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nation—emerged as a significant force. It 
brought diverse people together in pursuit 
of a common purpose but also created 
rifts between them, often providing the 
rationale for conflict and war.

The Balance of Power 
System: Its Failures 
and the Outbreak of 
War

Degrees of power would define the 
world order that emerged. Europe had 
come to dominate the international sys-
tem, owing largely to the technological 
advances that had spurred the Industrial 
Revolution and the expansion of its 
colonial empires. Driven by the search 
for new riches and religious zeal, Spain 
and Portugal had been the first to expand 
outward, as they colonized the Americas 
prior to the mid-1700s. The British, 
Germans, Dutch, and French consti-
tuted the second wave, which lasted 
from about 1750 to 1870. Initially, these 
colonists went forth in pursuit of trade and markets. To continue growing, 
the industrial success that defined Germany and Great Britain at the begin-
ning of the nineteenth century required raw materials and new markets. The 
less charted territories of Africa and Asia provided new ground. After 1870, 
economic necessity drove the exploitation of colonies.

While political control in the first two waves of colonialism had not been an 
overriding objective, it gained prominence in the latter part of the nineteenth 
century as the means to assure cooperation. This was certainly the case with 
Great Britain’s colonial empire, which encompassed large parts of the Indian 
subcontinent, Africa, and Southeast Asia. The French were actively engaged in 
colonial expansion in Africa and Southeast Asia. Italy, Germany, and Belgium 
also joined the scramble for territory during this period. Colonial expansion 
wrought havoc on the African continent, as the European intruders uprooted 
indigenous groups and native cultures. The imperialist nations ignored African 
cultural identities in their pursuit of economic gain. Among the many legacies 

If you have a choice, to be feared is much 
safer than to be loved. For it is a good 
general rule about men that they are 
ungrateful, fickle, liars and deceivers, 
fearful of danger, and greedy for gain. 

While you serve their welfare, they are 
all yours, offering their blood, their 

belongings, their lives, and their children’s 
lives, as we noted previously—so long as 

the danger is remote. But when the 
danger is close at hand, they turn against 
you. Then, any prince who has relied on 

their words and has made no other 
preparations will come to grief; because 

friendships that are bought at a price, and 
not with greatness and nobility of soul, 

may be paid for but they are not 
acquired, and they cannot be used in 

time of need.6

in their own
words Niccolo Machiavelli


