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1. Political Realism and Human Nature 
Classical and modern arguments 
Erica Benner
Three authors are most often named as founding fathers of Western realism: 
Thucydides, Machiavelli and Hobbes. All three take the study of human nature 
as a basis for examining the possibilities and limitations of politics, pay close 
attention to sources of conflict that stem from basic human drives, and consider 
human beings at their worst, not just their rational or pacific best. But attempts 
to make classical authors speak to more recent realist concerns have often 
carried high costs, for both the quality of realist thinking and the history of 
political thought. Modern realists tend to read the classics in a highly selective 
way. Focusing on arguments that they could use against ‘idealist’ or ‘moralist’ 
ideas and projects, they often give short shrift to others that have some whiff of 
idealism or moralism. In the interests of balance, this chapter looks at three realist 
positions that are frequently traced back to classical thinkers: pessimism about 
human nature, structural determinism, and the idea that political prudence and 
morality involve separate kinds of reasoning that often conflict. It asks how far 
so-called classical realist authors in fact defend these views, and tries to illustrate 
the richness of classical arguments about human nature and its considerable 
moral potential. 

2. Political Realism and the Western Mind
Exploring an alternative based upon ‘relational rationality’ 
and ‘Confucian improvement’
Zhao Tingyang
Here, Zhao Tingyang develops a meta-political reflection on political realism, 
arguing, in effect, that political realism does not work well unless it is idealistic, 
which is the same thing as saying that political idealism cannot work unless 
it is realistic; this leaves us to conclude that political realism should be better 
understood methodologically, regardless of its values. Furthermore, he delivers 
a ‘detective study’ that casts suspicion on the very concepts of ‘rationality’ and 
the ‘political game’, showing us that individual rationality does not in fact fulfil 
the possible applications of human reason, and that the making of the rational 
political game qua ‘game’ logically preceded the taking of any rational strategy 
in an irrational game of the non-cooperative or zero-sum. Finally, Zhao claims, 
first, that politics should be the art of changing hostility into hospitality; second, 
that relational rationality, based upon the Confucian conception of circulating 
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relationship, is the more reasonable application of human reason, given that it 
is more strongly risk-averse in how it puts the minimisation of mutual hostility 
above the maximisation of self-interests; and third, that relational realism, based 
upon the use of relational rationality, theoretically anticipates an optimistic 
‘Confucian Improvement’, which works to the benefit of each and everyone. And 
how much better this must be than ‘Pareto’s Improvement’, which can only seek 
to lessen the reduction in each person’s welfare. 

3. Political Realism and Strategic Theory 
Operationalising realism’s pursuit of the national interest in 
an age of terrorism, civil war and proxy war
Samir Puri
If classic realism sees the world as driven by competitive self-interest, then 
strategic theory considers how to navigate this situation to advance one’s 
interests. As such, strategic theory can be thought of as ‘operationalising’ some of 
realism’s tenets. It shares with realism certain assumptions around, for example, 
the centrality of power, and how the unique moral codes of a particular polity 
will render fallacious any notion of universal moral laws. As with realism, 
strategic theory has been derided for its pessimistic reading of human nature. 
Strategic theory’s association with nuclear deterrence is emblematic of this 
critique. Since the Cold War’s end, the state-centric study of strategy has also 
lost favour to the broader ‘security studies’ approach, which is seemingly 
better attuned to grasping insurgency, terrorism and similar threats that do not 
necessarily emanate from states. However, all theory must be reinterpreted for 
contemporary conditions. Insights of enduring relevance must be disentangled 
from more dated epochal concerns. With adaption, strategic theory can retain 
explanatory power for modern scenarios that typically mix state and non-state 
actors. As this chapter explains, realism and strategic theory are far from the 
same thing, but in how they overcome such critiques as amorality, state-centrism 
and outright obsolescence, a reinterpretation of each can hold lessons for both. 

4. Political Realism and Realpolitik
German realpolitik and the contingent nature of  
Anglo‑American political realism
John Bew
This chapter examines the origins of the German term ‘Realpolitik’ and traces its 
influence on the English-speaking ‘realist’ tradition of the 20th century. It shows 
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that the meaning of such terms has repeatedly changed, depending on historical 
context, to make the broader point that notions of ‘the real’ in international 
affairs are highly contingent on time and place. The chapter begins by tracing 
the emergence of the neologism ‘Realpolitik’ in the mid-19th century at the 
hands of a liberal writer, August Ludwig von Rochau, in 1853. It then discusses 
the distortion of the word in Germany as it was purloined by the followers of 
Bismarck, then damagingly conflated with Machtpolitik and Weltpolitik. The 
second half of the chapter discusses the arrival of realpolitik into the English 
language during the Anglo-German antagonism, when it was treated with alarm, 
as the distinguishing mark of a dangerous new rival and a direct affront to the 
liberal internationalism of the early 20th century. Too much has been made of 
the influence of Germanic realpolitik on the various tributaries that have flowed 
into American realism. In fact, postwar American realism has mostly been 
distinguished by its insistence on restraint and a tone of righteous despair that 
the American nation was fated to ignore its prescriptions. 

5. Political Realism and Ideology
Scepticism and the politics of faith
David Martin Jones
It is only in international politics that political realism developed as a coherent 
political doctrine. Realism is not an ideology but a disposition. It distrusts human 
nature and considers international rules conditional rather than absolute. It 
considers states with a monopoly of military power the most important actors 
in international affairs whilst the global society in which these states coexist 
remains, as it always has, an anarchy. As a consequence, it tends to be sceptical 
rather than ideological. The realist deals with the world as it is, not as the idealist 
or abstract ideologist thinks it ought to be. This chapter explores the contingent 
and prudential character of the realist disposition and contrasts it with the 
rationalist, abstract and axiomatic understanding that informs the ideological 
idiom of international thought. 

