INTERNATIONAL .
RELATIONS VISW

* - - ‘
ESEARCHES Studies Assocition

Homepage: https://iisajournals.ir/

The evolution of the Balance of Power Metaphor
in the Realist Paradigm after the Cold War
Behrouz Asaadi, Corresponding Author, Ph.D., Department of International Relation, University
Lecturer, Tehran, Iran. be asadi82@yahoo.com

The balance of power is one of the most fundamental concepts in the
discipline of International Relations for understanding states action
within the anarchic international system. In light of the extensive
evolution following the Cold War, explicating the balance metaphor has
acquired heightened importance for understanding the structure of the
,international system and comprehending states’ behavior. Accordingly
despite the abundance of existing research, further studies remain
necessary to grasp the behavioral patterns of actors in the international
system. In this regard, the realism paradigm appears to provide an
appropriate framework for understanding this metaphor. This article
poses the question of how the post-Cold War transformations of the
international system can be understood and analyzed through recourse
,to the balance of power metaphor. With refrence to views of Waltz
Walt, and Mearsheimer, it seems that the balance metaphor still has the
ability to explane system transformations and states behavior. In other
words, understanding actors’ conduct in an anarchic system requires
recognizing the function of balancing and its evolution. Therefore, the
aim of this article is to understand and analyze the international system
.and states behavior through an elucidation of the balancing metaphor
So it has shaped a fundamental research using an interpretive approach
and an interrogative strategy. The findings, emphasizing the opinion of
Waltz, Walt, and Mearsheimer, indicate that the adaptability and
flexibility of the balancing metaphor in response to changing conditions
facilitate a deeper understanding and analysis of the international
system following the material and ideational transformations of the
post—Cold War era. In the contemporary period, with the growing
salience of economic, technological, and network issues, balancing has
come to be understood as a complex competitive game, in which states
seek to construct diverse forms of dynamic and hybrid balances...
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Introduction

Balance of power is one of the most enduring concepts in international relations and a key
analytical instrument for explaining state conduct under anarchy. From a realist
perspective, the absence of a central authority and the primacy of survival induce states to
pursue internal and external balancing. Yet, balance of power is not merely an objective
condition or a quantitative distribution of capabilities; it may also be understood as a
metaphor whose meaning has evolved in response to material and ideational
transformations in the international system. The end of the Cold War and the emergence
of an asymmetrical unipolar order appeared to challenge the explanatory utility of this
metaphor. Nevertheless, the rise of new centers of power and the transformation of the
sources of power demonstrated that the logic of balancing remains consequential. This
study asks how the metaphor of balance of power can be reconceptualized to explain post-
Cold War transformations in the international system. By introducing the concepts of
“fluid balancing” and the proposed “dual-multipolar system,” the article seeks to
reconstruct the explanatory capacity of the metaphor.

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework draws on the realist tradition, particularly the works of Kenneth
Waltz, Stephen Walt, and John Mearsheimer. For Waltz, balancing is a structural
consequence of anarchy and states’ responses to the distribution of capabilities; in the
absence of a central coordinator, states seek to prevent excessive concentrations of power
in order to preserve their survival. Walt’s balance-of-threat theory demonstrates that
balancing is not determined solely by aggregate power, but also by perceived threat,
offensive capabilities, and geographic proximity. Mearsheimer likewise emphasizes the
structural instability of unipolarity and the propensity of other powers to generate
countervailing forces. The concept of soft balancing further enables the analysis of
strategies that constrain a dominant power without direct military confrontation. The
article’s theoretical contribution lies in reinterpreting “balance” as a metaphor. In this
formulation, the image of a scale, or of multiple scales, is not merely a visual
representation; it provides a conceptual means for understanding the transformation of
balancing. The image of “multiple scales” suggests that balancing may occur
simultaneously at global and regional levels and across military, economic, technological,
institutional, and networked domains.

Methodology

The study is fundamental and interpretive, employing an interrogative research strategy. It
assumes that political realities are not reducible to material variables but are constructed
and reinterpreted through intersubjective meanings. Metaphors can therefore perform an
analytical function in understanding how political reality is conceptualized and interpreted.
The study uses library-based research and qualitative analysis of primary and secondary
sources. It first investigates balance of power as a metaphor, then analyzes its realist
formulations in the works of Waltz, Walt, and Mearsheimer, and subsequently examines
the historical transformation of balancing across multipolar, bipolar, and post-Cold War
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configurations. Finally, it evaluates the metaphor’s explanatory potential for interpreting
the emerging structure of the international system and the behavior of actors at global and
regional levels.

Discussion

The findings indicate that since the Cold War, transformations in the sources of power and
expanding interdependence have altered the nature of balancing. Power is no longer
confined to military and economic capabilities; strategic technologies, communication
networks, production chains, capital, institutions, and digital standards have also become
sources of structural power. Consequently, balancing has evolved from a fixed condition
of equilibrium into a multilayered, fluid process. The image of “multiple scales” is
therefore more appropriate than that of a single scale for representing the contemporary
order, because states may compete with an actor in one domain while cooperating with the
same actor in another. The article argues that the international system is moving from
“asymmetrical unipolarity” toward a “dual-multipolar” configuration. In this model, the
United States and China constitute the two principal centers of global power, although their
capabilities are not necessarily equivalent. At regional and issue-specific levels, major and
middle powers retain relative autonomy through fluid coalitions and independent or hybrid
balancing strategies. This configuration differs from classical bipolarity because secondary
powers are not fully incorporated into two rigid blocs, and from classical multipolarity
because other powers lack comparable global capabilities. At the global level, “cooperative
balancing” assumes greater significance: major powers compete while simultaneously
cooperating to preserve rules and manage shared international affairs. At the regional level,
however, perceived threats and competition for hegemony make “adversarial balancing”
and combinations of hard and soft balancing more salient. Major-power behavior should
therefore be understood as the outcome of overlapping cooperative, adversarial, soft, and
indirect balancing across levels and domains. The result is “fluid balancing,” in which
changes in one dimension of power can reshape configurations across other domains.
Conclusion

The study concludes that balance of power has not become obsolete after the Cold War;
rather, its meaning has changed as the material referents and metaphorical functions of
balancing have evolved. Balancing no longer necessarily denotes equilibrium or direct
military confrontation; it may also operate through institutions, economic networks,
technological interdependence, cooperation, and shifting coalitions. The image of
“multiple scales” consequently provides a useful representation of the layered and
multidimensional character of the emerging order. The proposed concept of “dual-
multipolarity” captures a configuration in which two global poles coexist with several
regional and issue-specific centers of power within an interconnected network of balancing
processes. Balancing in the post-Cold War era should therefore be understood as a fluid,
hybrid, and multilevel process in which competition and cooperation coexist. This
reconceptualization provides a realist framework for contemporary international politics



and an analytical basis for examining major and middle powers and the future evolution of
the international order.
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