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Preface

it is a common lament for authors to describe their books as longer in 
the making than they had anticipated. That is the case with this book as 
well, in the narrow sense. But it is also, I have come to realize, accurate in 
a much broader way. The approach to the study of world politics elabo-
rated in the pages that follow is quite different from the one that I would 
have embraced in earlier stages of my professional career. In retrospect, 
three brief, unrelated episodes, each innocuous in their moment but 
which I have always recalled vividly, mark the intellectual journey that has 
brought me to this point. One, surely long forgotten by others but a source 
of some personal embarrassment, occurred during a small dinner with a 
visiting speaker in my first years as a professor. Bantering over current 
affairs, I explained that the problem under consideration would ultimately 
be resolved by the compelling power of market forces. “Really?” my most 
senior colleague immediately chimed in, “I had no idea you were so naive.”

I was mortified—though I stuck to my guns. With an uncommonly 
strong background in economics for a specialist in international politics, 
I well understood both the irresistibility and implications of relentless eco-
nomic pressures. I didn’t budge over dinner, but my perspective would 
soon change, and dramatically. Coincidentally—and quite by chance, 
stimulated by one lucky thing that led to another—at about the same time 
I embarked on a close study of the writings of John Maynard Keynes. 
Quickly I was a convert—not to what would conventionally become 
known as Keynesianism but to wisdom I found in those original texts. 
I now saw not simply (still formidable) market power but also market 
failures, especially at the macroeconomic level, as well as a much broader 
vision of economics as a social science than I had previously been exposed 
to. In his brilliant memorial for Alfred Marshall, his great teacher, Keynes 
explained that a master economist must be parts “mathematician, histo-
rian, statesman, philosopher,” who “must study the present in light of the 
past for the purposes of the future.”

Embracing Keynes, then, I still recognized and respected the consider-
able power of market forces, but the implications of those pressures I now 
understood to be considerably less straightforward than I once thought—
and they were filtered through crucial social and political complexities. 
(And that dinner would have been different.) More generally, although the 
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Keynesian revolution had profound implications for understanding eco-
nomics, increasingly I saw parallels to the application of those lessons for 
International Relations theory. Keynes, it should be stressed, was neither 
a Realist nor an IR theorist—he was a liberal civilizationalist and instinc-
tively a pacifist, if one with a sharp, savvy, and unblinking eye for the dan-
gerous currents and consequences of power politics. But the example of 
Keynes’s approach to economics increasingly informed my study of world 
politics, with its emphasis on uncertainty, unknowns and unknowables, 
the indeterminacy of systemic pressures, the importance of history, and 
his red-line distinction between studies of the social world, which must 
deal with the motivations of its subjects, and the natural sciences, which 
do not.

The second moment occurred some years before my unhappy din-
ner. In graduate school, I was fortunate to take a seminar from one of 
the scholars who helped invent the subfield of international political 
economy—the politics of economic relations—something that was not 
much studied in the United States in the 1950s and 1960s, for reasons 
that a story he commonly shared makes obvious. “I would give these talks 
about the political underpinnings of economic affairs, and was invariably 
besieged by critics castigating me for embracing a Marxist perspective,” 
my professor recalled. “But I was a philosophy major in college,” he contin-
ued, “and I was pretty sure I wasn’t a Marxist.” In recent years, I have had a 
parallel experience, giving talks about realism and international relations 
that were often received with furrowed brows and the protestation “that 
doesn’t sound very realist to me.” Well, I’d been studying international 
relations for a few decades, and I was pretty confident that I was a realist. 
In some ways this book is a longer answer to that challenge.

Finally, there was an encounter that occurred quite early in my under-
graduate years. International politics was already an intellectual passion 
of mine (that was why I chose this particular college), and naturally I 
attended a gathering of students and professors for a largely social event 
highlighted by comments from distinguished faculty members in the dis-
cipline, designed to welcome and encourage prospective majors. Several 
of those who participated would become valued mentors (I call on their 
advice still today). But the most memorable speaker that evening was an 
idiosyncratic senior scholar of considerable repute but with whom I was 
not familiar. He tended to glance at the ceiling when he spoke, as if refer-
ring to notes that had been taped there, and offered comments along the 
lines of “to study international relations is to suffer.” As he explained, you 
return to study a phenomenon, again, and again, and again, each time 
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realizing that you now see it in a different way—and that the clear, confi-
dent conclusions drawn previously had invariably slipped from your com-
mand with each new visit.

This seemed like an odd way to recruit students, I thought at the time. 
And more to the point, I didn’t buy it. To the contrary, I was confident that 
the world could be readily understood, and that dedicated study would 
yield, in the words of another scholar whose work I admired enormously, 
an “asymptotic convergence towards the truth.” I still revere that scholar, 
who was, justly, something of legend among my cohort of emerging pro-
fessionals. But decades later I find myself peeking up at the ceiling much 
more often than I would have thought.
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Introduction and Overview

the purpose of this book is to elucidate an approach to the study of 
world politics—Classical Realism—and to demonstrate why that para-
digm is a productive and valuable one, and one that is urgently needed 
for describing, explaining, and understanding events in world politics. 
Classical Realism is a minority perspective in contemporary International 
Relations (IR) theory. The realist community, to the extent that it exists, 
is overwhelmingly dominated by the influence of structuralism, that is, by 
an approach that models states as identical units distinguished only by 
their relative capabilities. Since the 1980s, this school of realist thought 
has become so predominant that both champions and critics of realism 
routinely conflate the two (realism and structural realism). Much of the 
larger field of IR is in the thrall of a similarly abstract bargaining model 
of politics, a paradigm rooted in the building blocks of individualism, 
materialism, and exceedingly narrow assumptions regarding the ratio-
nality of actors—a perspective so extreme (and ruinously unproductive) 
that it is best described as hyper-rationality. Structural realism and hyper-
rationalism perform poorly when applied to the real world, due to basic 
errors that are hardwired into the core of their analytical apparatus. Each 
purports to (and boasts of ) a more “scientific” approach to the study of 
world politics, superseding previous, allegedly less rigorous perspectives, 
such as classical realism.1 But structural realism and hyper-rationalism, 
grasping for an illusion of scientific precision evident in style but empty in 
substance, have failed. This book seeks to reclaim realism, and rearticulate 
classical realism as a worthwhile and even vital point of departure for the 
study of world politics.

In clarifying what this book is, it is also important to make clear what 
this book is not. It is not, it should be stressed, a comprehensive overview 
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of theories of or approaches to IR, or even for that matter an exhaustive 
survey of the subgenres and specialized schools of thought within realism 
itself. Nor, beyond its essential, motivating confrontations with structural 
realism and hyper-rationalism, is this book participating in “paradigm 
wars,” or insistent that to be a good student of world politics, it is neces-
sary to be a realist or a classical realist. The goal of reclaiming realism, and 
illustrating what it is, and why it is a productive and informative approach 
to understanding and explaining world politics, need not step on the toes 
of most other perspectives. Certainly realist approaches are commonly 
and understandably contrasted with liberal perspectives, which gener-
ally take as points of departure greater emphases on individual interests 
and material incentives, stress problem solving over irresolvable politi
cal clashes, and tend to place less emphasis on the urgency of the conse-
quences of anarchy and the barriers to mutually beneficial cooperation. A 
realist tends to flip each of those cards over—nevertheless, a confrontation 
with liberalism is not on the agenda here.

This essential attribute is worth repeating. This book is not, remotely, 
an overview of IR theory. It is the articulation and application of one 
approach to understanding and explaining world politics, with an empha-
sis on how that approach contrasts with its two principal intellectual 
adversaries, varieties of structural realism and hyper-rationalism. Thus 
readers will not find in these pages a deep engagement with liberalism 
or with other contrasting (or presumably contrasting) perspectives. This 
is purposeful. The almost ritual rehearsal of clashes between realism and 
liberalism—the nadir of which was the academic “paradigm wars” of the 
1990s—has been as ubiquitous in IR theory as it has been unproductive. 
Paradigms are inescapable. Paradigm wars are largely vacuous, as the dif-
ferences between them are rooted in distinct philosophical dispositions 
and underlying, non-falsifiable grounding assumptions that cannot be 
definitively adjudicated and settled. Classical Realism has no real produc-
tive “argument” with liberalism to engage—they are different (but in many 
instances overlapping) ways of seeing the world, and theories derived from 
these contrasting traditions will commonly, but not necessarily, lead to 
contrasting explanations (and often, but again not necessarily, contrasting 
policy prescriptions).

Similarly, this book does not take a deep dive (or even much of a shal-
low one) into constructivism, or dwell on the all-too-common (and largely 
presumed) contrast between realism and constructivism. At the time of 
its emergence some realists recoiled, like Dracula from the sunlight, from 
the very notion of constructivism, because many of its early contributions 
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seemed to suggest that some international conflicts might be transcended 
by processes of learning and socialization. But there is nothing inher-
ently pacific or hopeful or ameliorative in the abstract about the conse-
quences of, say, distinctions rooted in identity affiliations, notions that 
only make sense from a constructivist perspective (as group identities are 
socially constructed) and which can be drivers of fierce and intractable 
violent conflict. Fascism, to take a related example, is readily understood 
from a constructivist perspective but is invisible to structural realism and 
essentially incomprehensible to hyper-rationalism.  Constructivism is 
indeed incompatible with structural realism. And, with its emphasis on 
the social-historical-cultural context of what actors want, it also exposes 
the limitations and poverty of much hyper-rationalist work, which insou-
ciantly assumes away fundamental political questions in favor of doing 
some math at the margins. Nevertheless, constructivism is not inherently 
incompatible with classical realism. In fact, classical realism draws on one 
of constructivism’s fundamental points of departure: that what individu-
als, groups, and states want (beyond some minimal achievement of food, 
shelter, and physical security) is not uniform across actors but shaped the 
perceived lessons of history and the social-cultural environment in which 
behavior takes place.2

Distinguishing Classical Realism
Not surprisingly, classical realism and structural realism share some basic 
underlying assumptions. They both, after all, self-identify as realist. In 
fact, the thinkers who, in the middle of the twentieth century, developed 
the approach now called classical realism simply thought of themselves as 
realists, full stop ( just as Mozart and his contemporaries never thought of 
themselves as writing “classical” music). In IR the moniker only became 
common decades later, as structural realists sought to distinguish what 
they were doing from their intellectual predecessors (which is also why the 
term “neo-realism,” implying a new, updated version of realism, is a syn-
onym for structural realism). Adding the modifier “classical” to the semi-
nal contributions of the past also helped suggest a sheen of modernity to 
the neo-realist project, which, as a rhetorical device, further gestured at 
the notion of scientific progress.

Nevertheless, the common roots of both incarnations are clear. Any 
realist perspective takes as its point of departure the consequences of 
anarchy—that is, in world politics there is no ultimate authority to adju-
dicate disputes, and in particular, there is no guarantee that the behavior 
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of others will be restrained. Autonomous political units (typically but not 
necessarily states) must look out for their own survival—because no one 
else will. And the stakes could not be higher, as human history is littered, 
from the ancient past to the present day, with countless episodes of horri-
fying barbarism. This in turn means that states must be alert to the power 
and military capabilities of others, since the distribution of power will 
inform the nature of the threats and challenges that all states face. Note 
that realism is not distinguished by these assumptions—most approaches 
to IR theory embrace the anarchy fable—it is distinguished by the empha-
sis that it places on anarchy and its consequences.

Structural realism stops there: with states, dwelling in anarchy, as “like 
units” differentiated only by their relative capabilities. The analysis is thus 
limited to the effects of systemic forces generated by the interaction of 
states, that is, from the distribution of power and changes to relative capa-
bilities. Classical realism includes much more than that. It considers both 
power and purpose—and insists that world politics can only be under-
stood by attending to both. From this follow a number of basic divergences 
from structural realism. The first is that history matters. From a classi-
cal perspective, you cannot understand how states will behave without 
knowing what received lessons loom large in their historical memories. 
In contrast, “like units” dwelling in anarchy (and hyper-rationalists at the 
bargaining table) act as if they have no past—they see only what is placed 
in front of them (like that guy in the movie Memento)3 and make their 
calculations accordingly. Another basic classical realist divergence from 
both neo-realism and hyper-rationalism is its assumption that states dwell 
not simply in an environment of anarchy but also of uncertainty—they 
do not know what will happen next. This is not because the intentions of 
others are opaque (though they often are), or because the world is proba-
bilistic, but because actors do not know exactly how the world works—in 
many instances they do not even know for certain what their own reac-
tions will be to events three steps down the road, and only find out when 
they get there.4 A world of uncertainty is also a world of contingency—one 
thing leads to another, in ways that cannot be predicted. Relatedly, clas-
sical realism also diverges sharply from structural realism with the view 
that politics matters. That is, states, and especially great powers, are not 
simply subject to the forces generated by the structure of the international 
system; their behavior—that is, the choices they make—in turn shapes the 
incentive structures of the international system. Structural realism focuses 
on the imperatives imposed by the need for security; classical realism 
emphasizes the fact that states, and especially great powers, can choose 
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from a menu of distinct policy postures and dispositions (each of which 
would plausibly ensure security), and that those choices will in turn shape 
the choices made by others.

Finally, and crucially, classical realism parts company with purport-
edly scientific approaches to world politics with the observation that even 
if such efforts were successful, they typically yield abstractions of little 
practical value. Because in international relations, the important accom-
plishment is not to be able to make an informed estimate about the likely 
behavior of an average state in a typical moment—it is almost invariably 
about understanding the potential reaction of a particular state at a criti-
cal and novel juncture. Given that states can safely and plausibly respond 
to external stimuli in a number of different ways, otherwise similarly situ-
ated states will respond to them differently, because they will have differ
ent preferences, and also make varied guesses of their own about what 
will happen next, and why. The paths chosen will not be obvious in the 
abstract. The craft of classical realism requires dirty hands.

Critics of classical realism dismiss this approach as “unscientific.” This 
is, at best, empty rhetoric and at worst an invitation (and often a com-
mand) to bark up the wrong analytical trees. Structural realism is perhaps 
analytically pristine; hyper-rationalism rigorous in appearance. But what 
do they tell us? As An Unwritten Future will make abundantly clear, about 
world politics structural realism tells us very little—and nothing we did 
not already understand; the bargaining model is fatally undermined by 
its misguided core assumptions.5 At the end of the day, with British phi
losopher Carveth Read, classical realism holds that “it is a mistake to aim 
at an unattainable precision. It is better to be vaguely right than exactly 
wrong.”6 Furthermore, chasing the implicit holy grail of exactly right, for 
the social sciences, will prove to be a snipe hunt. Social relations are slip-
pery, and causes and effects of social phenomena invariably change over 
time, complexities that are compounded by the fact that events will lend 
themselves to a multiplicity of interpretations.7

This is not nihilism—to the contrary, it is analytical modesty, and an 
attentiveness to the discipline required to distinguish what, as students of 
world politics, we can and cannot hope to achieve. Understanding interna-
tional relations is harder than many would have us believe. But the chal-
lenge is a vital one—lives are literally at stake in getting these questions 
right. In that spirit, the aspiration of this book is to articulate classical 
realism, to clarify the basic tenets of the perspective, to demonstrate its 
practical utility, and to present and illustrate in practice the analytical 
tools that it draws on. Beyond its mission to reclaim realism, however, 
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and to illuminate the strengths (and weaknesses) of the approach, this 
book is not evangelical—everybody need not be a realist—in fact, that 
would surely be a bad thing. But all students of world politics will be bet-
ter equipped with an understanding of the classical realist disposition, 
and the ways in which it describes, explains, understands, and anticipates 
events in world politics.

The Richness, Utility, and Relevance 
of Classical Realism

Chapter 1 lays the groundwork for what follows by distilling the founda-
tions and core principles of classical realism from the contributions of 
some of its most accomplished thinkers. It begins with a close engage-
ment with Thucydides, and his book The Peloponnesian War, a history of 
the epochal conflict between the Greek city-states Athens and Sparta late 
in the fifth century BCE. This immediately raises an important question—
why? What could possibly be relevant for analysts of contemporary world 
politics from an account of an ancient conflict provided by an exiled 
participant—and one who would not have recognized the very concepts 
of international relations theory in general or realism in particular? In 
a word, everything. Put another way (and this is a mental game worth 
playing), if I was only allowed to assign one book to students of interna-
tional relations, it would be The Peloponnesian War, which is resplendent 
with compelling and timeless insights into political behavior, and from 
which can be derived a host of lessons that are foundational for classical 
realism. The discussion that follows elucidates ten of those lessons, the 
most important and enduring of which are an alertness to the fragility of 
civilized order and the danger of great power hubris. (Both of these are 
invisible to structural realism; the latter of course is incompatible with 
hyper-rationalism.)

A serious engagement with Thucydides is also rewarding and requisite 
because his work has been enormously influential across the long history 
of realist thought, contributing insights that will be central for many of 
the episodes and analyses engaged throughout the course of this book. In 
addition, an attentive engagement with The Peloponnesian War is obliga-
tory for all students of world politics, because shallow readings of this 
grand work are all too common, with Thucydides invoked simplistically, 
superficially, and erroneously to lend gravitas to otherwise featherweight 
arguments. But pulling a few selected passages from Thucydides is akin to 
that old joke about a day tour of Paris, in which, without breaking stride, 
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the guide makes a sweeping gesture of the hand to announce, “And that is 
the Louvre Museum.”

This first chapter also reviews the insights of a number of realist 
thinkers, ancient and modern, with an emphasis on the contributions 
of a handful of figures who, in the middle of the twentieth century, saw 
themselves as purposefully and explicitly establishing a realist approach 
to the analysis of world politics. Prominent among this cohort are Hans 
Morgenthau and Raymond Aron (Morgenthau’s Scientific Man vs. Power 
Politics [1946] is perhaps the representative work of this perspective), and 
the foundations of contemporary classical realism can be derived from the 
writings of these and other scholars from that era.

Chapter 2 makes the case for reclaiming realism at the theoretical 
level, by challenging the internal logic of the approaches that avow to 
have superseded it. Each of them draws, formatively, on appeals to and 
transplantations of economic theory. Structural realism derives its basic 
inspiration from a market scarcity analogy in general and oligopoly theory 
in particular; hyper-rationalism embraces in whole cloth the core assump-
tion of Rational Expectations Theory, regarding the ways in which actors 
receive and process information.8 A closer look at each of these theories, 
however, illustrates that these approaches do not offer a scientific step for-
ward but an unproductive step back. In particular, an attentive examina-
tion reveals that structural realism is based on a fundamental misreading 
of oligopoly theory, which not only fails to support the few basic conclu-
sions that structural realism would draw from it but in fact is suggestive 
of outcomes to the contrary of those conclusions. As for Rational Expecta-
tions, it turns out that the theory is deeply flawed and empirically dubi-
ous, and, although perhaps plausibly productive for addressing a modest 
subset of particular economic questions, it is nevertheless inherently and 
irretrievably inappropriate for addressing questions of war and peace.

Establishing these points is important—but doing so involves get-
ting under the hood and taking a close look at these engines of inquiry. 
Although not mathematical, such examinations can get quite specialized, 
detailed, and technical, and general readers with less interest in academic 
debates (or those who need little convincing of the points on offer) can 
safely skip to the last part of the discussion in this theoretical inquest, 
“The Craft of Classical Realism,” without losing the thread of the central 
arguments of the book. This last section situates the practical application 
of classical realism in the general landscape of IR theory, as fundamentally 
informed by a proper understanding of the implications of the economic 
analogies reached for by others. In sum, and stated most plainly, one big 
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reason for a renaissance of classical realism is that its would-be successors 
don’t make sense. Not only do they misguidedly aspire to a certain type of 
scientific practice, they also get the science wrong.

Having made the case for the merits of classical realism in theory, An 
Unwritten Future then turns to illustrating its utility in practice, by apply-
ing the approach to two of the great puzzles in twentieth-century inter-
national politics: Why did Britain appease Nazi Germany, placing itself 
within a hair’s breadth of brutal subjugation, and why did the United 
States ruinously and unnecessarily sink so much of its blood, treasure, and 
reputation into what was an obviously misguided adventure in Vietnam? 
In the first puzzle, two explanations are closely associated with a struc-
tural realist perspective. Both suggest that the enigmatic behavior is well 
explained exclusively by logics of power politics: buck-passing and buying 
time. The former attributes the sluggish pace of British rearmament to a 
strategy designed to force their ally France to bear more of the burden of 
countering Germany and spend more on defense (little matter that the 
French nevertheless did not do so). The latter holds that Prime Minis-
ter Neville Chamberlain, the principal and dedicated architect of British 
appeasement, was no fool; rather, he was cleverly buying time to confront 
Hitler when the country would be in a better position to do so. But the 
evidence does not support the contention that Britain, although certainly 
eager for France to do more, was motivated primarily, or even much at 
all, by buck-passing. And Chamberlain was perhaps no fool, but he was 
a supercilious prig who willfully and fundamentally misread Hitler. He 
wasn’t buying time—the evidence shows plainly that he was bending over 
backward, indeed executing a series of Olympics-worthy reverse hand-
springs, in a tireless and fruitless effort to make the German Fuhrer happy 
enough that he might lose his taste for war. Ultimately it is not possible to 
understand the behavior of Britain (and European powers more generally) 
without appealing to two variables forbidden by structural approaches: 
history and ideology. The relevant history is World War I—no understand-
ing of the behavior of Britain and France, among others, in the interwar 
years is possible without accounting for the influence of that trauma on 
those societies. And no explanation of appeasement can fail to acknowl-
edge the important role of ideology in shaping that strategy—in particular, 
the fact that most of the elites directing British foreign policy in the 1930s 
were comfortable with the notion of a fascist Germany dominating the 
continent.

The Vietnam War is another seminal experience that illustrates 
how classical realism outperforms its structural cousins. The standard 
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structuralist-rationalist explanations for such episodes generally fall 
under the rubric of “power cycle theory,” which locates the source of dis-
tress for dominant states in naturally occurring shifts to the balance of 
power, which make the status quo more difficult for them to maintain 
and create vexing challenges at the eroding frontiers of their influence. 
Classical realism reaches for different variables in explaining these costly 
catastrophes. In parsing these contrasting perspectives, and illustrating 
again distinctions between structural and classical realism (and the neces-
sity for the latter), it is illuminating to take a close look at the finest articu-
lation of power cycle theory, Robert Gilpin’s War and Change in World 
Politics. One of the landmarks of twentieth-century realist analysis, War 
and Change is nevertheless distinguished by a tension between its struc-
tural and classical elements—a tension that Gilpin acknowledges but fails 
to resolve. As a dynamic structural theory, the book attributes the relative 
decline of dominant states to a number of factors, central among which is 
a (plausibly postulated) tendency for the costs of maintaining the status 
quo to rise. But Vietnam did not demonstrate the atrophy of American 
power at the frontiers of its reach—it showed the pathologies that come 
with too much power. Thucydides would have had little trouble identifying 
the root cause of America’s follies in South East Asia (and decades later, 
in its ill-advised war of conquest against Iraq). It did not come from the 
dispassionate calculation of costs and benefits at the margin—it was the 
arrogance of hubris.