6. Political Realism and Civil–Military Relations
Clausewitz and the meaning of war
Lindsay P. Cohn
Fundamentally, Clausewitz believes that the political nature of war makes it an 
intersubjective rather than an objective phenomenon, and makes it imperative 
that military logic inform political logic, but give way to political logic when the 
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two are in tension. In short, he challenges both standard political realism and the 
standard US (Huntingtonian) narrative of appropriate civil–military relations at 
the top of the policy-making pyramid. Based on his claim on the very first page of 
On War, that law and morality are ‘self-imposed, imperceptible limitations hardly 
worth mentioning’, he has traditionally been considered a political realist along 
the lines of Thucydides and Machiavelli. However, while this attitude of his 
certainly excludes him from the idealist/ liberal camp, it does not automatically 
then make him a realist, as I will go on to show. 

7. Political Realism and the English School
Is there really no international theory? Martin Wight and 
Hans Morgenthau on international political theory
Jodok Troy
The common academic assessment of Hans Morgenthau and Martin Wight is 
that within their work and over time, they changed the perspective on what 
we can know and how we can know it in international politics. In other words, 
their understanding of theory was transformed, eventually influencing the 
wider academic perception of Classical Realism and the English School – the 
two theoretical traditions which they represented. However, contextualising 
the original writings of the two confirms that their theorising on international 
politics was, in fact, political theory which did not change in principal over 
time. ‘Is there really no international theory?’ is a question that all theoretical 
projects in International Relations have to deal with if they want to take political 
science seriously. This chapter shows that Morgenthau and Wight’s conceptions 
of theory did not change drastically in the course of their academic career and 
were, in fact, set at an early stage. What is more, the rereadings in this chapter 
illustrate that the notion of power, plus the understanding of the profession as 
‘practical philosophy’ through the conduct of political theory, is a prevailing one 
of Realism and the English School. 

8. Political Realism and Global Reform
How Realists learned to hate ‘the bomb’ –  
and desire world government
William E. Scheuerman
The standard view of international Realism is that it is congenitally sceptical 
about attempts to reform, let alone fundamentally restructure, interstate 
‘anarchy’. Though the orthodox view accurately describes the positions of 
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important, institutionally conservative representatives of Realism, it does a 
disservice to a major subsection of mostly mid-20th century, reform-minded 
Realists. In accordance with a growing body of recent scholarship that has tried 
to cast a fresh look on ‘classical’ Realists, this chapter highlights the surprising 
overlap between contemporary, reform-minded political cosmopolitanism and 
some strands within Realism. The nexus between reformist Realism and the 
ideas of Immanuel Kant, the key intellectual force behind many modern efforts 
to reorder the international system, proves more complex than the standard view 
infers. Retrieving Realism’s neglected reformist components is vital if we are to 
think creatively and productively about the political and intellectual challenges of 
the 21st century. 

9. Thucydides
Thucydides: the origins of political realism?
Neville Morley
It is a well-established idea in mainstream International Relations theory that 
the ancient Greek historian Thucydides was a Realist and the originator of some 
key Realist ideas. The crude version of this claim, relying on a simplistic reading 
of the Melian Dialogue as a straightforward statement of Thucydides’ views, is 
easily refuted but more sophisticated accounts have been put forward, and belief 
in a close connection between Thucydides and the real world long pre-dates 20th-
century political theory. Interpretations of Thucydides as a Realist take many 
different forms, depending on how his work is read and in what contexts: we can 
identify an empirical realism, as has been claimed by generations of historians 
who take him as model for constructing accounts of the past firmly grounded 
in critical source analysis; realism as a sensibility, shown by his willingness to 
observe unflinchingly the harsh truths of the world and of human affairs; and, 
finally and most controversially, a theoretical or doctrinal realism that argues for 
the possibility of learning useful lessons from the past and develops ideas about 
the workings of inter- and intra-state relations. All these aspects can be supported 
from plausible readings of his work; however, contrary to conventional political 
science interpretations, Thucydides’ realism does not offer invariable laws or 
consistent principles of human behaviour, but instead seeks to educate his 
readers in understanding complexity and uncertainty.
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10. KauṬilya
Centrifugal purism and the expansion of power
Stuart Gray
KauṬilya’s realism revolves around two distinct yet connected political goals, 
which can be attained to the extent that both are efficiently self-regulating: 
domestic security and foreign expansion. This chapter explores these two 
dimensions of his realism by tracing an analytical metaphor that pervades the 
Arthaśāstra: namely, the ‘body’ and its constituent parts, including the proper 
role that each part plays in securing internal order and external expansion. The 
chapter explains how the underlying logic of this realist stance is a response 
to natural ‘auto-tensions’ that follow from individual, political and economic 
complexities associated with different levels of embodiment. Consequently, 
Kauṭilya’s aim is not to eradicate this complexity but rather to hone and man-
age it as efficiently as possible, beginning with a unitary conception of ruling 
power at the top of the political order. Operating in both a top-down and an 
inside-out fashion, one can observe how a centrifugal, ascetic conception of 
ruling over oneself and others relies on a ‘layered purity’ through ritual self-
discipline. This discipline requires the following: moral training designed to 
control a ruler’s potentially erratic emotions and desires; political and adminis-
trative pragmatism; and a multifaceted architecture of spying and surveillance. 
In sum, Kauṭilyan realism amounts to a totalising web of tightly controlled 
socio-economic and political relations at the macro-level, which aim to mirror 
perfectly his desired level of control and purity at the micro-level of the ruler 
and the ruler’s closest advisers. 

