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Realisrn, with its emphasis on security competition and war among
the great powers, has dominated the study of international relations
over the past fifty years. Hans Morgenthau and Kenneth Waltz, in
particular, have towered over the field during that period. Years from
now when the history of the discipline in the twentieth century is
written, two books will stand out above the rest: Morgenthau's Poli-
tics among Nations and Waltz's Theory of International Politics.
They have few serious competitors.

Many Americans and Europeans, however, believe that realism
has a dim future. With the end of the cold war, so the argument goes,
international politics has changed in fundamental ways. The world
has not simply moved from bipolarity to multipolarity, but instead
we have entered an era where there is little prospect of security com-
petition among the great powers, not to mention war, and where
concepts such as polarity and the balance of power matter little for
understanding international relations. Most states now view each
other as members of an emerging “international community,” not
as potential military rivals. Opportunities for cooperation are abun-
dant in this new world, and the result is likely to be increased pros-
perity and peace for almost all the states in the system.

Not surprisingly, proponents of this optimistic perspective argue
that realism is old thinking, and largely irrelevant to the new reali-
ties of world politics. Realists have gone the way of the dinosaurs;
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they just don’t realize it. The best that might be said for realism is
that it was helpful for understanding how states interacted with each
other before 1990, but it is largely useless now that the cold war is
over. Therefore, we need new theories to help us make sense of in-
ternational politics in the twenty-first century.

President Clinton was a strong proponent of this view. For ex-
ample, he declared in 1992 that “in a world where freedom, not tyr-
anny, is on the march, the cynical calculus of pure power politics
simply does not compute. It is ill-suited to a new era.” Five years
later in 1997 he sounded the same theme in defense of NATO ex-
pansion. The president argued that the charge that this policy might
isolate Russia was based on the belief “that the great power territo-
rial politics of the 20th century will dominate the 21st century,”
which he rejected. Instead, he emphasized that “enlightened self-
interest, as well as shared values, will compel countries to define
their greatness in more constructive ways . . . and will compel us to
cooperate in more constructive ways.”!

This hopeful perspective is widely shared by academics. Consider
two important statements that appeared in 1989, just as the cold war
was coming to a peaceful conclusion. John Mueller claimed in Retreat
from Doomsday that there is no longer a serious threat of war among
the great powers, because wars of that kind have become too deadly
(even without nuclear weapons) to have any political utility. “For the
last two or three centuries,” he wrote, “major war—war among de-
veloped countries—has gradually moved towards terminal disrepute
because of its perceived repulsiveness and futility.”? Like dueling and
slavery, great-power war no longer serves a useful social purpose.

Francis Fukuyama made a similar claim in his famous article
“The End of History?”* He argued that “large-scale conflict must
involve large states still caught in the grip of history, and they are
what appear to be passing from the scene.” With the collapse of the
Soviet Union, “there is no struggle or conflict over ‘large’ issues, and
consequently no need for generals or statesmen; what remains is
primarily economic activity.”

The claim that realism has bitten the dust is wrong. In fact, realist
theories are likely to dominate academic debates about international
politics for the next century, much the way they have since at least
the early days of the cold war.*

What the future has in store for realism will be largely a function
of two considerations. First, what will it tell us about events in the
real world? Because the study of international politics is an empirical
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science, the most important criterion for assessing the worth of any
theory is how well it explains state behavior. Realism has long been
recognized as the dominant paradigm in international relations—
even by scholars who dislike it—because it does a better job of ex-
plaining politics among states than any other body of theories. Sec-
ond, what kind of respect will academia—one of the key institutions
in any society for fostering thinking about world politics—accord
realism? The potential problem for realism is that academics some-
times attempt to denigrate and silence ideas they dislike, even when
those ideas shed light on important subjects.

Realism appears to have a bright future in the twenty-first cen-
tury. Unfortunately, we still live in a nasty and brutish world where
the great powers compete with each other for power. The only pos-
sible threat to realism is likely to come from inside academia, where
it is frequently reviled. But any attempt to silence realism within
the academy is likely to fail, simply because it is so difficult to re-
press or exclude compelling arguments, especially in the United
States.