Having made the case, in theory and practice, for the utility of classical 
realism, An Unwritten Future then pivots to a studied consideration of 
the problems with, and the limitations of, realist approaches in general 
and classical realism in particular. Typically, this sort of stock-taking is 
an afterthought, taken defensively or as a late inoculation against antici-
pated criticism. But we pause here to interrogate realism, because, hav-
ing made big claims in the first part of the book, it is necessary to cast a 
critical and jaundiced eye at the reflection in the mirror. This was, notably, 
the approach taken by E. H. Carr in his seminal The Twenty Years’ Crisis, 
which, having first castigated intellectual opponents and then established 
“the realist critique,” immediately turned to a bracing consideration of “the 
limitations of realism” not quite midway through the volume. For classical 
realism, doubt is not an afterthought—it is an essential part of the enter-
prise. Exploring the limits of realism at this juncture also fits well because 
many of the questions raised there speak to issues that reemerge in the 
investigations that follow. Tugging at the frayed edges of the concept of 
the National Interest, which is central to any realist analysis, introduces 
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questions that are reprised in the subsequent discussion of how economic 
factors can shape the nature and trajectory of that interest—something 
often assumed to be fixed and inviolable. Wrestling with the often vexing 
relationship between “is” and “ought”—that is, between detached analysis 
and policy advocacy—is a challenge for most scholars in the social sciences 
whose work touches on issues with real-world relevance. This conundrum 
resurfaces as one of the many problems with John Mearsheimer’s theory 
of “offensive realism,” which frankly conflates the two—an unpardonable 
analytical sin. And probing the limits of that ubiquitous realist watchword, 
prudence, implicates challenges associated with power vacuums and the 
fate of the American Order that are considered in this book’s final pages.

Chapter 5 considers political economy. It is the discussion that already-
on-board realists will be most likely to skip over—and the one that they 
can perhaps least afford to. Although there have been notable exceptions, 
realist analysis throughout history has had a tendency to be tone-deaf 
to questions of political economy, a failing that was especially common 
during the Cold War, the peculiar circumstances of which were permis-
sive of such selective attention. But the Cold War is long gone. Economic 
relations between the Soviet Union and the United States didn’t much 
matter—the same cannot be said of the United States and China in the 
twenty-first century. And the point is a general one: it is simply not pos
sible to understand world politics without an alertness to and facility 
with economic issues. Any attempt to understand the origins of World 
War II, for example, must include a consideration of the consequences 
of the Great Depression; in the twenty-first century, it would be naive to 
overlook the extent to which China’s role in the world economy has trans-
formative political implications. The discussion in these passages offers a 
general guide to realist political economy, tracing its distinct dispositions, 
assumptions, and expectations. And once again structural realism comes 
up short in addressing these questions, as it leans on apparently abstract 
generalizations that were in fact derived from the idiosyncratic Cold War 
experience.9 Classical realist political economy also highlights an often 
crucial variable again invisible to structuralism (and generally overlooked 
by rationalist approaches that stress individualism and materialism): how 
the social economy—that is, the assessments of groups within societies of 
the fairness, opportunity, and prospects on offer—can influence the ability 
of a state to adroitly pursue its international interests.

Chapter 6 is similar in purpose and design to chapter 3. It looks at 
an important question in international politics—the consequences of the 
rise of China as a great power in the twenty-first century—and contrasts 
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problematic structural arguments with more nuanced classical insights. 
Two influential approaches to this question, Mearsheimer’s theory of 
offensive realism and Graham Allison’s notion of a “Thucydides Trap,” are 
fundamentally flawed, with basic problems that again expose the limits of 
structuralism. Mearsheimer’s argument is plainly deterministic.10 For this 
alone the theory of offensive realism ought to be ushered quickly to the 
door, but its problems run even deeper than that—as will be elaborated, 
the argument is logically incoherent, even on its own terms. As for the 
“Thucydides Trap,” it is based not simply on a regrettably shallow reading 
of The Peloponnesian War but on one that is routinely wrong about basic 
aspects of the book—and thus, not surprisingly, misguided in the conclu-
sions it would draw from that work. This chapter also includes a consider-
ation of the experience of interwar Japan, which offers a virtual laboratory 
for illustrating the distinct strengths of a classical perspective. An episode 
of enormous significance and consequence, the discussion will illustrate 
why analyses that withhold the deployment of classical tools—the role of 
historical legacies, uncertainty, contingency, contestation, and exogenous 
shocks (that is, most notably, structural realist approaches)—will fail to 
comprehend what happened, and in turn fail to grasp the lessons to be 
learned. It is simply not possible, for example, to understand the behavior 
of interwar Japan on the world stage without attentiveness to the pro-
found pressures and challenges that defined its social economy in those 
decades. And the twists, turns, and pitched debates about its grand strat-
egy from the 1920s into the 1930s plainly reveal that multiple trajectories 
for its international behavior were possible, and that those prospects were 
shaped by politics, international and domestic. All of these factors (and 
the case of interwar Japan generally) are of great relevance for under-
standing world politics a century later, in particular with regard to the 
rise of China—about which a classical realist approach must be pessimis-
tic. Classical realism expects emerging powers to be ambitious, and arro-
gant (a disposition that is typically not in short supply among the satisfied 
guardians of the status quo as well), suggesting a clash not just of interests 
but also of temperaments that will make disputes, which will inevitably 
arise, more difficult to smoothly resolve.

An Unwritten Future concludes with a return to first principles: to 
anarchy and its consequences, and to the necessity of attending to both 
power and purpose, in the context of uncertainty and contingency, in order 
to understand world politics. Anarchy here is considered in its broader, 
more Thucydidean conception, which includes a sensitivity to the fragility 
of civilization and its implications. This underscores again the influence of 
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a country’s social cohesion, which in turn weighs heavily on its prospects 
and conduct. Illustrating this is a final historical excursus, to France in 
the 1930s, a society characterized by radical polarization and an embrace 
of unreason—and described by Raymond Aron, an eyewitness, as a coun-
try defined by little more than its vehement internal divisions.11 This dis-
cussion is not a detour but a destination, one that illuminates how socie
ties—even apparent great powers—can rot from within, and that this, even 
more than the external threat environment, can determine the prospects 
for their survival. A fearsome-looking, muscle-bound fighter might prove 
to have a glass jaw, and fetishizing the physique (apparent power) risks 
overlooking less visible but ultimately decisive vulnerabilities (social cohe-
sion). Thus better understanding interwar France matters as an important 
case in its own right, but it is also illustrative. It showcases enduring clas-
sical conceptions through which both the establishment of and, especially, 
the unraveling of the American-led post–World War II international order 
can be seen more clearly. As with European powers after World War I, it is 
simply not possible to understand the United States as an actor in world 
politics in the 2020s without reference to formative trauma that inform its 
purpose in that moment: hollowing trends in its social economy (greatly 
exacerbated by the global financial crisis of 2008 and its aftermath) and 
the bitter experience of losing two long overseas wars. Efforts to describe, 
explain, understand, and anticipate American behavior without reference 
to those two phenomena may be precise and parsimonious. But they will 
come up empty.

Classical realism suggests a different path forward. It is, perhaps, a bit 
gloomy in its expectations. But fortunately, the future is unwritten.
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Ch a pter One

What Is Classical Realism?
thuc y dides a nd his descenda n ts

realism is not a “theory”—it is a point of departure, a philosophical 
disposition, an approach associated with a constellation of theories that 
derive from a set of commonly shared assumptions.1 As such, a variety 
of contrasting, even competing theories can be developed following this 
tradition.2 Thus although any particular theory informed by realism can 
be evaluated for its deductive logic and empirical consistency, “Realism,” 
like any philosophical disposition, cannot be “proven wrong.” But although 
realists will often disagree with one another on aspects of both theory and 
the practical implications of those theories, they do derive their theories 
and root their expectations by drawing on the same set of analytical build-
ing blocks.

This chapter introduces and defines Classical Realism, establishing its 
core principles and general themes. It briefly reviews the contributions 
of a number of classical realists, both ancient and modern, to derive and 
explore the essential elements of the paradigm. To be clear, however, this 
engagement with past masters is not intended to be exhaustive or com-
prehensive, or to parse their contributions in close Talmudic study, nor to 
suggest their infallibility or uniform nature—and certainly not to genuflect 
before them. Rather, I revisit these standards as inspirations that indicate 
a shared (or at least largely overlapping) set of assumptions and principles 
that collectively constitute the essence of Classical Realism.

Realist analysis of world politics begins with an emphasis on the con-
sequences of anarchy. Observing anarchy (the absence of an ultimate 
authority to adjudicate disputes) is not distinct to realism—placing the 
ominous consequences of anarchy as the fundamental point of departure 
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for understanding international relations is. Realists need not insist that 
war is imminent, or even likely, but they believe that states must condi-
tion their behavior to acknowledge war as a real possibility. And it is not 
simply the prospect of “war” that states must understand as a possibil-
ity—in anarchy, there are no assurances that the behavior of others will 
be restrained. Conquest, savagery, subjugation, and even annihilation are 
possibilities, and have been, and remain, features of human relations since 
time immemorial. Once again, it is not that behaviors will necessarily be 
unconstrained, it is that they may be unconstrained, and there are simply 
no guarantees that the worst might not occur.

Given this foundational point of departure, states (or any set of groups 
dwelling in anarchy) must be attentive to the balance of power (that is, to 
the potential capabilities of others), to the distribution of those capabilities 
across states, and, most crucially, to changes to the balance of power over 
time, which is a primal engine of conflict. States must also attend to the 
intentions of others (an enormous problem as such intentions, especially 
projecting into the future, can never be known with certainty), as behavior 
in world politics is a function of both power and purpose. Power may be 
the ultimate arbiter of disputes between states, but purpose—what states 
want—will define the nature and intensity of the disputes between them.3

The mere existence of anarchy does not necessarily imply horrors—
many groups that dwell in anarchy get along just fine, and enjoy warm 
relations with each other, even for indefinite periods of time. And as the 
weakest state is, by orders of magnitude, more secure and robust than the 
most capable individual, anarchy between states need not be the wretched 
horror that Thomas Hobbes imagined what might have been the “state of 
nature” between men—in his famous phrase: “solitary, poor, nasty, brut-
ish, and short.”4 Nevertheless, although we may not be on the edge of the 
abyss, Realism is especially sensitive to the notion that the ground can 
crumble beneath our feet with surprising suddenness. Civilization, how-
ever apparently robust, is fragile. As John Maynard Keynes wrote of his 
content, confident cohort in the heady years of peace and prosperity before 
the then-unimaginable catastrophe that was the Great War, “we were not 
aware that civilisation was a thin and precarious crust.” Rather, he com-
pared his youthful contemporaries to “graceful water-spiders,” dancing 
along the surface, guided by a “thin rationalism skipping on the crust of 
the lava.”5 It is the portion of realism to stare glumly at the volcano (even 
those that might appear dormant), in grim anticipation of the worst.

Part of this wariness is dispositional. Realism tends to have a pes-
simistic view of humanity. Moreover, the perspective is also pessimistic 
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regarding the prospects of human improvement. Stressing continuity 
over change in the nature of the beast, and thus in the character of poli-
tics, Realism is unimpressed with the notion that humans today are bet-
ter, smarter, or wiser than those of the distant (or recent) past—man has 
been, and remains, a potentially very dangerous animal who, especially 
when pressed, can descend into barbarism. Classical Realists in particu
lar also tend to model their actors as ambitious (given the opportunity to 
have more, they will pursue it, as opposed to reaching a plateau of satiated 
satisfaction) and motivated not simply by material interests but by fear, 
status, and notions of honor.

These last three influences on the nature of interest complicate matters 
mightily. Fear means that even though actors have material goals, they 
will temper their pursuit of such goals in the shadow of (inescapably sub-
jective) notions of perceived insecurity. And even absent such concerns, 
human motivations are not reducible to material benefits: people also seek 
status, comparing their station not simply to satisfy endogenous desires 
but in reference to what others have, and they crave respect. Notions of 
“honor” sound anachronistic—or perhaps vaguely Klingon—but they 
profoundly shape behavior. Many if not most people, for example (even 
controlling for health and safety concerns), would not choose to work in 
the sex trade industry, even if it meant a considerable increase in salary. 
Honor simply means that people value the esteem of (some) others, and 
thus, once adequately fed and safely sheltered, will pursue their material 
interests in the context of the normative structure of the group with which 
they identify.6

Individuals are the ultimate actors in world politics; therefore assump-
tions about human behavior are inherent to (and consequential for) any 
paradigm, even if they remain implicit. And so the assumptions enumer-
ated above matter. Nevertheless, another foundation of realist analysis is 
to locate the unit of analysis as the group, not the individual, and to place 
an emphasis on political goals as an important factor in motivating behav
ior. (In contrast, for example, liberalism typically focuses on the individual 
pursuing personal material gain as its point of departure.) Realism models 
humans as identifying with groups, and making foundational (if malleable 
over time) distinctions between those inside and outside the group. Politi
cal conflict in anarchy takes place between these groups, not between indi-
viduals, with the measure of success or failure calculated by these compet-
ing collectivities. This is why Realism tends to place great emphasis on 
the group interest, or the “National Interest,” which is not preordained 
and can shift over time but, crucially, is distinct from the summation of 
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the individual interests of the members of the group and is not invari-
ably reducible to economic gain. Thus the National Interest is distinct, 
but it is contestable, with conceptions of the National Interest inescapably 
informed by interpretations of the perceived lessons of historical experi-
ences. It is impossible to know what states want without knowing where 
they have been.

The presence of distinct groups, each placing a higher value on their 
own needs, interests, and desires than those of other groups, in the con-
text of anarchy, leads Realism to expect international politics to be char-
acterized by inevitable conflicts of interest. Disputes between states are 
not simply the result of misunderstandings or failures to achieve mutually 
beneficial cooperation (although those pathologies can certainly occur) 
but are largely and simply manifestations of those clashing interests. This 
conclusion does not mitigate the enormous significance of the Security 
Dilemma. Indeed, the articulation of the security dilemma—that mea
sures taken by one state to increase its own security (even by a state with-
out any aggressive intentions) can make other states feel less secure, and 
that factors which influence the intensity of the security dilemma are 
important determinants of when mutual insecurities or conflicts of inter-
est will spill over into war—is the most significant contribution ever pro-
duced by IR theory.7 Nevertheless, Realism expects international conflict 
between states to be inevitable, even among those—perhaps especially 
among those—which (like most great powers, most of the time) are not 
motivated by fears that their survival is at stake. World politics is charac-
terized by active, varied political contestation between actors with oppos-
ing interests.

An additional consequence of this, and still another core attribute of 
Realism, is that politics never ends. The clash of interests is endless, and 
resolving one clash (say, through a decisive war that leads to a clear victor 
and vanquished) will soon enough be followed by a new set of contesta-
tions. (A classic example of this is the short trip from the end of World 
War II, the epochal struggle against fascism that surely settled matters 
definitively as far as German and Japanese ambition was concerned, to 
the dawn of the Cold War, but the phenomenon is a general one.) There 
is no end zone in world politics—one political dispute will be followed by 
another, and implacable foes in one round will at times find they share 
interests in a latter, and vice versa. (Athens and Sparta, mortal rivals dur-
ing the Peloponnesian War, had not long before been allies during the 
Persian wars.) From this perspective, disputes in world politics are less 
problems to be solved than relations to be managed.
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One reason for this is that the power, and thus consequentially the pur-
pose and ambition of actors in the international system, is constantly in 
flux, and so new challenges, previously latent or unanticipated, are con-
stantly bubbling to the surface. More generally, Classical Realism in par
ticular is attentive to dynamics, the expectation that the balance of power 
will inevitably change over time, and assumes that states’ ambitions tend 
to grow in tandem with their capabilities. Realism in general also aspires 
to assess these changes with a certain analytical dispassion, emphasizing 
the realities of power and claiming to see the world as it is (a descriptive 
enterprise—one does not blame a volcano for erupting or a lion for eating 
a zebra), rather than as one might wish it to be. This is easier said than 
done—lions rarely read and write philosophical tracts—and raises vexing 
normative issues that will be addressed in chapter 4. But although most 
would agree on some easy calls (genocide is bad), realist analysis tends to 
be very wary of making moral evaluations about the behavior of states, 
and, in particular, in assessing disputes between them, is extremely cau-
tious about labeling one right and the other wrong. With Jean Renoir in 
The Rules of the Game, realists share the view that “the awful thing about 
life is this: everyone has their reasons.”8

Finally, Classical Realism is characterized by its analytical modesty—a 
profound awareness of what students of world politics do not know, and 
cannot know. Classical Realism emphasizes uncertainty and contingency 
in recognizing the wide and unpredictable range of the possible. In eco-
nomics, the global financial crisis of 2007–8 rekindled debates about the 
distinction between risk and uncertainty (in the former, the underlying 
probability distribution is knowable, in the latter it is not). The failure of 
macroeconomic models based on assumptions of “rational expectations” 
has led to renewed interest in articulations of uncertainty associated 
with Keynes and, notably, two prominent anti-Keynesians as well, Frank 
Knight and Friedrich von Hayek.9 (As discussed in chapter 2, the failure 
of rational expectations theory in economics presents an irretrievable blow 
to many theories of IR, such as those derived from the influential bargain-
ing model, that embrace a fatally flawed interpretation of how to define 
rationality.)

Classical Realism has always embraced uncertainty. As I will discuss 
presently, this, and many other of the core tenets introduced above, can 
be traced all the way back to Thucydides, who, despite crafting his nar-
rative to foreshadow events that he wished to emphasize, nevertheless 
repeatedly illustrates how, but for unpredictable developments, impor
tant events in his History could have turned out differently. International 
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Relations takes place in the context of uncertainty; to choose war (even 
when wise) is to plunge headlong into radical uncertainty. For these rea-
sons, although Classical Realism models its actors as rational—that is, 
they have a good sense of what they want, can order their preferences, 
and, within the context of what they know, reach for any number of 
strategies that are internally consistent (even if others, similarly situated 
and motivated, might make other choices)—they are nevertheless ratio-
nal muddlers, making guesses while invariably swimming in unfamiliar 
waters, not clean machines playing some version of computer chess. Thus 
the range of choices they might make can be plausibly anticipated, but, 
shaped as they are by varying, implicit theoretical models of how the world 
works and informed by distinct historical experiences, those choices are 
impossible to predict.

Classical Realism also holds to a reserved analytical modesty due to its 
dyed-in-the-wool sensitivity to the fundamental, unbridgeable distinction 
between the natural and social sciences. As a technical matter, because 
in the social world the choices made by the objects of analysis can shape 
outcomes, the behavioral relationships between variables are unstable: the 
speed of light is constant; but social relations are malleable and influenced 
by experience and ideas, even if human nature itself changes little over 
the centuries.10 Because the choices made by states will be made in the 
context of their own historical experiences and because those choices will 
influence the environment in which other states make their choices, in 
world politics, the future is unwritten. Even as Classical Realism aspires to 
analytical rigor and searches for generalizable tendencies and productive 
anticipations, it does so chastised by the admonition of indeterminacy.

In short, Classical Realism is defined by its attentiveness to the inexo-
rable dangers implied by anarchy (latent or present), a need to respect 
the realities of power (the capabilities of others, the inevitable limits of 
one’s own), and an anticipation that world politics is characterized by con-
flicts of interest (with the resolution of one disputation soon followed by 
another), all in the context of irretrievable uncertainty.

It’s (Almost) All in Thucydides
Much of the essence of classical realism was articulated by Thucydides, 
in his book, The Peloponnesian War—though certainly he did not use the 
word “realist” nor fancy himself a “theorist of international relations,” con-
cepts (and academic specializations policed by vigilant gatekeepers) that 
did not exist in his time. Yet his account of the epochal twenty-seven-year 
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war (431–404 BCE) that took place between the Greek city-states of Athens 
and Sparta (actually two ten-year periods of active fighting interrupted by 
a simmering, unstable seven-year interregnum) was designed to explain 
and understand the origins, course, and context of the conflict, and as 
such is easily recognized speaking to questions of politics and interna-
tional relations.

Why should contemporary scholars of international politics take 
Thucydides seriously? His History describes a war that took place millennia 
ago, an epic confrontation between two slaveholding city-states, filled with 
battles between spear-wielding hoplites and oar-driven triremes; it includes 
passages of contested provenance and ends abruptly in mid-sentence. Nev-
ertheless, modern IR scholars (and students of politics more generally) are 
richly rewarded by studying with care The Peloponnesian War, which, to 
borrow a literary phrase, is a heartbreaking work of staggering genius.11 The 
Athenian general, in exile for most of the war, had the time, resources, and, 
most important, the disposition to observe the war—and engage in a thor-
ough inquest into its causes and course—so that future generations might 
profit from his exposition and insights. In these efforts he was astonish-
ingly successful. And despite the fact that classicists report the prose is often 
very challenging, countless passages (in translation) are visionary, viewed in 
whole cloth the book is masterfully crafted, and Thucydides’ commitment to 
accurately reporting the facts exemplary.

