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Balancing in Ancient China
Qi Haixia

1 .  QUESTIONS AND LITER ATURE REVIEW

In comparing China’s history with that of Europe’s, a salient issue emerges: 
Why did China’s Spring and Autumn and Warring States (SAWS) periods con-
clude with unification under the Qin Dynasty, while for a long period of time 
Europe remained fragmented? This paper seeks to unravel why, during the rise of  
the Qin, other states were not able to balance effectively against it, yet were suc-
cessful in their balancing efforts vis-à-vis the rise of the Wei and Qi kingdoms, 
which were also major powers. Case studies include balancing directed toward 
the Wei kingdom—e.g., the “besiege Wei to save Zhao” and the “besiege Wei to 
save Han” campaigns; balancing directed toward the Qi—e.g., the “six-nation 
attack on Qi”; and the series of coalitions that arose to balance the Qin kingdom. 
Statistical analysis is then utilized to discuss and verify the significance of each 
hypothesis. The paper concludes that the Qin kingdom’s success in uniting six 
nations into one derived not from any ability to avoid other nations’ attempts 
to balance it, but rather due to its striving to avoid catastrophic balancing coali-
tions directed against it. Through measures that included annexing rather than 
destroying rivals, its “horizontal alliance” foreign policy, and allying with faraway 
states while attacking those nearby, the Qin kingdom was able to minimize the 
degree to which other states perceived it as a threat, making its eventual unifica-
tion more inexorable.

1.1 Domestic Reform and Unification
Looking back millennia into the past, to the history of pre-Qin China, we  
will note a phenomenon that distinctly separates its history from that of mod-
ern European international relations: the emergence of a unified Qin state 
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following centuries of SAWS warfare, and China’s entrance into a period of 
overall unity. Although Europe’s history has seen attempts at unification by a 
number of powerful countries—most notably Napoleonic France and WW2-
era Germany—all eventually fell short. Chinese history notably diverges from 
that of the West in this regard, and this divergence has been the subject of  
much scrutiny.1

Victoria Hui has posited “reform from strength” and “reform from weak-
ness” as the primary factor behind the differences in East and West.2 This being 
so, we should first ask: What, logically speaking, do the two terms mean? We 
can see that, in Hui’s view, the Qin kingdom’s unification of China at the close 
of the SAWS exemplifies “reform from strength,” while Napoleonic France’s 
failure to do so in Europe was “reform from weakness.” This logic, however, 
seems to confuse cause and effect; or, rather, it offers different reasons to 
explain diverging results. Hui’s distinction between the two kinds of reform has 
been criticized by Dingxin Zhao, who states: “Obviously, the measures taken 
by feudal kingdoms in their struggles for supremacy during the early Spring 
and Autumn period were archetypically self-defeating.”3 “But who are we to 
say that the ‘self-defeating’ road taken in Europe reduced its nations’ power in  
any way?”4

Jorgren Moller also analyzed this issue from the perspective of domestic 
politics. Based on comparing the failure of the Habsburg dynasty in Europe 
and the success of Qin’s unification of China, Moller found that interest groups 
played a key role here. The strong privileged class in European states directly 
led to the powerful restriction of governmental power. However, the lack of a 
middle class led to strong governments in the Warring States and at last the 
unification of Qin.5

It is apparent that the “reform from strength”/“reform from weakness” or 
“strong government”/“weak government” dichotomy is not sufficient to explain 
Qin Dynasty unification versus European fragmentation. We can find many 
differences between ancient China and the Habsburg dynasty in domestic 
political fields. However, it is not sufficient to say these differences are the real 
cause. In reality, although both periods saw efforts to balance against would-
be hegemons, this chapter asserts that the key difference between Qin unifica-
tion and long-term European conflict lies in the unifying strategies used by the  
Qin kingdom.

1.2 Balance of Power
The balance of power is one of the classic, traditional theories of interna-
tional relations. Kenneth Waltz has pointed out that in anarchy, should one 
state’s strength rapidly increase, other major states would seek to balance 
this rising state, either solely or together with other countries, so as to bring 
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the broken balance of power back into alignment. Thus, in the international  
system, we repeatedly observe states confronted with the choice of balancing  
or bandwagoning.6

Stephen Walt’s “balance of threat” hypothesis represented an adjustment of the 
classic balance of power theory. Walt pointed out that in an anarchic system, coun-
tries choose balancing not only for the sake of power but also from the percep-
tion of threat.7 Walt went on to point out that “threats” emerge from four factors: 
aggregate strength, geographical proximity, offensive capabilities, and offensive 
intentions.8

