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Reader's Guide 

Real i sm i s  the domi nant theory of  i nternat iona l  
re lat ions .  Why? Because i t  p rovides the most pow­
erfu l exp lanat ion  for the state of war that i s  the 
regu lar cond i t ion of l ife in  the i nternat iona l  system .  
Th is i s  the bo ld  c la i m made by  real i sts i n  defence of 
the i r  trad i t ion ,  a c la i m that wi l l  be cr it ica l ly  exam­
i ned i n  th i s  chapter. After  i ntroduc ing the theory of 
real i sm,  the second sect ion wi l l  ask whether  there i s  

one rea l i sm or  a variety of  rea l i sms .  The argu ment 
p resented be low i s  that desp ite i m portant d iffe r­
ences, part icu lar ly between c lass ical and structura l  
real i sm ,  i t  i s  poss ib l e  to ident ify a shared set of core 
ass umpt ions  and ideas. The th i rd sect ion out l i nes 
these common e lements, wh ich we ident ify as self­
he lp ,  stat i sm ,  and su rviva l .  I n  the fi na l  secti on ,  we 
return to the q uest ion of how far real i sm is re l evant 
for exp la i n i ng or  understand i ng the global izat ion of 
wor ld po l it ics .  
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According to the conventional wisdom, real ism 
emerged victorious over idealism in the field's first 
Great Debate. Writing in the aftermath of the First 
World War, the ' idealists' (a term that realist writers 
have retrospectively imposed on the inter-war scholars) 
focused much of their attention on understanding the 
cause of war so as to find a remedy for its existence. Yet 
the realists argued that the inter-war scholars' approach 
was flawed in a number of respects. For example, they 
ignored the role of power, overestimated the degree to 
which nation-states shared a set of common interests, 
and were overly optimistic that humankind could over­
come the scourge of war. The outbreak of the Second 
World War in 1939 confirmed, for the realists at least, 
the inadequacies of the idealists' approach to studying 
international politics. 

A new approach, one based on the timeless insights 
of realism, replaced the discredited idealist approach. 
Histories of the. academic field of International 
Relations describe a Great Debate that took place in the 
late 1930s and early 1940s between the inter-war ide­
alists and a new generation of realist writers who all 
emphasized the ubiquity of power and the competitive 
nature of politics among nations (Schmidt 2012) .  The 
standard account of the Great Debate is that the realists 
emerged victorious, and from 1939 to the present many 
theorists and policy-makers have continued to view the 
world through realist lenses. Realism taught foreign 
policy officials to focus on interests rather than on ide­
ology, to seek peace through strength, and to recognize 
that great powers can coexist even if they have anti­
thetical values and beliefs.  The fact that realism offers 
something of a 'manual' for maximizing the interests 
of the state in a hostile environment explains in part 
why it remains the dominant tradition in the study 
of world politics. The theory of realism that prevailed 
after the Second World War is often claimed to rest on 
an older, classical tradition of thought. Indeed, many 
contemporary realist writers often claim to be part of 
an ancient tradition of thought that includes such illus­
trious figures as Thucydides (c. 460-406 BC), Niccolo 
Machiavelli (1469-1527), Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679), 
and Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-78). 

The insights that these political theorists offered 
into the way in which state leaders should conduct 
themselves in the realm of international politics are 

often grouped under the doctrine of raison d 'etat, or 
reason of state. According to the historian Friedrich 
Meinecke, raison d 'etat is the fundamental principle of 
international conduct, the state's First Law of Motion. 
'It tells the statesman what he must do to preserve the 
health and strength of the State' ( 1957: 1) .  Most impor­
tantly, the state, which is identified as the key actor 
in international politics, must pursue power, and it is 
the duty of the statesperson to calculate rationally the 
most appropriate steps that should be taken so as to 
perpetuate the life of the state in a hostile and threat­
ening environment. The survival of the state can never 
be guaranteed, because the use of force culminating in 
war is a legitimate instrument of statecraft. As we shall 
see, the assumption that the state is the principal actor, 
coupled with the view that the environment that states 
inhabit is a perilous place, helps to define the essential 
core of realism. There is, however, one issue in particu­
lar that theorists associated with raison d 'etat, and clas­
sical realism more generally, were concerned with: the 
role, if any, that morals and ethics occupy in interna­
tional politics. 

Realists are sceptical of the idea that universal 
moral principles exist, and therefore warn state leaders 
against sacrificing their own self-interests in order to 
adhere to some indeterminate notion of 'ethical' con­
duct. Moreover, realists argue that the need for survival 
requires state leaders to distance themselves from tra­
ditional notions of morality. Machiavelli argued that 
these principles were positively harmful if adhered to 
by state leaders. It was imperative that state leaders 
learned a different kind of morality, which accorded 
not with traditional Christian virtues but with politi­
cal necessity and prudence. Proponents of raison d 'etat 
often speak of a dual moral standard : one moral stan­
dard for individual citizens living inside the state and a 
different standard for the state in its external relations 
with other states. But before we reach the conclusion 
that realism is completely immoral, it is important to 
add that proponents of raison d 'etat  argue that the state 
itself represents a moral force, for it is the existence of 
the state that creates the possibility for an ethical politi­
cal community to exist domestically. 

Although the advanced student might be able to 
detect some subtle differences, it is fair to say that there 
is a significant degree of continuity between classical 



realism and modern variants. Indeed, the three core 
elements that we identify with realism-statism , sur­
vival , and self-he lp-are present in the work of a clas­
sical realist such as Thucydides and structural realists 
such as Kenneth Waltz. 

Realism identifies the group as the fundamen­
tal unit of political analysis. When Thucydides and 
Machiavelli were writing, the basic unit was the polis or 
city-state, but since the Peace of Westphalia (1648) real­
ists consider the sovereign state as the principal actor 
in international politics. This is often referred to as the 
state-centric assumption of realism. Statism is the term 
given to the idea of the state as the legitimate repre­
sentative of the collective will of the people. The legiti­
macy of the state is what enables it to exercise authority 
within its domestic borders. Yet outside the boundaries 
of the state realists argue that a condition of anarchy 
exists. By anarchy, what is most often meant is that 
international politics takes place in an arena that has 
no overarching central authority above the individual 
collection of sovereign states. Thus, rather than neces­
sarily denoting chaos and lawlessness, the concept of 
anarchy is used by realists to emphasize the point that 
the international realm is distinguished by the lack of a 
central authority. 