For the student of international politics, however—especially in the con-
text of the purpose of this discussion—care must be taken not to be drawn 
into three Thucydidean controversies: did he get the facts right, did he get 
the war right, and did he have a distinct point of view? Regarding the facts, 
classicists and historians of ancient Greece have, understandably, devoted 
extensive attention to assessing, with laudable care and spirited contesta-
tion, the accuracy of some of Thucydides’ claims. The allure of following 
the thread of these tantalizing debates is considerable, so much so that it 
becomes necessary to keep in mind what most matters for IR. In particular, 
for the game to be worth the candle—that is, if Thucydides is worth taking 
seriously—then two plausible assumptions must hold: that Thucydides was 
a prodigious thinker, and that he was committed to an honest exposition 
of the facts as he understood them. This means, for IR theory, it does not 
matter if he made some factual errors. What matters for IR is not the exact 
details of an ancient war but the wisdom to be found in what Thucydides 
had to say—though it is worth noting that Thucydides did go to heroic 
efforts to gather all the relevant material and to carefully adjudicate 
between competing accounts when they arose. Specialists tell us that what 
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he reports is generally consistent with the fragmentary evidence (such as 
surviving inscriptions) that is available to contemporary scholars.12

As for the war itself, Thucydides offers, despite his “just the facts” pre
sentation, an account that is inevitably interpretative. And that interpreta-
tion could easily have been wrong. Thucydides tends to blame neither side 
for the initial outbreak of the war, but rather stressed a systemic variable, 
the changing nature of the balance of power. (It should be emphasized that 
although Thucydides stresses this as the underlying cause of the initial war, 
his account of the conflict that followed—its contours, course, and, nota-
bly, its outcome—draws almost entirely on non-systemic factors, including 
leadership and domestic politics. And the central episode of the war for 
Thucydides, and the cause of Athens’s ruin—the Sicilian adventure—was 
not a consequence of systemic pressures.)

But Thucydides need not have been correct about this. In The Out-
break of the Peloponnesian War, Donald Kagan—whose scholarship is 
often eager to contest Thucydides’ accounts—contra Thucydides, blames 
Athens for the conflict.13 And not so much as a result of its rising power, 
but due to its increasingly sharp elbows in a variety of international politi
cal disputes. For Kagan, Athens’s serial troublemaking eventually “put the 
Spartan war party into power,” and even then, a sluggish Sparta had to 
be roused into action by the Corinthians and other allies that had suf-
fered at the hands of Athenian aggression.14 In contrast, G. E. M. de Ste. 
Croix in The Origins of the Peloponnesian War reaches the opposite con-
clusion. Engaging Kagan explicitly as a foil, de Ste. Croix rejects the view 
“that Athens was the aggressive party in 433–1” and reports that he has “no 
doubt that the real aggressors were Sparta and her allies.” Both scholars, 
if with somewhat different shadings, highlight the role of the Corinthians 
in considering the origins of the war.15

Thus Thucydides’ conclusions are certainly contestable—as are the 
variables he chose to emphasize (or downplay). His account tends to place 
less emphasis on economic factors (among others) than others might. 
Some scholars of the war, for example, have placed great emphasis on 
the Megarian Decree—essentially economic sanctions imposed by Athens 
on Megara that Sparta clearly wanted lifted. It is widely understood that 
Thucydides downplayed the significance of the decree. As Robert Connor 
explains, Thucydides “never gives a full account of the matter; instead 
he introduces the decree obliquely”—an assessment universally shared by 
Thucydidean scholars.16 Perhaps economic pressures and incentives were 
more significant to the causes and course of the war than Thucydides sug-
gested. For classical realism, this matters not.
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Consider the finest dozen of the flood of books that were published on 
the occasion of the one hundredth anniversary of the start of World War I. 
Most of these were written by accomplished historians marshalling facts 
and formulating arguments. Each of these accounts, written with schol-
arly integrity, is contested by others. Which is definitively correct? That 
remains an open debate, despite the fact that the documentary record is 
vast, commonly maintained with meticulous care, and widely accessible. 
In contrast, Thucydides’ account of his ancient war remains the only sub-
stantive history that we have. Had ten other accounts been written at the 
time of the war, with each author making good-faith efforts to objectively 
present the evidence, Thucydides’ arguments and interpretations would 
have no doubt been contested—he surely made errors, and certainly had 
a point of view. But we don’t have access to that debate; moreover, tidying 
up various factual errors and omissions in The Peloponnesian War would 
not change what Thucydides has to offer IR theory: the lessons that he 
would have us draw from his account of the war. These remain whether or 
not his arguments regarding the causes of the war or his interpretations of 
events during its course are “correct”—something that, it should be noted, 
are likely unknowable, given the ancient nature of that conflict.17

Thucydides is distinguished by his admirable, even heroic efforts to 
learn the facts of the matter and look at them unflinchingly, but also by 
his point of view—and the latter remains of enduring practical relevance. 
No historical account can pretend to be simply a recitation of “just the 
facts.” Indeed, this is where Thucydides’ genius lies—and why his trea-
tise remains so rewarding, even as the events he recounts recede ever fur-
ther into ancient (and ultimately unknowable) history. As Jacqueline de 
Romilly observed, Thucydides “strives so impressively for perfect scholarly 
objectivity,” but at the same time, “the author’s intervention is profound. 
Everything in it is the product of his construction and his will. Every word 
and phrase, every silence and remark, serves to present a meaning made 
distinctive and imposed by him.” Centuries earlier, Thomas Hobbes, one of 
the first to translate The Peloponnesian War into English, shared a similar 
revelation: although Thucydides never digresses “to read a lecture, moral 
or political, upon his own text,” nevertheless, “the narration itself doth 
secretly instruct the reader and more effectually than can possibly be done 
by precept.”18

Even assuming that every word reported by Thucydides was pre-
cisely accurate—an unrealistic standard for any work of history, and an 
impossible one for Thucydides, who often adjudicated between mul-
tiple oral accounts of events he did not witness, and by his own explicit 
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acknowledgment at times recounted versions of speeches as he thought 
they would likely have been—there would still inevitably remain the 
weighty consequences of editorial choice. What to include, what to 
elide; what to dwell upon at length, what to summarize perfunctorily; 
what to juxtapose, what to hold apart—ultimately, implicit judgments 
about what events mattered, and which did not—none of these choices 
are a function of the facts. They are the essential craft of narrative non-
fiction.19 And in gleaning lessons from Thucydides, we need not shrink 
from this “narrative” element in play here. As one scholar observed, 
Thucydides most effectively uses a technique of “extreme narrative 
deceleration” to dwell on moments he wishes to invest with meaning.20 
Especially as the centuries pass, the space between Thucydides, the 
careful historian drawing on the craft of storytelling, and Tolstoy, the 
brilliant novelist drawing closely on historical events that he witnessed, 
is ever narrowing.21 Which is not to suggest that Thucydides “just made 
stuff up”22 but rather, like a documentary filmmaker, he had a point of 
view.23

Both explicit authorial judgment (relatively rare in The Peloponnesian 
War) and, more to the point, the power of narrative choices are appar-
ent in Thucydides’ treatment of Pericles. Thucydides’ overt praise is clear: 
he considered Pericles among the Athenians the “ablest alike in counsel 
and action” (1.139.4) and offers a long, laudatory assessment of his life 
as “the best man for all the needs of the state” (2.65.4), one whose pass-
ing contributed directly to Athens’s ultimate defeat (2.65.7). More subtle, 
and more rhetorically powerful, is the way Thucydides presents Pericles’ 
three major speeches in the History—his advocacy for the war, the famous 
funeral oration, and a final, brilliant rallying of the citizenry during a dif-
ficult moment of public despair in the aftermath of the plague near the 
end of the second year of the war. Each time, Pericles speaks alone, as 
Thucydides withholds any other voices—what would often have been 
sharply dissenting voices. This is most obvious with Pericles’ initial call for 
war. Thucydides tells us “there were many speakers who came forth to give 
support to one side or the other” (1.139.4), but he shares only the words of 
Pericles, who thus appears to stand alone and unchallenged on the stage. 
This inevitably privileges his perspective, in a speech that one prominent 
Thucydides scholar argues “could stand as a summary of Thucydides’ 
thought in the whole first book.”24

It is this, Thucydides’ thought, his point of view, often only indicated 
by the ingenuous way he crafts his history, which is primordial of much of 
Classical Realism.
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The Great Teacher
Thucydides, as noted, surely made his share of errors, and his accounts 
are necessarily filtered through the lens of his own distinct perspective. 
Nevertheless, The Peloponnesian War comes close to offering something 
of a Rosetta Stone for Classical Realism.25 This section reviews ten foun-
dational tenets of the paradigm expressed in those pages.

From start to finish, Thucydides reminds his readers of the stark 
consequences of anarchy: behaviors may be restrained, norms may be 
respected, and actors might behave in a civilized fashion. But they might 
not—and nothing guarantees that the very worst will not come to pass. 
In one early episode, Thucydides pauses to make the observation that 
the Corinthians, after routing one adversary in battle, “butchered as they 
sailed through, not caring so much to take prisoners” (1.50.1). A military 
commander in the Athenian empire, Thucydides did not shrink from 
the prospect of war nor the bloodshed that combat would necessarily 
entail. But his revulsion at the wanton exercise of gratuitous violence is 
palpable—as is his awareness that such episodes are often the bitter har-
vest of anarchy. Thucydides also dwells at length on that moment when, 
“in the fury of the moment,” the citizens of Athens voted to put to death 
“the whole adult male population of Mytilene, and to make slaves of the 
women and children” before having a change of heart after a second day 
of debate, in which the decision was narrowly overturned (3.36.2). But 
before the reader can exhale, the narrative shifts to Plataea, where the 
Spartans deliver the brutal fate that Mytilene avoided, for no other reason 
than Sparta’s desire “to please the Thebans, who were thought to be useful 
in the war” (3.68.4). Other such episodes abound, such as the annihilation 
of Scione, as the Athenians “put the adult males to death . . . ​making slaves 
of the women and children” (5.32.1), and Sparta “killing all the freemen 
that fell into their hands” after capturing the Argive city Hysiac (5.83.2) 
before marching on to plunder Phlius.26

Thucydides also had much to teach about the imperatives of power 
and the exigencies of politics with passages that have not aged a day 
since he first articulated them. Everywhere, the balance of power pro-
foundly shapes decisions. Consider the peripheral conflict that emerges 
as the proximate cause of the war, the confrontation between Corinth 
and Corcyra. Should Athens allow itself to be drawn into the conflict, 
in defense of neutral Corcyra against Sparta’s ally? Much talk ensues, 
but ultimately Thucydides, in the guise of reporting the events as they 
occurred, guides the reader toward the compelling logic: Athenian power 
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rested on its naval dominance; Corcyra, the weaker power, possessed a 
formidable navy. And “no one was willing to see a naval power of such 
magnitude as Corcyra sacrificed to Corinth” (1.44.2). Similarly, Sparta’s 
motivations in this confrontation were rooted in the importance of main-
taining its relationship with Corinth, lest they, as threatened, be driven 
“in despair to some other alliance” (1.71.4), whereas, they assured, “if only 
you will act, we will stand by you” (1.71.6).27 Once again, throughout the 
work, balance of power concerns routinely tip the decision-making scales: 
one reason Sparta agreed to the peace of Nicias was an awareness that 
its peace treaty with long-time Peloponnesian rival city Argos was about 
to expire. Such influences were common and widespread. Faced with a 
shared threat from Athens, the feuding cities of Sicily set aside their dif-
ferences. Late in the war, Persia modulated its support for Sparta with an 
eye toward playing one rival against the other.

Attentiveness to power dynamics—that is, the notion that changes 
to the balance of power are much more consequential than its distribu-
tion at any moment in time—is Thucydides’ most visible influence on 
contemporary IR theory.28 “The growth of the power of Athens, and the 
alarm which this inspired in Sparta, made war inevitable” (1.23.6) is likely 
the most quoted sentence from his epic tome. It is eminently reasonable 
to quibble, as many specialists have, with the word “inevitable” (especially 
given Thucydides’ general and steadfast rejection of determinism); more-
over, as always, he could certainly have been wrong. And indeed that ele
ment of Thucydides has in fact been too influential, gestured at by scholars 
who would lazily reduce a nuanced and sophisticated thinker to a crude 
structural determinist, with ideas condensable to bumper-sticker friendly 
slogans.29 But that Thucydides saw this as the true cause of the initial 
outbreak of the war is hard to dispute, and as if to make sure the point 
is clear he offers a reprise of the argument (“the Spartans out of fear of 
you want war,” 1.33.3) and then doubles down explicitly on the claim (the 
Spartans chose war “because they feared the growth of the power of the 
Athenians,” 1.88.1).30

In his exposition of seemingly endless political jockeying between 
rivals (and often erstwhile allies), Thucydides also illustrates the open-
ended nature of international politics—described above as the realist tenet 
that there is no end zone in world politics, rather, the resolution of one 
conflict gives way to new clashes that had been lurking on the horizon, or 
just beyond. Disputes are not misunderstandings to be resolved but result 
from inevitable conflicts of interest—and the resolution of one contest 
simply reveals the next waiting in the wings. (Even Athens and Corinth, 
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whose animosities were key triggers of the great Peloponnesian War, were 
close allies before 460, after which their relations soured over a number 
of issues.) That fluidity of contestations are the stuffing of international 
politics is most apparent in Books V and VIII of The Peloponnesian War, 
which are often criticized for their relative raggedness. But to some extent 
those parts of the book reflect periods where such political tumult was 
most salient: first after the peace of Nicias (which brought the first ten-
year phase of the war to a close) and later in the turbulent aftermath of 
the Sicilian catastrophe. Regarding the former, many of Sparta’s allies 
opposed the peace of Nicias, and the most intriguing development of an 
alliance between Corinth and Argos followed. Similar shifts fill the narra-
tive of Book VIII, which anticipate Palmerston’s nineteenth-century adage 
that Britain did not have permanent allies or enemies, only interests.31

Realists of all stripes embrace these first four Thucydidean tenets, but 
the balance of his grand lessons are associated distinctly and closely with 
Classical Realism. This is certainly true for Thucydides’ emphasis on 
content and purpose, and not simply power, in explaining the behavior 
of actors—which he famously roots to three principal motivations: fear, 
honor, and interest. In contemporary IR scholarship it is more common 
to limit the analysis to interest (and often the pursuit of individualist-
egoistic, exclusively material interest). But Thucydides’ anonymous Athe-
nians speaking before a Spartan assembly (surely one of the passages he 
reconstructed, at best) attribute the factors that drive foreign policy: “fear 
being our principal motive, though honor and interest afterwards came 
in” (1.75.3). Interest certainly matters, but fear comes first, yet another 
reminder that all pursuits take place under the shadow of anarchy. And 
interest is formatively shaped by honor—what actors want, and how they 
pursue it, is influenced by a sense of what is honorable. This more than 
opens the door for—it demands attention to—the distinct social-cultural 
context of political action.

It ought not to be surprising, then, to learn that The Peloponnesian 
War lingers extensively on domestic-level variables, with Thucydides 
emphasizing the important role of regime type and (what would later 
be called) national character. These arise on innumerable occasions, in 
matters large and small. Regime type is a crucial explanatory variable in 
The Peloponnesian War; one modest example among many is when two 
of Sparta’s allies hedge their bets about joining an emerging coalition, 
“thinking Argive democracy would not agree so well with their aristocratic 
forms of government as the Spartan constitution” (5.31.5). Domestic poli-
tics are also at the root of Sparta’s eventual disenchantment with the peace 
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of Nicias, for “the ephors under whom the treaty had been made were no 
longer in office, and some of their successors were directly opposed to it” 
(5.36.1). And Thucydides also attributes the success of Syracuse—impor
tant in explaining the outcome of the war—to the fact that they “were 
most like the Athenians in character” (8.96.5).

This question of national character looms large. In the first great 
debate of The Peloponnesian War, featuring the foundational speeches 
of the Corinthians, the Athenians, and the Spartan leaders Archidamus 
and Stenelaidas, it is a central theme. The contrast of character of Sparta 
and Athens is stressed at length by the Corinthians (1.69–1.71)—in partic
ular when expressing their frustrations with Athenian opportunism and 
Spartan passivity—and forcefully in Thucydides’ own voice, appealing to 
“the wide difference between the two characters” in explaining how events 
unfolded. Scholars have argued persuasively that even Thucydides’ account 
of the consequences of the changing balance of power can only be prop-
erly understood when filtered through his elaborate elucidations about the 
national characters of Athens and Sparta, the distinction between which is 
arguably the overarching theme of his entire History.32

Thucydides also expected democracies to behave differently than non-
democracies, and not necessarily in a good way. Another common thread 
that winds its way through the narrative is his concern that democracies 
will be carried away by the malevolent schemes of charismatic dema-
gogues. Such passages can be especially dispiriting to read today, but the 
point is more general, and again, at odds with other schools of realism 
and hyper-rationalist IR scholarship more generally—Thucydides clearly 
thinks that leadership and diplomacy matter—not to fill in details but 
to explain outcomes (and once again, this a notable tenet of Classical Real-
ism). The consequential role of leadership, good and bad, is never far from 
the narrative of The Peloponnesian War; savvy diplomatic maneuvers often 
bend the branch of history as well. In one passage Thucydides (2.65.11–13) 
underscores the crucial influence of both leadership and domestic politics, 
when, as Jeffrey Rusten argues, he “seems to trace Athenian defeat to a 
single cause, a lack of unity which began after Pericles’s death.”33

The Peloponnesian War also speaks to Classical Realism with its 
emphasis on the central role of uncertainty and contingency in explain-
ing outcomes.34 Thucydides goes to great lengths to show that things need 
not have occurred as they did. On numerous occasions votes on momen-
tous issues are very close—and at times decisions reached are reversed 
(which certainly suggests that either result was plausible). Notably, even 
the initial decision that led to the war—the Athenian decision to come to 
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the aid of Corcyra—was a close call, in which sentiments shifted over the 
course of two assemblies. “In the first there was a manifest disposition to 
listen to the representations of Corinth; in the second, public feeling had 
changed” (1.44.1). Similarly, the outcome of crucial battles is often deter-
mined not by the calculable correlation of forces but by the unforeseeable 
interventions chance and blind luck—an earthquake here, a storm there, 
an unplanned detour that proved decisive. Both of these elements were 
present in the Mytilene affair, which featured two close votes, the second 
of which overturned the brutal sentence of the first; Thucydides then pro-
vides a breathless account of how a second Athenian ship was “at once 
set off in haste” and overtook the first, tasked with “so horrid an errand” 
in the nick of time (3.48.2–4). Thucydides’ emphasis on chance and radi-
cal contingency—that we don’t know what’s going to happen and things 
could have turned out very differently—even extends to his discussion of 
the Sicilian campaign. His suspenseful narrative, featuring dashing ships 
and races against time, suggests that, even there, things could have turned 
out differently—an acknowledgment that in no way undermines what is 
clearly understood and easily described as his position regarding Sicily: 
the way to avoid that “colossal disaster” was “not to invade in the first 
place.”35 Indeed and more generally, alertness to uncertainty also informs 
the realist instinct for prudence (about which more in chapter 4). The 
Spartan king Archidamus, whom Thucydides praises as “a wise and mod-
erate man,” advised against rushing into war with Athens, warning that 
“the course of war cannot be foreseen” (1.72.2, 2.11.4)—an adage illustrated 
by the narrative of The Peloponnesian War time and time again.

Finally, Thucydides offers two profound insights—really more warn-
ings than lessons—about the fragility of civilization and the danger of 
hubris. Of the many insights and admonitions to be found in The Pelopon-
nesian War (and there are still more lessons than those ten highlighted for 
our purposes here), these most plainly fulfill Thucydides’ ambition to offer, 
with his History, “a possession for all time” (1.22.4). Thucydides’ concern 
for the fragility of civilized order is illustrated by the extent to which he 
lingers on the consequences of the plague that ravaged Athens in the sec-
ond year of the war. With the tumult of the plague, “Men now did just 
what they pleased, coolly venturing on what they had formerly done only 
in a corner” (2.53.1). Similarly, during the Corcyrean revolution, men took 
to “butchering those of their fellow citizens whom they regarded as their 
enemies” and “death raged in every shape; and, as usually happens in such 
times, there was no length to which the violence did not go” (3.82.2). As 
Simon Hornblower argues persuasively, “the importance of this section 
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for the student of [Thucydides’] own opinions cannot be exaggerated.”36 
This concern helps explain why Thucydides so often dwells on peripheral 
events and atrocities, even those that take place in settings “of no strategic 
significance,” such as the grisly, murderous rampage of the Thracians at 
Mycalessus.37 Here and elsewhere Thucydides slows the narrative with 
passages that make clear how easily war can lead to the crumbling of that 
thin layer of civilization.

Thucydides was also deeply concerned about the consequences of years 
of war on the very character of Athens as he envisioned it. This explains 
one of his most dramatic “extreme narrative decelerations”: the Melian 
dialogue. Obviously, Thucydides thought the encounter important—he 
stops the narrative of the war in its tracks for this digression. But any 
thoughtful reading of The Peloponnesian War must reckon with the ques-
tion of why. Melos was a trivial backwater whose fate was of no military 
significance.38 Nor was it necessary to dwell on the episode to illustrate 
the perils of anarchy—by this point in his History, Thucydides had pro-
vided numerous examples of polities that were similarly annihilated, too 
weak to resist their heartless, marauding conquerors; others would follow. 
Nor is the extensive Melian dialogue needed to teach about the stark impli-
cations of what centuries later would be called realpolitik. The Athenians 
lectured on this point in Book I, defending their behavior before the Spar-
tan assembly: “it has always been the law that the weaker should be subject 
to the stronger” (1.76.2). As Mynott notes in his commentary, this would be 
“a recurring theme in the work.”39

Melos stands out only for its narrative purpose. When contrasted with 
the debate over Mytilene in the fourth year of the conflict, the Melian dia-
logue, which takes place a dozen years later, illustrates how years of war 
have hardened and hollowed a once-admired Athenian society. Mytilene 
was a relatively well-privileged and capable ally; its rebellion was, from an 
Athenian perspective, treacherous, dangerous, and potentially precedent-
setting. Melos, in contrast, was a small settlement on the periphery of the 
action, whose crime was simply that it sought to avoid subjugation. Yet 
over Mytilene the Athenians deliberated and then modulated their (still 
punitive) response; at Melos they were unreflectively barbaric.40

Politics in Athens would turn decisively ugly as the war reached its 
later stages. Not long after dispatching the Melians, Thucydides describes 
how “the Athenian people grew uneasy and suspicious” and became con-
vinced that “oligarchic and monarchial conspiracy” was afoot (6.60.1). 
In the “state of agitation” that followed, mob rule prevailed and suspects 
were herded into prisons as “public feeling grew daily more savage.” In 
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a particularly chilling passage that echoes through the millennia to fol-
low, one prisoner “was induced . . . ​to give information,” but whether his 
coerced confession was “true or not,” Thucydides reports, it is impossible 
“to say for certain” (6.60.2). Nevertheless, the Athenian people “at once let 
go of the informer and all the rest whom he had not denounced, and bring-
ing the accused to trial, executed as many as were apprehended” (6.60.4). 
It is not so long a trip, it would seem, from civilization to barbarism.