Randall Schweller has further pointed out that there exist two kinds of  
countries: status-quo powers and revisionist powers. Status-quo powers are, 
simply put, those countries who are satisfied with the existing order, while 
revisionist powers are those who are dissatisfied with the existing order and 
wish to tear it down.9 Where motives are concerned, balancing is done in 
search of security, while bandwagoning is done to maximize a country’s inter-
ests. Revisionist powers dissatisfied with the status quo therefore seek to band-
wagon with larger revisionist powers, whereas only status-quo states seek  
to balance.10

The Warring States period did see efforts by other powerful nations to unite 
in an effort to balance the hegemon—the Qi state’s campaign to “besiege Wei and 
save Zhao” during the reign of King Hui of Wei, the campaign to “besiege Wei  
and save Han,” and coalitions directed at the Qin kingdom were all examples—but 
the issue lies in the diverging results of this balancing. This paper seeks to unravel 
why, during the rise of the Qin, other states were not able to balance effectively 
against it, yet were successful in their balancing efforts vis-à-vis the rise of the 
Wei and Qi kingdoms. This in turns breaks down into three subsidiary questions: 
Why did other states seek to balance the Wei kingdom? Likewise, why did balanc-
ing efforts directed at the Qi emerge? And why were efforts to balance the Qin 
kingdom unsuccessful in preventing its drive to unification? To answer these ques-
tions requires thoroughgoing analysis of the specific balancing, bandwagoning, 
and influences that emerged.

2 .  INTRODUCTION OF BAL ANCING AND HEGEMONY 
IN ANCIENT CHINA

From the Spring and Autumn period to the Warring States period, the interac-
tion between the princes became increasingly disordered, diplomatic etiquette 
was gradually abandoned, and the system culture turned to tyranny. The profound 
change from “respecting courtesy and respecting trust” in the Spring and Autumn 
period to “combining deception and falsehood” in the Warring States period has 
been recognized generally by historians.11
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2.1 Interstate Level: Norm Degradation and the Loss  
of Zhou Tianzi’s Legitimacy

In the process of international social degeneration from the Spring and Autumn 
period to the Warring States period, the patriarchal clan ritual order left over from 
the Western Zhou Dynasty, with the core of “relatives-respect,” gradually col-
lapsed. This is the key to the deterioration of the international community in the  
Spring and Autumn period and to the more disorderly Warring States period.  
The collapse of the patriarchal clan system eventually led to the collapse of the 
international community in the Spring and Autumn period.

The Zhou Dynasty had built a feudal network by blood and marriage ties. 
There were two backbones to support the order of the world in the Zhou Dynasty:  
feudalism and the patriarchal clan system. The princes, who mainly bore the obli-
gation of paying tribute to the royal family and helping Zhou Tianzi to expel bar-
barians and to relieve suffering, were not only political entities established by the 
Zhou Dynasty but also strategic partners for Zhou. According to the patriarchal 
clan system of the Western Zhou Dynasty, Zhou Tianzi (周天子) was the majority 
of the world and the supreme patriarch of the aristocracy with the same surname. 
The son of Zhou Tianzi was divided into princes (诸侯). The sons of the princes 
were feudalized as Qing (卿大夫), minor princes to the princes, and major pres-
ences in their families.12 Hence feudalism and the patriarchal clan system were 
intertwined, with the feudal princes governing their feudal lands by serving their 
people and paying tribute to Zhou Tianzi.

The system of separation inevitably led to the continuous decentralization of 
political power and the downward shift of social power. This process is closely 
related to the development of production and the change of power caused by 
the feudal system.13 Over the centuries, with the development of production,  
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Figure 13.1. Transition from the Spring and Autumn period to the Warring States period.
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technological innovation, and population multiplication, the society greatly 
expanded. The competition for resources and power among states became increas-
ingly prominent. However, the patriarchal hierarchy, based on the fixed criteria 
of kinship and consanguinity, had difficulty accommodating and regulating these 
changes. As the result, increasingly fierce competition and an unbalanced power 
structure gradually bred attempts to break through the original arrangement and 
identity order.

2.2 Features at the Unit Level: National Reform
In the Western Zhou Dynasty, the patriarchal clan principle was established.  
The patriarchal head was also the political leader of different ranks. Tianzi was the 
majority of the world, the princes were the majority of a country, and the Qing 
Doctor (卿大夫) was the bulk of a family. Dazong (大宗) had the responsibility to 
safeguard Xiaozong (小宗), and Xiaozong had the obligation to support Dazong. 
The patriarchal and monarchal unification was integrated through patriarchal 
power and each of the regimes supported the other.

