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A Realist Theory Of International
Politics

a realist theory of international politics is one of the most influential and enduring
frameworks for understanding how nations interact on the global stage. Rooted in the principles
of power, national interest, and the inherently competitive nature of international relations,
realism provides a pragmatic lens through which analysts, policymakers, and scholars interpret
world events. This theory emphasizes the importance of state sovereignty, military strength,
and strategic alliances, offering insights into why conflicts arise, how states pursue their
objectives, and the limitations of international cooperation. In this comprehensive article, we
will explore the core concepts, historical development, key proponents, variations, and
contemporary relevance of realist theory in international politics, providing a thorough
understanding for students, researchers, and enthusiasts alike.

Understanding Realist Theory in International Politics

Realist theory is predicated on the assumption that the international system is anarchic,
meaning there is no overarching authority above sovereign states. This fundamental
characteristic shapes the behavior of nations, compelling them to prioritize their survival and
security above all else. Unlike liberalism, which emphasizes cooperation and international
institutions, realism maintains that conflict is inevitable and that power is the primary currency
in international relations.

Core Principles of Realist Theory

Realist theory is built upon several foundational principles that explain state behavior and
international dynamics:

Anarchy in the International System: No central authority governs states, leading to a1.
self-help system where each nation must rely on its own capabilities for security.
State Sovereignty: States are the primary actors and possess supreme authority within2.
their borders.
Rational Actors: Countries act logically and strategically to maximize their interests and3.
security.
Power Politics: The pursuit and accumulation of power—particularly military power—are4.
central to international strategy.
Security Dilemma: Efforts by one state to enhance its security can inadvertently threaten5.
others, leading to arms races and heightened tensions.

Historical Development of Realist Theory

Realism has evolved through various phases, influenced by historical events and political



thought:

Classical Realism

Classical realism emphasizes human nature as the root of conflict. Thinkers like Thucydides,
Niccolò Machiavelli, and Thomas Hobbes argued that human greed, ambition, and desire for
power inherently lead to conflict, which extends to state behavior.

Neorealism (Structural Realism)

Developed by Kenneth Waltz in the 1970s, neorealism shifts focus from human nature to the
structure of the international system itself. It posits that the anarchic structure of the system
compels states to behave similarly, regardless of their individual leaders or internal politics.

Defensive and Offensive Realism

These are sub-branches within neorealism:

Defensive Realism: States seek only enough power to ensure their security and avoid1.
conflict.
Offensive Realism: States are motivated to maximize their power and dominance to ensure2.
future security, often leading to aggressive behavior.

Key Concepts and Terminology in Realist Theory

Understanding the terminology is vital to grasping realist perspectives:

Balance of Power

Refers to the distribution of power among states, aiming to prevent any one nation from
becoming too dominant. Alliances often form to counterbalance rising powers.

Power and Security

Power is primarily measured through military capability, economic strength, and strategic
influence. Security concerns drive much of state behavior.

Security Dilemma

A situation where measures taken by one state to increase its security decrease the security of
others, prompting arms buildup and escalating tensions.

Offensive vs. Defensive Capabilities

Distinguishing whether a state's military forces are designed to defend or attack influences its
strategic posture.
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Realist Approaches to International Relations

Different strands of realism interpret international politics in nuanced ways:

Classical Realism

Focuses on human nature as the driver of conflict, emphasizing the role of leaders and
individual ambitions.

Structural or Neorealism

Highlights the anarchic international system as the primary determinant of state behavior,
minimizing individual or domestic factors.

Regional and Offensive Realism

Examines how geographical and strategic considerations influence power projection and conflict
dynamics.

Implications of Realist Theory for International Politics

Realist insights have practical implications for understanding and shaping foreign policy:

Power Balancing: States seek to prevent dominance by any single actor through alliances1.
and military buildup.
Strategic Stability: Maintaining a balance of power discourages aggression and prevents2.
conflicts.
Security Dilemmas and Arms Races: Recognizing these dynamics can inform arms control3.
efforts and diplomacy.
Limits of International Cooperation: Realism suggests that international institutions have4.
limited power to influence state behavior, emphasizing national interests over global
agreements.

Critiques and Limitations of Realist Theory

Despite its influence, realism faces several critiques:

Overemphasis on Power

Critics argue that realism underestimates the roles of international law, morality, and non-state
actors.

Neglect of Domestic Politics

Realism often overlooks internal political, economic, and social factors shaping foreign policy.



Underestimation of International Cooperation

While realism emphasizes conflict, many successful instances of cooperation and peacebuilding
challenge its assumptions.

Ethical Concerns

Realist policies may justify aggressive or imperialistic actions, raising moral questions.

Contemporary Relevance of Realist Theory

In the context of modern international politics, realism remains highly relevant:

Great Power Competition

The resurgence of great power rivalry, especially between the United States, China, and Russia,
exemplifies core realist themes.

Security Concerns and Military Modernization

States investing heavily in military capabilities reflect the ongoing importance of power
projection.

