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exercise of sovereignty but only in ways strongly conditioned by the anarchy of
the larger system. The anarchy of that order strongly affects the likelihood of
cooperation, the extent of arms agreements, and the jurisdiction of international
organizations.

But what about borderline cases, societies that are neither clearly anarchic
nor clearly hierarchic? Do they not represent a third type? To say that there are
borderline cases is not to say that at the border a third type of system appears. All
categories have borders, and if we have any categories at all, we have borderline
cases. Clarity of concepts does not eliminate difficulties of classification. Was
China from the 1920s to the 1940s a hierarchic or an anarchic realm? Nominally a
nation, China looked more like a number of separate states existing alongside one
another. Mao Tse-tung in 1930, like Bolshevik leaders earlier, thought that strik-
ing a revolutionary spark would “start a prairie fire.” Revolutionary flames
would spread across China, if not throughout the world. Because the inter-
dependence of China's provinces, like the interdependence of nations, was
insufficiently close, the flames failed to spread. So nearly autonomous were
China’s provinces that the effects of war in one part of the country were only
weakly registered in other parts. Battles in the Hunan hills, far from sparking a
national revolution, were hardly noticed in neighboring provinces. The inter-
action of largely self-sufficient provinces was slight and sporadic. Dependent
neither on one another economically nor on the nation’s center politically, they
were not subject to the close interdependence characteristic of organized and
integrated polities.

As a practical matter, observers may disagree in their answers to such ques-
tions as just when did China break down into anarchy, or whether the countries
of Western Europe are slowly becoming one state or stubbornly remaining nine.
The point of theoretical importance is that our expectations about the fate of
those areas differ widely depending on which answer to the structural question
becomes the right one. Structures defined according to two distinct ordering
principles help to explain important aspects of social and political behavior. That
is shown in various ways in the following pages. This section has explained why
two, and only two, types of structure are needed to cover societies of all sorts.

How can a theory of international politics be constructed? Just as any theory
must be. As Chapters 1 and 4 explain, first, one must conceive of international
politics as a bounded realm or domain; second, one must discover some law-like
regularities within it; and third, one must develop a way of explaining the
observed regularities. The first of these was accomplished in Chapter 5. Chapter 6
so far has shown how political structures account for some recurrent aspects of
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the behavior of states and for certain repeated and enduring patterns. Wherever
agents and agencies are coupled by force and competition rather than by
authority and law, we expect to find such behaviors and outcomes. They are
closely identified with the approach to politics suggested by the rubric,
Realpolitik. The elements of Realpolitik, exhaustively listed, are these: The
ruler's, and later the state’s, interest provides the spring of action; the necessities
of policy arise from the unregulated competition of states; calculation based on
these necessities can discover the policies that will best serve a state’s interests;
success is the ultimate test of policy, and success is defined as preserving and
strengthening the state. Ever since Machiavelli, interest and necessity —and
raison d'état, the phrase that comprehends them—have remained the key con-
cepts of Realpolitik. From Machiavelli through Meinecke and Morgenthau the
elements of the approach and the reasoning remain constant. Machiavelli stands
so clearly as the exponent of Realpolitik that one easily slips into thinking that he
developed the closely associated idea of balance of power as well. Although he
did not, his conviction that politics can be explained in its own terms established
the ground on which balance-of-power theory can be built.

Realpolitik indicates the methods by which foreign policy is conducted and
provides a rationale for them. Structural constraints explain why the methods are
repeatedly used despite differences in the persons and states who use them.
Balance-of-power theory purports to explain the result that such methods
produce. Rather, that is what the theory should do. If there is any distinctively
political theory of international politics, balance-of-power theory is it. And yet
one cannot find a statement of the theory that is generally accepted. Carefully
surveying the copious balance-of-power literature, Ernst Haas discovered eight
distinct meanings of the term, and Martin Wight found nine (1953, 1966). Hans
Morgenthau, in his profound historical and analytic treatment of the subject,
makes use of four different definitions (1973). Balance of power is seen by some
as being akin to a law of nature; by others, as simply an outrage. Some view it as
a guide to statesmen; others as a cloak that disguises their imperialist policies.
Some believe that a balance of power is the best guarantee of the security of states
and the peace of the world; others, that it has ruined states by causing most of the
wars they have fought.”

To believe that one can cut through such confusion may seem quixotic. I
shall nevertheless try. It will help to hark back to several basic propositions about
theory. (1) A theory contains at least one theoretical assumption. Such assump-
tions are not factual. One therefore cannot legitimately ask if they are true, but

*Along with the explication of balance-of-power theory in the pages that follow, the
reader may wish to consult a historical study of balance-of-power politics in practice. The
best brief work is Wight {1973).
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only if they are useful. (2) Theories must be evaluated in terms of what they claim
to explain. Balance-of-power theory claims to explain the results of states’
actions, under given conditions, and those results may not be foreshadowed in
any of the actors’ motives or be contained as objectives in their policies.
(3) Theory, as a general explanatory system, cannot account for particularities.