The legitimacy of the patriarchal clan system was based on the spiritual appeal 
of ancestor worship, which was no less important than compulsory means. 
Blood relationship was the natural social cohesion, and the kinship relation-
ship marked by surname became the basic social cohesion and organizational 
mode. Thus the rights and obligations of the ruling classes were inseparable from 
their identities in the patriarchal network. The patriarchal blood relationship 
was inferred to different surnames, hence patriarchal feudalism was not only 
applied to the same family name of the Zhou Dynasty but also to the different 
family names of the princes. With patriarchal consanguinity and marriage as a 
link, Zhou Tianzi established a social network of common interests with various 
states. Zhou Tianzi was not only the patriarch of Dazong（大宗）but also the 
common owner of the world. The patriarchal feudal order with Zhou Tianzi as 
the core and different kinship states competing to defend each other was formed 
in the Cathaysian system.14

Interstate norms and clan norms were inseparable, and the legitimacy of power 
depended on these norms. Family network and patriarchal clan rules constructed 
the common identity, interests, and values. Supported by the belief and emotion of 
“respecting ancestors and ancestors” and based on “relatives and respecting ances-
tors,” a series of etiquette norms restraining political elites were derived, which 
strengthened, maintained, and ornamented political order through ritual and 
music rituals such as sacrificial feasts. There were two prominent features of Zhou 
rites: first, emphasizing kinship; and second, emphasizing hierarchical superiority 
and inferiority. A series of rules of etiquette and custom supported and embodied 
the patriarchal spirit. During this period, patriarchal clan ideas and the rules of 
etiquette, and the order derived therefrom, were deeply rooted in the hearts of the 
people and shared by all the states in China. They were established and declared 



272        Chapter 13

through proclamation and oath, and constructed the “civilization standard” of the 
pre-Qin Chinese system.15

However, with the expanding population, the extension of intergenerational 
lineage, and the alienation of later subordinates, the consciousness of kinship 
community tended to be indifferent. As a result, the bond of clan identity was 
loosening day by day.16 The practice of hegemony, which called for the mainte-
nance of the old order, exacerbated the disorder. Competition for power, conflict 
of interests, and emotional resentment that led to tension and conflict between 
clans were often manifested by destroying the existing order. The accumulation of 
discontent and resentment further depleted the emotional ties of “relatives” and 
gave rise to a vicious cycle.17

The dissipation of patriarchal clan system rules and the disintegration of the 
international community created a complex dynamic. In the process of repeated 
wars, the states who took the lead in efficiency-oriented change had an advantage 
in war, a case in point being the Qin state that won many wars after the Shang 
Yang’s reform.18 With the transition from feudal system to county system, patriar-
chal clan rules also collapsed at the unit level. The social ties, legitimacy, and value 
consensus among countries were also broken. Finally, the original order founda-
tion was destroyed.

In the Spring and Autumn period, due to the restrictions of social development, 
it was difficult for governments to legitimately monopolize the use of violence and 
to achieve effective control over their own people.19 Compared with the large-scale 
wars in the Warring States period, the war mobilization ability of noble regimes 
in the Spring and Autumn period was limited because of the characteristics of 
aristocracy. Repeated war promoted a tendency toward political centralization, a 
case in point being the emergence of the county system. While the aristocratic feu-
dal system survived, the county system appeared in some countries in the Spring 
and Autumn period. At the same time, some countries adopted a series of land 
rent and tax policies and military levy measures. Such tax policies represented the 
collapse of the old feudal system. In addition, with the innovation of war technol-
ogy,20 the old military service system that relied mainly on clan armed forces was 
abandoned and the universal military service system began to be implemented. 
Countries that adopted military reform greatly enhanced their war capabilities.

This series of changes impacted the patriarchal order. At first, under the original 
order, the political legitimacy of nobles at all levels, such as Zhou Tianzi, princes, 
and Dafu (大夫), was closely bound up with the patriarchal principle and mutu-
ally supportive common interests. With the increasingly centralized power of the 
princes, authority and political legitimacy were increasingly divorced from the old 
political principles based on patriarchal clan law. The common interests and value 
ties based on legitimacy were also ineffective.21

Secondly, in order to win the war of hegemony, the rulers of all countries 
recruited talent and promoted the disintegration of traditional hereditary official 
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system based on blood relationships. A group of people from humble backgrounds 
stepped onto the political stage, relying on their talents. Driven by this, social 
mobility intensified, family networks were destroyed, and kinship levels gradu-
ally collapsed. The rise of new social relations, values, and moral concepts further 
broke the patriarchal hierarchical order within the princes. Emerging strata strove 
for success and profit, and the ruling elites were increasingly alienated. With the 
disappearance of the aristocratic community, social intimacy and communication 
ethics, which had been used to maintain order, could no longer restrain diplo-
matic behavior as they had done before.