Following from this, realists draw a sharp distinc­
tion between domestic and international politics. 
Thus, while Hans J. Morgenthau argues that ' interna­
tional politics, like all politics, is a struggle for power', 
he goes to great lengths to illustrate the qualitatively 
different result this struggle has on international poli­
tics as compared to domestic politics ( [1948] 1955: 
25). A prominent explanation that realists provide 
for this difference in behaviour relates to the differ­
ent organizational structu re of domestic and interna­
tional politics. Realists argue that the basic structure 
of international politics is one of anarchy, in that each 
of the independent sovereign states considers itself to 
be its own highest authority and does not recognize 
a higher power. Conversely, domestic politics is often 
described as a hierarchical structure in which different 
political actors stand in various relations of super- and 
subordination. 

It is largely on the basis of how realists depict the 
international environment that they conclude that the 
first priority for state leaders is to ensure the survival 
of their state. Under anarchy, the survival of the state 
cannot be guaranteed. Realists correctly assume that 
all states wish to perpetuate their existence. Looking 
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back at history, however, realists note that the actions 
of some states have resulted in other states losing their 
existence. This is partly explained in light of the power 
differentials of states. Intuitively, states with more 
power stand a better chance of surviving than states 
with less power. Power is crucial to the realist lexicon 
and has traditionally been defined narrowly in military 
strategic terms. Yet, irrespective of how much power a 
state may possess, the core national interest of all states 
must be survival. Like the pursuit of power, the promo­
tion of the national interest is, according to realists, an 
iron law of necessity. 

Self-help is the principle of action in an anarchi­
cal system. According to realism, each state actor is 
responsible for ensuring its own well-being and sur­
vival. Realists do not believe it is prudent for a state to 
entrust its safety and survival to another actor or inter­
national institution, such as the United Nations. Unlike 
in domestic politics, there is no emergency number that 
states can dial when they are in mortal danger. 

What options do states have to ensure their own 
security? Consistent with the principle of self-help, if 
a state feels threatened it should seek to augment its 
own power by increasing its military capabilities. Yet 
this may prove to be insufficient for a number of smaller 
states who feel threatened by a much larger state. This 
brings us to one of the crucial mechanisms that real­
ists throughout the ages have considered essential to 
preserving the liberty of states-the balance of power. 
Although various meanings have been attributed to the 
concept of the balance of power, the most common def­
inition holds that if the survival of a state is threatened 
by a hegemonic state or coalition of stronger states, they 
should join forces, establish a formal alliance, and seek 
to preserve their own independence by checking the 
power of the opposing side. The mechanism of the bal­
ance of power seeks to ensure an equilibrium of power 
so that no one state or coalition of states is in a posi­
tion to dominate all the others. The cold war compe­
tition between the East and West, as institutionalized 
through the formal alliance system of the Warsaw Pact 
and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), 
provides a prominent example of the balance of power 
mechanism in action (see Ch. 4). 

The peaceful conclusion of the cold war caught 
many realists off guard. The inability to foresee the 
dynamics that led to the end of the bipolar cold war 
system sparked the publication of several powerful 
critiques of realist theory. Critics also maintained that 
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S ince the end of the cold war, i ntra-state war ( internal confl icts 
in one state) has become more prevalent than i nter-state war. 
Si nce real ists general ly focus on the latter type of confl ict, crit­
ics contend that real ism is i rrelevant to the predicament of the 
global South, which has been wracked by national ist and ethn ic 
wars. But this is not the case, and real ists have turned thei r atten­
t ion  to  analysing the  causes of  i ntra-state war and recommend­
ing solutions. 

Structural real ists maintai n that when the sovereign author­
ity of the state col lapses, such as i n  Somal ia and Haiti ,  i nternal 
wars happen for many of the same reasons that wars between 
states happen. In a fundamental sense, the d ichotomy between 
domestic order and i nternational d isorder breaks down when 
the state loses the legitimate authority to rule. The result ing anar­
chy ins ide the state is analogous to the anarchy among states. I n  
such a situat ion, real ist theory contends that the d ifferent groups 
i nside the state wi l l  vie for power i n  an attempt to gai n  a sense of 
security. Barry Posen (1 993) has appl ied the key real ist concept of 
the security d i lemma to explain the pol itical dynamics that resu lt  
when d ifferent ethn ic ,  rel igious, and cultural groups suddenly 

realism was unable to provide a persuasive account 
of new developments such as regional i ntegration, 
humanitarian intervention, the emergence of a secu­
rity community in Western Europe, and the growing 
importance of non-state actors (see Chs 7, 23, and 26) .  

In addition, proponents of globalization argued that 
realism's privileged actor, the state, was in decline rela­
tive to non-state actors such as transnational corpo­
rations and powerful regional institutions (see Ch. 21) .  

Critics also contend that realism is unable to explain 
the increasing incidence of intra-state wars plaguing 
the global South. As Box 6.1 discusses, realists claim 
that their theory does indeed explain the incidence of 
intra-state conflicts . The cumulative weight of these 
criticisms led many to question the analytical ade­
quacy of realist thought. 

By way of a response to the critics, it is worth 
reminding them that the death-knell of realism has 
been sounded a number of times already, only to see 
the resurgence of new forms of realism arise. In this 
respect, realism shares with conservatism (its ideo­
logical godfather) the recognition that a theory with­
out the means to change is without the means of its 
own preservation. The question of realism's resilience 
touches on one of its central claims, namely that it is 

fi nd themselves responsib le for the i r  own security. He argues that 
it is natural to expect that security wi l l  be thei r fi rst priority and 
that they wi l l  seek the means to perpetuate thei r own existence. 
Yet, just as for states, one group's attempt to enhance its security 
wi l l  create uncertainty in the m inds of rival groups, which wi l l  i n  
turn  seek to augment the i r  own power. Real ists argue that this 
revolving sp iral of d i strust and uncertainty leads to i ntense secu­
rity competit ion and often to m i l itary confl ict among the various 
i ndependent groups who were previously subject to the sover­
eign power of the state. 

