toward the Soviet side when, for reasons of national interest, they
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wished to weaken or blackmail the Western camp. If ideology

interferes with the relatively smooth functioning of the traditional

balancing process, it is most likely to do so by blinding ideologically

fanatical leaders and elites to threats emanating from the camp of

their ideological preference. When statesmen jeopardize national

security interests in this way, one can speak of a kind of "ideological

stickiness" in favor of certain alignments even when they run

counter to the requirements of equilibrium.

Finally, there is the new factor of nuclear weapons. The question
has been raised whether the conditions of the nuclear age, with its

weapons of unprecedented destructiveness and its revolutionary

developments in weapons technology, does not defeat all efforts at

rational power calculation and comparison. If it did, governments
would be unable to aim at a particular world power distribution,

balanced or unbalanced, or to know even approximately whether

equilibrium exists at any given time. Thus, it would be hopeless
for them to attempt to rely on the balance of power for the security

of their countries or for the preservation of peace.
No one can deny that the art of estimating powerone's own and

that of one's adversarythe source of so many tragic errors even in

prenuclear days, has been complicated immensely by the introduc-

tion of ever new and untried instruments of war. Yet, despite this

new element of uncertainty, there probably has never been a time

in which more effort has been exerted towards estimating compara-
tive military power, strategic nuclear striking power included. All

the talk of a stalemate on the strategic plane would be meaningless
if these estimates had become a matter of sheer guesswork. In time

of peace, it must be remembered, it is the balance of mutual deter-

rence that is important, and deterrence rests not on the actual

relative strength of the two sides which only war can reveal but

on what governments believe to be the existing distribution of

power. In fact, the more both sides overestimate the relative power

position of their opponent, the more likely it is that they will be

deterred from using their power. Since the chief danger in the past
has been an underestimation of enemy strength and determination,

the advent of nuclear weapons has had the effect of buttressing the

deterrent value of the balancing process in situations in which the

threat of a nuclear strike appears credible. Even a megalomaniac
will not easily discount enemy nuclear retaliatory power, provided
he has the slightest reason to believe that his opponent might use

that power to counter his moves. If credible, the threat of retalia-
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tion even with less than equal nuclear force may suffice for deter-

rence provided enough of the lesser force is expected to survive a

first strike to be capable of causing intolerable damage to the

attacker.

What makes it particularly difficult and costly for the United

States to balance the Soviet Union today lies not on the level of

strategic nuclear forces but on other levels of power competition.

The strategic nuclear capabilities of the United States and the

Soviet Union may come to neutralize each other and thus to drop
out of the scale as a positive balancing factor. The balance will

then depend on power relationships all the way down the ladder

from somewhere below massive retaliatory power to the respective

capacities for limited war, for conventional war, for subversion, and

for ideological or economic appeal. The balance already depends
on these factors in all confrontations in which the nuclear threat

lacks credibility. On at least some of these less elevated rungs of the

ladder,' the Sino-Soviet bloc is superior at this time. While unable

to end the balancing of power process or to rob it of its former

functions, the nuclear factor merely adds to the difficulties of

manipulating the process in such a way that a reasonable degree of

equilibrium can be attained, ascertained, and preserved.

One last remark should be made about the alleged obsolescence

of the balance of power and balancing of power process. Those
who accept the obsolescence theory must ask themselves whether

any practical alternative course is open to nations. An organization
like the United Nations, despite its provisions for collective security,
cannot put the balancing process to rest because it leaves all co-

ercive power in the hands of its members. There can be only one
alternative: the elimination of all military power from the control

of individual nations, which, if it occurred, would obviously relieve

governments of the need to concern themselves with the world dis-

tribution of power among nations. With the monopoly of military

power in the hands of a single world authoritythough only in the

case of such a monopoly international politics itself, and with it

the whole balancing of power process, would disappear. Nations
embroiled in conflict with one another would have no more reason
to worry about the power position of other nations than a Rhode
Island or an Oklahoma need have about the power of larger and

potentially more powerful neighboring states of the Union.

Unfortunately for those who would like to see such a world

authority established, it must be said that there is nothing to indi-
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cate a chance of its being established in the foreseeable future. Can

anyone imagine the United States and the Soviet Union subordinat-

ing themselves voluntarily to an authority over which their chief

opponent might come to exercise supreme control? If they did,

they would make themselves as impotent as any state in the Union
is as compared to the federal government. Moreover, if ever the

two superpowers had enough confidence in each other not to mind

being ruled by a world authority possessing a monopoly of military

power that might come under the control of the other, there would
be no need for such a world authority. Under such ideal condi-

tions of mutual confidence, the two together could rule supreme in

the world though their chances of preserving such mutual con-

fidence and of agreeing on the use of their power would be greater
if they preserved a high degree of equilibrium between themselves.

Rather than making a world authority more practical today than

it has been in earlier periods, ideological conflict, concentration of

power in the hands of two antagonistic superpowers, and the intro-

duction of nuclear weapons have deepened the gulf between nations

and made world unity more remote. Under these circumstances the

balance of power, while far from ideal, suggests itself as an accept-

able and practical substitute for the supremacy in the world that

the United States with all its actual and potential power cannot

presently hope to attain for itself.