At last, the emergence of continued implementation of feudalization and effi-
ciency-oriented reform resulted in crises at the state level. Under the pressure of 
war, the monarch increasingly handed over the general power and diplomatic 
leadership to the officials. Ultimately, the complete subversion of the old domes-
tic order and the nature of the feudal units of the Cathaysian system occurred. 
In many states, the ruling ranks of government officials gradually controlled the 
power of the state and then coveted the regime. By the middle and late Spring 
and Autumn period, with the fierce struggle inside the state between officials and  
monarch, the international disputes were also triggered and the patriarchal 
hierarchical order was destroyed.22 Just as Mencius said, “Today’s ministers are  
the sinners of today’s princes.”23

2.3 Features in Balancing Strategy: From Hegemony War  
to Annex War 

2.3.1 Spring and Autumn Period: Hegemony War. After the establishment of the  
Western Zhou Dynasty, the government designed a complicated feudal system to 
protect the status of the Zhou Dynasty. The stability of this system was based on 
the leadership of Zhou Tianzi. To secure the status of Zhou Tianzi, the hierarchical 
order of rites were strictly emphasized. At the same time, Zhou Tianzi ensured the 
dominant position by militarily mobilizing local forces to fight against common 
enemies such as “barbarians” and “savages” who were not civilized. Within the 
vision of “the world” as a common body and under the interrelatedness of blood 
ties, each state was connected with the other rather than being isolated. “Prosper-
ity and extinction followed by extinction” (“兴灭继绝”) was the concrete embodi-
ment of this principle.24

However, once the Zhou king failed in military expeditions, the dominant  
status of Zhou Tianzi was weakened. As a result, the prestige of the Zhou fell into 
decline. At last, the ritual system was facing a serious challenge. The declining of 
Zhou Tianzi’s control over states resulted into repeated wars. In the Spring and 
Autumn period, the system of hegemony gradually developed as a result. To pro-
tect themselves from invasive war by the barbarians, the most powerful and influ-
ential state become the hegemon in the system. On the one hand, the hegemon 
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state respected the leadership of Zhou Tianzi and gained legitimacy from Zhou 
Tianzi. On the other hand, the hegemon state provided the public goods for all 
member states in the system to aid in resisting foreign enemies, sustaining the 
order and rules in states, and avoiding civil wars in states. Due to the hegemon 
state’s inferior strength and moral appeal, the system was relatively stable.

In the Spring and Autumn period, hegemony war was the predominant form  
of war. The hegemony states were expected to declare the safeguarding of Zhou 
Tianzi and etiquette. But in the Warring States period, Zhou Tianzi had completely 
lost the co-dominant position and the so-called “etiquette” had long been aban-
doned. The princes cared only about their own interests and the new predominant 
form of war was merger war.

From the Spring and Autumn period to the Warring States period, the dete-
rioration of order was not only confined to the frequency and scale of wars but 
also to the norms of war, especially the transition from “justicial and benevolent 
war” to “treacherous and victory-oriented war.” The spirit of military etiquette in 
the Spring and Autumn period of the Western Zhou Dynasty was mainly mani-
fested in the following aspects: first, upholding the legitimate reasons for the war 
and emphasizing “invigorating armored troops to fight against injustice”; second, 
requiring courtesy and benevolence in the process of war; and third, the cessa-
tion of fighting once the goal was achieved. Before the middle of the Spring and 
Autumn period, there was still the restraint of worshipping etiquette and benevo-
lence even in hot-blooded fighting. In the late Spring and Autumn period, military 
etiquette gradually declined. The custom of advocating deceit and utilitarianism 
replaced the tradition of respecting rituals and trust. In order to win, ignoring 
rules became the “only rule.”

In the Spring and Autumn period, military ritual norms were still valid. War 
was an aristocratic affair and the importance of justice was stressed, not swin-
dling.25 Although many states collapsed in this period, the wars took place mainly 
between the states in Zhou and barbarians. Common interests and values still 
existed among states. Hence the question facing each of the strong states in the 
Spring and Autumn period became, how can I gain legitimacy? One of the ways to 
gain legitimacy was by respecting Zhou Tianzi and providing public goods such as 
fighting against the barbarians.

Coinciding with the weakening of Zhou Tianzi’s power, the central government 
of Zhou could neither protect itself nor protect the member states. This power 
vacuum called for new leaders. The process of seeking hegemony also required 
that the major states respect Zhou Tianzi, who was still the nominal co-owner 
of the world. So in the process of power transition, major powers tried to rebuild  
the political and social rules to strengthen political principles, ethics rules, and the 
basic institutional status of order and legitimacy.

The leading hegemonic states in the Spring and Autumn period were often 
expected to meet the following requirements. First, the hegemonic state must 
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have superior national strength. States that were not strong enough could not lead  
the system’s member states to fight against common enemies. Second, the hege-
monic state must be legitimized and able to provide institutional arrangements  
for the interstate system. Third, hegemonic states should not annex other states 
in the system casually. The hegemonic state should maintain the basic system of 
Zhou and protect other states from foreign aggression.