In addition to analys ing the cause of i ntra-state wars, real ists 
have prescribed solutions. Un l i ke many l i beral solutions to civi l 
and ethn ic  wars that rest on power-shari ng agreements and the 
creation of mu lt i-ethn ic  states, real ists have advocated separa­
tion or partition .  For real i sts, anarchy can be e l im inated by creat­
ing a central government. And whi le the creation of mu lti -ethnic 
states might be a noble endeavour, real ists argue that they do not 
have a very good success rate. Ethn ically homogeneous states are 
held by real ists to be more stable and less dependent on outside 
m i l i tary occupation .  

the embodiment of laws of international politics that 
remain true across time (history) and space (geopoli­
tics) . Thus, while political conditions have changed 
since the end of the cold war, realists believe that the 
world continues to operate according to the logic of 
realism. The question of whether realism does embody 
'timeless truths' about politics will be returned to in the 
conclusion of the chapter. 

• Real ism has been the dominant theory of world pol itics 
s ince the beginn ing of academic I nternational Relations. 

• Outside the academy, real ism has a much longer h istory in 
the work of classical pol itical theorists such as Thucyd ides, 
Machiave l l i ,  Hobbes, and Rousseau. 

• The un ifying theme around which al l  real ist th ink ing 
converges is that states fi nd themselves in  the 
shadow of anarchy such that thei r security cannot be taken 
for granted . 

• At the start of the new m i l lenn ium,  real ism conti nues to 
attract academicians and i nform pol icy-makers, although 
in the period s ince the end of the cold war we have seen 
heightened criticism of real ist assumptions. 



The notion that there is a monolithic theory of realism 
is increasingly rejected both by those who are sympa­
thetic to, and those who are critical of, the realist tradi­
tion. The belief that there is not one realism, but many, 
leads logically to a delineation of different types of real­
ism. The most simple distinction is a form of periodiza­
tion that differentiates realism into three historical 
periods: classical realism (up to the twentieth cen­
tury), which is frequently depicted as beginning with 
Thucydides' history of Peloponnesian War between 
Athens and Sparta, and incorporates the ideas of many 
of those included in the classic canon of Western politi­
cal thought; modern realism (1939-79), which typically 
takes as its point of departure the First Great Debate 
between the scholars of the inter-war period and a new 
group of scholars who began to enter the field imme­
diately before and after the Second World War; and 
structural or neo-realism (1979 onwards), which offi­
cially entered the picture following the publication of 
Kenneth Waltz's Theory of International Politics (1979). 

Table 6.1 Taxonomy of real isms 

T)'pe of realism 

Classical realism 
(Human nature) 

Structural realism 
(international 

Key thinkers 

Thucydides 
(c. 430-406 BC) 

Machiave l l i  ( 1 532) 

Morgenthau ( 1 948) 

Rousseau (c. 1 750) 

Key texts 

The Peloponnesian 

War 

The Prince 

Politics among 

Nations 

The State of War 
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While these different periods suggest a neat historical 
sequence, they are problematic in so far as they close 
down the important question about divergence within 
each historical phase. Rather than opt for the neat but 
intellectually unsatisfactory system of historical peri­
odization, we outline below our own representation of 
realisms that makes important connections with exist­
ing categories deployed by other thinkers in the field. A 
summary of the varieties of realism outlined below is 
contained in Table 6.1 .  

Classical real ism 

The classical realist lineage begins with Thucydides' 
representation of power politics as a law of human 
behaviour. The drive for power and the will to domi­
nate are held to be fundamental aspects of human 
nature. The behaviour of the state as a self-seeking ego­
ist is understood to be a reflection of the characteristics 
of human beings. It is human nature that explains why 

'Big idea' 

I nternational pol itics is driven by an end less struggle for 
power, which has its roots in human nature. J ustice, law, 
and society have either no place or are circumscribed. 

Pol itical real ism recogn izes that principles are 
subord inated to pol ic ies; the u ltimate ski l l  of the state 
leader is to accept, and adapt to, the changing power 
pol itical configurations in world pol itics. 

Pol itics i s  governed by laws that are created by human 
nature. The mechanism we use to understand 
i nternational pol itics is  the concept of i nterests, defi ned 
in terms of power. 

It is not h uman nature but the anarchical system that 
fosters fear, jealousy, suspicion, and i nsecurity. 

system) Waltz (1 979) Theory of International Anarchy leads to a logic of self-he lp in which states 
seek to maximize their security. The most stable 
d i stribution of power i n  the system is b ipo larity. 

Mearsheimer (2001 ) 

Neoclassical Zakaria (1 998) 
realism 

Politics 

Tragedy of Great 

Power Politics 

From Wealth to Power 

The anarchical, self-he lp system compels states to 
max imize their relative power positions. 

The systemic account of world pol itics provided by 
structural real ism is i ncomplete. I t  needs to be 
supplemented with better accounts of un it- level 
variables such as how power is perceived, and how 
leadersh ip is exercised. 
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international politics is necessarily power politics. This 
reduction of realism to a condition of human nature 
is one that frequently reappears in the leading works 
of the realist canon, particularly in the work of Hans 
J. Morgenthau. Classical realists argue that it is from 
the nature of man that the essential features of interna­
tional politics, such as competition, fear, and war, can 
be explained. For both Thucydides and Morgenthau, the 
essential continuity of the power-seeking behaviour of 
states is rooted in the biological drives of human beings. 

Another distinguishing characteristic of classical 
realism is its adherents' belief in the primordial charac­
ter of power and ethics. Classical realism is fundamen­
tally about the struggle for belonging, a struggle that 
is often violent. Patriotic virtue is required in order for 
communities to survive in this historic battle between 
good and evil. Two classical realists who wrestled with 
the degree to which state leaders could be guided by eth­
ical considerations were Thucydides and Machiavelli. 