Most of the confusions in balance-of-power theory, and criticisms of it,
derive from misunderstanding these three points. A balance-of-power theory,
properly stated, begins with assumptions about states: They are unitary actors
who, at a minimum, seek their own preservation and, at a maximum, drive for
universal domination. States, or those who act for them, try in more or less
sensible ways to use the means available in order to achieve the ends in view.
Those means fall into two categories: internal efforts (moves to increase
economic capability, to increase military strength, to develop clever strategies)
and external efforts (moves to strengthen and enlarge one’s own alliance or to
weaken and shrink an opposing one). The external game of alignment and
realignment requires three or more players, and it is usually said that balance-of-
power systems require at least that number. The statement is false, for in a two-
power system the politics of balance continue, but the way to compensate for an
incipient external disequilibrium is primarily by intensifying one’s internal
efforts. To the assumptions of the theory we then add the condition for its opera-
tion: that two or more states coexist in a self-help system, one with no superior
agent to come to the aid of states that may be weakening or to deny to any of
them the use of whatever instruments they think will serve their purposes. The
theory, then, is built up from the assumed motivations of states and the actions
that correspond to them. It describes the constraints that arise from the system
that those actions produce, and it indicates the expected outcome: namely, the
formation of balances of power. Balance-of-power theory is microtheory
precisely in the economist’s sense. The system, like a market in economics, is
made by the actions and interactions of its units, and the theory is based on
assumptions about their behavior.

A self-help system is one in which those who do not help themselves, or who
do so less effectively than others, will fail to prosper, will lay themselves open to
dangers, will suffer. Fear of such unwanted consequences stimulates states to
behave in ways that tend toward the creation of balances of power. Notice that
the theory requires no assumptions of rationality or of constancy of will on the
part of all of the actors. The theory says simply that if some do relatively well,
others will emulate them or fall by the wayside. Obviously, the system won't
work if all states lose interest in preserving themselves. It will, however, continue
to work if some states do, while others do not, choose to lose their political
identities, say, through amalgamation. Nor need it be assumed that all of the
competing states are striving relentlessly to increase their power. The possibility
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that force may be used by some states to weaken or destroy others does, how-
ever, make it difficult for them to break out of the competitive system.

The meaning and importance of the theory are made clear by examining
prevalent misconceptions of it. Recall our first proposition about theory. A
theory contains assumptions that are theoretical, not factual. One of the most
common misunderstandings of balance-of-power theory centers on this point.
The theory is criticized because its assumptions are erroneous. The following
statement can stand for a host of others:

If nations were in fact unchanging units with no permanent ties to each other,
and if all were motivated primarily by a drive to maximize their power, except
for a single balancer whose aim was to prevent any nation from achieving pre-
ponderant power, a balance of power might in fact result. But we have seen that
these assumptions are not correct, and since the assumptions of the theory are
wrong, the conclusions are also in error (Organski 1968, p. 292).

The author’s incidental error is that he has compounded a sentence some parts of
which are loosely stated assumptions of the theory, and other parts not. His basic
error lies in misunderstanding what an assumption is. From previous discussion,
we know that assumptions are neither true nor false and that they are essential for
the construction of theory. We can freely admit that states are in fact not unitary,
purposive actors. States pursue many goals, which are often vaguely formulated
and inconsistent. They fluctuate with the changing currents of domestic politics,
are prey to the vagaries of a shifting cast of political leaders, and are influenced
by the outcomes of bureaucratic struggles. But all of this has always been known,
and it tells us nothing about the merits of balance-of-power theory.

A further confusion relates to our second proposition about theory. Balance-
of-power theory claims to explain a result (the recurrent formation of balances of
power), which may not accord with the intentions of any of the units whose
actions combine to produce that result. To contrive and maintain a balance may
be the aim of one or more states, but then again it may not be. According to the
theory, balances of power tend to form whether some or all states consciously
aim to establish and maintain a balance, or whether some or all states aim for uni-
versal domination.* Yet many, and perhaps most, statements of balance-of-
power theory attribute the maintenance of a balance to the separate states as a
motive. David Hume, in his classic essay “Of the Balance of Power,” offers “the
maxim of preserving the balance of power” as a constant rule of prudent politics
(1742, pp. 142-44). So it may be, but it has proved to be an unfortunately short