Realism

The realist paradigm comprises a body of theories that share a hand-
ful of core beliefs. Specifically, states are the principal actors in world
politics, and no higher authority sits above them. This absence of
hierarchy in the state system is commonly called anarchy, which
does not mean chaos and violence, but simply that states are sov-
ereign political entities. Furthermore, calculations about power
dominate state thinking, and states compete for power among them-
selves. There is a zero-sum quality to that competition, which some-
times makes it intense and unforgiving. States cooperate with each
other for sure, but at root they have conflicting interests, not a har-
mony of interests. Finally, war is a legitimate instrument of state-
craft. To paraphrase Clausewitz, war is a continuation of politics by
other means.

These common tenets among realist theories notwithstanding,
there are significant differences among them. For example, Morgen-
thau maintains that states are hardwired with an insatiable lust for
power, which causes them to seek to maximize their share of world
power. Waltz, on the other hand, emphasizes that the structure of
the system causes states to compete for power but that states should
not strive to maximize power. Instead, they should aim to control
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an “appropriate” amount of power.? Furthermore, there are impor-
tant differences between “defensive realists” (Robert Jervis, Jack
Snyder, Stephen Van Evera) and “offensive realists” (myself and
Randall Schweller).¢ My goal here, however, is not to assess the rela-
tive merits of particular realist theories but rather to determine the
future relevance of the more general realist paradigm.

The Real World

Despite the end of the cold war, the basic structure of the interna-
tional system remains largely unchanged. States are still the key
actors in world politics, and they continue to operate in an anarchic
system. It is difficult to find a serious scholar who argues that the
United Nations or any other international institution has coercive
leverage over the great powers or is likely to have it anytime soon.
Moreover, not only is there no plausible replacement for the state
on the horizon, but there is little interest anywhere in the world for
doing away with the state and putting an alternative political ar-
rangement in its place. Nothing is forever, but there is good reason
to think that the sovereign state’s time has not yet passed.

If the basic structure of the system has not changed since 1990,
we should not expect state behavior in the new century to be much
different from what it was in past centuries. In fact, there is abundant
evidence that states still care deeply about power and will compete
for it among themselves in the foreseeable future. Furthermore, the
danger still remains that security competition might lead to war,
neither of which has gone away with the disappearance of the Soviet
Union.

To illustrate this point, consider that the United States has fought
two wars since the end of the cold war—Iraq (1991) and Kosovo
(1999)—and it came dangerously close to going to war against North
Korea in 1994. Although the United States now spends more on de-
fense than the next six countries combined, U.S. officials do not
seem to think this is enough. Indeed, both candidates in the 2000
presidential campaign advocated spending even more money on the
Pentagon. Thus, there is little reason to think that states no longer
care about their security.

Furthermore, it is hard to imagine anyone arguing that security
competition and war are outmoded in (1) South Asia, where India
and Pakistan are bitter enemies, are armed with nuclear weapons,
and are caught up in a raging dispute over Kashmir; (2} the Persian
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Gulf, where Iraq and Iran are bent on acquiring nuclear weapons
and show no signs of becoming status quo powers; and (3) Africa,
where interstate conflict appears to have increased since the end of
the cold war. One might concede, however, that these regions re-
main mired in the old ways of doing business and argue instead that
it is security competition and war among the system’s great powers,
not minor paowers such as Pakistan and Iran, that is passé. There-
fore, Europe and Northeast Asia (NEAsia), where there are clusters
of great powers, are the places where realist logic no longer has much
relevance.

But this argument does not stand up to scrutiny. There is a large
literature on security in NEAsia after the cold war, and almost every
author recognizes that power politics is alive and well in the region
and that there is good reason to worry about armed conflict.” The
thought of Japan seriously rearming strikes fear in the heart of vir-
tually every country in Asia, and if China continues to grow eco-
nomically and militarily over the next few decades, there is likely
to be intense security competition between China and its neighbors,
as well as the United States. According to one expert, China “may
well be the high church of realpolitik in the post—Cold War world.”#
Apparently the Chinese have not gotten the word that realism has
been relegated to the scrap heap of history. Furthermore, the United
States is in a position today where it might find itself in a war with
North Korea or with China over Taiwan. In short, NEAsia is a po-
tentially dangerous place, where security competition is a central
element of interstate relations.