Thucydides was the historian of the Peloponnesian 
War, a conflict between two great powers in the ancient 
Greek world, Athens and Sparta. Thucydides' work has 
been admired by subsequent generations of realists 
for the insights he raised about many of the perennial 
issues of international politics. Thucydides' explana­
tion of the underlying cause of the war was 'the growth 
of Athenian power and the fear which this caused in 
Sparta' ( 1 .23). This is considered to be a classic example 
of the impact that the distribution of power has on the 
behaviour of state actors. On this reading, Thucydides 
makes it clear that Sparta's national interest, like that 
of all states, was survival, and the changing distribu­
tion of power represented a direct threat to its exis­
tence. Sparta was, therefore, compelled by necessity 
to go to war in order to forestall being vanquished by 
Athens. Thucydides also makes it clear that Athens 
felt equally compelled to pursue power in order to pre­
serve the empire it had acquired. The famous Athenian 
leader, Pericles, claimed to be acting on the basis of the 
most fundamental of human motivations: ambition, 
fear, and self-interest (see Case Study 1). 

Classical realists concur with Thucydides' view 
that the logic of power politics has universal appli­
cability. Instead of Athens and Melos, we could just 
as easily substitute the vulnerability of Machiavelli 's 
beloved Florence to the expansionist policies of exter­
nal great powers. In Morgenthau's era, there were many 
examples where the innate drive for more power and 
territory seemed to confirm the realist iron law. The 
seemingly endless cycle of war and conflict confirmed 

in the minds of twentieth-century classical realists the 
essentially aggressive impulses in human nature. How 
is a leader supposed to act in a world animated by such 
dark forces? The answer given by Machiavelli is that 
all obligations and treaties with other states must be 
disregarded if the security of the community is under 
threat. Moreover, imperial expansion is legitimate as it 
is a means of gaining greater security. Other classical 
realists, however, advocate a more temperate under­
standing of moral conduct. Taking their lead from 
Thucydides, they recognize that acting purely on the 
basis of power and. self-interest without any consider­
ation of moral and ethical principles frequently results 
in self-defeating policies. After all, as Thucydides 
showed, Athens suffered an epic defeat while following 
its self-interest (see Case Study 1). 

Structural real ism 

Structural realists concur that international politics is 
essentially a struggle for power, but they do not attribute 
this to human nature. Instead, structural realists ascribe 
security competition and inter-state conflict to the lack 
of an overarching authority above states.  Waltz defined 
the structure of the international system in terms of 
three elements-organizing principle, differentiation 
of units, and distribution of capabilities. Waltz identi­
fies two different organizing principles: anarchy, which 
corresponds to the decentralized realm of international 
politics; and hierarchy, which is the basis of domes­
tic order. He argues that the units of the international 
system are functionally similar sovereign states; hence 
unit-level variation is inconsequential. It is the third 
element, the distribution of capabilities across units, 
that is, according to Waltz, of fundamental impor­
tance to understanding crucial international outcomes. 
According to structural realists, the relative distribution 
of power in the international system is the key indepen­
dent variable in understanding important international 
outcomes such as war and peace, alliance politics, and 
the balance of power. Structural realists are interested 
in providing a rank-ordering of states so that they can 
discern the number of great powers that exist at any 
particular point in time. The number of great powers, 
in turn, determines the overall structure of the interna­
tional system. For example, during the cold war from 
1945 to 1989 there were two great powers-the USA and 
the Soviet Union-that constituted the bipolar inter­
national system, and since the end of the cold war the 
international system has been unipolar. 
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Case Study 1 The Mel ian d ialogue-real ism and the preparation for war 

© Oxford U n iversity Press 

One of the sign ificant episodes of the war between Athens and 
Sparta is known as the 'Mel ian d ialogue', and represents a fas­
cinati ng i l l ustration of a number of key real ist pr inc ip les. This 
case study reconstructs the d ialogue between the Athen ian lead­
ers who arrived on the island of Melos to assert their right of 
conquest over the is landers, and the response this provoked. I n  
short, what the Athen ians are assert ing over the Mel ians i s  the 
logic of power pol itics. Because of their vastly superior m i l i tary 
force, they are able to present a fait accompl i  to the Mel ians: 
either submit peacefu l ly or be exterminated.  The Mel ians, for 
their part, try to buck the logic of power pol itics, appeal ing i n  
turn with arguments grounded i n  j ustice, God, and their  a l l ies the 
Spartans. As the d ialogue makes clear, the Mel ians were forced 
to submit to the real ist i ron law that power pol itics prevai ls i n  
human affai rs. 

A short excerpt from the d ialogue appears below (Thucyd ides 
[1 954] 1 972: 401 -7}. Note that the symbol [ . . .  ] ind icates where 
words have been omitted from the origi nal text. 

ATHEN IANS: The.n we on our  s ide wi l l  use no fi ne phrases say­
i ng, for example, that we have a right to our  empi re because 
we defeated the Persians [ . . .  ] you know as wel l  as we do that, 
when these matters are d iscussed by practical people, the 

How does the international distribution of power 
impact the behaviour of states? In the most general 
sense, Waltz argues that states, especially the great 
powers, have to be sensitive to the capabilities of other 
states. The possibility that any state may use force to 
advance its interests results in all states being worried 
about their survival. According to Waltz, power is a 
means to the end of security. In a significant passage, 
Waltz writes: 'because power is a possibly useful means, 
sensible statesmen try to have an appropriate amount 
of it'. He adds, 'in crucial situations, however, the ulti­
mate concern of states is not for power but for security' 

standard of j ustice depends on the equal ity of power to com­
pel and that i n  fact the strong do what they have the power to 
do and the weak accept what they have to accept. 
MELIANS: [ . . .  ] you should not destroy a pr inc ip le that is to the 
general good of al l  men-namely, that i n  the case of al l  who 
fal l  i nto danger there should be such a thing as fair play and 
j ust deali ng [ . . .  ] 
ATH EN IANS: This is no fai r fight, with honour on one side and 
shame on the other. I t  is rather a question of saving your  l ives 
and not resisti ng those who are far too strong for you. 
MELIANS: I t  is d ifficult [ . . .  ] for us to oppose your  power and 
fortune [ . . .  ] Nevertheless we trust that the gods wi l l  give us 
fortune as good as yours [ . . .  ] 
ATH EN IANS: Our opin ion of the gods and our knowledge 
of men lead us to conclude that it is a general and necessary 
law of nature to rule whatever one can. This is not a law that 
we made ourselves, nor were we the fi rst to act upon it when 
it was made. We found it al ready i n  existence, and we shal l  
leave it to exist forever among those who come after us. We 
are merely acting i n  accordance with it ,  and we know that you 
or  anybody else with the same power as ours would be acting 
i n  precisely the same way [ . . .  ] You seem to forget that if one 
fol lows one's self- interest one wants to be safe, whereas the 
path of justice and honour i nvolves one i n  danger [ . . .  ] This 
is the safe rule-to stand up  to one's equals, to behave with 
deference to one's superiors, and to treat one's i nferiors with 
moderation. 
MELIANS: Our decis ion,  Athen ians, is just the same as it was 
at fi rst. We are not prepared to give up in a short moment the 
l i berty which our city has enjoyed from its foundation for 700 
years. 
ATHEN IANS: [ . . .  ] you seem to us [ . . .  ] to see uncertainties as 
real ities, s imply because you would l i ke them to be so. 