11. Livy
Raison d’état? Paradoxes of political realism in Livy’s 
exemplarity
Ayelet Haimson Lushkov
This chapter explores Livy’s use of exemplarity and literary form as a means of 
inserting political realist behaviour into the fabric of Livy’s history. In particular, 
the exempla chosen – the execution of adult sons by consular fathers – show 
that the conjunction of family and politics in Rome was never a straightforward 
encounter and was almost always charged by the foundational question of 
political realism: does the political have its own normativity or does it exist in 
analogy with other less formal types of power asymmetries? 
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12. Augustine of Hippo
Political realism and the human heart
Miles Hollingworth
In his CITY OF GOD – his most famous realist document – Augustine would 
contextualise and satirise the romance of Rome’s heroes and statesmen. These 
men had made Rome great by conquering the human passions of fear and 
selfishness, and it was said that, in doing so, they had encountered none of the 
spiritual impediments to virtue that the Christians call ‘sin’. Purebred strength 
of character had revealed the human soul to contain the resources of its own 
greatness. Against this certainty, Augustine would bring the hard psychology 
of homo economicus. He would argue that man is born rational and survivalist 
in relation to the fact of his banishment from Eden. I want, however, to take 
the opportunity of this volume to suggest a more expanded role for Augustine 
within realism and international relations. Realism says that human nature is 
empirically secure, so that one may choose next to be either realistic or romantic 
in reaction to its unvarying facts. With regard to peace in our times, I now want 
to use Augustine to ask: ‘What are these unvarying facts, exactly – and do they 
not perhaps extend beyond the usual fare of self-interest and maximisation to 
include also man’s fixation on social perfection and justice – the fixation which 
Augustine says is inexplicable, apart from our homesickness for Paradise, and 
which makes for the aspirational aspects of the human psyche?’ 

13. Niccolò Machiavelli
The first realist of modernity
Markus Fischer
Machiavelli was the first political realist of modernity. To organise his various 
ideas about human nature, principalities, republics and foreign affairs into a 
rigorously deductive order is the purpose of this chapter. Human beings desire 
selfpreservation, glory, domination and wealth. The mind inflames these desires 
to form limitless ambition. Ambition and fear of the other generate conflict in the 
natural condition of licence. To impose political order, men of virtù must commit 
immoral deeds, which are excused by their good consequences. In republics, 
citizens govern themselves through laws and institutions, based on good customs 
that need to be periodically refreshed by fear-inducing punishments. At root, 
Machiavelli’s republic is an organised licence, whereby citizens pursue their 
ambitions in foreign wars of aggression, so that they collectively generate a far 
greater amount of glory, dominion and wealth than they could have attained 
individually by attacking each other. Since a state cannot avoid war by having 
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just enough power to deter but not so much as to pose a threat to others, who 
then attack from fear, wars of conquest need to be initiated when one has the 
advantage. The foreign condition of licence is a struggle for imperial domination. 

14. William Shakespeare
Shakespeare’s Machiavellian universe
Tim Spiekerman
Many of Shakespeare’s plays are dominated by the violent struggles of ambitious 
men for power. War, assassination, deception and moral licence are so common 
that Machiavelli, who wrote The Prince about fifty years before Shakespeare was 
born, proves a useful guide when thinking about his plays. Like Machiavelli, 
Shakespeare offers a forbiddingly realistic picture of how politics is likely to be 
practised, whether in England, Scotland or ancient Rome. Alongside the clash 
of interests, Shakespeare also depicts the moral and religious ideas that move 
both political actors and ordinary citizens or subjects. Politics, for Shakespeare, is 
rarely conducted in a moral way but that does not seem to affect our desire that it 
should be. 

15. Thomas Hobbes
Lupine gods: Hobbes’s honourable political realism about 
global politics
Kody W. Cooper
Thomas Hobbes is widely regarded as a quintessential figure in the realist 
tradition. Many commentators understand Hobbes’s realism as coeval with 
a moral scepticism and legal positivism. This chapter offers an alternative 
interpretation: namely, that Hobbes espouses an honourable realism in global 
politics grounded in natural law. The chapter begins with an analysis of Hobbes’s 
adages that human beings are both godlike and wolflike to one another, and 
reconsiders Hobbes’s theory of international relations in light of this theme. 
Hobbes’s realism in international relations is shown to rest on the basis of a 
realistic philosophy, including a particular conception of human nature and 
God’s causal relation to the world. Hobbes’s natural law theory provides an 
independent source of moral principles for distinguishing between honourable 
and dishonourable power politics. Hobbes’s theory is illustrated by contrasting 
an ancient and a modern case of power politics. 
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16. Jean‑Jacques Rousseau
From human innocence to the state of war: Rousseau’s 
theory of international relations
Grace G. Roosevelt
Unlike Hobbes, who depicted human beings as motivated by one primary, 
powerseeking instinct, Rousseau throughout his writings described human 
beings as motivated by two very different instincts, which he termed amour 
de soi and amourpropre. Amour de soi originates as an innocent instinct for self-
preservation, while amour-propre arises as a socially stimulated instinct of 
competition and greed. Whether Rousseau is referring to an individual’s self-
development, a sovereign state’s evolution or the dynamics of a whole system of 
independent states, the moral aim of strengthening amour de soi and forestalling 
or redirecting amour-propre is a consistent and coherent theme. After a brief 
overview of the ways that Rousseau’s psychological assumptions undergird 
his principles of political right within states, the following discussion turns to 
Rousseau’s writings on international relations. Crucial to Rousseau’s realism 
is his argument that enmity is more ‘natural’ in the international realm than 
it is among human beings because of the unlimited expansiveness of a state’s 
amourpropre. Rousseau’s psychological dualism points to two possible ways to get 
beyond the war system. In today’s ‘postmodern’ international context, however, 
where the sources of belligerence are more likely to be factions than states, 
Rousseau’s proposed prospects for peace may no longer be relevant. 

17. Friedrich Nietzsche
Nietzsche’s Dionysian political realism
Paul E. Kirkland
This chapter treats Nietzsche as a political realist whose realism includes a 
complex rather than reductionist account of political life and human aims. 
Nietzsche’s view of the multiplicity of drives animating human action shapes 
an agonistic vision of politics. He treats war as a fundamental condition and 
offers an analysis of the relationship between thought and practice that points 
to limits of theoretical regime design. Nietzsche’s view can be characterised as a 
Dionysian realism, as his view of politics, like that of tragic art, links the orderly 
and the unruly in their very opposition. Any degree of order within a political 
body emerges only in opposition to what it resists and this sense of resistance is 
vital to Nietzsche’s understanding of any sort of freedom. Accordingly, Nietzsche 
resists all efforts at supplying universal principles for politics and describes the 
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impulse to do so among philosophers, political thinkers and political actors as 
unhealthy and tyrannical. His expectation of enduring plurality and contest 
yields both anti-revolutionary politics and an expectation of continued conflict. 
This chapter shows the link between Nietzsche’s claims about grand politics and 
limited politics, and their roots in his Dionysian view of impermanent forms and 
fundamental conflict. 