And then there is the greatest lesson of them all: Thucydides’ exposi-
tion of how, as Pericles had feared, it was not the power and designs of 
adversaries that led to Athenian defeat and ruin but rather hubris, in the 
form of reckless over-ambition. (Pericles, who died in the third year of the 
war, had assured the citizens of Athens’s victory in the coming struggle 
with Sparta, “if you can consent not to combine schemes of fresh conquest 
with the conduct of the war,” adding a phrase that would haunt innu-
merable military disasters over the following centuries: “indeed, I am 
more afraid of our own blunders than of the enemy’s devices,” 1.144.1). 
Thucydides clearly endorsed these sentiments.41 And indeed Athens fell, 
not because it was overtaken by rivals (and not because it was overcome 
by systemic forces beyond its ability to influence) but because it became 
intoxicated with the idea of its own greatness, and could not recognize 
the limits of its own power.42 There are two crucial moments in the text 
where Thucydides drives home this essential argument. First, in year 
seven of the war, Sparta suffers a disastrous setback at Pylos and offers 
terms to Athens, which they describe as “satisfactory to your interests, and 
as consistent with our dignity in our misfortune as circumstances permit” 
(4.17.1). The Spartans urge Athens to recognize that good fortune, not final 
victory, had contributed to their advantageous present circumstances—
the underlying balance of power had not much changed, if, admittedly, 
Sparta had suffered a terrible setback. “Indeed, sensible men are prudent 
enough to treat their gains as precarious, just as they would keep a clear 
head in adversity” (4.18.3). Unfortunately, Thucydides reports, “the Athe-
nians, however . . . ​grasped at something further” (4.21.2) and rejected 
the offer—though soon enough “they began to repent rejecting the treaty” 
(4.27.2).43

Grasping for more at Pylos is, of course, just a preview of the central 
episode of Thucydides’ entire narrative—the disastrous decision to try 
to conquer Sicily. And here again, the Melian dialogue served a distinct 
and pointed narrative purpose, as with one final sentence Thucydides 
describes the annihilation of Melos; with the very next, he wrote, “The 
same winter the Athenians resolved to sail again to Sicily . . . ​if possible 
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to conquer the island” (6.1.1). Melos captured Athens at the height of its 
arrogance; Sicily would be the site of its comeuppance.44 This central epi-
sode is the topic of Books VI and VII of The Peloponnesian War (about a 
quarter of the work), as Thucydides, in the most closely argued passages 
of his opus, lavishes close and detailed attention on the campaign. The 
Athenians “were now bent upon invading; being ambitious in real truth of 
conquering the whole” (6.5.1).

This need not have been. Nicias—and it is very hard to argue that 
Thucydides does not fully endorse his perspective—urged against the 
enterprise in public debate, with compelling (and all too accurate) admoni-
tions. “You leave many enemies behind you here to go there far away and 
bring back more with you,” he warned. Athens “should not be grasping at 
another empire before we have secured the one we have already” (6.10.1–5). 
Although Nicias was (rightly) concerned that Sparta remained the principal 
danger to Athens, he also noted, wisely, that the Sicilians “even if conquered, 
are too far off and too numerous to be ruled without difficulty” (6.11.1), 
and urged the Athenians to reject this “mad dream of conquest” (6.13.1).45 
His advice, of course, was rejected. How did it go for the Athenians? In 
Thucydides’ words: “They were beaten at all points and altogether; all that 
they suffered was great; they were destroyed, as the saying is, with a total 
destruction, their fleet, their army—everything was destroyed, and few of 
many returned home. Such were the events in Sicily” (7.87.6).

Hunter Rawlings argues persuasively that “Thucydides clearly regards 
the Athenian adventure in Sicily as the greatest event of his war, and its 
conclusion as the greatest event in Greek history.”46 Athenian arrogance 
and hubris turned one-time allies into unhappy, hostile vassals ( just as 
the Melians predicted such behavior would); and at two critical junc-
tures, from a position of relative strength and security, Athens foolishly 
and voluntarily embarked on adventures that led to its own destruction. 
It is Thucydides’ most singular warning: the gravest threat to the security, 
integrity, and civilization of a great power lies not with the designs of its 
adversaries, nor the tragic implications of anarchy, but from the arrogance 
of power.

Forging Classical Realism:  
From Ancients to Moderns

Classical Realism as a school of thought of international relations theory 
was largely developed in the middle third of the twentieth century, tim-
ing that reflected the fact that IR theory in general, as a distinct scholarly 
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discipline, itself only emerged in the twentieth century. The global horrors 
of modernity: the incomprehensible mass slaughter that was World War 
I, the immiserating catastrophe of the Great Depression (worsened con-
siderably by the failure of international cooperation), the world-in-flames 
apocalyptic brutality of World War II, and, immediately following, fears 
regarding the all-too-real prospect of nuclear annihilation not surprisingly 
generated urgent imperatives for the systematic study of world politics.

Nevertheless, twentieth-century Realism was visibly influenced by the 
contributions of a number of primordial thinkers—philosophers and writ-
ers whose work transcended disciplinary boundaries (as such things did 
not yet exist) and are ill-suited to be described as “IR theorists” but whose 
influence on realism is unmistakable. It bears repeating that the purpose 
here and throughout, regarding the visitation of canonical figures, is not 
to be comprehensive or microanalytical, nor (most certainly not) to sug-
gest the infallibility of or lockstep conformity across these thinkers. It is 
instead an attempt to distill some common themes and wisdom, especially 
as they pertain to the contemporary practice of Classical Realism.

Two thinkers who are commonly (and properly) associated with the 
disposition of realist international relations theory are Thomas Hobbes 
and Niccolò Machiavelli. Hobbes, who was enormously influenced by 
Thucydides (in explaining conflict, his emphasis on the motivations 
of “gain,” “safety,” and “reputation” clearly echoes Thucydides’ triptych 
of interest, fear, and honor), articulated and explored the foundational 
notion of anarchy (the “state of nature”) and its perilous consequences 
that characterize the setting of world politics.47 (It should be noted that 
Hobbes largely focuses on anarchy between men, not states, and the leap 
from individuals to collectives profoundly complicates the implications 
of anarchy.) Machiavelli, a complex figure whose “true” positions remain 
actively contested (on many topics his two most enduring works gesture 
at opposing conclusions), is generally associated with the aphorism “the 
end justifies the means.”48 In an IR context, that ruthlessly chilling dictum 
reflects the position that given the ultimate implications of pitiless anar-
chy, any action taken to ensure the survival of the state is justifiable. This 
extreme conclusion is eminently contestable and, I would stress, plainly 
untenable; as noted this and other philosophical issues will be considered 
more closely in chapter 4. More comfortably and uncontroversially within 
the mainstream of realist thought is Machiavelli’s urgent reminder that 
from anarchy, there is no escape, even if the barbarians are not yet visible 
at the gate. “A common defect of men,” he warned, was their tendency “not 
to take account of the storm during the calm.”49
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Productive academic careers have been devoted to the close study of 
each of these two thinkers, but it is possible to briefly note some of the 
themes associated with their writings that look back toward Thucydides, 
and in turn inform the thinking of modern realism.50 Both model indi-
viduals as more than just security seekers, but as harboring considerable 
ambition, and they stress the relative or positional grounding of those 
ambitions, and cravings defined not by endogenous needs but, both 
emphasize, by envy—people want what others have. Hobbes describes 
men “continually in competition for Honor and Dignity,” with each 
invariably “comparing himself with other men”; Machiavelli stresses “the 
envious nature of men,” observing that “men hate things either from fear 
or from envy.” With characteristic pessimism, neither sees a possibility of 
ever satisfying such ambitions (Machiavelli declares “human appetites are 
insatiable”; Hobbes sees “a perpetual desire . . . ​of power after power”).51 
This instinct, of course, has been the taproot of considerable misery 
throughout history, for if ambitious have no limit, the constant drive for 
“more” will surely invite overreach and finally prove self-defeating. Or 
as the notorious Alcibiades put it, advocating for the disastrous Sicilian 
campaign (deploying rhetoric the ultimate implications of which a more 
thoughtful person might have contemplated): “we cannot fix the exact 
point at which our empire shall stop; we have reached a position in which 
we must not be content with retaining what we have but must scheme to 
extend it for, if we cease to rule others, we shall be in danger of being ruled 
ourselves” (6.18.3).52

Two additional pre-twentieth-century figures have had a particularly 
salient influence on Classical Realism as it later emerged: Carl von Clause-
witz and Edmund Burke. Again, neither of these thinkers are properly 
described as “IR theorists.” Clausewitz was a military strategist; Burke 
was a politician, polemicist, and philosopher, whose legacy would have a 
formative influence on modern conservatism. More narrowly of interest 
here is Burke’s emphasis on prudence, a concept of enormous significance 
for Classical Realism more closely considered in chapter 4, and which 
also importantly informed Keynes’s approach to uncertainty, a condition 
essential to Classical Realist analysis and elaborated in chapter 2.53

Clausewitz bequeathed to Classical Realism two iron laws (these are 
not exclusive to Classical Realism, but they are central to its understand-
ings). The first, once again plainly visible in Thucydides, is the crucial, 
inescapable role of uncertainty in both politics and war. The future is not 
only unknown, it is unknowable, even in a probabilistic sense. Regard-
ing war, his area of practical expertise (a career military man, he was a 
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prominent figure in many of the great battles of the Napoleonic wars), 
Clausewitz explained, “No other human activity is so continuously or 
universally bound up with chance.” (Tolstoy, born three years before the 
Prussian general’s death, obsessively researched those same battles for 
his magisterial War and Peace and reached a similar conclusion: “Every 
battle . . . ​fails to come off as those who planned it expected it to. That is 
inevitable.”)54

A more distinctly Clausewitzian contribution was his understanding—
which so many throughout history and to the present day have tragically 
failed to grasp—that the use of force only has meaning in its political 
context. The most famous quote from his magnum opus, On War, is “war 
is nothing but a continuation of policy with other means.” But this par
ticular homily does not most plainly capture his principal point. Better 
still is: “The political object—the original motive for the war—will thus 
determine both the military objective to be reached and the amount of 
effort it requires.” That is, it’s not whether you achieve military victories—
or inflict severe damage on the enemy—rather, the metric of “success” 
with regard to the use of force is solely and simply the extent to which 
it achieves the political goals for which it was introduced. “The political 
objective is the goal, war is the means of reaching it, and means can never 
be considered in isolation of their purpose.” And still one more, because 
the point is so foundational that it is hard to overemphasize: “No one 
starts a war—or rather, no one in his senses ought to do so—without first 
being clear in his mind what he intends to achieve by that war and how he 
intends to conduct it.” In studying war, then (or for that matter, conflict 
more generally), it is necessary to understand the political purpose of its 
participants.55

Burke similarly informed Classical Realism (and again, one can imag-
ine Thucydides nodding along) with his concerns regarding hubris and 
emphasis on uncertainty. It is perhaps counterintuitive to find the impres-
sive might of one’s own homeland to be a cause of concern, but it was 
indeed for Burke, because power is always dangerous, even in one’s own 
hands: “Among precautions against ambition, it may not be amiss to take 
precaution against our own. I must fairly say, I dread our own power and 
our own ambition; I dread our being too much dreaded. It is ridiculous to 
say we are not men; and that, as men, we shall never wish to aggrandize 
ourselves in some way or another.” As for uncertainty, Burke could not 
speak more clearly: “Circumstances are infinite, are infinitely combined, 
are variable and transient; he who does not take them into consideration 
is not erroneous, but mad.”56
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Defining Contemporary Classical Realism
Classical Realism emerged as a recognizable school of thought in the 
middle of the twentieth century, in response to international traumas of 
that time.57 To establish the contours and core elements of the paradigm, 
I will draw principally on the contributions of five figures: E. H. Carr, 
George F. Kennan, Hans Morgenthau, Raymond Aron, and Robert Gilpin. 
In so doing, it remains necessary as always to take note of the usual truck-
load of qualifications, of which three in particular stand out. Certainly, 
many other scholars made important contributions to this tradition (and 
several of those will join the discussion that follows). Second, our inter-
est remains in the themes, not the thinkers; so the engagements that fol-
low are designed to sketch key arguments associated with each (which are 
commonly shared by all)—not to take deep dives into canonical oeuvres. 
Finally, and most important, this is not an exercise in hagiography—far 
from it. Realism envisions humans as not just fallible but routinely com-
promised and commonly flawed; realist thinkers enjoy no exemption from 
these qualities. Carr frequently disappoints, and it is an open question 
how someone who was so wrong about Hitler and so naive (at best) about 
Stalin might be permitted to be called a “realist”; a close read of Ken-
nan reveals sentiments that cause the reader first to squirm and finally to 
recoil; as Stanley Hoffmann observed of his mentor Raymond Aron, “his 
tendency to see every side of every issue” at times muddied the analytical 
and moral clarity of his arguments. This list is easily extended.58 Nev-
ertheless, individually and collectively, these five thinkers set down the 
markers that well define classical realism.

The endless and inevitable conflict of interests. With his book The 
Twenty Years’ Crisis, 1919–1939 (first published in 1939), E. H. Carr can 
lay a claim to making the foundational statement of twentieth-century 
realism. Written, as most things were in the interwar years, under the 
imposing, pitch-black shadows of the Great War and the failed peace that 
followed, Carr’s principal target was a version of liberalism, which he dis-
missed as utopianism. He rejected the hopeful aspiration that war could be 
replaced by international law, treaties, and well-intentioned international 
organizations. (The Kellogg-Briand Pact of 1928, for example, by which 
its signatories agreed to renounce the use of force to settle disputes, was 
an exemplar of the naive utopianism that The Twenty Years’ Crisis sought 
to redress.) Carr’s principal critique of a liberal/legalist approach to world 
politics was that, drawing from liberal economic theory that stressed the 
mutual gains from unfettered economic interaction, the utopians similarly 
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imagined international politics as a venue where interests were again 
harmonious—and this was simply not so. Rather, he argued sharply, “the 
doctrine of the Harmony of Interest was tenable only if you left out of the 
account the interest of the weak who must be driven to the wall.” And 
even more pointedly (since who would not see “peace” as a good and wel-
come thing), he rejected the assumption that “every nation has an iden-
tical interest in peace.” In many instances, to insist on “peace” is simply 
to insist on privileging the status quo, and Carr (and Classical Realism 
more generally—Arnold Wolfers also articulated this point) is unwilling 
to assume that the status quo is any more legitimate than a given set of 
arrangements that might replace it. The assumption of the harmony of 
interests, Carr lectured, “evade[s] the unpalatable fact of a fundamental 
divergence of interest between nations desirous of maintaining the sta-
tus quo and nations desirous of changing it.” Rather, world politics boils 
down to this: “The clash of interests is real and inevitable; and the whole 
nature of the problem is distorted by an attempt to disguise it.” (Reinhold 
Niebuhr, if more gently, also took as his point of departure the inevitability 
of divergent interests as the engine of political conflict between groups.)59 
Realism requires attentiveness to these inevitable clashes of interest, and, 
just as important, the discipline to not assume that one side or the other 
holds the higher moral ground. “A transaction, by becoming legal, does 
not become moral,” Carr explained—more likely it reflects the balance 
of power between the participants at the time when the agreement was 
reached. And like Thucydides, he emphasized dynamics as a crucial cause 
of conflict. Carr’s expectation was that as the balance of power shifted over 
time, disenchantments with ways of doing things based upon the old order 
would inevitably follow. Since war was normatively a bad thing—a waste 
of blood and treasure (here at least, Carr was willing to “pass judgment”)—
the fundamental challenge of world politics was to find a way to achieve 
“peaceful change” which, as a practical matter, was likely to require con-
cessions from those who most benefited from the status quo.60

Seeing the world as it is. George F. Kennan, an influential American 
foreign service officer, Russia hand, and prolific, accomplished writer, is 
best known for his landmark essay “The Sources of Soviet Conduct,” which 
had a formative influence on the emerging American policy of contain-
ment at the dawn of the Cold War. As an exercise in Classical Realism it is 
exemplary, combining structural variables (given the global distribution 
of power, the relationship between the United States and Russia would 
not much change even if communism vanished overnight) with particu-
laristic factors (rooting the “sources” of that “conduct” to internal Russian 
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politics, historical experience, the nature of the Russian character, and 
other particulars).61 Kennan’s principal contributions to Classical Real-
ism, however, are found in two small, incisive books, American Diplo-
macy, 1900–1950 and Realities of American Foreign Policy.62 In these slim 
volumes, Kennan preaches the need to see the world as it is, not the world 
as one might wish it was. As he wrote in his memoirs, it was essential “not 
to recoil from the struggle for power as something shocking or abnormal.” 
Very much with Carr, his tone is admonishing: “we will not improve our 
performance by failing to deal with its real nature or dress it up as some-
thing else.” (Also similar to Carr, whose analytical if not political instincts 
he largely shared, Kennan was unwilling to genuflect before the status 
quo—rather, the opposite was required: “the task of international politics 
is not to inhibit change but to permit change to proceed without repeat-
edly shaking the peace of the world.”)63 The need for such a clear-eyed, 
unflinching understanding of the ways of the world was especially urgent 
because, with Morgenthau and Thucydides (who invariably cast rabble-
rousing demagogues as the villains of various set pieces), Kennan was par-
ticularly wary of the ability of democracies to deftly navigate the danger-
ous currents of world politics.64 Democracies (and especially American 
democracy) like to imagine their behavior as noble and their causes as 
just. This can make them clumsy, incapable of appreciating the ambigui-
ties and nuances present in most international political challenges, and 
crusading, so that when roused, they tend to overreach. On both of these 
points Kennan’s lectures are clear (and Classical): “Let us face it: in most 
international differences elements of right and wrong . . . ​are, if they exist 
at all, which is a question—simply not discernable to the outsider.” And as 
for the “dangerous delusion” of “total victory” in international struggles, 
Kennan plainly channels Clausewitz: “Perhaps there can be such a thing 
as ‘victory’ in a battle, whereas in war there can only be the achievement 
or nonachievement of your objectives.”65 In all of these considerations, it 
should be noted, Kennan reaches for a medical analogy, stressing the need 
to have the disposition of a physician, with “an attitude of detachment and 
soberness and readiness to reserve judgment.” This analogy (invoked by 
Machiavelli as well) has an important methodological as well as analytical 
implication. Understanding the vagaries of world politics requires judi-
cious, context-specific wisdom. “We must be gardeners and not mechanics 
in our approach to world affairs,” Kennan insisted.66

The primacy of politics and inescapable uncertainty. Hans Morgen-
thau was the most influential Realist scholar of the mid-twentieth century. 
His book Politics among Nations served as something of a textbook for 
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two generations of students; but his greatest contributions are to be found 
in Scientific Man vs. Power Politics and In Defense of the National Interest. 
Morgenthau was a prolific writer over the course of a long career, but it 
is hard to overestimate the importance of Scientific Man, which, looking 
back over his estimable oeuvre thirty years after its publication, Morgen-
thau described as “the book I most favor.”67

The title of Scientific Man efficiently captures two of the book’s core 
arguments, which are foundational to Classical Realism. In the middle 
of the twentieth century, especially in the United States, especially after 
World War II, there was seemingly no problem that could not be solved by 
the can-do application of modern scientific analysis. Morgenthau saw this 
as folly—the social sciences in general, and international politics in partic
ular, could not be properly understood following the methods and mind-
set of the natural sciences. He castigated “the illusion of a social science 
imitating a model of the natural sciences.” The complexities and analytical 
interdependencies were much greater, behavioral relationships between 
variables were not constant, and the role of human agency, purpose, and 
desire, irrelevant to studying natural phenomenon, were essential for 
understanding the social world. As Reinhold Niebuhr argued similarly, 
“The radical freedom of the self and the consequent dramatic realities of 
history are naturally embarrassing to any scientific effort.”68 (Note, cru-
cially, that Morgenthau does not reject the notion of social science—the 
search for tendencies, patterns, context-dependent generalities, and an 
understanding of the range of the likely, the plausible, and the possible—
he simply renounces the notion, however aspirational, that the social sci-
ences might be well served by converging toward a natural sciences style 
of analysis.)