Possibly the best evidence that power politics is still relevant in
NEAsia is that the United States maintains one hundred thousand
troops in the region and plans to keep them there for a long time. If
NEAsia were a zone of peace, those American forces would be un-
necessary and they could be sent home and demobilized, saving the
U.S. taxpayer an appreciable sum of money. Instead, they are kept
in place to help pacify a potentially volatile region.

Joseph Nye, one of the main architects of post—cold war American
policy in NEAsia and a scholar with a well-established reputation as
a liberal international relations theorist (not a realist), made just this
point in a 1995 article in Foreign Affairs.® “It has become fashion-
able,” he wrote, “to say that the world after the Cold War has moved
beyond the age of power politics to the age of geoeconomics. Such
clichés reflect narrow analysis. Politics and economics are con-
nected. International economic systems rest upon international po-
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litical order.” He then made the pacifier argument: “The U.S. pres-
ence [in Asia] is a force for stability, reducing the need for arms
buildups and deterring the rise of hegemonic forces.” Not only do
“forward-deployed forces in Asia ensure broad regional stability,”
but they also “contribute to the tremendous political and economic
advances made by the nations of the region.” In short, “the United
States is the critical variable in the East Asia security equation.”

What about Europe, which some writers believe is the best place
to look for evidence that power politics is outmoded among the great
powers? It was widely believed in the early 1990s that Russia had
undergone a fundamental transformation in its thinking about in-
ternational politics. Its leaders, many believed, understood that the
pursuit of power was not likely to enhance Russian security and that
the best way to achieve that end was to work with the West to create
a peaceful order across all of Europe. Furthermore, some argued that
in the wake of the cold war the European Union (EU) would provide
the foundation for a stable political order in western Europe, and
eventually across the entire continent.

It seems clear, however, that things are not working out this way
in Europe. NATO, not the EU, provides the basis of stability on the
western half of the continent, and NATO is a military institution.
Moreover, the expansion of NATO eastward has angered the Rus-
sians, who now appear to be thinking and acting like old-fashioned
realists. Consider what President Vladimir Putin says in “The Na-
tional Security Concept of the Russian Federation,” a seminal policy
document that he signed on January 10, 2000. “The formation of in-
ternational relations,” he writes, “is accompanied by competition and
also by the aspiration of a number of states to strengthen their influ-
ence on global politics, including by creating weapons of mass de-
struction. Military force and violence remain substantial aspects of
international relations.” !0

But as with NEAsia, probably the best evidence that power poli-
tics has not disappeared from Europe is that the United States main-
tains one hundred thousand troops in the region, and it places great
importance on keeping NATO intact. If Europe were “primed for
peace,” NATO could be disbanded and those American forces could
be sent home and demobilized.!! Instead, they are kept in place, be-
cause there is potential for intense security competition in Europe,
and the United States is determined to keep it from breaking out.
Otherwise why would Washington spend tens of billions of dollars
every year to maintain a large military presence in Europe?
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It appears that many Europeans believe that the United States is
lkeeping a lid on security competition in their region. Between 1990
and 1994, Robert Art conducted more than one hundred interviews
with European political-military elites. He found that most believed
that “if the Americans removed their security blanket from Europe
... the Western European states could well return to the destructive
power politics that they had just spent the last forty-five years trying
to banish from their part of the continent.”'* Presumably that per-
spective is even more tightly held today, given that the early 1990s
was the heyday of optimism about the prospects for peace in Europe.

For a closer look at how many Europeans think about the Amer-
ican presence in Europe, consider the views of Christoph Bertram, a
former director of the International Institute for Strategic Studies in
London and one of Germany’s foremost strategic thinkers. He wrote
in 1995, “To disband NATO now would throw Europe into deep
insecurity. . .. It would be a strategic disaster.”'* He goes on to say
that “if the United States turned its back on Europe, NATO would
collapse and the European Union would be strained to the point of
disintegration, Germany would stand out as the dominant power in
the West of the continent, and Russia as the disturbing power in the
East. The United States would lose much of its international au-
thority as well as the means to help prevent European instability
from igniting international conflict once again.”