18. Max Weber
Max Weber’s concept of political realism
Christopher Adair-Toteff
Throughout his life, Max Weber was strongly committed to a particular type of 
political realism. From his early student years until shortly before his death, he 
thought and wrote about the nature and purpose of politics. Weber never wrote 
a comprehensive doctrine of political realism; however, one can be constructed 
by examining a number of Weber’s major speeches. These include his early 
‘Inaugural Lecture’, which he delivered at the university in Freiburg, as well as 
the two lectures that he later gave at the university in Munich. This ‘doctrine’ was 
fundamentally human and realistic, rather than otherworldly and idealistic. It 
was based upon an accurate assessment of the political issues and was intended 
to encompass most of the foreseeable consequences. And it was based upon three 
guiding principles regarding politics: true clarity, real responsibility and genuine 
passion. The first two ensured that politics was conducted seriously and soberly, 
while the third guaranteed that it was pursued forcefully and vigorously. Taken 
together, ‘Der Nationalstaat und die Volkswirtschaftspolitik (The Nation-State 
and Economic Policy)’, ‘Wissenschaft als Beruf (Science as a Vocation)’ and 
‘Politik als Beruf (Politics as a Vocation)’ reveal Weber as a first-rate thinker and 
political realist who was passionately committed to ensuring that Germany had 
its rightful place upon the world stage. 

19. Walter Lippmann
A ‘society realist’ reconciling humanity and power
Alan Chong
Walter Lippmann’s particular brand of realism is grounded in the quest to 
steer human survival through the jungle of power politics in spite of the basic 
flaws of human nature. As such, Lippmann is a ‘realist’ to the extent that 
he acknowledges the overriding political impulses to attain power for self-
aggrandisement but he is doing so in order to persuade statesmen to pursue 
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sustainable foreign policies. In this regard, Lippmann’s prognoses always end 
up recommending states to embed their national interests in some form of due 
regard for their fellow nation-states and wider humanity. This tension between 
power politics and the preservation of humanity can be discerned by analysing 
his treatment of human nature, its religious fixation and its relationship with 
nationalism; the tensions between national interest and peaceful coexistence; 
and the difficulties of equipping public opinion for making an impact in foreign 
affairs. In short, Lippmann may well have served as America’s version of the 
‘English School’ Realism. Through Lippmann’s pen, Realism has a conscience. 

20. Reinhold Niebuhr
The continuing relevance of his Christian realism
Menno R. Kamminga
20th-century American theologian–philosopher Reinhold Niebuhr is a key figure 
within the realist tradition. Niebuhr has had a great impact on realist thinkers 
such as Hans Morgenthau, George Kennan, E. H. Carr and Kenneth Waltz, and on 
political leaders such as Martin Luther King, Jimmy Carter and Barack Obama. 
Drawing on a view of human nature as characterised by sin as well as love and 
justice, Niebuhr argued that order, security and justice require balanced power 
and humbly responsible action. The present chapter suggests that Niebuhr’s 
‘Christian realism’ is uniquely relevant for 21st-century international relations. 
Firstly, Niebuhr’s interrelated view of human nature, society and international 
relations is broadly reconstructed as one of ‘not so moral man’, ‘less moral 
communities’ and ‘still less moral international relations’. Next, the implications 
of Niebuhr’s perspective for war and peace as classic-realist security issues 
are discussed by highlighting his ‘ethical realism’ and ‘irony-sensible’ view of 
American history. Finally, it is argued that Niebuhr’s realism can make a critical 
contribution to the understanding and addressing not only of contemporary 
classic security issues, but also of ‘newer’ security-related issues such as 
humanitarian intervention, climate change and energy security. Thus, Niebuhr’s 
anti-utopianism, anti-materialism and notions such as irony, hope and fear 
signify that political realism is at least as relevant to our times as it has ever been. 
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21. E. H. Carr
A dialectics of utopia and reality
Konstantinos Kostagiannis
E. H. Carr is often considered as one of the founding fathers of modern realism. 
Carr’s brand of realism, unlike that of other classical realists, is not based on 
specific anthropological assumptions. As such, the key foundation of Carr’s 
realism does not lie with pre-determined conceptions of human nature or 
societal structures. It is rather his dialectics of power and morality that form the 
basis for a theory of international relations that is both flexible and progressive. 
This dialectical scheme also lay at the heart of Carr’s efforts to identify paths 
through which peaceful change could be achieved. Carr placed great emphasis 
on the balance between power and morality as the foundation of any stable 
international order. At the same time, he emphasised the need for a compromise 
between the interests of the ‘haves’ and those of the ‘have nots’. Carr often got 
his prescriptions wrong. At the same time, however, his dialectical scheme 
offered a way to engage with problems of modern international politics that 
was distinctively forward-looking. It is this progressive element of his theory of 
international relations that underpins the continued relevance of Carr’s approach 
to international relations into the 21st century. 

22. Leo Strauss
Humanity and political realism
Robert Howse
Around the time of the Iraq War, a number of books and articles emerged 
attributing the foreign policy outlook of the George W. Bush Administration to 
neoconservatives inspired by the émigré German–Jewish political philosopher 
Leo Strauss. Strauss was thought to be the intellectual source for a foreign policy 
vision animated by a moralistic quest to impose US values on the rest of the 
world, if necessary by military force; Strauss, and his neocon disciples, such as 
William Kristol were seen as arch-enemies of constraints on US unilateralism 
through law or multilateral institutions. A different and contrary view of Strauss 
has emerged in the work of a range of scholars, some of whom can be placed on 
the ‘isolationist right’; Strauss is seen as a realist rather than a moralist in foreign 
policy, and perhaps an adherent to political realism as such.
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23. Herbert Butterfield
Ideology, order and the predicament of international 
relations
Kenneth B. McIntyre
Though Herbert Butterfield was best known as an historiographer, he was 
also one of the founders of the English School of international relations, 
which historicised many of the traditional principles of international realism. 
Butterfield paid particular attention to the historical particularities of different 
international systems. He claimed that, while these systems generally manifested 
the significance that realists noted about international anarchy, they have also 
displayed a variety of degrees of anarchy which undermine dogmatic claims 
about the uniformity of international systems. Butterfield also offered a critique 
of the ideological international policies that he associated with the quasi-religious 
wars of the 20th century. This rejection was prescient when he initially wrote his 
essays and is still relevant today. 