Regional Conflicts and Alliances

From the Ukraine crisis to tensions in the South China Sea, realist perspectives help explain
competing interests and strategic calculations.

Limitations in Global Governance

The challenges of global issues like climate change and pandemics highlight the constraints of
international institutions, aligning with realist skepticism about their efficacy.

Conclusion

A realist theory of international politics offers a pragmatic, if somewhat cynical, lens for
understanding the complex web of interactions among nations. By emphasizing power, security,
and national interests, realism helps explain conflicts, alliances, and strategic behavior in an
anarchic international system. While it faces critiques for its limitations and moral implications,
its insights remain vital in analyzing contemporary geopolitics, especially amidst rising rivalries
and ongoing security dilemmas. Whether as a tool for policymakers or a framework for scholars,
realism continues to shape debates about the nature of international relations and the pursuit of
peace and stability in an often turbulent world. Keywords: realist theory of international politics,
international relations, power, sovereignty, security dilemma, balance of power, neorealism,
classical realism, global politics, international security
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A realist theory of international politics

In an era where headlines constantly highlight geopolitical tensions, military conflicts, and
shifting alliances, understanding the underlying dynamics that govern international relations
becomes essential. At the heart of this understanding lies a disciplined and pragmatic approach
known as realist theory of international politics. Rooted in the belief that the international arena
is inherently anarchic and driven primarily by national self-interest, realism offers a lens through
which policymakers, scholars, and analysts interpret global events. This article delves into the
core premises of realist theory, its historical evolution, key concepts, and contemporary
relevance, providing a comprehensive yet accessible guide to one of the most influential
paradigms in international relations.

The Foundations of Realist Theory

Origin and Historical Development

Realism as a formal theory has its roots in the classical writings of political philosophers such as
Thucydides, Niccolò Machiavelli, Thomas Hobbes, and Carl von Clausewitz. Thucydides’ account
of the Peloponnesian War, for instance, is often cited as an early realist text, emphasizing the
relentless pursuit of power in an anarchic environment. Machiavelli’s pragmatic advice to rulers
underscores the importance of power and self-interest, themes central to realist thought.

In the 20th century, realism matured through the works of scholars like Hans Morgenthau, who
articulated the principles of political realism in his seminal book Politics Among Nations (1948).
Morgenthau emphasized that states are primarily motivated by the desire to maintain and
enhance their power, and that international politics is a struggle for power among self-
interested actors. Later, Kenneth Waltz contributed to the structural realist (or neorealist)
school, emphasizing the anarchic structure of the international system rather than human
nature as the primary driver of state behavior.

Core Assumptions

Realist theory rests on several foundational assumptions:

Anarchy in the International System: Unlike domestic politics, where a central authority1.
enforces rules, the international arena lacks a supreme governing body. This absence of a
world government creates a condition of anarchy, compelling states to rely on their own
means for security and survival.

States as Rational Actors: States are considered rational entities that make strategic1.
decisions to maximize their interests, primarily security and power.

Primacy of Power: Power, especially military power, is the most critical resource for states.1.
Achieving and maintaining a position of dominance or at least ensuring security is a central
goal.

Self-Help System: In an anarchic environment, states cannot fully trust others; they must rely1.
on themselves for defense and survival, leading to a self-help system where security is
prioritized over cooperation.

Moral Skepticism: Moral considerations are often subordinate to strategic interests. While1.



ethical concerns may influence policy, they do not override the pursuit of power and security.

Key Concepts in Realist Theory

Power and Security

At the core of realism lies the concept of power, often equated with military strength, economic
capabilities, and strategic influence. Power enables states to deter threats, project influence,
and shape the international environment to their advantage. Security, closely linked to power, is
the primary concern for realist states, leading to a focus on military preparedness and strategic
alliances.

Balance of Power

The balance of power is a central mechanism in realist theory, describing a situation where
states counterbalance each other’s power to prevent any one actor from becoming dominant.
This can happen through:

Internal balancing: Building military capabilities.1.
External balancing: Forming alliances or coalitions.2.

Historically, balance of power has been seen as a stabilizing force that prevents hegemonic
dominance and major conflicts, although realism also recognizes that power transitions can
trigger wars.

Strategic Interaction and Deterrence

Realists emphasize strategic interaction among states, often modeled through game theory
concepts like deterrence, where one state's threat of retaliation prevents another from taking
aggressive actions. Credible deterrence depends on the capacity and willingness to use force if
necessary.

National Interest

States prioritize their national interest, which primarily involves security, sovereignty, and
economic stability. Realism posits that states will act to safeguard their interests, even at the
expense of moral or ethical considerations.

Types of Realism

Classical Realism

Classical realism, championed by Morgenthau, emphasizes human nature as the root cause of
state behavior. It suggests that humans possess an innate desire for power, which translates
into state actions. Therefore, conflict and competition are inevitable aspects of international
politics.