Theory applied 

Visit the On l ine  Resou rce Centre to see real world 
appl ications of theoretical perspectives. 

(Waltz 1989: 40). In other words, rather than being 
power maximizers, according to Waltz, states are secu­
rity maximizers. Waltz argues that power maximiza­
tion often proves to be sub-optimal because it triggers a 
counter-balancing coalition of states. 

A different account of the power dynamics that 
operate in the anarchic system is provided by John 
Mearsheimer's theory of offensive real ism, which is 
another variant of structural realism. While sharing 
many of the basic assumptions of Waltz's structural 
realist theory (which is frequently termed defen­
sive real ism) ,  Mearsheimer differs from Waltz when 
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it comes to describing the behaviour of states. Most 
fundamentally, 'offensive realism parts company with 
defensive realism over the question of how much power 
states want' (Mearsheimer 2001:  21) .  According to 
Mearsheimer, the structure of the international sys­
tem compels states to maximize their relative power 
position. Under anarchy, he agrees that self-help is the 
basic principle of action, yet Mearsheimer argues that 
states can never be certain about the intentions of other 
states. Consequently, he concludes that all states are 
continuously searching for opportunities to gain power 
at the expense of other states. Indeed, the ideal posi­
tion, although one that Mearsheimer argues is virtually 
impossible to achieve, is to be the global hegemon of the 
i nternational system. Yet because global hegemony is 
impossible, he concludes that the world is condemned 
to perpetual great power competition. 

Contemporary real ist chal lenges to 
structural real ism 

While structural realists attribute state behaviour 
to the anarchical international system, some con­
temporary realists are sceptical of the notion that 
the distribution of power can sufficiently explain the 
behaviour of states .  Since the end of the cold war a 
group of scholars have attempted to move beyond the 
parsimonious assumptions of structural realism and 
incorporated a number of additional factors, located 
at the individual and domestic levels, into their expla­
nation of international politics. While the relative dis­
tribution of power is recognized to be an important 
influence on the behaviour of states ,  so are factors 
such as the perceptions of state leaders, state-soci­
ety relationships, and state identity. In attempting to 
build a bridge between structural and unit-level fac­
tors (which many classical realists emphasized), this 
group of scholars has been characterized by Gideon 
Rose (1998) as 'neoclassical realists'. According to 
Stephen Walt, the causal logic of neoclassical real i sm 
'places domestic politics as an intervening variable 
between the distribution of power and foreign policy 
behavior' (Walt 2002: 2 1 1) .  

One important intervening variable is leaders 
themselves, namely how they perceive the distribution 
of power. There is no single objective account of the 
distribution of power; rather, what matters is how state 
leaders derive an understanding of the distribution of 

power. While structural realists assume that all states 
have a similar set of interests, neoclassical realists such 
as Randall Schweller (1996) argue that historically 
this is not the case. He argues that, with respect to 
Waltz, the assumption that all states have an interest 
in security results in realism exhibiting a profoundly 
status quo basis. Schweller returns to the writings of 
classical realists to remind us of the key distinction 
that they made between status quo and revisionist 
states .  Neoclassical realists would argue that the fact 
that Germany was a revisionist state in the 1930s and 
a status quo state since the end of the Second World 
War is of fundamental importance to understanding 
its role in the international system. Not only do states 
differ in terms of their interests, but they also differ 
in terms of their ability to extract resources from the 
societies they rule. Neoclassical realists argue that 
states possess different capacities to translate the 
various elements of national power into state power. 
Thus, contrary to Waltz, all states cannot be treated 
as ' like units'. 

Given the varieties of realism that exist, it is hardly 
surprising that the coherence of the realist tradition has 
been questioned. The answer to the question of 'coher­
ence' is, of course, contingent on how strict the criteria 
are for judging the continuities that underpin a partic­
ular tradition. It is a mistake to understand traditions 
as a single stream of thought, handed down in a neatly 
wrapped package from one generation to another. 
Instead, it is preferable to think of living traditions 
like realism as the embodiment of both continuities 
and conflicts. Despite the different strands running 
through the tradition, there is a sense in which all real­
ists have a common set of propositions. 

• There is a lack of consensus as to whether we can 
meaningfu l ly speak about realism as a single coherent 
theory. 

• There are good reasons for de l ineating different types of 
real ism. 

• Structural real ism d ivides i nto two camps: those who argue 
that states are security maxim izers (defensive real ism), and 
those who argue that states are power maxim izers 
(offensive real ism). 

• Neoclassical realists bring individual and unit variation 
back into the theory. 
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The essential realism 

The previous paragraphs have argued that realism is 
a theoretically broad church, embracing a variety of 
authors and texts. Despite the numerous denomina­
tions, we argue that all realists subscribe to the follow­
ing 'three Ss': statism, survival, and self-help. Each of 
these elements is considered in more detail in the next 
three subsections. 

Statism 

For realists, the state is the main actor and sovereignty 
is its distinguishing trait. The meaning of the sovereign 
state is inextricably bound up with the use of force. 
Realists concur with Max Weber's famous definition of 
the state as 'the monopoly of the legitimate use of physi­
cal force within a given territory' (M. J . Smith 1986: 23). 
Within this territorial space, sovereignty means that 
the state has supreme authority to make and enforce 
laws. This is the basis of the unwritten contract between 
individuals and the state. According to Hobbes, for 
example, we trade our liberty in return for a guaran­
tee of security. Once security has been established, civi l  
society can begin. But in the absence of security, there 
can be no art, no culture, no society. The first move for 
the realist, then, is to organize power domestically. 