24. Hans Kelsen
A political realist?
Robert Schuett
Hans Kelsen is one of the iconic jurists of the 20th century. His pure theory of 
law stirred up jurisprudence, as well as legal positivism, constitutional law and 
public international law. Yet Kelsen is also a major, though neglected, political 
philosopher, a champion of pluralism and democracy, and the very antidote to 
a Schmittian sovereignty and authoritarianism. This chapter explores the roots 
of Kelsen’s political philosophy from a classical realist perspective. It shows him 
to be a liberal thinker who feared political naivety and who attacked optimistic 
assumptions about human nature, who was scathing of utopianism but who 
none the less yearned for progress and peace. Kelsen is useful. The post-World 
War Two liberal international order is cracking up and foreign policy realism is in 
a crisis. In the midst of this, Kelsen can now be a rich resource for a progressive 
political realism – for how to balance realism and idealism in the theory and 
practice of international politics. 
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25. Raymond Aron
Raymond Aron on ideology, politics and war
Christopher Adair-Toteff
Raymond Aron was a major contributor to many disciplines, including 
philosophy, sociology and history, as well as journalism. What is of concern 
here is his role as one of the most significant contributors to the promotion 
of political realism in general and International Relations in particular. One 
does not need to agree with the claim that Aron himself was responsible for 
developing the French version of International Relations in order to recognise 
his importance to this discipline; however, one does need to agree with the 
assertion that Aron’s writings have had a significant and lasting impact on 
various areas of political thinking. This chapter cannot do justice to the full 
range of Aron’s work, and will omit any discussions of his critical comments 
on French politics and his important essays on contemporary issues. The 
chapter will be primarily focused on his writings on ideology, on politics and 
especially on war because, in Aron’s considered opinion, these three topics are 
frequently, and necessarily, interconnected. 

26. George F. Kennan
Kennan agonistes
David A. Mayers
George Kennan pursued a varied career during his long life. At one time or 
another, he assumed these roles: diplomat, policy-maker, historian, memoir-
ist, dissenter. Not only in times of adversity but also throughout, he struggled 
to maintain his emotional equilibrium. As a practitioner–scholar, he sought to 
make a useful contribution, in which cause he sometimes succeeded. Alternately 
celebrated or rebuked, and otherwise the subject of much comment, he engaged 
in an intense quarrel with the 20th century. Too erratic to be taken wholly as an 
oracle, Kennan remained too discerning to be dismissed. His struggles with self 
and the politics of his day can be read as versions of a cautionary tale and durable 
wisdom. At his best, he begs comparison with such theorists contemporaneous 
with him as Hans Morgenthau and Reinhold Niebuhr. In its essence, the intellec-
tual career of George Kennan represented the submerged European conservative 
tradition in American political thought. Its strengths and its penetration, its weak-
nesses and embarrassments, were equally his. This current of thought never re-
ally commended itself to the jaunty US outlook, based on irrepressible optimism, 
materialistic success, and the legend of the rugged individual who triumphs 
over all odds. Yet Americans, no less than other peoples, can usefully repair to 



18

Kennan. At the heart of his theoretical conceptions was a preoccupation with the 
continuity and intrinsic value of human life and cultures. As the supreme aim of 
statecraft must be the preservation of civilisation, and as the overriding challenge 
to leadership in the post-Cold War moment is to avoid outbreaks of vast warfare, 
this orientation of his needs to prevail. 

27. Hans J. Morgenthau
The possibility of peace: Finding solace in a belligerent 
worldview?
Felix Roesch
Hans J. Morgenthau is one of the most iconic classical realists of the 20th century. 
His Politics Among Nations remains one of the most used textbooks in the field 
of International Relations. And yet, despite his popularity, many students and 
scholars of International Relations still consider him to have been a positivistic 
scientist that in essence perpetuated a belligerent worldview in which people live 
in an anarchic world riddled by conflict among nation-states. By contrast, this 
chapter argues that Morgenthau’s work was normatively guided by a desire to 
transcend the Westphalian system of nation-states. Although Morgenthau knew 
that his aim to create a world state was unattainable in the foreseeable future, his 
work still can open intellectual spaces to imagine more peaceful political orders. 
To provide evidence for this argument, it is first demonstrated that, for Morgen-
thau, human nature was tragic because people aspire to perfection but they are 
never able to achieve it. This is the case because people cannot live in the solitari-
ness that Morgenthau sees as a requirement for achieving perfection. However, in 
aspiring to perfection, people have the ability to realise and eventually to tran-
scend human nihilism. This enables them to criticise the current political status 
quo and to imagine different political realities. 

28. Hannah Arendt
Philosophical anthropology and politics
Douglas B. Klusmeyer
In contrast to postwar realists such as Hans Morgenthau and George Kennan, 
Hannah Arendt rejects any substantive notion of a universal human nature. Dis-
missive of both psychoanalytical and behaviourist theories, she also challenged 
the validity of psychological approaches to the study of human nature. Never-
theless, she develops a rich philosophical anthropology that emerges from her 
critical analysis of totalitarianism and the pathologies of modernity that gave rise 
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to it. In building on this foundation, she emphasises the liminal character of indi-
vidual identity that becomes visible only through action and speech. At the same 
time, she underscores how our natural capacities and limits as a species shape 
the distinctive condition of human existence but do not determine the meaning 
of who we are as persons. In tracing the history of Western civilisation from the 
ancient Greeks to the present, she seeks to show how we have become alienated 
from the world in prioritising the experience of the self as the source of meaning. 
This chapter is divided into three main sections. It begins by considering Arendt’s 
analysis in The Origins of Totalitarianism of the Nazi quest to transform hu-
man nature, which it examines as part of her broader critique of modernity. The 
next section focuses on her explication of the different modes of human activity, 
which provides the cornerstone of her philosophical anthropology. The chapter 
then turns to explore some of the major criticisms of her approach regarding its 
theoretical abstractness, its Euro-centric biases and its assumptions about race 
and gender. 