Structural (Neorealism)

Kenneth Waltz's neorealism shifts focus from human nature to the structure of the international
system itself. He argues that the anarchic structure compels states to act in ways that ensure
their survival, leading to similar behaviors regardless of regime type or individual leadership.



© italy.sandbox.xylemappliedwater.com A Realist Theory Of International Politics 7

Offensive vs. Defensive Realism

Offensive realism (Mearsheimer): States are inherently inclined to maximize their power and1.
seek regional or global dominance whenever possible.
Defensive realism (Waltz): States aim for sufficient power to ensure security but avoid2.
unnecessary conflicts that could threaten their survival.

Realism in Contemporary International Politics

Power Politics and Geopolitics

Despite the end of the Cold War, realist principles remain highly relevant. Major powers like the
United States, China, and Russia continue to prioritize military capabilities and strategic
influence. The ongoing competition in regions like the South China Sea, Eastern Europe, and the
Middle East exemplify power politics rooted in realist assumptions.

Balance of Power in Practice

Recent shifts, such as the rise of China, have reignited discussions about the balance of power.
Alliances like NATO and regional partnerships serve as mechanisms to maintain stability
through strategic balancing.

The Role of Military and Economic Power

In today's interconnected world, economic strength complements military power in realist
calculations. Sanctions, trade policies, and technological competition are tools that states use to
enhance their position.

Limitations and Criticisms

While realism provides valuable insights, it faces criticism for its perceived pessimism and
neglect of cooperation, international law, and moral considerations. Critics argue that realism
underestimates the importance of international institutions, norms, and the potential for conflict
resolution through diplomacy.

Realism’s Contemporary Relevance

Despite the rise of alternative theories like liberalism and constructivism, realism remains a
dominant framework for analyzing international politics. Its emphasis on power and security
explains many enduring patterns, such as arms races, alliances, and conflicts.

In the face of globalization, some might argue that economic interdependence reduces the
likelihood of conflict; however, realist scholars counter that economic ties are often subordinate
to strategic interests. The resurgence of great power competition, technological advancements
like cyber warfare, and issues like nuclear proliferation underscore the continued relevance of
realist perspectives.

Conclusion

A realist theory of international politics offers a pragmatic, if somewhat stark, view of the global
stage. It underscores the importance of power, security, and strategic calculation in an anarchic
environment. While it may not account for all aspects of international relations—such as ethical



norms, international cooperation, and identity—it provides a foundational lens for understanding
the persistent patterns of conflict and competition among states. As the world navigates
complex challenges, from cyber threats to geopolitical rivalries, the principles of realism remain
an essential tool for analysts seeking to decipher the often unpredictable dance of international
power.

Questions & Answers About a realist theory of
international politics

N
o

Question Answer

1 What is the core premise of the
realist theory of international
politics?

The core premise of realist theory is that international
politics is characterized by anarchy, and states
primarily seek to ensure their own survival through
power and security, often prioritizing national interests
over morality or ideology.

2 How does realism explain the
behavior of states in the
international system?

Realism explains that states behave pragmatically,
focusing on power maximization and strategic alliances
to maintain security, given the absence of a higher
authority and the competitive nature of international
relations.

3 What are the main assumptions
underlying realist theory?

Main assumptions include the belief that the
international system is anarchic, states are rational
actors, security is the primary goal, and power is the
primary currency in international relations.

4 How does classical realism
differ from neorealism?

Classical realism emphasizes human nature and
individual leaders as drivers of state behavior, while
neorealism (or structural realism) focuses on the
anarchic structure of the international system as the
main influence on state actions.

5 What role does power play in
realist international relations
theory?

Power is central in realism; states seek to acquire,
maintain, and project power to ensure their security
and influence within the international system.

6 How do realists view
international cooperation and
organizations?

Realists are generally skeptical of international
organizations, viewing them as tools that states use
when it serves their national interests, rather than as
independent agents capable of changing power
dynamics.

7 What are some criticisms of
realist theory in international
politics?

Criticisms include its pessimistic view of cooperation,
neglect of international norms and institutions, and
underestimation of the role of ideas, identity, and
domestic politics in shaping state behavior.

8 How does realism interpret
conflict and war among states?

Realism sees conflict and war as inevitable due to the
competitive nature of states striving for power and
security in an anarchic system, often viewing war as a
means of balancing power.
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9 Can realism account for the rise
of international institutions like
the UN?

While realists acknowledge the existence of
international institutions, they argue that these are
ultimately shaped by the interests of powerful states
and do not fundamentally alter the anarchic and
competitive nature of international politics.

10 What are some contemporary
trends or debates related to
realist theory?

Contemporary debates include the relevance of realism
in a multipolar world, the impact of nuclear deterrence,
the rise of China, and how new threats like cyber
warfare challenge traditional realist assumptions about
power and security.

realism, international relations, power politics, state sovereignty, national interest, security
dilemma, balance of power, anarchy, geopolitical strategy, diplomatic relations
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