Realist theory operates according to the assumption 
that, domestically, the problem of order and security is 
largely solved. However, on the 'outside', in the external 
relations among independent sovereign states, insecu­
rities, dangers, and threats to the very existence of the 
state loom large. Realists attempt to explain this on the 
basis that the very condition for order and security­
namely, the existence of a sovereign-is missing from 
the international realm. 

Realists claim that, in anarchy, states compete with 
other states for power and security. The nature of the 
competition is viewed in zero-sum terms; in other 
words, more for one actor means less for another. This 
competitive logic of power politics makes agreement on 
universal principles difficult, apart from the principle 
of non-intervention in the internal affairs of other sov­
ereign states.  But even this principle, designed to facili­
tate coexistence, is suspended by realists, who argue 
that in practice non-intervention does not apply in rela­
tions between great powers and their 'near abroad'. As 
evidenced by the most recent behaviour of the USA in 

Afghanistan and Iraq, powerful states are able to over­
turn the non-intervention principle on the grounds of 
national security and international order. 

Given that the first move of the state is to organize 
power domestically, and the second is to accumulate 
power internationally, it is self-evidently important 
to consider in more depth what realists mean by their 
ubiquitous fusion of politics with power. It is one thing 
to say that international politics is a struggle for power, 

but this merely begs the question of what realists mean 
by power. Morgenthau offers the following definition 
of power: 'man's control over the minds and actions of 
other men' ( [ 1948] 1955: 26). There are two important 
points that realists make about the elusive concept of 
power. First, power is a relational concept: one does not 
exercise power in a vacuum, but in relation to another 
entity. Second, power is a relative concept: calculations 
need to be made not only about one's own power capa­
bilities, but about the power that other state actors pos­
sess. Yet the task of accurately assessing the power of 
other states is infinitely complex, and is often reduced 
to counting the number of troops, tanks, aircraft, and 
naval ships a country possesses in the belief that this 
translates into the ability to get other actors to do some­
thing they would not otherwise do. 

A number of criticisms have been made as to how 
realists define and measure power (Schmidt 2005), 
many of which are discussed in later chapters. Critics 
argue that realism has been purchased at a discount 
precisely because its currency, power, has remained 
under-theorized and inconsistently used. Simply 
asserting that states seek power provides no answer to 
crucial questions. Why do states struggle for power? 
Surely power is a means to an end rather than an end in 
itself? Is there not a difference between the mere pos­
session of power and the ability to change the behav­
iour of others? 

Structural realists have attempted to bring more 
conceptual clarity to bear on the meaning of power. 
Waltz tries to overcome the problem by shifting the 
focus from power to capabilities. He suggests that 
capabilities can be ranked according to their strength 
in the following areas: 'size of population and terri­
tory, resource endowment, economic capability, mili­
tary strength, political stability and competence' (1979: 
131). The difficulty here is that resource strength does 
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not always lead to military victory. For example, in the 
1967 Six Day War between Israel and Egypt, Jordan, 
and Syria, the distribution of resources clearly favoured 
the Arab coalition and yet the supposedly weaker side 
annihilated its enemies' forces and seized their terri­
tory. The definition of power as capabilities is even less 
successful at explaining how states have used economic 
leverage to achieve their goals. A more sophisticated 
understanding of power would focus on the ability of 
a state to control or influence its environment in situa­
tions that are not necessarily conflictual. 

An additional weakness of the realist treatment of 
power concerns its exclusive focus on state power. For 
realists, states are the only actors that really 'count'. 
Transnational corporations, i nternational organiza­
tions, and ideologically driven terrorist networks such as 
Al Qaeda do not figure very prominently in the realists' 
analysis of power. Yet, given the influence that non-state 
actors exercise in world politics today, many question the 
adequacy of the state-centric assumption of realism. 

Survival 

The second principle that unites realists is the assertion 
that, in world politics, the pre-eminent goal is survival. 
Although there is ambiguity in the works of the realists 
as to whether the accumulation of power is an end in 
itself, one would think that there is no dissenting from 
the argument that the ultimate concern of states is 
security. Survival is held to be a precondition for attain­
ing all other goals, whether these involve conquest or 
merely independence. Yet, as we mentioned in the pre­
vious section, a recent controversy among structural 
realists has arisen over the question of whether states 
are, in fact, principally security or power maximizers. 
Defensive realists such as Waltz argue that states have 
security as their principal interest and therefore seek 
only the requisite amount of power to ensure their own 
survival. According to this view, states are profoundly 
defensive actors and will not seek to gain greater 
amounts of power if that means jeopardizing their own 
security. Offensive realists such as Mearsheimer argue 
that the ultimate goal of all states is to achieve a hege­
monic position in the international system. According 
to this view, states always desire more power and are 
willing, if the opportunity arises, to alter the existing 
distribution of power in their favour. In terms of sur­
vival, defensive realists hold that the existence of status 
quo powers lessens the competition for power, while 
offensive realists argue that the competition is always 

keen because revisionist states and aspiring hegemons 
are always willing to take risks with the aim of improv­
ing their position in the international system. 

Niccolo Machiavelli tried to make a 'science' out 
of his reflections on the art of survival. His short and 
engaging book, The Prince, was written with the explicit 
intention of codifying a set of maxims that would 
enable leaders to maintain their hold on power. In 
important respects, we find two related Machiavellian 
themes recurring in the writings of modern realists, 
both of which derive from the idea that the realm of 
international politics requires different moral and 
political rules from those that apply in domestic poli­
tics. The task of protecting the state at all costs (even 
if this requires sacrificing one's own citizens) , places a 
heavy burden on the shoulders of state leaders. In the 
words of Henry Kissinger, the academic realist who 
became Secretary of State during the Nixon Presidency, 
'a nation's survival is its first and ultimate responsi­
bility; it cannot be compromised or put to risk' (1977: 
204) .  Their guide must be an ethic of responsibi l ity: the 
careful weighing of consequences; the realization that 
individual acts of an immoral kind might have to be 
performed for the greater good. By way of an example, 
think of the ways in which governments frequently sus­
pend the legal and political rights of 'suspected terror­
ists' in view of the threat they pose to national security. 