At the same time, although the hegemony states in the Spring and Autumn 
Period put forward slogans such as “respecting Zhou Tianzi and banishing the  
barbarians,” they indeed weakened Zhou Tianzi’s authority. There existed  
the competition for authority between Zhou Tianzi and the hegemony. Most 
of the member states respected the hegemony states more than they respected 
Zhou Tianzi. When legitimate strategies such as “respecting Zhou Tianzi” 
became gradually ineffective, states tended to compete according to the prin-
ciple of utilitarianism. The great powers then frequently conspired against each 
other and bullied the smaller powers. International society was getting worse 
and worse.

According to its rising pattern, the hegemony war period in the Spring and 
Autumn period can be divided into three stages. The first stage was mainly the Qi 
Huangong (齐桓公) and Jin Wengong(晋文公) periods. Their ascendant strate-
gies were basically the same. In the Spring and Autumn period, the power transi-
tion from Qi(齐) to Jin(晋) did not directly symbolize war. Zheng Zhuanggong 
(郑庄公), who had defeated Zhou Tianzi, did not become the hegemon because 
the challenge to Zhou Tianzi’s authority could not be accepted by states then. On 
the contrary, the humiliation of Zhou Tianzi weakened the hegemonic foundation 
of Zheng Zhuanggong. In fact, different from Zheng Zhuanggong(郑庄公), Qi 
Huangong’s hegemony was based on the protection of Zhou Tianzi’s legitimacy 
and safeguarding member states against the barbarians.

The second stage was mainly represented by Qin Mugong (秦穆公). In this stage, 
although the legitimacy of Zhou Tianzi still played a role, its effectiveness decreased 
because the power transition depended less on Zhou’s legitimacy and more on 
the ascendant state’s defeat of the former hegemony. The symbol of Qin Mugong’s  
hegemony was the success in war with Jin (晋). At the same time, Qin expanded  
to the West and dominated Xirong (西戎), which was hailed by Zhou Tianzi.

The third stage was Chu’s hegemony. In this stage, Zhou Tianzi’s legitimacy 
was also neglected. After military victory, Chu Zhuangwang (楚庄王) even chal-
lenged Zhou Tianzi’s authority by asking the weight of nine great tripods (九鼎), 
which is the symbol of the Zhou Dynasty. Hence Chu Zhuangwang’s inquiry here 
was regarded as the signal of challenging Zhou Tianzi’s legitimacy. It is clear that 
Chu Zhuangwang’s hegemony was different from the previous leading states. 
While challenging the legitimacy of Zhou Tianzi, Chu sought to appease the 
other states to gain more international support. Unlike previous hegemonies, Chu  
Zhuangwang did not annex other states after military success. A case in point was 



276        Chapter 13

the experience of Chen (陈), who had been defeated by Chu and then recovered 
with the help of Chu. Therefore, in the third stage, Zhou Tianzi’s legitimacy had 
obviously declined and the main source of hegemony legality was the recognition 
of other states.

It is clear that in the Spring and Autumn period, there were not many great 
wars in the power transition process. To achieve hegemony, a rising power needed 
to fulfill at least one of three requirements: victory in the hegemonic war; the sup-
ply of public goods such as security to all states; and/or legitimacy through Zhou 
Tianzi’s recognition.

2.3.2 Warring States Period: Annex War. European states had organized six anti-
Napoleonic alliances, in which Great Britain played a mainstay role by reducing 
the probability of defeat of European countries and funding European states who 
dared to take risks to join the alliance. Great Britain’s behavior eventually contrib-
uted to the success of the anti-Napoleonic alliance. There is little doubt that with-
out the consistency of Great Britain’s balancing, France would have become the 
hegemon of Europe in the eighteenth or nineteenth century, and Germany would 
have become the leader of Europe in the contemporary era.26

However, closer analysis reveals that none of the Chinese states discussed above 
played as central and dominant a role as the United Kingdom played in Europe. 
Far from remaining passive in the face of the Qin drive to unification, the six-
kingdom coalition made multiple attempts to balance. Why did these fail?

During the Warring States period, Qin, Qi, and Chu were three major powers 
of similar strength. Although Chu was active in organizing balancing against Qin, 
Qi rarely balanced Qin with Chu. From the perspective of strength, geography, and 
historical influence, Qi was more similar to Britain: a first-class power in strength, 
geographically on the edge of the mainland, and with the glory of hegemony in its 
history. Historically, in the early Warring States period, when the state of Wei tried 
to seek hegemony, the two wars of Qi besieging Wei to save Zhao and Han were 
classical balancing wars that successfully prevented the rise of Wei. However, in the  
later stage of the Warring States period, Qi was absent until finally the other five major 
states were destroyed by Qin.27 Viewing the anti-Napoleonic alliance, we can see  
the importance of Britain in maintaining the balance of power. Hence the key to the 
failure of the Warring States cooperation lay in the lack of a firm counterbalance.28 

The Qi kingdom’s behavior in these coalitions was somewhat anomalous. 
Under kings Xuan and Min, the Qi state was aggressive in seeking to balance 
rising hegemons, as in the “besiege Wei to save Zhao” and “besiege Wei to save 
Han” campaigns, as well as its two coalitions of 298–296 BC and 287 BC. How-
ever, during the successive coalitions of the late Warring States period we find 
no trace of Qi. We can see that Qi state elites were not strongly threatened by the 
Qin process of unification. Indeed, it consistently adopted what we might term 
“anti-balancing” strategies. Our question therefore is, Why didn’t Qi decision 
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makers agree to balance during the last four decades of the Qin campaign to 
unite the six kingdoms?