The bottom line is that security competition and war between the
great powers have not been burned out of the system. States across
the globe are likely to continue competing among themselves for
power. And this means that realist theories are likely to have much
to say about international politics in the twenty-first century.

The Academy

The most serious threat to realism comes not from the real world
but from inside universities, where dislike of realism is widespread
and often intense, especially among liberal international relations
theorists.

A good example of this hostility is found in a recent article in the
American Political Science Review by John Vasquez, a member of
the millenial reflections panel on realism held at the International
Studies Association’s 2000 convention. After assessing some of the
more important realist writings of the past twenty years, he con-
cludes that realism is a degenerating paradigm (as opposed to a pro-
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gressive paradigm|. He is certainly entitled to advance this view, of
course, but he goes on to suggest that research by realist scholars
does not “deserve continued funding, publication, and so forth.”*
He probably also believes that political science departments should
not hire realists. This statement is remarkable for its intolerance.
Indeed, it is hard to understand how it got past the editors at the
American Political Science Review. Surely if someone had called for
running liberal theories or formal modeling out of the scholarly
world, the editors would have told the author that ad hominem at-
tacks of that sort have no place in the flagship journal of political
science. Apparently standards are different when it comes to realism.

This example is hardly unique, however, as anv university-based
realist knows all too well. Morgenthau, for example, speculated that
he probably would not have received tenure at the University of Chi-
cago in 1946 if his first book dealing with realist themes, Scientific
Man vs. Power Politics, had been in print when the tenure decision
was made.’* Tn a 1989 book of autobiographical essays by thirty-four
international relations scholars, Morgenthau’s name “is more fre-
quently cited than any other name.” Yet, the editor notes, “many of
the references in these pages are negative in tone. He seems to have
inspired his critics even more than his supporters.”'¢ Kenneth Waltz,
the other king of realist scholarship generates similar hostility. For
example, Fareed Zakaria notes that ”it was a ritual, at almost every
IR seminar 1 attended as a graduate student at Harvard, for the
speaker to spend some time denouncing Waltz’s work.” "7

Parenthetically, it is worth noting that despite realism’s widely
acknowledged dominance of the intellectual agenda in international
relations, Harvard’s government department has not emploved a re-
alist theorist since Henry Kissinger left in 1969. Moreover, it made
no effort to hire either Morgenthau or Waltz, the two most influ-
ential international relations scholars of the past fifty years. Har-
vard’s apparent antipathy toward realism is not unique. Yale’s po-
litical science department has not had a realist on its distinguished
faculty since 1957, when Arnold Wolfers retired.

Robert Gilpin, a realist who taught at Princeton until recently,
maintains that “liberal intolerance” of realism, which has a long and
rich history, has increased recently because realists refuse to “be-
lieve that, with the defeat of the Soviet Union and the end of the
cold war, the liberal millennium of democracy, unfettered markets,
and peace is upon us.”!
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There is certainly much evidence of realism bashing in the after-
math of the cold war. To cite a few examples, a 1995 article in In-
ternational Studies Quarterly not only predicted the imminent de-
mise of realism but concluded that future research should “explore
why for the past several decades the discipline of international poli-
tics remained mesmerized by a false theory”!*® A prominent British
scholar argued in 1994 that “many of the central themes of realism
appear as (domesticated) descendants of the militaristic and racist
Social Darwinism of the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
tury.”?° Finally, Stanley Hoffmann, a Harvard professor, told the
New York Times in March 1993 that realism is “utter nonsense to-
day.”*

There is little reason to think that such hostility toward realism
will subside anytime soon. Nevertheless, this intolerance is unlikely
to put an end to the realist research agenda, mainly because realism
offers too many important insights about international politics to be
silenced for long. Try as they may, realism’s detractors will find that
it is almost impossible to suppress sound arguments in the United
States. The American university system is large and decentralized,
and serious scholars with controversial ideas can always find a few
institutions willing to support them. Realism might be abandoned
if it ceased to say anything important about international politics,
but as discussed, that is unlikely to be the case. As a result, people
who care about the real world will continue to rely on the insights
that realist theory provides, and students will continue to be im-
pressed by realism’s compelling explanations of state behavior.

Realism will disappear only if there is a revolutionary change in
the structure of the international system, but that is not likely to
happen anytime soon.
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