Lecture 20
Balance of Power

For realists: the breakdown of the Balance of power is seen as a cause of war

“What made war inevitable was the growth of Athenian power and the fear which this caused in Sparta.”  Thucydides

Balance of Power Def:

Two ways to measure:

How to balance?  

Two types:
 

Morgenthau  
 “The balance of power and policies aiming at its preservation are not only inevitable, but are an essential stabilizing factor in a society of sovereign nations; and that the instability of the international balance of power is due not to the faultiness of the principle but to the particular conditions under which the principle must operate in a society of nations.” (183)

“This misconception asserts that men have a choice between power politics and its necessary outgrowth, the balance of power on one hand, and a different, better kind of international relations on the other.”  (183)

Kenneth Waltz

Theory of International Politics  1979

Structure explains the law = balance of power. 

“Balance of power politics prevail wherever two and only two requirements are met: that the order be anarchic and that it is be populated by units wishing to survive.”  (Waltz 121)  

Problem:

“Two problems are paramount.  First, though balance-of-power theory offers some predictions, the predictions are indeterminate.  Because only a loosely defined and inconstant condition of balance is predicted, it is difficult to say that any given distribution of power falsifies the theory….Because the theory does not give precise answers, falsification again is difficult.” Waltz

The Power Transition

A.F.K. Organski (1958)

“The relationship between peace and balance of power appears to be exactly the opposite of what has been claimed.” (303) 

“It stands to reason that nations will not fight unless they believe they have a good chance of winning, but this is true for both sides only when the two are fairly evenly matched.  Thus the balance of power increases the chances of war.” (303)

“As we have noted, wars occur when a great power in a secondary position challenges the top nation and its allies for control.  Thus the usual major conflict is between the top nation (and its allies) and the challenger that is about to catch up with it in power.” (304)

“Peace is threatened whenever a powerful nation is dissatisfied with the status quo and is powerful enough to attempt to change things in the face of opposition from those who control the existing international order.” (304)

Historical Reality vs. Neo-realist Theory

Paul Schroeder 1994

 “Standard understanding of neorealist theory, applied precisely to the historical era where it should fit best, gets the motives, the process, the patterns and the broad outcomes of international history wrong, and predicts things of major theoretical and historical importance which on closer examination turn out not to be so.” (147) 
Evidence

Bremer

Geller

Singer, Bremer and Stucky

Wayman

Levy and Thompson:

Capability Distributions

What Do We Know?

1. Major states are more likely to be involved in wars

2. The distribution of power on the system level does not have an impact on the incidence of war.  (bipolarity versus multipolairty)

3. Equal power dyads with one side dissatisfied are likely to go to war. (with power shifts)

4. Dissatisfied states that have a military advantage are more apt to initiate disputes and wars.

5. Differences in capability only matter between pairs of states that have extreme disagreements (role of issues)

6. Status inconsistency makes states dissatisfied with the status quo and more likely to initiate disputes and war.