Not only does realism provide an alternative moral 
code for state leaders, it suggests a wider objection to the 
whole enterprise of bringing ethics into international 
politics. Starting from the assumption that each state 
has its own particular values and beliefs, realists argue 
that the state is the supreme good and there can be no 
community beyond borders. This moral relativism has 
generated a substantial body of criticism, particularly 
from liberal theorists who endorse the notion of univer­
sal human rights. For a fuller discussion see Chapter 7. 

Self-he lp 

In  the international system, there i s  no higher author­
ity to counter the use of force. War is always a possibil­
ity because there is nothing that can prevent a state from 
using force against another state. Security can therefore 
only be realized through self-help. Waltz (1979: 1 1 1) 
explains that in an anarchic structure, 'self-help is neces­
sarily the principle of action'. States must ultimately rely 
on themselves to achieve security. But in the course of 
providing for one's own security, the state in question will 
automatically be fuelling the insecurity of other states. 



The term given to this spiral of insecurity is the 
security dilemma. According to Wheeler and Booth, 
security dilemmas exist 'when the military prepara­
tions of one state create an unresolvable uncertainty 
in the mind of another as to whether those prepara­
tions are for "defensive" purposes only (to enhance its 
security in an uncertain world) or whether they are 
for offensive purposes (to change the status quo to its 
advantage)' (1992: 30). This scenario suggests that one 
state's quest for security is often another state's source 
of insecurity. States find it difficult to trust one another 
and are often suspicious of other states' intentions . 
Thus the military preparations of one state are likely 
to be matched by those of neighbouring states.  The 
irony is that, at the end of the day, states often feel no 
more secure than before they undertook measures to 
enhance their own security. 

Chapter 6 Real ism 

In a self-help system, structural realists argue that the 
balance of power will emerge even in the absence of a con­
scious policy to maintain the balance. Waltz argues that 
balances of power result irrespective of the intentions of 
any particular state. In an anarchic system populated by 
states that seek to perpetuate themselves, alliances will 
be formed that seek to balance the power against threat­
ening states. Classical realists, however, are more likely 
to emphasize the crucial role that state leaders and diplo­
mats play in maintaining the balance of power. In other 
words, the balance of power is not natural or inevitable; 
it must be constructed. Case Study 2 shows how the USA 
sought to maintain a balance of power between Egypt 
and Israel-a policy that has been called into question by 
the transformation that has been under way since 2010 
when mass demonstrations in Tahrir Square brought an 
end to President Mubarak's forty-year rule over Egypt. 

Case Study 2 Strategic partnersh ips with 'friendly ' dictators 

Muhammad Ghafari/CC- BY-SA-2.0 

Unfl i nch ing American support for I s rael has been one of the 
most remarkable features of the post- 1 945 order. What shaped 
this partnersh ip  was America's empathy with a people who had 
experienced genocide at the hands of the Nazis but who had 
gone on to bu i ld  a democratic society in a region  of authori­
tarian states. As an aside, influential contemporary real ists have 
questioned whether the near uncond itional support for I s rael 
has become an impediment to the real izat ion of American eco­
nomic and strategic i nterests i n  the region (Mearshe imer and 
Walt 2007). 

What is less wel l  known is the strong support that successive US 
governments have given to Egypt, particu larly s ince the Israe l i­
Egyptian peace treaty of 1 979. I n  add it ion to provid i ng material 
rewards for this 'co ld peace', successive American admin i strations 
took the view that stabi l ity i n  the Middle East was more l i kely to 
be ach ieved by propping up a stable Egyptian d ictatorsh ip .  

The case for bu i ld ing and maintain i ng c lose t ies with friendly 
d ictators was made by Jeane J .  Ki rkpatrick, who rose to promi­
nence as a fierce critic of President j immy Carter's foreign pol icy. 
She castigated Carter for col laborat ing i n  the social revolutions 
i n  I ran and N icaragua, which had the consequence of replacing 
'moderate autocrats' who were friendly to American i nterests with 
' less friendly autocrats of an extremist persuasion'. Not grasping 
this d ist inction showed 'a lack of real ism' and was the main fai l ­
ing of the Carter admin i stration-accord ing to Ki rkpatrick (1 979). 

In the case of Egypt, successive American administrations, from 
Reagan onwards, have operational ized this d istinction between 
a 'moderate friendly autocrat' and an unfriendly revolutionary 
regime. President Mubarak profited from this pol icy, as did his 
cl ique of Army generals, party apparatch iks, and mi l itary police. 
During the post-9/1 1 decade, when the USA was looking for all ies 
in  the global war on terror, the Egyptian leadership showed itself 
to be a valuable al ly-not least in suppressing alleged j ihad ist ter­
rorist groups in that country. Yet, by the t ime of the Arab Spring, 
the Egyptian people had come to despise Washington for col lud­
ing with the hated d ictator. This dynamic shows that Kirkpatrick's 
distinction between friendly and unfriendly tyrants might just be in 
the eye of the beholder: for the hundreds of thousands of Egyptians 
who took to the streets and marched on Tahrir Square, the Mubarak 
era was anything but friend ly. It is too soon to tel l  whether the real­
ist argument for aligning American foreign policy with unpopu lar 
dictators across the M iddle East wi l l  prove costly in the long run as 
civi l wars and social revolutions sweep away the old regional order. 

Theory applied 

Visit the On l ine  Resource Centre to see real world 
appl ications of theoretical perspectives. 
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Realists and their critics have always debated the sta­
bility of the balance of power system. This is especially 
the case today, as many argue that the unipolar posi­
tion of the USA has made the balance of power inop­
erative (Brooks and Wohlforth 2008). It is questionable 
whether other countries are willing to balance against 
the USA, as structural realism would predict. Whether 
it is the contrived balance of the Concert of Europe in 
the early nineteenth century or the more fortuitous bal­
ance of the cold war, balances of power are broken­
either through war or through peaceful change-and 
new balances emerge. What the perennial collapsing 
of the balance of power demonstrates is that states are 
at best able to mitigate the worst consequences of the 
security dilemma but are not able to escape it. The rea­
son for this terminal condition is the absence of trust in 
international relations. 