29. John H. Herz
Political realism in a fragile world
Peter M. R. Stirk
John H. Herz (born Hans Hermann Herz) was a German–Jewish student of 
international law who was infl uenced by Hans Kelsen. As an emigrant in the 
USA, Herz contributed in the 1940s and 1950s to the development of Interna-
tional Relations and Realism, or more precisely to a distinctive form of Liberal 
Realism. He became well known for his exposition of the security dilemma and 
for his analysis of the trajectory of the modern territorial state from its origins to 
its decline in the atomic age. This chapter shows how Herz’s emphasis upon the 
contingency and fragility of the international order and the limitations of human 
rationality set him apart from what became the dominant form of (Neo-)Realism 
in the American academy. It argues for the importance of Herz’s ideas in interwar 
Europe for the development of his work and especially for his understanding 
of the state as both a legal and a sociological phenomenon. It also explains the 
difference between the polemical deployment of his concept of Realism and that 
of Carr and Morgenthau, and the importance of the security dilemma for this 
polemical deployment of his Realism. This chapter claims that Herz’s historically 
nuanced Realism is a welcome counterweight to those Realisms that write as 
if the study of international relations were the study of the recurrence of eter-
nal verities. Herz was a relatively neglected classical Realist whose ideas have 
recently been revived. 
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30. Isaiah Berlin
A political realist without fanaticism
Joshua L. Cherniss
Isaiah Berlin was a liberal thinker at the heart of whose work was an attack on op-
timistic assumptions about progress and rationality, and ‘utopian’ political ideals 
and projects. His thought would thus appear to have strong affinities with the 
‘political realism’ of earlier philosophers and historians, and the recent ‘realist’ 
trend in contemporary normative political theory. Despite these affinities, Berlin 
is seldom included in ‘canonical’ lists of either classic or contemporary ‘politi-
cal realists’. Furthermore, Berlin’s own thought reveals what he called (writing 
of his hero, Alexander Herzen) a ‘curious combination of idealism and scepti-
cism’ – and repeated criticisms of what he himself termed ‘realism’ (or ‘realism 
in politics’). This chapter discusses the ways in which Berlin might, and might 
not, be considered a political realist. It also suggests the respects in which his 
thought – with its characteristic attention to individual judgement and experi-
ence, and emphasis on a complex plurality of values – may contribute to a more 
truly realistic view of politics, which gives both morality and reality, ideals and 
doubts, their due. 

31. Political Realism and Threat Perception
Inferring intent from capacity and capacity from intent – and 
getting it wrong both ways
John Mueller
Threat assessment is a key element in carrying out foreign policy and, for the 
most part, it has been done badly for international threat, at least in the period 
since World War Two. This essay explores two important instances. One concerns 
the exaggeration during the Cold War about the degree to which international 
communism presented a direct military threat, as well as a subversive one, to 
Europe and the USA. The other assesses the exaggeration after the Cold War, and 
particularly after 2001, about the degree to which international terrorism present-
ed a threat. The sources of these errors, however, are different. The grand mistake 
of the Cold War concerning the Soviet military threat was to infer desperate in-
tent from apparent capacity. For threats presented by domestic communists and 
by international terrorism, it has been to infer desperate capacity from apparent 
intent. The essay concludes with a consideration of where and how these mis-
guided and essentially unrealistic threat perceptions came from and if they could 
have been, or could be, changed. Mostly, it finds that the dynamic is bottom up. 
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32. Political Realism and Russia
State doctrine in three epochs
David Kerr
This chapter reviews the ideas and values that have underpinned Russian state-
hood and Russia’s position in the system of states. It examines the historical lega-
cies of the previous Russian states – the Russian Empire and the Soviet system 
– and concludes that there has been long-term resistance to embracing conven-
tional Realist assumptions. In their self-conception and in their idea of Russia in 
the world, Russian leaders and intellectuals avoided the moral scepticism, pri-
macy of national interest and logic of anarchy that typify Realist thinking. With 
the end of the Soviet experiment, Russia has been forced by a dual crisis – a crisis 
of identity and of power – to turn to Realism as doctrine and realpolitik as strat-
egy. Russia insists upon its status and rights as a great power of the global era but 
doubts remain about where Russia is headed. Has Putinism – the Russian form of 
realpolitik – paid sufficient attention to strengthening the social and institutional 
bases of Russian power? Does the Russian assertion of global polycentrism imply 
a secure place for Russia as a great power or a period of rising challenges and 
declining relevance? 