(1) The Five Kingdoms’ Assaults on Qi and the Qi “Anti-balancing” Strategy: As de-
scribed in the preceding analysis, we find that under the rules of the Min and Jun 
kings, Qi state policy underwent an enormous transformation, moving from a 
preference for aggressive balancing to a policy of passive neutrality. This shift is 
of enormous importance to the final destruction of the six kingdoms; the reasons 
behind it therefore merit further investigation.

If we examine closely the major events in the Qi state, from the reign of the 
Min king to the late reign of the Jun sovereign, one event—the most significant 
since the Qi state’s founding—stands out: the five kingdoms’ assaults on Qi. Qi 
was defeated by a joint force assembled by the five kingdoms (Qin, Han, Zhao, 
Wei, and Yan) in 284 BC and nearly destroyed. Although the Qi state managed to 
reconstitute itself in 279 BC, its strength was greatly compromised. It is reasonable 
to assume that this event formed the historical background against which the Qi 
adopted its policy of rigorous neutrality.

We can see, therefore, that the efforts of the six kingdoms’ coalition to balanc-
ing the Qin ran aground not because the kingdoms did not attempt to balance,  
but because in choosing the target of their balancing, they often focused on the 
obvious revisionist powers, i.e., the Wei and Qi in the early Warring States period. 
After their strength was sapped by conflict, the Qin—their true potential threat—
broke up their balancing coalition. Despite their desire to unite their strength to 
balance the Qin, it was no longer in their power to do so. This is the key reason why 
the Warring States’ balancing strategy failed. Why was it, then, that in the presence 
of multiple rising or challenging powers, and punitive attacks on other nations by 
the Wei, Qi, and Qin states, that other states only exerted themselves in attempting 
to balancing thoroughly to Wei and Qi, but not Qin? The author believes this is 
due to the significant differences in the strategies and signals adopted by the Qin 
state during its rise, and those of Wei and Qi.

(2) Examination of Other States’ Rationale for Balancing the Qin State: The Qin state 
rose quickly after Qi’s victory over Wei; by 288 BC Qin and Qi were referred to as 
the “Two Lords of East and West.” In reality, other states’ efforts to balance Qi were 
contemporaneous with their balancing of Qin. Anti-Qin balancing coalitions had 
emerged even before efforts to balance Qi. It is readily apparent, however, that 
the balancing directed at Qi was backed by a good deal more force; of all the par-
ticipants, the one whose attitude was most unyielding was the northern kingdom 
of Yan, who was seeking revenge for Qi interference in Yan internal strife. Other 
states seeking to balance the Qi were driven by Qi’s prior behavior as well. The Qi 
state’s Min king had continually sought to expand Qi territory, creating fear on the 
part of its neighboring states.



ta
bl

e 
13

.1 
St

ra
te

gi
c c

ho
ic

es
 b

y 
th

e 
se

ve
n 

w
ar

rin
g 

st
at

es

G
ro

up
in

g 
N

am
e

D
at

e
M

aj
or

 P
ar

tic
ip

at
in

g 
Po

w
er

s
M

aj
or

 P
ow

er
s N

ot
 

Pa
rt

ic
ip

at
in

g
Ta

rg
et

 o
f 

Ba
la

nc
in

g

D
id

 T
ar

ge
t o

f B
al

an
ci

ng
 

Vi
ol

en
tly

 A
nn

ex
 L

ar
ge

 
St

at
e?

W
as

 B
al

an
ci

ng
 

Su
cc

es
sf

ul
?

Be
sie

ge
 W

ei
 S

av
e 

Zh
ao

B
.C

. 3
53

Q
i, 

C
hu

, Q
in

, Z
ha

o
H

an
, Y

an
W

ei
Ye

s
Su

cc
es

sf
ul

Be
sie

ge
 W

ei
 S

av
e 

H
an

B.
C

. 3
42

Q
i, 

H
an

, Z
ha

o,
 Q

in
C

hu
, Y

an
W

ei
Ye

s
Su

cc
es

sf
ul

Fi
rs

t C
oa

lit
io

n
B.