The second half of the title, Power Politics, is similarly illuminating. 
Morgenthau defines his individual actors (and their aggregations) as moti-
vated by politics. “Man is a political animal by nature,” he argued, with a 
“longing for power” that is “a universal force inherent in human nature.”69 
This rather dramatic assumption has led some to dismiss Morgenthau’s 
perspective as “human nature realism,” and as such of limited utility (since 
human nature is constant, but real-world outcomes and moments of war 
and peace vary dramatically). But to see actors as ambitious and motivated 
by political goals is not an explanation, it is an assumption that builds 
toward various efforts at explanation. (All approaches to social science 
have their abstract assumptions—structural realists tend to assume their 
actors are “security seekers”; economists model their agents as individ-
ual, egoistic, materialists.) This matters: all assumptions shape analytical 
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expectations. Morgenthau (and classical realism more generally) does not 
envision actors as security seekers but rather as harboring political ambi-
tions not easily satiated; instead, the limits of such ambitions are defined 
by the presence of countervailing power. “The selfishness of man has lim-
its,” Morgenthau observes; “his will to power has none.” This again is in 
accord with the Classical disposition to see ambition rising with capa-
bilities. Martin Wight held that it “is in the nature of powers to expand”; 
Nicholas Spykman similarly observed “the number of cases in which a 
strong dynamic state has stopped expanding or has set modest limits to 
its power aims has been very few indeed.”70

Because Morgenthau sits at the epicenter of modern Classical Realism, 
it is not surprising that his work has enmeshed affinities with so many 
of the themes already enumerated. Similar to Carr, Morgenthau is wary 
of what international law can hope to achieve as an alternative to the 
resort to arms by the aggrieved, because conflicts between states will not 
commonly be amenable to resolution by legal rulings. More generally—
if perhaps a caricature, but with the catastrophic failures of the League 
of Nations very much in mind—Morgenthau also echoes Carr with his 
critique of the perspective “that there is no international problem which 
cannot be solved by negotiations leading to compromise.”71 Instead, and 
again, world politics is characterized by basic clashes of interest, and when 
one conflict is resolved another will soon take its place. This is true both 
locally (regarding specific conflicts) and more generally: “That a new bal-
ance of power will rise out of the ruins of an old balance and that nations 
with political sense will avail themselves of the opportunity to improve 
their position within it, it is a law of politics for whose validity nobody is 
to blame.”72 And with Thucydides, Clausewitz, and others, and not sur-
prisingly given his emphasis on uncertainty, Morgenthau also places great 
emphasis on the importance of chance in war; for these reasons, he echoes 
Kennan’s ethos of “gardeners, not mechanics” with his own distinction 
between the statesman and the engineer.73

Defining the craft of Classical Realist analysis, Morgenthau observed 
(even in his most “scientifically” inflected text, Politics among Nations) 
that “knowledge of the forces that determine politics among nations, and 
of the ways by which their political relations unfold, reveals the ambiguity 
of the facts of international politics. In every political situation contradic-
tory tendencies are at play.” Once again the purpose of this statement is 
not to renounce methodical analysis but to distinguish between natural 
and the social scientific enterprises, and to be alert to the distinct chal-
lenges inherent to the latter. “The best the scholar can do, then, is to trace 
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the different tendencies that, as potentials, are inherent in a certain inter-
national situation.”74

The struggle for objectivity. The emphasis Classical Realism places on 
uncertainty and the unknowable also informs its approach to the study of 
world politics. A profound self-awareness about what can be known, and, 
in addition, the importance of understanding that events are interpreted 
differently when seen through distinct historical narratives and analyti-
cal perspectives, is common to the approach but has been most clearly 
articulated by Raymond Aron. Certainly Aron’s work reliably checks the 
key boxes of the paradigm: the benchmarks touched on in his book Peace 
and War include admonitions about power and ambition (“History offers 
few examples of hegemonic states which do not abuse their force”); the 
National Interest (“not reducible to private interests or private collective 
interests”); skepticism that treaties do little more than “express the rela-
tion of forces”; the rejection of prediction (“The formal analysis we have 
just conducted does not afford us a means of forecasting but a kind of 
outline”); as well as appeals to Thucydides, the role of chance in war, and 
the distinction between military victory and the achievement of political 
objectives, before bringing the volume to a close with a hat tip to Kennan’s 
“gardeners, not mechanics” ethos. And although most classical realists cite 
Clausewitz as an influence, Aron, no dilettante, wrote a celebrated book 
about him.75 Nevertheless, Aron’s most singular and enduring contribu-
tion to Classical Realism is dispositional—how the study of world politics 
ought to be conducted. In his memoirs, Aron writes of his aspiration “to 
understand my time as honestly as possible, without ever losing aware-
ness of the limits of my knowledge.” And looking back on his career, Aron 
affirms that key ideas in his first important book, The Philosophy of His-
tory, remain his guiding principles, including his steadfast opposition to 
determinism—which is more than “History is unpredictable, as is man 
himself,” but also means that choices have consequences, and things could 
have turned out differently—and the need to acknowledge the “plurality 
of the possible interpretations.” Classical Realism has a pessimistic streak, 
and Aron’s work in particular can be described, in Tony Judt’s phrase, 
as “a disenchanted realism,” with a sensitivity to the fragility of civiliza-
tion seen firsthand, as a witness (as was Morgenthau) to the collapse of 
the Weimar Republic and the harrowing radical polarization, political 
paralysis, and cultural decay that characterized France in the 1930s and 
contributed to its sudden, unexpected collapse when tested by Germany’s 
invasion.76 Crucially, however, Aron’s particularly moody, everybody-has-
their-reasons realism should not be misunderstood as morally vacant or 
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postmodern nihilism. Rather, caution about moral judgments in the eval-
uation of International Relations stems from his brilliant observation that 
in politics “it is not every day that a Dreyfus Affair comes along justifying 
the invocation of truth against error.”77 And as for objectivity, it may well 
be unattainable. (That was Niebuhr’s position: “complete rational objec-
tivity in a social situation is impossible.”) But that does not in any way 
preclude striving for objectivity—as Aron put it: “the more one wants to 
be objective, the more important it is to be aware of the viewpoint from 
which one expresses oneself and from which one regards the world.” Such 
a disposition is essential for the productive study of world politics from 
any paradigmatic perspective (and exposes the folly of pretending that 
work is not rooted in some implicit or explicit paradigm).78

Dynamics over statics. Robert Gilpin was the last major Classical 
Realist scholar of the twentieth century. His seminal War and Change in 
World Politics, which focused on the rise and (relative) decline of hege-
mons and the international political contestations that follow, identified 
changes to the balance of power as the principal engine of conflict and war 
in world politics.79 “The most important factor for the process of interna-
tional political change is not the static distribution of power in the system 
(bipolar or multipolar) but the dynamics of power relations over time.” 
In either setting, it is the “changes in relative power among the principal 
actors in the system” that are key. Kennan, who did not explore the argu-
ment systematically, held a similar position: “The unevenness of develop-
ment is, in itself, a tremendous factor working for tension and conflict 
in international life.” But Gilpin self-identifies his principal influences as 
Thucydides, who identified “the uneven growth of power among states 
[as] the driving force of international Relations,” and E. H. Carr, whose 
work sought ways to resolve the resulting disequilibria through “peaceful 
change.”80

Gilpin also articulates most plainly the realist emphasis on continuity 
over change in world politics. “The fundamental nature of international 
relations has not changed over the millennia,” he insists. Innovations, 
ideologies, and interdependencies might shift cost-benefit analyses, but, 
then and now, autonomous states (or conflict groups) pursue their inter-
ests in the context of anarchy and are willing to fight over their differ-
ences. Gesturing at Thucydides’ ambition to provide “a possession for all 
time,” Gilpin imagines the Athenian general would have “little trouble in 
understanding the power struggle of our age.” Implicit in this perspective 
is the assumption that people today are not better or smarter or wiser 
or more inherently civilized than in years past; nor does it harbor the 
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expectation that history has an identifiable arc—it wobbles rather indif-
ferently with regard to the fate of mankind.81 Gilpin’s work more generally 
is also robustly and recognizably classical. Regarding ambition, he holds 
as axiomatic “as the power of a state increases, it seeks to extend . . . ​its 
political influence.” And his contributions are steeped in distinctly clas-
sical traditions, emphasizing the essential roles of both power and pur-
pose in explaining behavior—with purpose only comprehensible through 
an understanding of domestic politics, sociological factors, ideology, and, 
always, history. The resilience of hegemons in decline, for example, is 
“limited by internal transformations in society,” including “social conflict” 
and—a recurring Gilpinian theme—the “moral decay and the corruption 
of the original values that enabled the society to grow in the first place.”82 
And although War and Change places great emphasis on states assess-
ing the costs and benefits of various strategic decisions, Gilpin holds that 
these assessments are “highly subjective” and depend on “perceived inter-
ests.” What shapes those perceptions? “Foremost,” he states plainly, “is the 
historical experience of society . . . ​what lessons has the nation learned 
about war, aggression, appeasement, etc.?” Morgenthau similarly empha-
sized the importance of “political and cultural context” in explaining the 
choices states make. These factors are foundational, not marginal. Indeed, 
Gilpin distinguished realism from contrasting paradigms by noting its dis-
tinct emphasis on “national sentiment” and “political values” and stressed 
the role of ideology in shaping state choices. Similarly, as Martin Wight 
argued, “It is not possible to understand international politics simply in 
terms of mechanics.” Because the character of choices made by states is 
informed not simply by “territories, raw materials and weapons, but also 
beliefs and opinions.”83

Classical Realism in Theory and Practice
This chapter has introduced Classical Realism—an approach to under-
standing and explaining International Relations. Realism takes as its 
point of departure the implications and consequences of anarchy for 
world politics. Classical Realism, characterized by the analytical devices 
and assumptions described above, is ultimately distinguished within the 
realist school by three additional, foundational points of departure: the 
past is profoundly relevant, the future is largely unwritten, and, above all, 
politics matters. Politics are formative in that it is impossible to know how 
states will behave without understanding what they want—both power 
and purpose will shape the choices made by states. And as most states are 
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not facing imminent threats to their survival most of the time, they enjoy 
considerable discretion with regard to how they will orient and conduct 
their foreign policies. Politics matters again in that those foreign policy 
choices will in turn influence the choices made by other states, by shap-
ing their expectations and altering the calculus of the perceived costs and 
benefits of various courses of action. States, especially great powers, make 
basic international political choices, choices that are profoundly shaped 
by their historical experiences, ideational frameworks, and ideological 
dispositions.

Chapter 2 argues that the return to a revitalized Classical Realism 
is necessary due to the irretrievable shortcomings of two predominant 
paradigms: Structural Realism and the hyper-rationalist bargaining 
school. The failures of each are rooted in disfiguring assumptions at the 
core of their models: Structural Realism misapplies oligopoly theory, a 
proper understanding of which yields an indeterminism that can only 
be resolved by appeals to history, ideology, and purpose—variables that 
approach explicitly renounces. The Bargaining Model is little more than 
a misapplication of Rational Expectations Theory from macroeconomics, 
an approach which, even in economics, generates theories that produce 
results wildly inconsistent with real-world outcomes. And that deeply 
flawed theory, in any event, is singularly inappropriate to apply to ques-
tions of war and peace.84 The following chapter then illustrates the utility 
of classical realism in practice, by looking at some great puzzles in modern 
international political history and demonstrating that these riddles are 
better understood from the perspective of classical realism. More gener-
ally, and throughout this book, we will see that the utilization of variables 
that classical realism emphasizes (and its principal intellectual adversaries 
forbid) and the embrace of classical realism’s analytical disposition more 
generally are necessary and crucial to understand important events in 
world politics—always, but urgently now in the context of the uncertain 
and unfolding events of our time.
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Ch a pter Tw o

Reclaiming Realism

this chapter contrasts Classical Realism with two predominant 
approaches to contemporary International Relations theory.1 The cen-
tral argument here is that those approaches, Structural Realism and the 
bargaining model (which derives from the “Rationalist Explanations for 
War” framework), are characterized by foundational errors of analysis 
resulting from their fundamentally flawed embrace of different forms of 
economism.2 Much of structural realism, for example, derives from the 
misguided adaptation of price theory (that is, microeconomic competi-
tion), with the scarcity constraints of markets seen as analogous to the 
disciplining constraints of anarchy. The minimalist assumptions of neo-
realism have also encouraged an all-too-easy reification of a style of analy
sis, now pervasive across many IR paradigms, that values prediction above 
explanation. (As this chapter will elaborate, it is not so much erroneous 
point predictions but an analytical disposition that values the aspiration 
of prediction, and one that imagines social science inquiry as akin to those 
undertaken in the natural sciences, that is at the root of the problem.) 
These same pathologies—flawed economism and aspirations to a natu
ral science model—also characterize the second influential paradigm, 
derived from a purported claim to elucidate “rationalist explanations” for 
war, which reflects the hyper-rationalist turn in IR theory.3 This approach 
reflects the uncritical adaptation of a certain type of macroeconomics: 
Rational Expectations Theory. But the limits to—one could go so far as 
to say the follies of—Rational Expectations Theory in economics (deduc-
tively elegant, empirically wrong) were revealed analytically for decades 
and ultimately exposed by the global financial crisis of 2007–8. Worse, 
even where the approach adds value to economic theory, it is particularly 
unsuited for adaptation to IR theory. Notably, the rise of structural realism 
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and hyper-rationalism represented a rejection of the style of analysis 
associated with classical realism, with its emphasis on history, contin-
gency, choice, ideology, uncertainty, and unpredictability, in favor of more 
purportedly scientific and, in particular, economistic approaches to IR 
theory. But these more modern paradigms are dubious in their logic and 
of limited utility when applied to real-world phenomena.

Exploring the flaws in Structural Realism and hyper-rationalism and 
articulating the contours of Classical Realism is essential because “isms” 
matter. They reflect underlying philosophical points of departure and are 
rooted in specific, explicit assumptions about how the world works. The 
very different expectations and conclusions of different theories often 
stem from the fact that those theories were derived from distinct, and con-
trasting, paradigmatic roots. To be self-conscious about those foundations 
is to understand the likely strengths, weaknesses, limitations, controver-
sies, and specific attributes of various theories. In contemporary Interna-
tional Relations scholarship, there is a common claim that the discipline 
is “past paradigms”; many younger scholars are expected to recite this. But 
that is a political act, not an intellectual one. It reflects the influence and 
proselytizing of one particular paradigmatic perspective—one with spe-
cific analytical building blocks of individualism, materialism, and hyper-
rationalism—which is a paradigm; and one that has been well described 
as an “intellectual monoculture.”4

Classical Realism, as a point of departure for the study of world politics, 
is, not surprisingly, distinct from other schools of thought such as liberal-
ism and Marxism, which are commonly understood to represent contrast-
ing perspectives. In distinction to those paradigms, for example, Realism 
more generally places greater emphasis on political motivations rather than 
stressing predominantly materialist incentives.5 (Thucydides reports that 
the Melians chose annihilation over subjugation—an extreme case to be 
sure, but one that is nevertheless representative of the realist expectation 
that actors in world politics have a strong and general preference not to be 
subject to political domination by outsiders, a value irreducible to material 
interests.) But in exploring the contours of Classical Realism the objective 
here is not to rehearse familiar differences between realism and liberalism 
(although the last section of this chapter will situate Classical Realism in 
relation to some other paradigms and approaches). Instead the emphasis 
is on the ways that Classical Realism is distinct from its realist cousins—
that is, from the predominant practice of structural realism (also known 
as neo-realism) and its closely affiliated variants. All declensions of realism 
share common orienting principles regarding the significance of anarchy, 
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attentiveness to the balance of power, an embrace of the notion of the 
national interest, and the central role of politics in explaining the behavior 
of actors in international relations. As seen in chapter 1, however, in con-
trast to its brethren, Classical Realism is markedly distinguished by a num-
ber of additional attributes, including, importantly: that structure matters, 
but it is irretrievably indeterminate; the central role of history in under-
standing world politics; and attentiveness to content (that is, to both power 
and purpose)—all of which imply that attention to aspects of domestic poli-
tics and ideational variables are necessary to understand state behavior. In 
addition, Classical Realism anticipates that great powers seek more than 
just security, and they are instinctively opportunistic; and that international 
politics—that is, the choices made by states—are uncertain, contingent, and 
consequential. Each of these attributes either violates core tenets of struc-
tural realism or attends to factors it deems superficial or ephemeral.

Classical Realism also contrasts sharply with another dominant 
approach in contemporary International Relations theory—the hyper-
rationalist turn—which is characterized by an extremely strict (and mis-
guided) definition of “rationality” that it imposes on the actors whose 
behavior it aims to model. In particular, classical realists hold radically dif
ferent (and more empirically defensible) assumptions about rationality—
and from there, about the predictive capabilities both of rational actors in 
world politics and of the scholars that hope to model them—than does the 
hyper-rationalist approach.

Each of these movements (the rise of structural realism and hyper-
rationalism) reflected aspirations to grasp for more purportedly scientific 
and, in particular, economistic approaches to IR theory. The ironic if not 
surprising consequence of these changes was the devaluation, and in some 
cases abandonment, of political factors in explaining behavior in world 
politics. An unfortunate and less appreciated attribute of structuralism and 
hyper-rationalism is that they commonly feature the misapplication of eco-
nomic theories and analogies to the study of IR. Understanding these errors 
both exposes the consequential flaws of these approaches and illustrates 
the important differences between these paradigms and Classical Realism.

The Inescapable Indeterminacy of  
Structural Realism

Classical realists have an acute sensitivity to the balance of power, which 
must be recognized and attended to, since it establishes the constella-
tion of potential security threats. But unlike Waltzian neo-realism, which 
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became the hegemonic voice of realism in the 1980s (to the extent that, 
even among specialists, structural realism is often conflated with realism), 
classical realism aims to “put structure in its place”—that is, to understand 
its strengths and (considerable) limitations as a tool for understanding 
world politics.6 From a classical perspective, to insist that analysis be 
limited to the “systemic” level (a consideration of states as like units dif-
ferentiated only by their relative capabilities) is to demand the sound of 
one hand clapping. Waltz, however, is dismissive of any appeal to variables 
at other levels of analysis—“it is not possible to understand world politics 
simply by looking inside of states,” he insists. “The behavior of states and 
statesmen . . . ​is indeterminate.”7 This may be true. But, it need be empha-
sized, this is also true for the system.8 Thus, as noted, Classical Realism is 
very alert to the structure of the system, because in the context of anarchy 
and the possibility of war the balance of power conditions states’ fears and 
expectations and influences the pattern of interactions between them. Nev-
ertheless, classical realism also holds that it is simply impossible to under-
stand world politics simply by looking outside of states. The implications of 
systemic forces are inherently and irretrievably indeterminate.

This is the case for international relations—just as it is true for the 
microeconomic theory (as applied) that serves explicitly as the intellectual 
template for neo-realism. The international system does indeed impose 
constraints on states in a way analogous to how market forces limit the 
range of choices available to firms. And the market (like the international 
system) on the one hand derives from the collective behavior of its par-
ticipants but on the other generates pressures that are beyond the control 
of any particular actor. But this analogy is imperfect, and upon reflec-
tion, self-negating as it applies to international relations. Even assuming 
an idealized abstract market, with similar firms seeking singular goals 
(maximizing profits or market share), the deterministic implications 
of systemic market pressure are dependent on very strict assumptions 
of “perfect competition”—which holds when there is a very large set of 
actors, each so small that they have no market power but instead are 
“price takers.” But as the idealized assumption of perfect competition is 
relaxed, market forces remain vital but individual choices—idiosyncratic 
choices—become increasingly central to explaining behavior. In particu
lar, large firms in oligopolistic settings, while certainly not unconstrained 
by market forces, nevertheless enjoy considerable discretion as to how 
they will pursue their goals.9

The problem for neo-realist IR theory is even more subversive than 
this. It is true, and problematic for neo-realism, that oligopolists are not 
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price takers, and thus have discretion over what course of action they 
choose—or, put more plainly, they are not simply presented with market 
pressures; their choices also contribute to the shape and definition of those 
pressures. Even worse (for neo-realism) is the fact that, once oligopoly (or 
duopoly) enters the picture, we can’t even make the most basic predic-
tions, or even derive expectations about that most elemental aspect of neo-
realism: balancing behavior. Great powers may tend to balance against 
each other (and classical realists would expect this, just as structuralists 
do), but this does not necessarily follow from the relevant economic theory 
that structural realism embraces. In fact, microeconomic theory is sugges-
tive of the opposite: theories of imperfect competition tell us that oligopo-
lists and duopolists have more to gain by colluding with each other than 
they do by competing with each other. (Thus rather than balancing against 
one another, great powers, especially in bipolarity, face great incentives 
to form a condominium and divide the spoils.) This danger is so great in 
the economic sphere that there are very commonly laws against such col-
lusion within domestic societies. Economic theory can’t tell us which will 
occur—collusion or competition—numerous, varied, specific, and con-
tingent factors make one or the other more likely. This has been widely 
understood by economists, well before the emergence of structural real-
ism: “it has long been recognized that oligopolists may achieve monopo-
listic results by means of an explicit agreement, and that they may well 
behave in an essentially monopolistic way even without any explicit collu-
sion. It is also widely appreciated, however, that some form of economic 
warfare is an alternatively possible outcome.” Even Nobel laureate George 
Stigler, the Chicago school economist who was tireless in his efforts to 
emphasize the efficiency of the unfettered market, began his classic paper 
on oligopoly by accepting “the hypothesis that oligopolists wish to collude 
to maximize joint profits,” which is rooted in the fact that their “combined 
profits . . . ​are maximized when they act together.” Stigler was motivated to 
probe the limitations of such collusion (thus reducing the need for govern-
ment intervention) but readily acknowledged the fact that it commonly 
occurred, even when firms have to resort to complex and hazardous strate-
gies designed to evade (that is, break) the law.10

Returning again to International Relations, that considerable discre-
tion is especially true for great powers, which, it should be noted, attract 
the lion’s share of analytical attention from realists of all stripes—and 
Waltz in particular, who holds that “a general theory of international poli-
tics is necessarily based on the great powers.”11 But most states generally, 
and great powers in particular, look much more like large oligopolists 
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regarding the behavior of each other than tiny firms facing disembodied 
constraints under perfect competition. (There are of course basic differ-
ences in the nature of the competition between firms and states—but nev-
ertheless it remains shattering that the central analytical analogy of Theory 
of International Politics is fundamentally misapplied, and as a practical 
matter, what remains pertinent tells us nothing new.)12 And, again, oli-
gopoly fundamentally changes the metaphor, and demands attention—
requires attention—to more than structure. As Raymond Aron observed, 
“The structure of the international system is always oligopolistic. In each 
period the principal actors have determined the system more than they 
have been determined by it.” Oligopolistic competition implies indeter-
minate outcomes, and also means that agents’ choices shape the systemic 
environment. This is another crucial point, because it means that not only 
do states have choices, but those choices made by states matter—not sim-
ply for filling in colorful or minute details but in shaping the pressures 
that in turn affect other states.13 In International Relations, that inde-
terminacy, and system-shaping behavior, is of even greater consequence 
than when dealing with firms and markets, because despite their common 
attributes, states in world politics are less similar to each other than are 
firms of the same industry, and despite a common desire for survival, as 
classical realists have observed in the past, states pursue a broad range of 
goals (certainly more diverse than the goals of firms), the content of which 
will vary from state to state.14 And even in pursuit of that most narrow, 
common goal, survival, states are still less predictable than firms, because 
they typically have considerably more latitude—firms are selected out of 
the system with much greater frequency than are states. (When was the 
last time you traveled on Eastern Airlines, not all that long ago one of the 
largest and most profitable carriers in the world?)15

In sum, the balance of power (and changes to it) and the systemic 
pressures generated by an anarchic political order more generally inform 
importantly the environment in which all states act. But in that context, 
all states, and especially great powers, enjoy considerable discretion with 
regard to how they will pursue their goals and what sacrifices they will 
make in the face of constraints. It is thus impossible to understand and 
anticipate the behavior of states by looking solely at structural variables 
and constraints.