33. Political Realism and China
Cultural political realism with dialectical means
Derek M. C. Yuen
Chinese political realism is a form of cultural realism, though this may well be 
applicable to the rest of non-Western political realisms discussed in this volume. 
Chinese realism is by no means close to its Western counterpart, except, that is, 
for its basic assumptions and worldview. Sun Tzu (Sun Zi) is a realist but he 
stresses nonviolent stratagem and preservation, not destruction, of the enemy; 
Lao Tzu (Lao Zi) is also a realist yet he emphasises the advantage of the weak 
and flexible. Only Han Fei Tzu (Han Fei Zi), nowadays more famously known as 
the Chinese Machiavelli, can be regarded as a purebred realist, somewhat in the 
Western mould. His realist thought and practices, however, were quickly vilified 
and shelved with the establishment of the Chinese Empire and the subsequent 
rise of Confucianism. This chapter examines the development of the Chinese real-
ist tradition during the Spring and Autumn period (770–403 bc) and the Warring 
States period (403–221 bc). It illustrates how realism was reduced to pan-moral-
ism during China’s imperial era (221 bc–ad 1911) and how it later came back in a 
form of pragmatism in revolutionary and modern China (1911– ) under Western 
and Marxist influence and with the revival of Chinese realist traditions. 
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34. Political Realism and Iran
Geopolitics and defensive realism
Marzieh Kouhi Esfahani
This chapter is an attempt to demystify Iran’s seemingly controversial foreign 
policy – particularly of the last four decades – with basic tenets of ‘defensive real-
ism’. To provide a more accurate picture, the chapter begins by introducing the 
most important determinants of Iran’s foreign policy and a brief historical review 
of the factors shaping Iran’s perception of the world. The evolution of Iran’s for-
eign policy in the modern era, since the immediate aftermath of the First World 
War, is then explained. Overall, an attempt is made to show how the destructive 
role of the Great Powers have prevented, or slowed down, Iran’s political devel-
opment, especially up to the 21st century; how Iranian elites have tried to counter 
or at least limit these dominant powers’ interferences in state affairs; and the ef-
fect that all this has had on Iran’s distrust of hegemonic powers. This is followed 
by an examination of the significant issues in the Islamic Republic’s foreign 
policy, such as its relations with various actors and its nuclear crisis, including an 
explanation of the rationale behind its policies. It is then concluded that, contrary 
to its exaggerated rhetoric and the charge that it has been ideological, Iran’s for-
eign policy has, in fact, been largely rational, aimed at maximising state security 
to survive and ensure the national interest in an anarchic system. 

35. Political Realism and Israel
Reading Maslow in the land of magical realism
Uriel Abulof
This article resolves an intriguing puzzle: the safer Israel has become, the more 
anxious Israelis have turned. Israel has never been more prosperous or powerful 
than it is today, yet Israelis have increasingly opted for fearmongering politi-
cians, urging conservative, religious and nationalist policies. Why? I argue that 
the answer lies in Israel’s ‘magical realism’, meshing the imperative of survival 
and safety with the spell of belonging, recognition and legitimation. I trace this 
amalgam back to Maslow’s hierarchy of human needs, which realism should 
have employed but has not. I thus address the Israeli puzzle by piecing together 
three accounts: the existence of real dangers, the social construction of existential 
threats and the search for belonging and esteem. I conclude by complementing 
basic needs with greed and creeds. Overall, realism and Maslow have much to 
teach each other, and us, about real-world problems. 
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36. Political Realism and India
Hinduism, history and technology
Rashed Uz Zaman
As India raises its profile militarily, economically and diplomatically, it has 
become quite common to say that it will play an important role in world politics. 
A lively debate has emerged as to what influences Indian policy-makers on their 
current course. While some argue that realist thinking has never been the forte 
of Indian statecraft and philosophy, an increasingly powerful counterargument 
has emerged, highlighting the realist basis of India’s foreign and strategic poli-
cies. Under such circumstances, it becomes essential to trace the nature of Indian 
political realism. This essay argues that there are, and can be, no ‘unencultured’ 
realists. India may tend to act like other security communities at times but that 
does not mean it has a universal theory of realist behaviour. Rather, India’s 
geography, history, values, ideas and patterns of thinking influence its realist 
behaviour and make it distinct. Indian political realism has been influenced and 
shaped by India’s experience of several foreign invasions, including Muslim and 
European, which brought about political, social and economic changes within the 
country. Moreover, Hinduism’s pervading influence on Indian political realism 
means the concept of danda (discipline, force or restraint) is entwined with dharma 
(duty). Both constitute the Hindu tradition of political thought and anyone who 
would equate Indian political thought with one of them and contend that it is 
either wholly moralistic or blatantly cynical would paint a distorted picture of it. 
The objective of this chapter is to explain Indian political realism and discern its 
impact on India’s strategic behaviour. 

37. Political Realism and Japan
Cumulative knowledge, area studies and peace
Masashi Okuyama
Even if Japan seems to have plenty of Political Realist ideas in its history at first 
glance, upon closer examination, it actually does not. This chapter examines what 
can be perceived as a tradition of Political Realism in Japanese history from the 
premodern era to the present, focusing especially on how Hans Morgenthau’s 
Realism in the Cold War era had been received and applied by Japanese scholars 
and practitioners. It becomes clear that Japan has a unique way of thinking about 
Realism, and that this is because the Japanese elite have always tended to respect 
cumulative knowledge in academia, such that the dominant school of interna-
tional politics has always been focused on historical and area studies. 
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38. Political Realism and Regionalism
China, Southeast Asia and the case of ASEAN
David Martin Jones
There is no contemporary realist theory of regionalism. Instead, the prevailing 
normativist, liberal institutionalist or constructivist idioms that currently domi-
nate the study of International Relations treat regionalism as the harbinger of a 
more cosmopolitan and just world order. This is odd, given that, in the case of the 
Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN), its founding fathers shared a 
realist vision of the ends of the association they formed in Bangkok at the height 
of the Cold War, which ran very hot in Southeast Asia in 1967. This chapter first 
examines the realist ideas that affected the creation of ASEAN and the political 
culture it evolved over time. It will subsequently explore how those ideas played 
out in ASEAN’s distinctive diplomatic practice and finally will discuss the key 
domestic and political obstacles that impede its development into a broader East 
Asian regional security community in the 21st century. 