Historically, realists have illustrated the lack of trust 
among states by reference to the parable of the 'stag 
hunt'. In Man, the State and War, Kenneth Waltz revis­
its Rousseau's parable: 

Assume that five men who have acquired a rudimentary 

ability to speak and to understand each other happen to 

come together at a time when all of them suffer from 

hunger. The hunger of each will be satisfied by the fifth 

part of a stag, so they 'agree' to cooperate in a project 

to trap one. But also the hunger of any one of them will 

be satisfied by a hare, so, as a hare comes within reach, 

one of them grabs it. The defector obtains the means of 

satisfying his hunger but in doing so permits the stag to 

escape. His immediate interest prevails over considera­

tion for his fellows. 

(1 959: 1 67-8) 

Waltz argues that the metaphor of the stag hunt pro­
vides a basis for understanding the problem of coordi­
nating the interests of the individual versus the interests 
of the common good, and the pay-off between short­
term interests and long-term interests. In the self-help 
system of international politics, the logic of self-interest 

militates against the provision of collective goods, such 
as 'security' or 'free trade'. In the case of the latter, 
according to the theory of comparative advantage, all 
states would be wealthier in a world that allowed free 
movement of goods and services across borders. But 
individual states, or groups of states like the European 
Union, can increase their wealth by pursuing protec­
tionist policies. Of course the logical outcome is for 
the remaining states to become protectionist; interna­
tional trade collapses, and a world recession reduces the 
wealth of each state. Thus the question is not whether 
all will be better off through cooperation, but rather 
who is likely to gain more than another. It is because 
of this concern with relative gains issues that realists 
argue that cooperation is difficult to achieve in a self­
help system. 

• Statism is a central assumption of real ism. This i nvolves 
two claims. Fi rst, the state is the pre-eminent actor i n  
world pol itics. Second, state sovereignty sign ifies the 
existence of an i ndependent pol itical commun ity, one that 
has ju rid ical authority over its territory. 

• Key critic ism: statism is flawed on both empirical 
. grounds {challenges to state power from 'above' and 

'below') and normative grounds {the inabil ity of sovereign 
states to respond to collective global problems such as 
famine, environmental degradation, and human rights 
abuses). 

• Survival: the pr imary objective of all states is survival; this is 
the supreme national i nterest to which all pol itical leaders 
must adhere. 

• Key critic ism: are there no l im its to what actions a state can 
take in the name of necessity? 

• Self-he lp: no other state or institution can be rel ied on to 
guarantee your  survival. 

• Key critic ism: self-he lp is  not an inevitable consequence of 
the absence of a world government; it is a logic that states 
have selected. Moreover, there are examples where states 
have preferred col lective security systems, or forms of 
regional security communities, in preference to self-help. 

• 
Conclusion: realism and the globalization of world politics 

The chapter began by considering the repeated real­
ist claim that the pattern of international politics­
wars interrupted by periods characterized by the 

preparation for future wars-has remained constant 
over the preceding twenty-five centuries. Realists have 
consistently held that the continuities in international 



relations are more important than the changes, but 
many find this to be increasingly problematic in the 
present age of globalization (see Ch. 1). But the impor­
tance of realism has not been diminished by the 
dynamics of globalization. It is not clear that economic 
i nterdependence has made war less likely. The state 
continues to be the dominant unit in world politics. 
And globalization should not be seen as a process that 
is disconnected from the distribution of power in the 
international system. 

Realists do not have to situate their theory of world 
politics in opposition to globalization per se; rather, 
what they offer is a very different conceptualization of 
the process. Given the preponderance of power that the 
USA holds, it should not be a surprise that it has been 
one of the foremost proponents of globalization. The 
core values of globalization-liberalism, capitalism, and 
consumerism-are exactly those espoused by the USA. 
At a deeper cultural level, realists argue that modernity 
is not, as liberals hope, dissolving the boundaries of dif­
ference among the peoples of the world. From classical 
realists such as Rousseau to structural realists such as 
Waltz, protagonists have argued that interdependence 
is as likely to breed 'mutual vulnerability' as peace and 
prosperity. And while questioning the extent to which 
the world has become more interdependent in rela­
tive terms, realists insist that the state is not going to 

Questions 

Chapter 6 Real ism 

be eclipsed by global forces operating either below or 
above the nation-state. Nationalism, realists have con­
tinuously reminded us, remains a potent force in world 
politics. 

There are good reasons for thinking that the twenty­
first century will be a realist century. Despite efforts to 
rekindle the idealist flame, Europe continues to be as 
divided by different national interests as it is united by 
a common good. In the Middle East, the slow and pain­
ful process of regime change is generating significant 
instability across the region, as external powers fuel 
proxy wars to safeguard their own vital interests. China 
continues to emerge as a serious economic and strate­
gic competitor to the USA: according to the influential 
Economist magazine, it will be more economically pow­
erful than the USA by 2019. At that point, realism leads 
us to predict that Western norms of individual rights 
and responsibilities will be under threat. Rather than 
transforming global politics in its own image, as liber­
alism sought to do in the twentieth century, realism has 
the intellectual resources to assert itself as a defensive 
doctrine which recognizes that international relations 
is a realm of value conflicts, and that responsible state­
craft involves careful calibrations of interests. Above 
all, realism demands that states' leaders act prudently­
a quality that has been in short supply in the early part 
of the twenty-first century. 

How does the Me l ian d ialogue represent key concepts such as self- i nterest, the balance 
of power, a l l i ances, capabi l it ies, emp i res, and justice? 

2 Do you th i n k  there is one rea l i sm,  or many? 
3 Do you know more about i nternat ional re lations now than an Athen ian student d id  during 

the Peloponnesian War? 
4 Do rea l i sts confuse a descri ption of war and confl i ct for  an exp lanat ion of why they 

occu r? 
5 Is real i sm anyth ing more than the ideology of powerfu l ,  satisfied states? 
6 How wou ld  a real i st exp lai n the 9/1 1 wars? 
7 Wi l l  Western governments and the i r  i n stitutions (such as NATO) have to become more 

real ist if the ideas associated with Western civi l izat ion are to survive i n  the twenty-fi rst 
century? 

8 What is  at stake in the debate between defensive and offens ive rea l i sm? 
9 Is structural real i sm suffic ient to account for the variat ion i n  the behaviour  of states? 

1 0  Can rea l i sm he lp  us to understand the global izat ion of world pol it ics? 
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