Frustrated by the stubborn truth that neo-realism had, like the Pied 
Piper, led its large following down a blind alley, a number of scholars have 
attempted to retrofit its core analytical machine, bolting a few ad hoc 
variables onto the engine of neo-realism in the hope of salvaging some 
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practical application of the approach. Prominent among these efforts is 
“neo-classical realism,” which takes as its point of departure the obser-
vation that “states occasionally respond inconsistently with systemic 
imperatives,” and welcomes a handful of variables, such as mispercep-
tion, some domestic political constraints on foreign policy practice, and 
other selected factors to help explain why states might at times respond 
suboptimally to the urgent obligations presented by systemic forces. But 
although neo-classical realism has produced some excellent scholarship, 
as a friendly and gently modified version of neo-realism it remains trapped 
in the same corner into which structural realism has painted itself. The 
ethos of neo-classical realism is found in its explicit embrace of “the posi-
tivistic scientific rigor that structural realism introduced to realism,” and 
with its wholehearted endorsement of the “causal primacy of the interna-
tional system.”16 Ultimately, then, neo-classical realism is modified neo-
realism (neo-neo-realism?), and its analysis and apparatus do not reflect 
a deep engagement with the central elements and tenets of classical real-
ism, including the essential roles of history, uncertainty and contingency, 
purpose, and of course the subversive fact that the systemic pressures pre-
sented by structural forces are not simply exogenous (as would be sug-
gested by the inapplicable market analogy of perfect competition) but are 
also shaped by the endogenous choices made by states. Again, and with 
respect for the commendable scholarship undertaken in this tradition, as 
James Tobin said of a group of eminent scholars who self-described as 
New Keynesian, “If I had a copyright on who could use the term ‘Keynes-
ian’ I wouldn’t allow them to use it.”17

To explain world politics, it is necessary to seriously engage a host of 
factors, including domestic politics, history, ideology, and perceptions 
of legitimacy. To many modern ears this sounds incongruous, because 
the dominance of structural realism has left the impression that “real-
ists can’t do that.” But classical realists can—and do—take domes-
tic politics seriously. And they also understand that state behavior is 
shaped by the lessons of history (right or wrong), ideas (accurate or 
not), and ideology (good or bad), and that (as discussed further below) 
states are not best understood as hyper-rationalist machines but make 
choices conditioned by those influences, and in the context of irretriev-
able uncertainty.

It is thus necessary to dig below the surface, and understand that state 
choices are informed, as Gilpin argued, by historical experience and fil-
tered through ideological lenses. Different states, as political animals, see 
the world in different ways. Classical realists, then, place great emphasis 



[ 50 ] Chapter Two

on domestic politics, and take seriously the role of historical experience, 
and of ideas, norms, and legitimacy in explaining International Rela-
tions. Indeed, as a paradigm of IR theory, realism is distinguished from 
varieties of liberalism and Marxism by rejecting a reductionist emphasis 
on individualist materialism in favor of a foundational focus on politi
cal goals and collective ambitions.18 As seen in chapter 1, Thucydides 
expected actors to behave differently based on their system of govern-
ment, quality and composition of leadership, factional conflicts within 
societies, and distinct “national character.” Carr took very seriously the 
role of public opinion (“power over opinion . . . ​is a necessary part of all 
power”); Morgenthau attributed many of the pathologies of U.S. foreign 
policy to ideology and domestic politics; similar laments were a ubiqui-
tous theme in Kennan’s writing.19 Most important of all, Classical real-
ism stresses the role of history in explaining behavior: “No significant 
conclusions are possible in the study of foreign affairs—the study of 
states acting as units—without an awareness of the historical context,” 
Henry Kissinger argued in his first and finest book. A state “achieves 
identity only through the consciousness of common history. This is the 
only ‘experience’ nations have, their only possibility of learning from 
themselves. History is the memory of states.”20

These variables are incompatible with structuralism, but they remain 
robustly realist. Classical Realists do not assume ideas are “good” or that 
lessons are learned accurately. (As Kissinger observes, history is essen-
tial, but it “is not often that nations learn from the past, even rarer do 
they draw the correct conclusions from it. For the lessons of histori-
cal experience, as of personal experience, are contingent.”) Similarly, 
ideas will shape behavior, but the dispositional cynicism of the para-
digm anticipates that very often ideas, instrumentally or even perhaps 
unwittingly, often serve interests (what Carr called “the relativity of 
thought to the interests and circumstances of the thinker”). Nor does 
Classical Realism expect norms to prevent states from pursuing radi-
cally treacherous foreign policies. But it does expect that all of these 
things nevertheless affect, significantly, politics and behavior. Realists 
may withhold moral judgment on the merits of competing ideologies, 
but states’ choices will nonetheless be deeply affected by the influence of 
one or the other. Norms will not stop states from engaging in horrifying 
acts of barbaric aggression, but historical experience and perceptions 
of legitimacy nevertheless condition the way in which states interpret 
the meaning of each other’s actions; certainly this view was central, for 
example, to Carr’s thinking.21
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IR Theory and the Predictive Fallacy
A second fallacy, again rooted in the siren call of (and injudicious aspira-
tion to) apparent economistic rigor, is the embrace of a predictive model. 
Common to structural realist approaches but a general characteristic (and 
ambition) of much contemporary IR theory, this wrong turn is once again 
rooted in the misguided conflation of the social and natural sciences (in 
particular those implicitly modeled on Newtonian physics and theories of 
general equilibrium). Classical Realism takes as a point of departure a fun-
damental and unbridgeable gap between the social and the natural world, 
and this informs how to best understand the former. The problem is not 
simply, as Reinhold Niebuhr observed, one of “causal complexity” (not to 
be underestimated), but that “human agents intervene unpredictably in 
the course of events,” and in the social world even after the facts of the 
matter are plain to see, nevertheless a number of “alternative conclusions 
can always be plausibly presented.”22

Neo-realism assumes that states are motivated by a desire for “survival” 
and crave “security” in order to assure that survival. Other than survival, 
their desires are, in Waltz’s words, “endlessly varied.” This “survival plus 
agnosticism” is the way in which structural realists model states. Even 
John Mearsheimer, touting a brand of Structural Realism ominously 
branded “offensive realism” (considered closely in chapter 6), explicitly 
models states as seeking nothing more than to assure their own security 
and survival. The “Tragedy” of “Great Power Politics” derives from the 
(postulated) awful consequences of rational, dispassionate attempts to 
satisfy these understandable and fairly benign instincts.23

In contrast, Classical Realism is also distinguished by its assumptions 
about the motivations of states and the influence of statesmen. In par
ticular, it assumes that states want more than survival. Indeed, Classi-
cal Realism anticipates that great powers seek status and deference, and 
have a desire to shape the international environment in accordance with 
their preferences. These are all positional goods—and, all dependent on 
distinct content of those preferences, as Wolfers emphasized.24 It should 
be noted that this suggests a more dangerous world than is implied by 
neo-realism—or, at the very least, a world of active, varied political 
contestation—because, however challenging it may be, it is possible to 
imagine settings in which two or more great powers can plausibly feel 
secure. But secure actors can still clash over status, primacy, and the ori-
entation of global affairs.25 For classical realists, then, international poli-
tics is less of an active, present struggle for survival (most great powers, 
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most of the time, are not faced with threats to their survival) and more 
about the clash of interests, with outcomes determined by power. And 
more than just security, this perspective emphasizes that, as instinctively 
political actors, they are motivated by more than simply the accumula-
tion of material things—they have a desire for power as an end in itself. 
As emphasized in chapter 1, in this envisioning of politics, there is no end 
zone, no ultimate goal achievement.

This emphasis on politics—and from there, on contingency, choice, 
and, consequentially, diplomacy—distinguishes classical from structural 
realism. For Classical Realism, the trajectory of state choices—especially 
of great powers, which have the most room for maneuver—is uncertain, 
and influenced by historical legacies, conceptions of interest, domestic 
politics, and, importantly, the choices made by other great powers, whose 
behavior shapes the nature of the opportunities and constraints presented 
by the system. This also exposes the false promise of chasing prediction. 
Scholarship following a Structural Realist tradition has been susceptible 
to the predictive fallacy because the minimalist conception of state goals 
lends itself to a false confidence about uniformity of likely behavior. But 
the problem is endemic to IR theory more generally.

Classical Realism, in sum, does not share a conception of inquiry that 
imagines a sequence of the stepping-stones of “description, explanation, 
and prediction,” with prediction as the end goal and crowning achieve-
ment. From this currently predominant perspective, prediction absent 
explanation is not problematic, as poor explanation is irrelevant. If that 
poverty of explanation (or the unrealistic nature of assumptions) was con-
sequential, then a better theory with superior explanation or more realistic 
assumptions would do a better job of predicting.26 But the classical real-
ist, although committed to rationalism, causality, the search for generaliz-
able claims, productive hypothesis testing, and establishing the criteria 
by which arguments can be evaluated, nevertheless views forecasting the 
international political future as impossible, and thus redirects effort away 
from prediction—and, just as if not more important, away from orienting 
scholarship toward the idealized goal of prediction.

Indeed, it is the orientation toward and the idealized goal of predic-
tion that is more consequential than specific predictions themselves. 
As a matter of practice, although there are notable exceptions, most IR 
theorists in their scholarly work do not make point predictions about 
specific outcomes in world politics. (It should be noted, however, that 
the entire hyper-rationalist enterprise is predicated on the idea that the 
actors it models can and do make shared, savvy, accurate [if probabilistic] 
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predictions about very specific events.) But to the protestation “we are 
not making point predictions” one could offer the rejoinder expressed by 
John Lewis Gaddis: “It will not do to claim that forecasting was never an 
objective of these theories in the first place, because the theorists repeat-
edly set that task for themselves.” But the issue is a larger one, because the 
problem is not simply with the presence or absence of specific predictions, 
but with that more general aspiration. Even though it is the case that most 
IR scholars tend to (very wisely) shy away from specific point predictions 
about future events, pernicious consequences flow from the orientation of 
research around some imagined predictive ideal. And much of IR scholar-
ship is largely in the business of building analytical machines designed to 
improve predictive acuity, and generates theories that are evaluated on 
their ability to do so. And that idealized vision, which aspires to prediction 
over explanation, even in a probabilistic sense, even as a hope recognized 
as unreachable, encourages the pursuit of one set of and one type of ques-
tions over others, and reinforces a narrow set of criteria for how to evalu-
ate theory.27

Rather than describe, explain, and predict, the social science of Classical 
Realism is characterized by a different set of objectives: describe, explain, 
understand, and anticipate. It is crucial to emphasize that “anticipate” is not 
a euphemism for “soft” prediction, or “probabilistic prediction” (probabilis-
tic prediction is prediction).28 Rather, anticipate refers to an alertness to 
the range of plausible consequences of events. In contrast to predict (“there 
is a 70 percent chance you will win this war”), to anticipate is to be atten-
tive to what might easily happen next (“here are the likely consequences of 
winning [or losing] the war”). Anticipation is not about, however loosely, 
attributing some probability to that outcome but to call attention to its plau-
sibility and likely consequences, such as the prospect that a defeated country 
will descend into chaos, empower regional adversaries, and undermine the 
political goals that motivated the resort to arms in the first place. Similarly 
and more broadly, anticipation is not about guessing outcomes of political 
conflicts; it is about looking past the resolution of that conflict toward the 
plausible range of cascading political consequences that will follow. (Recall 
that it is central to Classical Realism that there is no end zone, and one 
political conflict will soon be followed by another conflict or constellation 
of conflicts.)

This shift from “describe, explain, predict” (with the implication that 
“predict” is the most important) to describe, explain, understand, antici-
pate (with explanation and understanding crucial in and of themselves 
as well as essential for anticipation) is a dramatic shift in analytical 
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orientation. But it is not an inherently radical move, nor is it a rejection 
of the scientific method, properly understood. Rather, it derives from an 
awareness of the fundamental difference between the natural and the 
social sciences, and to the unbridgeable gap between them—and as such, 
the expectation that approaches to social science rooted in the transplan-
tation of a natural science disposition will inevitably fail. The social sci-
ence of Classical Realism is also rooted in analytical modesty and a respect 
for the limits of what International Relations theory can hope to achieve. 
If there is one characteristic that all Classical Realists share, it is to draw 
a sharp and basic distinction between what E. H. Carr described as “the 
political sciences, which are concerned with human behavior,” and the 
“physical sciences.”29

Classical realism, then, as founded and practiced, has been commit-
ted to the “scientific” study of world politics. (This also requires a vigilant 
discipline when assessing hypotheses. If you are rooting for a theory, good 
science rarely follows.)30 But “science” need not suggest the resort to test 
tubes and Bunsen burners, or the general chase of whatever technique is 
perceived as “cutting edge.” Rather, it reflects a commitment to the objec-
tive, dispassionate analysis of international political behavior. The fun-
damental realist emphasis on acknowledging the reality of power gives 
pride of place to seeing the world as it is, not as one might like it to be. (As 
Raymond Aron put it, “If one wishes to think . . . ​in the political sphere, 
one must above all take the world as it is.”) It also requires, from an ana-
lytical perspective, a recusal from labeling actions “good and bad” or “right 
and wrong.” Critical theorists are skeptical of whether analysts can really 
achieve such “objectivity”; ethicists might suggest implicit, inescapable 
moral choices (and culpability) attendant to the enterprise.31 (These and 
other important challenges, which are suggestive of the limits of real-
ist analysis, will be discussed in chapter 4.) Nevertheless, as Carr plainly 
describes (and endorses), “Consistent realism . . . ​involves acceptance of 
the whole historical process and precludes moral judgment on it.”32

But beyond this dyed-in-the-wool commitment to the objectivity and 
dispassion of a scientist, and a commitment to studied reason with the 
hope of intellectual progress, classical realists recoil from the notion that 
the social sciences might aspire to converge, in their practices and disposi-
tion, toward the model of inquiry offered by the natural sciences. Central 
to this essential temperament is the issue of unpredictability, a key source 
of what Hans Morgenthau saw as “the practical weakness of a political sci-
ence which aims at emulating the natural sciences.”33 Orientation around 
a predictive model is at the heart of much contemporary social science, 
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but it is incompatible with Classical Realism. It also, it should be noted, is 
an approach rejected by many of the seminal figures of twentieth-century 
economics. Frank Knight saw a belief in prediction as the basic flaw in 
economic theory, stressing instead “the inherent, absolute unpredictabil-
ity of things, out of the sheer brute fact that the results of human activity 
cannot be anticipated.” One important source of this “is the variation in 
the power of reading human nature, of forecasting the conduct of other 
men, as contrasted with the scientific judgment in regard to natural phe-
nomena.” Friedrich von Hayek also emphasized the distinction between 
the natural and social sciences, which informed his insistence that “in 
the study of such complex phenomena as the market,” economists could 
expect to offer no more than “only very general predictions about the kind 
of events which we must expect in a given situation.”34

Classical Realists sing in harmony with this tune. For George F. Ken-
nan, “the greatest law of human history is its unpredictability”; in Gilpin’s 
assessment, like evolutionary biology, “ours is at best an explanatory and 
not a predictive science.” Niebuhr spoke even more plainly. “No scien-
tific investigations of past behavior can become the basis of predictions 
of future behavior,” he declared; the causal chains are simply too com-
plex, and one “can not predict which one of the many tendencies and 
forces which determine actions, may have a dominant place in the life of 
individuals and nations.”35 Once again Keynes, speaking of economics—
and accentuating arguments that were at the heart of the Keynesian 
revolution—made these points incisively. Emphasizing the “sharp differ-
ence” between the natural and the social sciences, he warned that “the 
pseudo-analogy with the physical sciences leads directly counter to the 
habit of mind which is most important for an economist to acquire.” Social 
science deals with “motives, expectations [and] psychological uncertain-
ties.” These do not exist in the natural sciences, requiring a fundamentally 
different approach to studying one as compared with the other. “One has 
to be constantly on guard against treating the material as constant and 
homogenous,” he admonished. “It is as though the fall of the apple to the 
ground, depended on the apple’s motives” as well as “on mistaken calcula-
tions on the part of the apple as to how far it was from the centre of the 
earth.”36

Unfortunately, after misunderstanding oligopoly theory, chasing pre-
diction is a second grand flaw of much contemporary IR theory. This is 
a problem that transcends intramural realist infighting. Prediction—for 
example, predicting war—with a greater or lesser emphasis on qualifying 
conditions is explicitly or implicitly the ambition of an enormous body of 
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literature in International Relations, from a variety of theoretical orienta-
tions and methodological approaches.37 It bears repeating that the larger 
problem is not that prediction in practice will slip beyond the grasp of the 
IR theorist—as it surely will—but that the chase of prediction, however 
rhetorically qualified, will send the analysis barking up the wrong tree. 
The predictive disposition is again microeconomic—it treats the behav
ior of states as if they were individual consumers, with tastes for war the 
same as tastes for ketchup, sensitive to shifts in supply and demand. And 
indeed in the study of consumer choice, causal factors can often be limited 
to a few, relatively pristine independent variables; there is commonly an 
enormous universe of nicely homogenous data available for analysis; addi-
tionally, in drawing confident conclusions about the implications of these 
variables, it can be comfortably assumed that behavioral relationships are 
stable.38 Yet, once again, the transposition to IR falls flat, for even here, in 
this most favorable of analytical settings, “prediction” nevertheless refers 
to predicting the average behavioral response of a random actor drawn 
from large population making similar choices, and not to predictions 
about the behavior of any one specific individual, which can, and will, vary 
broadly. But in International Relations, the ultimate goal of the enterprise 
is capturing that elusive individual behavior (the behavior of a particular 
state at some significant moment in time) as opposed to the behavior of a 
hypothetical “average state.” Moreover, it should be recalled, our imagined 
consumers in that microeconomic setting are drawn randomly from a vast 
sea of tiny actors operating under perfect competition—as opposed to the 
market-shaping oligopsonists that states in world politics are more prop-
erly modeled as.39 This crucial distinction, between the individual and the 
average reaction, is largely inconsequential in the microeconomic realm of 
consumer choice theory, but is fundamental to IR in general and the study 
of great power politics in particular. It is also at the core of Classical Real-
ist analysis, as will be discussed later in this chapter with its elaboration of 
the crucial “ketchup allegory.”

Moreover, it should be recognized that even in economics—which 
arguably would at times offer settings much more analytically hospita-
ble to forecasting future outcomes—there is good reason to be wary of 
prediction. Alfred Marshall, one of the founding fathers of the marginal 
revolution in economics, with all of the analytical precision that implied, 
was nevertheless profoundly skeptical of prediction, and this informed 
his approach to the discipline. Marshall explained how the problem of 
contingency—something even more prevalent in international politics 
than in economics (what Morgenthau called “the interminable chains 



Recl aiming Realism [ 57 ]

of causes and effects”)—severely circumscribes the prospects for all but 
the most limited efforts at prediction: “Prediction in economics must be 
hypothetical,” Marshall insisted. “Show an uninterrupted game at chess to 
an expert and he will be bold indeed if he prophesies its future stages. If 
either side make one move ever so little different from what he expected, 
all the following moves will be altered; and after two or three moves more 
the whole face of the game will have become different.”40

Once again, these types of obstacles are even more problematic (and 
intractable) in the vastly more complicated analytical setting of world 
politics. Consider, for example, theories designed to explain the “causes of 
war”—three additional challenges immediately emerge. First is the larger 
number of explanatory variables, some of which can be quite mercurial 
and idiosyncratic (such as the personal attributes of leaders—would there 
have been a Falklands War absent Margaret Thatcher? My answer is no),41 
and of which many are intricately interdependent rather than indepen
dent variables. Second is the lack of stability of these behavioral relation-
ships over time, meaning that exactly the same set of circumstances that 
led to war in one period might not cause war in another, due to any num-
ber of factors. Third is the heterogeneity of the “dependent variable,” that 
is, war. States choose to go to what we routinely (and accurately) call “war” 
for very different reasons.42 The resort to war with different social mean-
ings and purposes (compare, for example, the causes, motivations, and 
purposes associated with the first and second Gulf wars) is likely the result 
of distinct (and, again, contingent) causal logics.

Each one of these individual analytical challenges might, in theory, be 
addressed (with the likely exception of contingency, wedded as that is to 
uncertainty, as elaborated below). But can a “general equilibrium theory” 
of world politics be derived? For the classical realist the answer is an 
emphatic “No.” As Aron concluded plainly, there can be “no general theory 
of International Relations.” This absence of inviolable laws is ironically an 
iron law of classical realism: “The first lesson the student of international 
politics must learn and never forget,” Morgenthau lectured, “is that the 
complexities of international affairs make simple solutions and trustwor-
thy prophecies impossible.”43

The trajectory of state choices—especially of great powers, which have 
room for maneuver—is uncertain, and contingent. Structural realists, 
however (not to mention, of course, hyper-rationalists), cannot distinguish 
between the Japan of the 1920s and the Japan of the 1930s; for them 
the former was necessarily pregnant with the latter (a basic error we will 
revisit in chapter 6). Nor can they distinguish between Weimar Germany 
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and Nazi Germany; nor can they mourn the blunders of the Western pow-
ers in the 1920s, rooted in a tragically shortsighted and narrow (and unre-
alistic) conception of the National Interest. Classical realists, on the other 
hand, looking back tend to see the catastrophes of the 1930s not as the 
inevitable consequences of physical laws but rooted in the dismal politi
cal choices of the 1920s and shaped by the extreme economic upheavals 
that followed (crises that were made more likely by those poor political 
choices). A classical realist would have preferred measures designed to 
help facilitate an international environment where Weimar thrived and 
was reintegrated into the global economy, and, however a bitter pill this 
might be to swallow, to reemerge with some respect of its power and inter-
ests. In Kennan’s view, “the great misfortune of the west . . . ​was not Hitler 
but the weakness of German society which made possible his triumph . . . ​
which takes us back to the question of the attitude of the Western democ-
racies toward the Weimar Republic” and the “lost opportunities” of the 
1920s. For Morgenthau, “The German situation in 1932, for instance, 
contained essentially three such germinal developments: parliamentary 
democracy, military dictatorship, and Nazism,” any one of which could 
have “finally materialize[d].”44

Which one? The classical realist can’t be sure. It depended on “the 
contingent elements of the situation” and “could not be foreseen.”45 This 
remains true today. For classical realists, politics matters, and the future 
is largely unwritten. Ironically, the classical realist vision of an unwrit-
ten future, but a written (and consequential) past, is the opposite of the 
approach taken by neo-realism (and, indeed, much of contemporary IR 
theory, including, notably, the hyper-rationalist approach), which insists 
on the absence (or at least the irrelevance) of history and a more deter-
mined future. Structural realists model their states as amnesiacs, innocent 
of historical legacies; assume their policy choices are irrelevant in shaping 
incentives and influencing the choices of others; and model their states-
men as caretakers, arranging the deck chairs on ships guided by inexo-
rable currents beyond their control.

An Irretrievable Error: Rational Expectations 
and the Hyper-rationalist Turn in IR Theory

The most consequential error in contemporary IR theory can be found 
at the heart of what is arguably the baseline, predominant, theoretical 
approach to the study of war: bargaining models rooted in the Ratio-
nalist Explanations for War (REW) perspective. The central premise of 
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this approach is that “given identical information, truly rational agents 
should reason to the same conclusions about the probability of one uncer-
tain outcome or another. Conflicting estimates should occur only if the 
agents have different (and so necessarily) private information.”46 Classical 
Realism rejects this proposition—and this is not simply a matter of intel-
lectual disposition or analytical orientation or preference. Although the 
core REW proposition has a plausibly coherent internal logic, it crumbles 
under the weight of competing deductive claims and, not surprisingly, is 
easily and repeatedly falsified when put to an empirical test. Thoughtful, 
dispassionate experts looking at an identical, extremely rich information 
set routinely come to markedly different expectations about the probabil-
ity of various possible outcomes.47 This is a crucial engine of conflict in 
world politics, even as directed by actors considered rational by any rea-
sonable definition of the term.

