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£ Reader’s Guide

Classical realism represents an approach to international relations that harks back to
fifth-century Greek historian Thucydides and his account of the Peloponnesian War.
It recognizes the central role of power in politics of all kinds, but also the limitations
of power and the ways in which attempts to use it can readily be made self-defeating.
It stresses sensitivity to ethical dilemmas and their practical implications and the
need to base influence, whenever possible, on shared interests and persuasion. In
this chapter, | examine the core assumptions of classical realism through the texts of
ancient and modern writers, contrast their ideas with neorealism and other variants
of modern realism, and analyse the Anglo-American intervention in Iraq in terms of
the tenets of classical realism.

Introduction

There is widespread recognition that the realist tradition reached its nadir in neorealism (also
referred to as structural realism; for a discussion of structural realism, see Chapter 3). In his
unsuccessful effort to transform realism into a scientific theory, Kenneth Waltz, father of neo-
realism, denuded realism of its complexity and subtlety, appreciation of the importance of
actors, understanding that power does not automatically confer influence, and that the latter
is best achieved when used in support of generally accepted goals and practices. Neorealism
is a parody of science. Its key terms like power and polarity are so loosely and haphazardly
formulated that they are open to diametrically opposed readings. Not surprisingly, realists
disagree among themselves as to whether the post-Cold War world is bi-, multi-, or unipolar.
Neorealism relies on a process akin to natural selection to shape the behaviour of units in
a world where successful strategies are not necessarily passed on to successive leaders and
where the culling of less successful units rarely occurs. It is closer to religion than science, and
proponents, like John Mearsheimer, could be interpreted as akin to preachers who warn their
flocks about evil—in this instance the rise of an aggressive China and the nearly inevitable
threat it poses to the West.
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Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War (1954), trans. Rex Warner (London: Penguin Books).
The original text of classical realism.

Williams, M. C. (2007), Realism Reconsidered: The Legacy of Hans J. Morgenthau in International
Relations (Oxford: Oxford University Press).
Important collection of essays on Hans Morgenthau.

Important website

Columbia International Affairs Online (CIAO): www.ciaonet.org. The best up-to-date website for
articles and documents on foreign affairs and international relations.

http://classics.mit.edu/Thucydides/pelopwar.html for the text of Thucydides’ History of the
Peloponnesian War.

Notes

1. See Lebow (2003: 68-70, 217-20) for brief biographies.

2. Morgenthau and Hannah Arendt were friends and colleagues, and their extensive correspondence suggests that
they drew on each other’s insights in their work. Morgenthau was favourably impressed by Arendt’s Eichmann in
Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil (1964).