*Looking at states over a wide span of time and space, Dowty concludes that in no case
were shifts in alliances produced “by considerations of an overall balance of power”
(1969, p. 95).
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step from the belief that a high regard for preserving a balance is at the heart of
wise statesmanship to the belief that states must follow the maxim if a balance of
power is to be maintained. This is apparent in the first of Morgenthau’s four
definitions of the term: namely, “a policy aimed at a certain state of affairs.” The
reasoning then easily becomes tautological. If a balance of power is to be main-
tained, the policies of states must aim to uphold it. If a balance of power is in fact
maintained, we can conclude that their aim was accurate. If a balance of power is
not produced, we can say that the theory’s assumption is erroneous. Finally, and
this completes the drift toward the reification of a concept, if the purpose of states
is to uphold a balance, the purpose of the balance is “to maintain the stability of
the system without destroying the multiplicity of the elements composing it.”
Reification has obviously occurred where one reads, for example, of the balance
operating “successfully” and of the difficulty that nations have in applying it
(1973, pp. 167-74, 202-207).

Reification is often merely the loose use of language or the employment of
metaphor to make one’s prose more pleasing. In this case, however, the theory
has been drastically distorted, and not only by introducing the notion that if a
balance is to be formed, somebody must want it and must work for it. The
further distortion of the theory arises when rules are derived from the results of
states’ actions and then illogically prescribed to the actors as duties. A possible
effect is turned into a necessary cause in the form of a stipulated rule. Thus, it is
said, “the balance of power” can “impose its restraints upon the power aspira-
tions of nations” only if they first “restrain themselves by accepting the system of
the balance of power as the common framework of their endeavors.” Only if
states recognize “the same rules of the game” and play “for the same limited
stakes” can the balance of power fulfill “its functions for international stability
and national independence” (Morgenthau 1973, pp. 219-20).

The closely related errors that fall under our second proposition about
theory are, as we have seen, twin traits of the field of international politics:
namely, to assume a necessary correspondence of motive and result and to infer
rules for the actors from the observed results of their action. What has gone
wrong can be made clear by recalling the economic analogy (Chapter 5, part III,
1). In a purely competitive economy, everyone’s striving to make a profit drives
the profit rate downward. Let the competition continue long enough under static
conditions, and everyone’s profit will be zero. To infer from that result that
everyone, or anyone, is seeking to minimize profit, and that the competitors must
adopt that goal as a rule in order for the system to work, would be absurd. And
yet in international politics one frequently finds that rules inferred from the
results of the interactions of states are prescribed to the actors and are said to be a
condition of the system’s maintenance. Such errors, often made, are also often
pointed out, though seemingly to no avail. S. F. Nadel has put the matter simply:
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“an orderliness abstracted from behaviour cannot guide behaviour” (Nadel 1957,
p. 148; cf. Durkheim 1893, pp. 366, 418; Shubik 1959, pp. 11, 32).

Analytic reasoning applied where a systems approach is needed leads to the
laying down of all sorts of conditions as prerequisites to balances of power form-
ing and tending toward equilibrium and as general preconditions of world
stability and peace. Some require that the number of great powers exceed two;
others that a major power be willing to play the role of balancer. Some require
that military technology not change radically or rapidly; others that the major
states abide by arbitrarily specified rules. But balances of power form in the
absence of the “necessary” conditions, and since 1945 the world has been stable,
and the world of major powers remarkably peaceful, even though international
conditions have not conformed to theorists’ stipulations. Balance-of-power
politics prevail wherever two, and only two, requirements are met: that the order
be anarchic and that it be populated by units wishing to survive.

For those who believe that if a result is to be produced, someone, or every-
one, must want it and must work for it, it follows that explanation turns
ultimately on what the separate states are like. If that is true, then theories at the
national level, or lower, will sufficiently explain international politics. If, for
example, the equilibrium of a balance is maintained through states abiding by
rules, then one needs an explanation of how agreement on the rules is achieved
and maintained. One does not need a balance-of-power theory, for balances
would result from a certain kind of behavior explained perhaps by a theory about
national psychology or bureaucratic politics. A balance-of-power theory could
not be constructed because it would have nothing to explain. If the good or bad
motives of states result in their maintaining balances or disrupting them, then the
notion of a balance of power becomes merely a framework organizing one’s
account of what happened, and that is indeed its customary use. A construction
that starts out to be a theory ends up as a set of categories. Categories then
multiply rapidly to cover events that the embryo theory had not contemplated.
The quest for explanatory power turns into a search for descriptive adequacy.