39. Political Realism and Nationalism
Can nationalism be ‘liberalised’?
Peter Iver Kaufman
As Karl Popper pointed out, nationalism is among the few ‘isms’ that nudge 
devotees to recognise a single theorist – or set of several – as pioneers or pala-
dins whose remarks inspired all subsequent thinking about nationality. Perhaps 
the absence of a canonical one – or few – invites colleagues to select variously 
from among many variable core conditions for the development of nationalism’s 
exclusionary practices and for its susceptibility to liberalisation. The challenge 
of sifting those selections and, to borrow Hans-Jörg Sigwart’s term, ‘unmask-
ing’ assumptions that lead to conclusions about exclusion and liberalisation falls 
to political realists sceptical about the effectiveness of moralists’ insufficiently 
practice-dependent theories of justice. At stake in nearly every conversation about 
nationalists’ sentiments, nationalism’s liberalisation and the inevitability of exclu-
sion or marginalisation is the viability of multi-ethnic states. The survey of some 
such conversations that follows here finishes by proposing what may pass for an 
alternative to the nationalisms that, as Tony Judt noticed, appear to many to be 
‘more realistic than socialism’ and ‘more immediately reassuring than liberalism’ 
– an alternative patched together from the observations of several political realists 
mentioned here and studied elsewhere in this volume. 
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40. Political Realism and Religion
Analysing the extant, critiquing through the prophetic
Cecelia Lynch

Realism and religion are frequently considered to be incompatible, which is all 
the more interesting because they are both problematic categories of analysis. I 
argue in this chapter that realism’s too-frequent assumptions of analytical and 
moral superiority vis-à-vis its constructed ‘others’ stunts debate about the full 
panoply of relations of power, especially concerning forms of oppression and 
injustice. I highlight some of the shortcomings of the realist tradition by juxta-
posing it with the religious ‘prophetic’ tradition. The latter provides prescient 
insights into relations of power that the former tends to ignore or discount, but 
that must be appreciated to counter the xenophobic and racist claims enabled by 
opponents of both traditions in the past as well as the present. 

41. Political Realism and the Environment
Why the United Nations cannot slash global emissions
Tom Switzer
Statecraft is simple, as long as the appearance of success matters more than results. 
Such a worldview appeared to be the price of victory at the United Nations cli-
mate conference in 2015. But the Paris accords were futile, neither legally binding 
enough to be enforceable and verifiable, nor of sufficient scale to make a differ-
ence to climate change. The UN agreement’s flaws are a reminder of the limits of 
liberal internationalism and the enduring reality of power politics in international 
relations. The UN is not a moral arbiter; nor is it an effective law-making body. 
The interests of its member states are too diverse. It is relevant as a forum where 
disputes and grievances are aired. But the agreements the UN reaches, even when 
they command broad support, are all too often violated when they clash with vital 
national interests. The climate-change challenge, far from altering the underlying 
reality of power politics, reaffirms it. While there may be a global problem, there 
are competing national interests, and each state calculates that the best arrange-
ment is to do as little as possible in climate mitigation efforts, provided other 
nations do enough to solve the problem. Burden-sharing is difficult to sell to a na-
tion’s citizenry. If states take actions to reduce emissions while competitors do not, 
they would be at a relative economic disadvantage. That is why, although politi-
cians can talk grandly about fighting global warming, the exercise is meaningless 
without a mechanism to wield authority. There is no way to referee disagreements 
among competing nations, because – as realists have all too often argued – the UN 
lacks the authority to address problems such as climate change satisfactorily. 
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42. Political Realism and the Internet
New networks of power
Richard Forno
Technological developments such as the internet, smartphones and social media 
offer individuals and organisations alike the power to develop, strengthen and/or 
exploit common interests and group capabilities through shared community par-
ticipation. But through this process and these technologies, communities can also 
become selectively informed, intensely fragmented and, ultimately, at odds with 
each other. The 2016 US presidential election offered a global glimpse of such 
effects upon both Western democratic political processes and the foundations 
of society more broadly. This chapter explores the nature of power within the 
modern networked society. By situating the discussion within this decentralised 
information environment, it examines how the sources of social authority and 
political power – in other words, the capacity to create widepread tangible out-
comes – have become fl attened, with new sources of meaningful social infl uence 
arising at the network’s edges – a situation which the author presents as the ‘au-
thorisation-availability’ dynamic regarding the flow of networked information. 
Using two examples from internet history, he discusses how these network-level 
entities challenge existing sources of social and political power and create a confl 
icting cycle of outcomes as the old power paradigms are challenged. Ultimately, 
the author warns that, despite the potential for dramatic shifts or upheavals in the 
application of social power through decentralised networks and technological de-
velopments – which remains a cherished Gibson-esque cyberpunk notion, radical 
shifts in the balance of power in society are possible but not assured; however, a 
constant tension remains between the actors involved. 

43. Political Realism and Terrorism
The logic of deterrence: Using mid‑range theories to save 
political realism from itself
Alex S. Wilner
Terrorism – and the violent non-state actors who use it – pose a conceptual prob-
lem for political realism. Despite the paradigm’s strength in untangling and in-
terpreting the nature of power, conflict and war in international relations, realism 
has little to say about terrorism. Indeed, at times, it appears as though realism 
would rather dismiss terrorism altogether than find a way to accommodate and 
integrate the phenomenon into its conceptual and theoretical folds. This hesi-
tancy is both illfounded and self-defeating. Terrorism is not just a passing phase; 
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it is a permanent feature of contemporary security. And by conceding an inability 
to make sense of it, realism risks losing touch with the evolving nature of interna-
tional relations, diminishing its explanatory power along the way. Lessons from 
deterrence theory – and the subfield of deterring terrorism, more specifically – 
provide the impetus for reimagining realism in an age of terrorism. The logic and 
practice of deterrence borrow heavily from realism. The way in which deterrence 
has been broadened and expanded in order to incorporate terrorism thus pro-
vides insights for realism itself. 

44. Political Realism and the Open Society
The enemy within
Todd Breyfogle
This chapter frames the notion of the open society in terms of the problem of 
power. The chapter focuses on an exposition of Karl Popper’s definitivedescrip-
tion of the open society, then uses the arguments of George Soros to include 
both the economic and the political dimensions of political realism. The chapter 
concludes by identifying five threats to the open society, invoking Henri Berg-
son’s identification of the moral and spiritual dimensions of the idea of the open 
society. While the open society is distinct from political realism in its approach 
to power, it wrestles with the necessities of interest which form political real-
ism’s backbone. How does the open society remain both sceptical of power and 
confident in its humanitarian convictions? What are the resources upon which 
the open society might draw in order to preserve its humanistic spirit against 
anti-cosmopolitan charms? 
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