The fundamental flaw of the REW approach (and of the “hyper-
rationalist” turn in International Relations theory more generally) can 
be found in its uncritical and intimate (if often implicit) embrace of the 
Rational Expectations revolution in macroeconomic theory. A central 
tenet of Rational Expectations Theory is that actors process information 
quickly, efficiently, and correctly—and, crucially, that they share knowl-
edge of the (essentially) correct underlying model of the economy.48 This 
approach took the economics profession by storm, and seemed to over-
throw a preceding, Keynesian logic. It also presented a raft of empirically 
testable implications. But Rational Expectations did not test well; even 
leading anti-Keynesian economists concluded that “the strong rational 
expectations hypothesis cannot be accepted as a serious empirical hypoth-
esis.” Other mainstream economists concluded that “the weight of the 
empirical evidence is sufficiently strong to compel us to suspend belief 
in the hypothesis of rational expectations”; most attributed the empirical 
failure of rational expectations to the flawed underlying assumptions of 
the approach. These dissents have only increased as mistakes in the treat-
ment of expectations and rationality came home to roost, as the limits to 
its deductive logic and empirical applications were most visibly exposed 
by the global financial crisis of 2007–8. Critics, armed with ever more evi-
dence, have increasingly observed that Rational Expectations models have 
“turned out to be grossly inconsistent with actual behavior in real world 
markets.”49

In contrast, a classical realist perspective typically models actors with 
what could be called “realistic expectations”: it sees rational actors aiming 
to advance relatively stable, ordered preferences by drawing thoughtfully 



[ 60 ] Chapter Two

and logically on implicit models of how the world works. But, to repeat, 
REW’s hyper-rationalist approach, grafted from Rational Expectations 
Theory, holds the view that rational actors must know and share the same 
(more or less) correct model of international politics (and so if they have 
the same information, they must reach the same conclusions).50 In a world 
of Rational Expectations, in the words of founding father John Muth, 
“expectations, since they are informed predictions of future events, are 
essentially the same as the predictions of the relevant economic theory.” 
Or as Thomas Sargent explains, “you simply cannot talk about” differences 
among people’s models in the context of rational expectations. “All agents 
inside the model, the econometrician, and God share the same model.”51 
This can’t be emphasized enough. If there exist competing, enduring mod-
els, Rational Expectations Theory does not work, and REW does not work, 
full stop.

“Rational Expectations,” by seizing the label “rationality” and defin-
ing it in a certain way, was remarkably successful—as a rhetorical device. 
After all, it implies that the alternative is to assume people somehow hold 
“irrational expectations.” But Keynes (and others, and classical realists) 
did not argue that actors were irrational. Rather, he assumed agents were 
essentially rational, purposeful, and motivated—but not hyper-rationalist 
automatons who always have the right information, know the proper 
underlying model of how the economy will work, and as such can (proba-
bilistically) predict future outcomes with canny precision, leaving space, of 
course, for randomly distributed errors that cancel each other out. (Ratio-
nal Expectations Theory and thus REW envision a probabilistic world of 
known risk, and thus do not require actors to make exactly the same pre-
dictions, nor that those predictions turn out to be correct, but they require 
that actors anticipate exactly the same probability functions of those 
expected outcomes, which derive from that shared model.)52 Actors as 
seen by Keynes will thoughtfully process information, but they will often 
guess, fall back on personal experiences, received “conventional wisdom,” 
and various rules of thumb to help guide them through the cacophonous 
noise of economic activity and irreducible uncertainty.53

Much of the Rational Expectations revolution was caught up in active 
and politicized debates about Keynesian style policy management, espe-
cially in the context of the dismal economic performance of the 1970s. But 
it was a long trip from Keynes (who died in 1946) to Keynesianism, and 
more important, one need not embrace Keynes to reject Rational Expecta-
tions. Indeed, some of the greatest and most celebrated intellectual oppo-
nents of Keynes were economists who also explicitly rejected assuming 
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such hyper-rationality and bird’s-eye omniscience. As noted above, even 
with regard to economic phenomena, Hayek was profoundly skeptical of 
the prospects for prediction. And he was fine with that—in fact, he was 
rather insistent about it—his purpose to chastise the hubris of his fellow 
economists. “I confess that I prefer true but imperfect knowledge, even if 
it leaves much in-determined and unpredictable, to a pretence of exact 
knowledge that is likely to be false.” Knight also stressed “true uncertainty,” 
which is “unmeasurable” and which “must be taken in a sense radically 
different” from risk. He not only insisted on the fundamental distinction 
between risk and uncertainty (a distinction incompatible with Rational 
Expectations Theory, and the REW approach) but saw uncertainty as the 
very engine of capitalism, from which entrepreneurs find their opportuni-
ties for profit. Uncertainty brings about the “necessity of acting upon opin-
ion rather than knowledge,” and following one’s own instincts, while trying 
to gauge the opinions of others for additional clues and insights.54

Thus REW and classical realism are rooted in two radically different 
conceptions of how to model the rational actor. Of these two competing 
perspectives, one thing we now know is that the foundation of the REW 
approach, Rational Expectations Theory, is wrong. That is, outcomes in 
the real world are inconsistent with its expectations (which should be of 
little surprise given the shaky deductive foundations of the approach). By 
1999, even Sargent, one of the founding leaders of the movement, was 
forced to throw in the empirical towel. In The Conquest of American 
Inflation, he evaluated two competing macroeconomic models designed 
to explain the pattern of inflation in the United States, one a modified 
version of the old-fashioned adaptive-expectations model and the other 
based on the rational expectations challenge that discredited the former. 
It turns out, Sargent concluded, that the old-fashioned model, “which 
seems to defend discredited methods,” is more successful than the ratio-
nal expectations version of the natural rate model, which is “more popular 
among modern macroeconomists.” Subsequent critics have spoken even 
more plainly, concluding that the grievous “empirical failures” of rational 
expectations models make clear that they are simply not in accord with 
real-world outcomes.55

The failure of Rational Expectations roots back to its extreme (and 
implausible) assumption about individual behavior and economic the-
ory. In practice, rational individuals reach different conclusions when 
presented with the same facts. Knight, as quoted above, attributed this 
to the “inherent, absolute unpredictability of things” and expected that 
actors would display “diversity in conduct,” rather than uniformity.56 More 
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dubious still is the assumption that all actors are aware of the “true” (and 
unchanging) underlying model of the macroeconomy.57 But again, and 
this is a point worth belaboring, Rational Expectations Theory—and the 
REW approach—assumes that “the representative individual, hence every
one in the economy, behaves as if he had a complete understanding of the 
economic mechanisms governing the world.” (For REW, crucially, substi-
tute “political mechanisms.”) But they don’t. “No economist can point to a 
particular model, and honestly say ‘this is how the world works,’ ” explains 
Mervyn King, former Governor of the Bank of England. “Our understand-
ing of the economy is incomplete and constantly evolving.”58 And that’s in 
economics, where many theoretical relationships, like that between the 
money supply and the inflation rate (which, actually, has its own problems 
in practice), are at least simple and solid enough to allow rational agents 
to make informed (if still varied and often misguided) predictions about 
future price levels.59 In sum, the Rational Expectations approach, upon 
closer scrutiny (not to mention rather publicly slamming into a hard wall 
of reality in 2008),60 revealed serious flaws and limitations as an approach 
in economics, which it had come to dominate. Worse, whatever its merits, 
it doesn’t work at all as the foundation for IR theory.

Why is this approach wrong, and so particularly ill-suited for applica-
tion to questions of war and peace? First and foremost, in the fantasti-
cally more complex setting of International Relations (compared to, say, 
macroeconomic forecasting), leaders, statesmen, and experts walk around 
with different, and competing (and typically implicit), theoretical mod-
els of world politics in their heads. And when confronted with the same 
information, even complete information—that is, all of the information 
that can be known at a given point in time—they will thus make differ
ent guesses, based on those disparate implicit models and theories. Actors 
will not have converged around the same, essentially correct models of 
war (what will cause them, how they will unfold). And “bad” or “inferior” 
theories will not be selected out, because of the enormous complexity 
of the assessments involved, the small number of cases to draw on, the 
heterogeneity of the relevant “sample” (and even possible disagreements 
about what is a relevant data point and what conclusions to draw about 
it)—and here even assuming behavioral stability among the variables over 
time (which is extremely unlikely).

Consider what the hyper-rationalist approach insists upon. Since its 
actors know, in advance (that is, share the same probabilistic expectations 
regarding), the costs of the not yet fought war, how those costs will be dis-
tributed, and what the outcome of the war will be, a rational actor would 
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prefer to reach a deal to avoid the war, since there is money on the table 
and a mutually beneficial bargain can be reached. With no loss of blood 
and treasure involved, a bargained outcome must be Pareto superior to 
a war outcome. This purely materialist conception obviously strips the 
analysis of all politics—to take but one example, it is easy to imagine a 
rational leader even under these conditions who would find the political 
gains of fighting and losing to be larger than the gains associated with 
his portion of the bargained outcome. The shallow, indeed essentially 
vacant conception of politics of the hyper-rationalist approach more gen-
erally is of course deeply problematic, but the discussion here will stay 
focused on critiques that meet the approach solely on its own exceedingly 
circumscribed terms, because that is more than sufficient to reject the 
perspective.61

Think for a moment what the REW perspective requires. Recall again 
the core claim: “given identical information, truly rational agents should 
reason to the same conclusions about the probability” about all possible 
outcomes. Thus given identical information, all parties should agree (in a 
probabilistic sense) on the eventual outcome of the war, and the costs, to 
each side, of that outcome, before a single shot is fired. This claim simply 
disintegrates when confronted with its practical implications. Even a vir-
tually omniscient vantage point fails to assure a convergence of expecta-
tions. Consider, for example, the fall of France in 1940. Expert historians, 
with unlimited access to not only reams of comprehensive evidence but 
the actual outcome of the battle itself, still disagree about whether Germa-
ny’s victory was virtually inevitable or an unlikely stroke of luck.62 These 
disagreements are not the result of private information, or the result of 
randomly distributed errors around the pretty much right, widely shared 
model, but are due to the multiplicity of causal models deployed by the 
experts, which are sustained by the absence, and practical impossibility, of 
a singular predictive model of war.63 (And, it should go without saying, if 
actors disagree over questions as basic as who will win the war, the core of 
agreements that both sides will find satisfactory is likely to be a null set.)

Or consider what would have been necessary for France and Germany 
to reach an efficient bilateral agreement in order to avoid World War I. 
Given the astronomical costs of that war, not to mention the horrifying 
loss of life, surely there were antebellum agreements which each side 
would have found preferable to the actual outcome. But for the model to 
work, before the war started, French and German officials, assuming they 
were each given equal access to every bit of information available to either 
side at that time, would have had to come to exactly the same conclusions 
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(that is, assigned the equivalent probabilities to)—the likelihood of the 
outcome (French victory and German defeat); the cost of that outcome, to 
each side, in blood and treasure—and, in addition, assign the same prob-
abilities to events including but certainly not limited to (1) the failure of 
the Schlieffen Plan (and its consequences for the war); (2) the initiation 
and failure of the Gallipoli campaign (which A. J. P. Taylor called “an inge-
nious strategical idea carried through after inadequate preparation and 
with inadequate drive”);64 (3) Triple Alliance member Italy’s entrance into 
the war on the side of the allies (and its consequences for the war); (4) the 
collapse of Russia into revolution and its withdrawal from the conflict, 
reaching a separate peace with Germany (and its consequences); (5) the 
American entry into the war (and its consequences); and (6) the failure of 
the German spring offensive of 1918 (which saw Germany’s greatest ter-
ritorial advance).

This sounds utterly implausible, because it is. War, in particular (as 
well as the steps taken toward its approach), is a plunge into radical 
uncertainty, and rational experts can and will disagree, profoundly, with 
regard to their expectations about its cost, course, and consequence, 
even in the most complete and symmetrical information environments 
conceivably imaginable.65 Indeed, elite decision makers within states, 
sharing exactly the same information, disagree about the implications of 
war—how much it will cost, how it will unfold, how it might widen, what 
will be its ultimate outcome—as a perfunctory scanning of the minutes 
of cabinet meetings or military planning sessions on the eve of any con-
flict makes clear.66

If the first great lesson of Clausewitz is that the use of force can only 
be understood (and assessments of its utility only possible to evaluate) in 
its political context, his second great lesson is this: that war is a plunge 
into radical uncertainty. As noted in chapter 1, the Prussian general and 
military theorist saw war as the human activity most dramatically and 
distinctly influenced by unpredictability. “The element of chance, guess-
work and luck come to play a great part in war,” Clausewitz lectured. “The 
art of war deals with living and with moral forces” in a context of general 
uncertainty, with the result that (the italics are his) “actual war is often far 
removed from the pure concept postulated by theory.” His position could 
not be clearer: “In short, absolute, so-called mathematical, factors never 
find a firm basis in military calculations. From the very start there is an 
interplay of possibilities, probabilities, good luck and bad that weaves its 
way throughout the length and breadth of the tapestry.” Expectations of 
how a prospective war might unfold is, if anything, an area where similarly 
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informed experts are extremely likely to disagree. War unleashes the genie 
from the bottle, and what will happen next is, literally, anyone’s guess. Otto 
von Bismarck—no shrinking violet on the use of force—nevertheless urged 
great caution in choosing war, even when the prospects for victory looked 
promising, because “one cannot see the cards of Providence far enough 
ahead to anticipate historical development according to one’s own calcu-
lation.” Or as Clausewitz put it plainly, “in war everything is uncertain.” 
In such settings actors “can seldom predict the train of events they set in 
motion, and they frequently lose control over social and political forces,” 
Gilpin observed. Note that Gilpin expressly models his decision makers as 
rational, who choose the resort to war as when it is perceived as the best 
way to advance their interests. Yet they rarely “determine or anticipate the 
consequences” of the conflict that is unleashed, and thus “they do not get 
the war they expect.”67

A basic reason why the REW approach does not hold in practice is 
that there is simply too much space for different theories (that is, differ
ent implicit causal models) to exist, and to be sustained, and to be inad-
equately updated. From the hyper-rationalist perspective, through a pro
cess of learning (and/or perhaps a natural Darwinian elimination of those 
who hold the “wrong” models), there must be convergence toward the cor-
rect model. But in international relations, this will not be the case. If an 
expert is shown by experience that his prediction is wrong, given a proba-
bilistic world (as REW assumes), the meaning of such an outcome can be 
contested. If a theory suggests that a certain outcome has a 70 percent 
chance of occurring, that means the theory holds that outcome won’t hap-
pen 30 percent of the time. So when a “failure” is observed, was it the 
result of a flawed model or just a case of (slightly) bad luck? Either is pos
sible, and it is very hard to tell with very small, heterogeneous “samples.” 
As a result, competing theories are not easily selected out. Given that most 
experts have some level of confidence in their own expertise, they are in 
fact apt to be cautious about updating their models in the wake of just 
one such episode. More likely they will react as Tolstoy described: “in the 
failure of that war he did not see the slightest evidence of the weakness of 
his theory. On the contrary, the whole failure was to his thinking entirely 
due to the departures made from his theory.”68

The implicit expectation of the REW approach with regard to updat-
ing provides still another example of the pitfalls of grafting an economic 
theory for use in International Relations, and is an illustration of the sci-
entific overreach of the hyper-rationalists (in contrast to the conservative 
analytical modesty of classical realism). Theory updating requires a large 
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set of similar trials. But the data set available to two sides approaching 
war: how large is the set of relevant trials, and how similar are they, 
given the passage of time, changes to force postures and new weapons 
(both untested in battle), different political elites, generals, and soldiers 
(also perhaps untested in battle)? Consider, for example, that the United 
States went to war in Korea in 1950, Vietnam in 1965, Iraq in 1990, and 
was fighting in Afghanistan in 2005—each setting, obviously, involving 
different troops, weapons, leaders, terrains, adversaries, and politics. Is 
this data adequate to produce a singularly accurate theory around which 
all experts would converge, designed to “predict” the capaciousness of 
U.S. troops or the choices made by U.S. leadership in wartime, say, in 
the pacific theater in Asia in 2025? Clausewitz would be deeply skepti-
cal, to say the least, given his position that “every war is rich in unique 
episodes. Each is an uncharted sea, full of reefs.” Nor would he anticipate 
the behavioral relationships between crucial explanatory variables to 
remain constant from one war to the next. Theories of war, to the extent 
that they can be valuable, apply only “in the light of the peculiarities” of 
a given historical moment, as “every age had its own kind of war.”69

Compare this with the expectations for theory building and in turn 
shared (again, probabilistic) predictive capacity held by the very econo-
mists who champion Rational Expectations Theory. Eugene Fama, when 
asked if new financial instruments such as Collateralized Debt Obligations 
(CDOs) were increasing market risk, responded that there was simply not 
yet nearly enough good data “to come to any conclusions on these issues.” 
Indeed, he explained, it might take as long as “another half century before 
we really know.”70 Fama, it bears repeating, is a hyper-rationalist—and he 
wanted fifty years of repeated trials of homogeneous episodes that would 
occur thousands of times on a daily basis before drawing any conclusions. 
Imagine if he’d been asked a question about the how the innovation of 
submarines, or aircraft, or tanks, or a volunteer army (to say nothing of 
a political upheaval) might influence the course of a future war. (Again, 
for REW to hold, experts must agree, completely and promptly, about the 
consequences of every innovation and transformation on the course and 
consequence of future wars. And without the luxury of access to decades 
of repeated trials of very similar events or the mountains of data provided 
by daily market trading.)

Finally, even those aspects of Rational Expectations Theory that “work” 
in economics are singularly unsuited for being grafted and applied to the-
ories of war. This is because they are best suited for situations of continu-
ity, when the coming future is most likely to look very much like the recent 
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past. But to initiate a war is to dive headlong into the unknown or, at the 
very least, into the different. (Note how common it is to speak of “prewar” 
and “postwar” periods, because war represents the discontinuous junc-
ture between the patterns of behavior to be found in one era as opposed 
to another.) It is the very moment when we would least expect a Rational 
Expectations–based theory to work well. This was certainly seen at the site 
of the global financial crisis. In the years before the crisis, macroeconomic 
theory had converged around an approach called Dynamic Stochastic 
General Equilibrium (DSGE), which was rooted in the microfoundations 
of individual actors with rational expectations. These models performed 
fairly well during normal times.71

But DSGE models did not anticipate the global financial crisis, and, 
more to the point, had no way to even account for the possibility of such 
a crisis. (Legend has it that one eminent financial historian had long 
been dismissive of the approach, because “it excludes everything I am 
interested in.”) As the Economist explained, DSGE models “do badly in 
a crisis . . . ​because their ‘dynamic stochastic’ element only amounts to 
minor fluctuations around a state of equilibrium, and there is no equi-
librium during crashes.” Not surprisingly, after the financial crisis DSGE 
models came under considerable criticism.72 But the relevant point here 
is that all Rational Expectations models work best in the context of con-
tinuity, not change. Such models require that the past is a reliable guide 
to the future and assume that things will generally and indefinitely con-
tinue to be as they were, that is, when things are “normal.” However, 
and again drawing on a financial crisis analogy, in periods of innovation 
and change it is plausible, even likely, that behavioral relationships will 
change. At such moments, there is often very little past—as one observer 
asked, “How could the trajectory of a CDO squared be judged from past 
data when that ‘past’ was just two years old?” Similarly, financial models 
are at their best when the sailing is smooth, but are prone to “fail badly 
during times of panic, fear, and limited liquidity.” This is why it became 
common for critics of financial models to ridicule their performance dur-
ing crises—the 1987 stock market crash, for example, would have been 
predicted to occur once in a billion years—only to be added to a long 
list of other once-in-a-planetary lifetime disturbances in the decade that 
followed.73

But war is not tidy and certain, and is quite explicitly a departure from 
normal. It is the political equivalent to voluntarily initiating a moment of 
crisis, novelty, and discontinuity. And is thus exactly the moment when 
Rational Expectations–based models will have the least to say.
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The Craft of Classical Realism
In sum, classical realists look at the microeconomic and macroeconomic 
stories told by contemporary IR theory and come to fundamentally differ
ent conclusions. From the perspective of Structural Realism and hyper-
rationalism, history, politics, content, ideology, and purpose can be dispensed 
with, because states are a homogeneous band of similarly striving material-
ists, who must respond to the uniform imperatives of anarchy (or be selected 
out of the system). Classical Realism reaches virtually the opposite conclu-
sions, and from the same economic analogies, sees the central roles of fun-
damental uncertainty, consequential contingency, and inherent unpredict-
ability. Thus while classical realist analysis remains alert to the consequences 
of anarchy and very sensitive to the basic role of power and wealth in con-
ditioning state behavior, it nevertheless sees as essential those variables that 
competing (and predominant) approaches expressly forbid, if the choices 
made by actors are to have any chance of being understood.

As elaborated in this chapter, the distinct orientation of Classical Real-
ism is rooted in fundamental departures from those more contemporary 
paradigms: the unbridgeable gap between the natural and the social sci-
ences, the crucial distinction between irreducible uncertainty and actu-
arial risk, and, as a consequence of those two factors, an antipathy to pre-
diction and to the conditioning analysis toward aspirations of prediction. 
Classical realism rejects chasing the false promise of prediction—both 
as the goal of the analytical enterprise (and the idea that better theories 
mean improved prediction) and with regard to the ability of actors in the 
moment (or even in retrospect) to agree on what must be the consequence 
of a given course of action.