Finally, and related to our third proposition about theory in general,
balance-of-power theory is often criticized because it does not explain the par-
ticular policies of states. True, the theory does not tell us why state X made a cer-
tain move last Tuesday. To expect it to do so would be like expecting the theory
of universal gravitation to explain the wayward path of a falling leaf. A theory at
one level of generality cannot answer questions about matters at a different level
of generality. Failure to notice this is one error on which the criticism rests.
Another is to mistake a theory of international politics for a theory of foreign
policy. Confusion about the explanatory claims made by a properly stated
balance-of-power theory is rooted in the uncertainty of the distinction drawn
between national and international politics or in the denials that the distinction
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should be made. For those who deny the distinction, for those who devise
explanations that are entirely in terms of interacting units, explanations of
international politics are explanations of foreign policy, and explanations of
foreign policy are explanations of international politics. Others mix their
explanatory claims and confuse the problem of understanding international
politics with the problem of understanding foreign policy. Morgenthau, for
example, believes that problems of predicting foreign policy and of developing
theories about it make international-political theories difficult, if not impossible,
to contrive (1970b, pp. 253-58). But the difficulties of explaining foreign policy
work against contriving theories of international politics only if the latter reduces
to the former. Graham Allison betrays a similar confusion. His three “models”
purport to offer alternative approaches to the study of international politics.
Only model 1, however, is an approach to the study of international politics.
Models Il and Il are approaches to the study of foreign policy. Offering the
bureaucratic-politics approach as an alternative to the state-as-an-actor approach
is like saying that a theory of the firm is an alternative to a theory of the market, a
mistake no competent economist would make (1971; cf. Allison and Halperin
1972). If Morgenthau and Allison were economists and their thinking continued
to follow the same pattern, they would have to argue that the uncertainties of
corporate policy work against the development of market theory. They have con-
fused and merged two quite different matters.”

Any theory covers some matters and leaves other matters aside. Balance-of-
power theory is a theory about the results produced by the uncoordinated actions
of states. The theory makes assumptions about the interests and motives of
states, rather than explaining them. What it does explain are the constraints that
confine all states. The clear perception of constraints provides many clues to the
expected reactions of states, but by itself the theory cannot explain those
reactions. They depend not only on international constraints but also on the
characteristics of states. How will a particular state react? To answer that ques-
tion we need not only a theory of the market, so to speak, but also a theory about
the firms that compose it. What will a state have to react to? Balance-of-power
theory can give general and useful answers to that question. The theory explains
why a certain similarity of behavior is expected from similarly situated states.
The expected behavior is similar, not identical. To explain the expected differ-
ences in national responses, a theory would have to show how the different
internal structures of states affect their external policies and actions. A theory of

*The confusion is widespread and runs both ways. Thus Herbert Simon thinks the goal of
classical economic theorists is unattainable because he wrongly believes that they were try-
ing “to predict the behavior of rational man without making an empirical investigation of
his psychological properties” (1957, p. 199).
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foreign policy would not predict the detailed content of policy but instead would
lead to different expectations about the tendencies and styles of different
countries’ policies. Because the national and the international levels are linked,
theories of both types, if they are any good, tell us some things, but not the same
things, about behavior and outcomes at both levels (cf. the second parts of Chap-
ters 4 and 5).

In the previous chapter, [ constructed a systems theory of international politics.
In this chapter, [ have stated balance-of-power theory as a further development
of that theory. In the next three chapters, [ shall refine the theory by showing
how expectations vary with changes in the structure of international systems. At
this point [ pause to ask how good the theory so far developed is.

Before subjecting a theory to tests, one asks whether the theory is internally
consistent and whether it tells us some things of interest that we would not know
in its absence. That the theory meets those requirements does not mean that it can
survive tests. Many people prefer tests that, if flunked, falsify a theory. Some
people, following Karl Popper (1934, Chapter 1), insist that theories are tested
only by attempting to falsify them. Confirmations do not count because, among
other reasons, confirming cases may be offered as proof while consciously or not
cases likely to confound the theory are avoided. This difficulty, I suggest later, is
lessened by choosing hard cases—situations, for example, in which parties have
strong reasons to behave contrary to the predictions of one’s theory. Confirma-
tions are also rejected because numerous tests that appear to confirm a theory are
negated by one falsifying instance. The conception of theory presented in Chap-
ter 1, however, opens the possibility of devising tests that confirm. If a theory
depicts a domain, and displays its organization and the connections among its
parts, then we can compare features of the observed domain with the picture the
theory has limned (cf. Harris 1970). We can ask whether expected behaviors and
outcomes are repeatedly found where the conditions contemplated by the theory
obtain.

Structural theories, moreover, gain plausibility if similarities of behavior are
observed across realms that are different in substance but similar in structure, and
if differences of behavior are observed where realms are similar in substance but
different in structure. This special advantage is won: International-political
theory gains credibility from the confirmation of certain theories in economics,
sociology, anthropology, and other such nonpolitical fields.

Testing theories, of course, always means inferring expectations, or
hypotheses, from them and testing those expectations. Testing theories is a diffi-
cult and subtle task, made so by the interdependence of fact and theory, by the