C
. 3

18
W

ei
, H

an
, Z

ha
o,

 Y
an

, C
hu

 (l
at

te
r t

w
o,

 
Ya

n 
an

d 
C

hu
, d

id
 n

ot
 co

nt
rib

ut
e 

tr
oo

ps
)

Q
i

Q
in

N
o

U
ns

uc
ce

ss
fu

l

Se
co

nd
 C

oa
lit

io
n

B.
C

. 
29

8–
29

6
Q

i, 
H

an
, W

ei
Zh

ao
, C

hu
, Y

an
Q

in
N

o
Su

cc
es

sf
ul

Th
ird

 C
oa

lit
io

n
B.

C
. 

29
4–

28
6

H
an

, W
ei

Q
i, 

Zh
ao

, C
hu

, Y
an

Q
in

N
o

U
ns

uc
ce

ss
fu

l

Fo
ur

th
 C

oa
lit

io
n

B.
C

. 2
87

Q
i, 

H
an

, Z
ha

o,
 W

ei
, Y

an
C

hu
Q

in
N

o
Su

cc
es

sf
ul

‘B
al

an
ce

 Q
i’ 

C
oa

lit
io

n
B.

C
. 2

84
Q

in
, H

an
, Z

ha
o,

 W
ei

, Y
an

C
hu

Q
i

Ye
s

Su
cc

es
sf

ul

Fi
fth

 C
oa

lit
io

n
B.

C
. 2

74
Q

i, 
W

ei
H

an
, Z

ha
o,

 Y
an

, C
hu

Q
in

Ye
s

U
ns

uc
ce

ss
fu

l

Si
xt

h 
C

oa
lit

io
n

B.
C

. 
25

9–
25

7
C

hu
, W

ei
, Z

ha
o

H
an

, Y
an

, Q
i

Q
in

Ye
s

Su
cc

es
sf

ul

Se
ve

nt
h 

C
oa

lit
io

n
B.

C
. 2

47
W

ei
, C

hu
, H

an
, Y

an
, Z

ha
o

Q
i

Q
in

N
o

Su
cc

es
sf

ul

Ei
gh

t C
oa

lit
io

n
B.

C
. 2

41
C

hu
, Z

ha
o,

 W
ei

, H
an

, Y
an

Q
i

Q
in

N
o

U
ns

uc
ce

ss
fu

l



Balancing in Ancient China        279

Through empirical testing, the author has determined that the “balance of 
threat” theory can explain the emergence of balancing behavior, but cannot 
account for its success or failure. Perceptions of threat are subjective, and can  
correspond to the threat sensed by the balancer or the balancee. States must 
choose not only whether or not they wish to balance, but the strength of their 
balancing efforts as well. Whether the balancing directed toward the rising state 
is a mere slap on the wrist or a fierce assault derives from the balancing state’s 
determination of the rising state’s ambitions, a determination which itself is tied 
to contemporary international norms. If a rising power is violating fundamental  
international norms, the balancing efforts will be correspondingly powerful. 
If the rising power is circumspect in its handling of said norms, the efforts to  
balance will be relatively weak.

In the Warring States period, violent annexation of a major power was a  
violation of fundamental international norms. The deep-rooted reason for the 
difference between tough balancing against Wei and Qi and the relatively weak 
balancing against Qin lies in the baseline of international norms at that time. Dur-
ing the Warring States period, the international system was in Hobbes’s anarchy 
state. Instead of seeking hegemony, countries tried to gain more territory and even 
eliminate other countries. Whether the goal of war was to fight for hegemony or to 
annex became an important feature to distinguish the Spring and Autumn period 
and the Warring States period.29 The total number of states declined from hun-
dreds in the Spring and Autumn period to seven major states and several medium-
sized states in the Warring States period. The annexing of major states meant the 
thorough destruction of the power balance, which easily induced system collapse. 
Hence in the Warring States period, the taboo of international norms was that the 
annex war of major powers was forbidden, but the annex war of medium-sized 
states and the cession of cities in major powers were permitted.

The Qin state’s success in uniting the six kingdoms laid not in its avoidance of 
balancing by other states, but rather in its strenuous efforts to avoid catastrophic 
balancing coalitions directed against it. In the early Warring States period, the Qin 
state avoided rash efforts to annex other major powers, and through its “horizontal 
alliance” foreign policy was able to reduce other states’ perceptions of it as a threat. 
As the Qin state’s power grew, the Wei and Qi states were both subject to succes-
sive, successful balancing efforts by other states. When the Qin state’s strength had 
grown far beyond that of other kingdoms, it maintained an intelligent policy of 
allying with faraway states while attacking those nearby, reducing the readiness  
of the relatively distant states of Qi and Chu, and making its eventual unification of  
the six kingdoms a foregone conclusion.

Although Qin had experienced many instances of balancing by other major 
states, it retained a proper strategy of not annexing the major powers at one stroke. 
What’s more, by using wedge strategies (lianhen “连横”), Qin also effectively pre-
vented enemy coalitions named “合纵” (Hezhong). Additionally, to reduce the  
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resistance, Qin chose a new strategy named “allying distant states and attacking 
nearby states” (Yuanjiao Jingong远交近攻). All of the other major powers mistak-
enly judged the ambition of Qin. Therefore, they chose to check and balance Qi, 
which gave Qin a favorable opportunity to unify China at last. After Qi has been 
defeated completely, Qin naturally became the strongest power and began to show  
its ambition.30

The result is that in 221 BC Qin unified China. It is clear that the reason why the 
other six states could not resist Qin firmly was that they did not realize the threat 
of Qin. In the period of Qin’s strength accumulation, Qin only sought cession of 
territory from the defeated, which did not break through the psychological bottom 
line of each state because Qin at that time did not choose to seek annexation of all 
major powers. At last, when Qin’s strength was supreme to all of the other states, 
it adopted the new strategy of “allying distant states and attacking nearby states” 
(Yuanjiao Jingong远交近攻), which also reduced the threat perception of major 
states who were farther away. In the end, the unification process went smoothly.

3 .  C ONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS  
FOR THE C ONTEMPOR ARY WORLD

This study has sought to determine the deep-rooted reasons for China’s long-last-
ing wars in the SAWS periods and the unification under the Qin Dynasty when 
compared to the long-term divisions of Europe. Through historical analysis, we 
can explain the peculiarity of ancient China from three perspectives. First, at the 
interstate level, the norm degradation and the loss of Zhou Tianzi’s legitimacy 
can explain the tangled warfare in this period and the unification by Qin, which 
was the strongest state then and defeated all the other strong powers. Second, at  
the unit level, national reform resulted into a Hobbesian anarchy in which every 
state fought with other states. Third, the diplomatic and military strategy of  
each state from hegemony war to annex war triggered fierce struggles, and only 
the winner can survive in such a system.

The empirical study of ancient China provides new findings that the balancing 
theory from threat perception can explain part of the reason for the occurrence 
of balances, but cannot explain the success or failure of the balances. Whether 
the balancing states choose to punish the rising state slightly or fiercely depends 
largely on their judgment of the rising country’s ambition, which is based on the 
degree to which the rising state violated the then-current international norms. 
The rising state who challenged the bottom line of international norms would face 
severe punishment. However, those who acted cautiously within the international 
norms would face lighter punishment. Compared with other rising states such as 
Wei and Qi in the Warring States period, the success of Qin’s unification of China 
lies not in Qin’s avoidance of containment but its escape of fatal balancing by other 
major powers.
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The roots of success, however, also contained within them the beginnings 
of failure. Qin’s success relied heavily on strategy, by reducing the other major  
powers’ perception of fear. But the end of the Qin Dynasty was attributed to its 
overemphasis on strategy and relative neglect of morality. Strategy and intelligence 
helped Qin defeat its enemies, but the lack of morality did not help Qin win the 
support of the people, so it soon lost the world.

The end of the six other major states was not due to Qin but to themselves. 
The key reason lay in the degradation of international norms and their aban-
donment of benevolent rule in domestic governance. In the Warring States 
period, the princes overlooked the importance of morality and tried their best to  
expand territory. Therefore, the key reason why the six states could not unite was 
that they competed against each other for land. After relinquishing land to Qin, 
they often had to make up for it by taking land from other states, and the weaker 
states defeated by Qin also could become the targets of other major powers. For 
example, in 251 BC, after Zhao fought with Qin in the Changping (长平) War  
and the defensive war of Handan (邯郸), Yan also attacked Zhao to acquire ter-
ritory. The reason why the six states could not unite with each other, and instead 
were eager to seek advantage through fraud, lay deep in the degeneration of inter-
national norms and the collapse of rites. Without moral restraint, states competed 
against each other and sought to conquer each other.

Although the events of the SAWS periods took place in the distant past, we can 
learn from the history. The traditional Western international relations theories, 
although sometimes using cases from Asian history, most often concentrated on 
European and American histories. In recent years, the rise of China and the rapid 
development of India should arouse widespread reflection among scholars that 
the rediscovery of Eastern Asian history may challenge current Western IR the-
ory.31 For example, in Chinese history, in addition to the end of the Warring States 
period and the unification of the Qin Dynasty, there was also a long Confucian 
peace during the tributary system. What’s more, India also has political thoughts 
and philosophies that are quite different from Western thoughts and will provide 
us new insights into solving problems in today’s world. According to the analy-
sis of the pre-Qin period, we can see the importance of international norms and 
morality. Therefore, in order to maintain world peace, major powers should not 
overemphasize tactics and power, but should stress the importance of morality. 
Benevolent government is required of leaders not only due to domestic demand, 
but it is the sine qua non for an international society.
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