None of these challenges will be ameliorated by “better” social science, 
because the problems inherent to those efforts do not reflect inadequate 
progress but are simply beyond the grasp of what social science can hope 
to achieve.74 This, as noted above, is not a rejection of the scientific study 
of politics, properly understood, but reflects a judicious respect for the 
prospects and limits of social inquiry. Stanley Hoffmann (not coinciden-
tally, a student of Raymond Aron) was another critic of the turn in Inter-
national Relations Theory toward the “quest for certainty,” and “the desire 
to calculate the incalculable,” which in turn featured a “crusade to replace 
discussions of motives with such more objective data as word counts and 
vote counts.” In his dissent, he clearly articulated the perspective embraced 
here: “International relations should be the science of uncertainty, of the 
limits of action, of the ways states try and manage but never quite succeed 
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in eliminating their own insecurity. There has, instead, been . . . ​a quest for 
precision that turns out to be false or misleading.”75

This, of course, echoes Morgenthau, with his emphasis—in both his 
groundbreaking, ambitious Scientific Man vs. Power Politics and his 
more conventionally social-science inflected textbook Politics among 
Nations—on “unique and unpredictable sets of developments” that drive 
politics, and the role of crucial events and episodes, factors that cannot 
“be foreseen with any degree of certainty.” And again, this is especially the 
case with regard to choices made on the road to and in the midst of war. 
Thucydides quotes anonymous Athenians speaking before the Spartan 
assembly (surely one of the speeches he himself crafted) to underscore 
“the vast influence of accident in war,” and that war, as it unfolds, “gen-
erally becomes an affair of chances, chances from which neither of us is 
exempt, and whose event we must risk in the dark.”76 Again, much of this 
roots to that unbridgeable gap between risk and uncertainty. “The ortho-
dox theory assumes that we have a knowledge of the future of a kind quite 
different from that which we actually possess,” Keynes explained. “This 
hypothesis of a calculable future leads to a wrong interpretation of the 
principles of behavior which the need for action compels us to adopt, and 
to an underestimation of the concealed factors of utter doubt, precarious-
ness, hope and fear.”77

The need to know the relevant history, attentiveness to context 
and content, the imperative of intellectual modesty given irreducible 
uncertainty—these notions cause would-be scientists of world affairs 
to squirm in their seats. What about parsimony—explaining the most 
with the least?—is a common rejoinder. If a simple analysis can explain 
80 percent of the observed variation with a small handful of abstract vari-
ables, why back up a tractor-trailer of complexity to squeeze out a few 
more percentage points of explanation? To which the answer is: to the 
extent that more can be explained with less, parsimony is attractive. But 
that requires that more is being explained with less. In his landmark 
Theory of International Politics, Waltz insists on limiting the analysis 
to the systemic level—to modeling states as like units, dwelling in anar-
chy, distinguished only by their relative capabilities—no need to bother 
about history or content or purpose (beyond a desire to survive). But what 
does Theory of International Politics explain? Advocates of the approach 
invariably remind would-be critics that it has no “theory of foreign policy,” 
and Waltz himself states plainly that systemic theory only tells us “a small 
number of big and important things.” But it is hard to see what those big 
and important things are—that is, the “more” being explained by less.78 
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Put bluntly, it is incumbent on the defenders of Theory of International 
Politics to explain exactly what we understand after reading it that which 
we did not know before, and what can and cannot be achieved by a scholar 
armed with that knowledge.

Studying world politics is not easy, and, as a realist might say, wishing 
that something were so will not make it so. It is a complex, contingent, and 
often confusing enterprise. Instead of deploying an electron microscope, 
in the search for what Hoffmann described as false precision, Classical 
Realism reaches for a trusty tool kit—or, to return to the medical analogy, 
something like a doctor’s bag, full of analytical devices capable of wide-
spread application but deployed as tailored to the demands of each spe-
cific, idiosyncratic, and unique situation. Understanding those tools, and 
how best to deploy them, is the craft of Classical Realism.79

As Charles Kindleberger argued, in international politics, “it is futile to 
spend time at the over-all level,” because “the total system is infinitely com-
plex with everything interacting. One can discuss it intelligently, therefore, 
only bit by bit.”80 Kindleberger, an economist then writing about the disci-
pline of International Relations, later in his career took this advice to heart, 
as his own interests migrated toward economic history—or what he pre-
ferred to call historical economics—and he articulated a methodology that 
is consistent with the approach of Classical Realism. Kindleberger argued 
that “there is not one all purpose economic theory or model that illumi-
nates economic history,” and emphasized instead economics as a “toolbox” 
in which the practical economist is armed with a large set of theories (such 
as the law of one price, or Gresham’s law) that are applicable to and pro-
vide insights into a variety of settings. Historical economics is an exercise in 
developing and honing (and possibly circumscribing or discarding) those 
tools—in particular by considering “how general are economic theorems or 
laws, how well they fit case 2 if it is evident that they fit case 1 neatly.” But 
despite the search for general tendencies, he nevertheless explicitly rejected 
prediction, and argued further that Historical Economics “looks for pat-
terns of uniformity but is wary of insisting on identity.”81

Situating Classical Realism
In considering Classical Realism, it will be helpful to distinguish distinct 
aspects of the paradigm, and to situate it within the framework of interna-
tional relations theory more generally. Three succinct but crucial elabora-
tions should be further clarifying: regarding the consequences of endog-
enous preferences, the role of content, and models of rationality.
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Regarding preferences—this is a crucial consideration that returns to 
the core themes of the distinction between the natural and the social sci-
ences, and how best to deploy analogies from economics to better under-
stand international politics. Economic analogies, properly deployed, can 
offer insights into international politics; and an understanding of relevant 
economic theory is an important part of any Classical Realist’s tool kit 
(aspects of this will be elaborated in chapter 5). But as Susan Strange 
urged in her (unheeded) Presidential Address to the International Studies 
Association, international relations scholars should learn more economic 
theory but should not “try to ape the methods of equilibrium economics.”82

General equilibrium economics—which, as noted, draws its inspi-
ration from Newtonian physics—is a singularly unhelpful approach to 
apply to world politics. Once again, a basic problem is that in the natural 
sciences it is very often sufficient to understand the average behavior 
of particles, whereas in International Relations, the “average” response 
to stimuli is almost always irrelevant—especially when trying to under-
stand the likely reactions of large powers. Kindleberger, well ahead of 
the intellectual curve, saw this clearly: “in physics, for example, the 
behavior of the mass of molecules is several orders simpler as a problem 
than the prediction of the behavior of the separate molecule.” Interna-
tional relations, he explains, is doubly challenged, because “one of the 
major handicaps of international politics is that it deals with a narrowly 
limited population.” Thus, not only is it more difficult to establish with 
confidence the “average” reaction, but—and this is everything—in IR, it 
is understanding the elusive individual or particular reactions that is of 
paramount importance.83

As noted earlier in this chapter, consumer choice theory illustrates 
this clearly—and also shows how an economic theory that is quite suc-
cessful when applied to important questions relevant to economics can 
be of almost no utility when applied to International Relations. To reprise 
this vital point: theories of consumer behavior can tell us much about the 
behavior of the “average” actor but practically nothing about a particular 
actor. And to put it plainly, there are no average actors in world politics—
or, to phrase this key point in a more qualified way, perhaps in theory 
the average reaction to some stimuli is vaguely calculable, but knowing 
what the average reaction to a given political phenomenon will be in world 
politics is almost invariably of no practical value. (Raymond Aron, citing 
Clausewitz approvingly, notes that the purpose of the use of force is to 
get the adversary to submit to one’s political will. But how much force 
will yield what degree of submission? That is only understandable on a 
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case-by-case basis, because “the will to resist cannot be measured” and 
will surely be context dependent as well.)84

This can be illustrated by what I have dubbed “the ketchup allegory.” 
Consider the market for ketchup, as illustrated by the standard supply and 
demand diagram in Figure 1. Note the familiar contours—the amount of 
ketchup provided by suppliers increases as the price increases; the amount 
demanded by consumers moves in the opposite direction. The standard 
“Marshallian Cross” shows the intersection that establishes the equilib-
rium level of quantity (q*) and price (p*), which are a function of the 
aggregate behaviors of all participants. Alfred Marshall labeled the shaded 
area “A” as “consumer surplus” because right up to the equilibrium point, 
each consumer is paying less for their ketchup than they would have been 
willing to. How much more would they have been willing to pay? That 
would depend on their individual preference for ketchup, which would 
situate them in their particular place along the demand curve. (Note of 
course there is an analogous “producer surplus” in the [unshaded] trian-
gular region below the area of consumer surplus.)

Now consider a policy measure that raises the price of ketchup (say, for 
example, the imposition of a tariff). This, too, is a familiar story, which is 
illustrated in Figure 2. The consequences of this are also well established and 
need not be fully rehearsed here—the relevant point is that the effects on the 
equilibrium price and quantity are clear: price will go up, and the aggregate 

figure 1. Supply and Demand for Ketchup.
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quantity demanded will fall.85 These forecasts are essentially airtight. But 
they are forecasts of aggregate demand. They do not tell us about the behav
ior of specific consumers. Aggregate demand falls because some will no lon-
ger buy ketchup (the price is above their willingness to pay), but others will 
continue to buy ketchup—indeed happily so, as they would have been will-
ing to pay even more, and still enjoy Marshall’s consumer surplus. But in IR, 
the behavior of the specific actor is the crucial question. If I introduce a given 
international policy measure, how will other states react? It depends entirely 
not on the exogenous shock of the measure but in each actor’s individual 
endogenous preferences, that is, where they fall on our allegorical demand 
curve regarding their taste for the behavior they are pursuing. As seen in 
Figure 2, the behavior of actor A will not change; the behavior of actor B will. 
Only by understanding the endogenous preferences of the actor will we be 
able to understand their behavior.86 Content and purpose matter.

Content Matters—Situating the 
Constructivist Contribution

The Classical Realist assumption that preferences matter and that a range 
of plausible policy choices are not just possible but consequential in shap-
ing international relations means that understanding the behavior of 
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powerful actors in world politics requires attention to both power and pur-
pose. This can be a source of some confusion among contemporary stu-
dents (and even many accomplished scholars) of IR theory, whose instinct 
is to respond, “Isn’t that constructivism?”—a question that implies that 
realism and constructivism are competing paradigms. But this widely held 
view is misleading. Realism and Liberalism are opposing paradigms. As 
paradigms rather than theories, it is perhaps better to say they are “con-
trasting approaches whose distinct assumptions and points of departure 
often lead to very different expectations.” Liberalism, like realism, repre-
sents a rich constellation of affiliated but distinct branches that generate 
varied theories and expectations that do not march lockstep with each 
other. Most generally, liberal approaches tend to place less emphasis on 
the consequences of anarchy, anticipate that barriers to cooperation are 
often surmountable (at times facilitated by international intuitions), and 
typically see collective interests as aggregations reducible to individual 
and commonly material preferences. A liberal perspective is also likely 
to stress the mutual benefits and in turn relatively pacifying effects of 
international economic enmeshments, which disincentivize conflict.87 It 
should be noted, however, that most if not all theories and theorists of 
liberalism and realism are best seen as falling along a continuum from 
idealized types with imagined notions of “pure liberalism” to “pure real-
ism” at the distant extremes. Regarding the consequences of anarchy, for 
example, one would be hard-pressed to imagine a liberal who sees the 
possibility of war as impossible or irrelevant to state behavior; similarly 
few realists envision the world as an unmitigated state of war and naked 
struggle for power.88

Constructivism, however, represents an orthogonal dimension. As Jef-
frey Checkel well and succinctly describes, constructivism holds that the 
environment in which states act “is social as well as material” and that set-
ting can provide states “with understandings of their interests.”89

Neither realism nor liberalism is inherently “constructivist” or not, 
nor is either necessarily incompatible with constructivism—though some 
schools of thought within those paradigms certainly are. The liberal school 
of “open economy politics,” for example, is plainly anti-constructivist. 
Open Economy Politics is narrowly materialist; it models its actors as 
selfish egoists who want more stuff. Similarly, the narrow and exclusive 
materialism of structural realism has little space for factors that might 
influence assessments of interest.

On the other hand, the liberal theory of a “democratic peace”—that lib-
eral democracies, almost as a law-like statement, tend not to go to war 
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with one another—is an argument that depends on recognizing conse-
quential distinctions in the perceived political identities of other states 
(and in self-identity as well). Similarly, classical realism, which, although 
it presumes an important place for material goals and incentives, never-
theless sees political conflict taking place over much more than that. “I 
may do well to remind you,” Keynes noted in 1926, “that the fiercest con-
tests and the most deeply felt divisions of opinion are likely to be waged 
in the coming years” about questions that “may be called psychological 
or, perhaps, moral.”90 Constructivism is helpful for understanding such 
conflicts, by asking instead a different question than reductive materialists 
ask: “What kind of things do actors desire?” And from there it assumes 
that what actors (states, groups, and people) want is influenced by their 
environment (history, ideology, culture, social norms, notions of honor 
and prestige, etc.). Instead of taking preferences and goals as given, and 
limiting study to the singular pursuit of those presumed objectives, con-
structivist analysis, among other things, sees the more politically inter
esting and consequential question to be finding out what actors want. 
Narrowly materialist conceptions of politics, on the other hand, are more 
inclined to assume preferences, disregard social influences, and work out 
the math.

Debates about constructivism will not be settled in this brief com-
mentary, nor will the many related contestations be presently rehearsed 
at length. Simplifying dramatically for the purpose of this schematic over-
view, the relationship between liberalism and realism with constructiv-
ism can be represented (as seen in Figure 3) by the notion of whether or 
not “content matters.” For those branches of liberalism rooted in econom-
ics (such as open economy politics, institutionalism, and the commercial 
peace), content matters little; for branches of liberalism that emphasize 
the influence of shared political affinities, it is a fundamental driver of the 
analysis. Similarly, for Structural Realism content is irrelevant; for Classi-
cal Realism it is essential. That Structural Realism is content-free provides 
one of the two reasons for the common fallacy that realism and construc-
tivism are somehow inherently at odds with one another. When construc-
tivism emerged as an intellectual force in IR theory, Structural Realism 
was so predominant as realism that many (erroneously) conflated the two. 
And as content is irrelevant for Structural Realism (or for any form of 
systemic or “third-level” analysis), structural realism (including, notably, 
the approaches championed by Waltz in Theory of International Politics 
and Mearsheimer in The Tragedy of Great Power Politics) is indeed incom-
patible with constructivism. A second factor that reinforced and even 
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encouraged this false sense of rivalry between constructivism and realism 
was that constructivism arrived on the IR scene immediately following 
the end of the Cold War and the collapse of communism more generally. 
It was also initially presented as something of a dissent to mainstream 
approaches.91 As such it was implicitly “slotted in” as a “replacement” for 
Marxism, a paradigm that was then rapidly fading from the scene (if per-
haps primed for a comeback in the wake of twenty-first-century concerns 
about rapacious capitalism and attentiveness to profound inequalities of 
wealth). But it is more helpful, and especially clarifying for our purposes 
here, to highlight the ways in which the constructivist contribution sits 
not in opposition to realism (or liberalism) but rather how it illuminates 
differences between distinct branches of those paradigms.

Modeling Rationality
Finally, it is important to clarify and situate the way in which Classical 
Realism models the rationality of its actors. This chapter has already 
established the grounds for rejecting hyper-rationalism, that is, an envi-
sioning of rationality rooted in Rational Expectations Theory (RET), that 
was then implicitly transplanted to the “Rationalist Theories of War” 
perspective and the bargaining model more generally. This approach, it 
should be recalled and underscored, is misguided. RET is deductively 
suspect in most settings (especially in macroeconomics, nominally its 
home field); routinely confronted with falsifying evidence when tested 
empirically; and singularly unsuited to be applied to questions on Inter-
national Relations. Again, those additional, irretrievable problems with 

figure 3. Liberalism, Realism, and Constructivism.
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applying RET to questions of international politics are threefold. (1) The 
data is simply not—and will never be—adequate to provide the similar, 
repeated trials necessary to generate convergence around a shared model 
(a problem further complicated by the fact that in the social sciences, 
even an imagined, idealized model will be constantly in flux, as behav-
ioral relationships can shift across time and context). (2) Hyper-rationalist 
approaches of all stripes require a world of risk, not uncertainty. But with 
Keynes, Hayek, and Knight—and consistent with the world we see around 
us—Classical Realism understands the analytical setting as one of uncer-
tainty, in which RET-type models simply cannot apply. (3) Although we 
can recognize some areas of economics where RET might provide insights 
into the behavior of the average actor, for the most important questions 
in IR—political and (especially) military confrontations between states—
are exactly the moments when hyper-rationalism is least likely to be able 
to provide such insights: war in particular is a plunge into radical uncer-
tainty. We have no singularly shared theory of what will happen in the next 
war, and we never will.

Still, Classical Realism models its actors as rational. It simply articu-
lates a more nuanced and sophisticated understanding as to what ratio-
nality is. In this conception, the rational actor (perhaps better described 
as the “reasonable actor” or the “rational muddler”) can order its prefer-
ences and pursue its goals based on these preferences in a way that has 
an internal logical coherence in the context of the knowledge structure 
the actor is drawing upon—a logic structure that is observable to the out-
sider, who may not share those causal beliefs, and, of course, with agnosti-
cism regarding the merits of the particular goals being pursued. A rational 
actor can also make mistakes. Uncertainty continues to play a central role 
in this conception: as Keynes argued, in the context of uncertainty, when 
pressed to select a course of action from a plausible menu of possibilities, 
actors are often left groping in the dark, doing the best they can to process 
often inherently ambiguous information by making guesses about the sen-
timent of the crowd, drawing on varied, implicit models, and falling back 
on rules of thumb and instincts derived from distinct and varied personal 
experiences.92 Keynes was here thinking of investors, but Classical Real-
ism applies these same notions to decision makers in states.

In considering participants in world politics, then, Realists of all 
stripes envision the actors as rational. Still, it should be noted, there are 
some qualifications to this. Ever alert to the perils of anarchy, Realists 
cannot rule out that dangerous actors might yet behave irrationally—for 
Raymond Aron, who saw firsthand the collapse of civilization in Weimar 
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Germany, “National socialism . . . ​taught me the power of irrational 
forces.” In a different spirit, Waltz is careful to argue that his minimalist 
approach “requires no assumptions of rationality”; rather, those who fail 
to pursue their interests rationally will likely be selected out.93 This is 
perhaps aesthetically pleasing in its analytical minimalism, but, as a prac-
tical matter, when explaining world politics, scholars working in a Struc-
tural Realist tradition more or less universally assume a baseline level of 
rationality among their actors, and in trying to have anything to say about 
international political behavior in the real world as a working assumption 
it is more or less essential—otherwise it would be impossible to antici-
pate any behavior of any actor. This holds true for Classical Realism as 
well. Without embracing the hyper-rationalism of Rational Expectations–
derived theories, Classical Realists and Structural Realists are on the same 
page here, if with an acknowledgment that there may be exceptions to this 
general rule.

Where these contrasting approaches to realism part company, how-
ever, is on the separate dimension of the possibility for the role of what 
Albert Hirschman called the influence of “passions” in shaping behavior.94 
Variants of Structural Realism, here in accord with Bargaining Models, 
rule out this possibility. Classical Realism leaves open the door for such 
prospects, however. Again an appeal to Keynes is clarifying of these dif-
ferences. One element of the Keynesian revolution was its embrace of the 
influence of emotional states—such as the role of “animal spirits” in influ-
encing investment. This was not an isolated innovation. Looking back on 
his earlier assumptions of rationality, which he described as “our code”—
an understanding of humanity shared with his peers—Keynes would later 
consider that it “was flimsily based, as I now think, on an a priori view of 
what human nature is like, both other people’s and our own, which was 
disastrously mistaken.” In particular, the error of “attributing an unreal 
rationality” to people’s feelings and behavior “led to a thinness, a super-
ficiality” of analysis and understanding that skewed and truncated their 
vision. Embracing a “pseudo-rational view of human nature” blinded them 
to “certain powerful and valuable springs of feeling.”95

Similarly, certain “springs of feeling” can be relevant for Classical Real-
ism. Thucydides, for example, describes an episode when Pericles, “seeing 
anger and poor judgement” among the Athenians, “and confident in his 
wisdom,” avoided calling an assembly when one might have been expected, 
“fearing the fatal results of a debate inspired by passion and not by pru-
dence” (2.22). More generally, Classical Realism anticipates that states will 
be motivated by fear, pride, and, as Thucydides emphasized in particular, 
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figure 4. Envisioning the Rationality of the Actor.
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hubris. “Fear” as used here refers to something different than alertness 
to the dangers inherent to anarchy, but an emotional state that a society 
can share and which can affect behavior. Pride suggests that actors will 
bear costs to avoid taking actions that, regardless of their material ben-
efits, they would perceive as humiliating, and will take exception to others 
whom they perceive to be imposing humiliation upon them. Hubris, of 
course, is the passion of the arrogance of power, grasping for what cooler 
heads might see as beyond one’s reach—and as will be illustrated further 
in chapter 3, is an important explanatory variable for classical realism.

Once again, a diagram can be used to situate Classical Realism in rela-
tion to other perspectives—here structural realist and hyper-rationalist 
approaches. In Figure 4, the horizontal axis represents notions of rational-
ity, with radical postmodernism at one extreme and hyper-rationalism on 
the other. (Radical postmodernism, at its frontiers, suggests the impos-
sibility of objectively assessing the “rationality” of specific actions.)96 Fig-
ure 3 situated paradigms generally within assigned quadrants; here the 
positioning of the perspectives on the scatterplot is indicative. Regard-
ing definitions of rationality, REW is to the extreme right, with Classi-
cal Realism and Structural Realism assuming the baseline reasonable 
actor/rational muddler described above. As for passions, some role is 
permitted for them by Classical Realism, but they are forbidden by the 
others. Admittedly they are difficult to measure, but there is no shame in 
including consequential factors simply because they are less tangible than 
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others (though there should be in trying to pretend that such things don’t 
matter simply on the grounds that they are hard to elegantly model). As 
Hirschman wrote, “After so many failed prophecies, is it not in the interest 
of social science to embrace complexity, be it at some sacrifice of its claim 
to predictive power?”97

Having demonstrated the distinct contours of (and urgent need for) 
Classical Realism in theory, chapter 3 turns similarly to applications of the 
perspective in practice.
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Ch a pter Three

Why We Need Classical  
Realism

enduring puzzles

chapter  2 demonstrated that the principal approaches to the 
study of world politics that claim to have superseded classical realism—
structural realism and hyper-rationalist bargaining models—are funda-
mentally and irretrievably flawed at the theoretical level. This chapter 
illustrates how classical realism is of practical value, by doing a better 
job at explaining important puzzles that have eluded other perspectives. 
It examines two catastrophic foreign policy blunders made by great 
powers—British appeasement of Nazi Germany and the American war in 
Vietnam—and shows that these events are beyond the grasp of the main-
stream, predominant approaches but well understood by a classical realist 
perspective.

Why did Britain appease Nazi Germany? The two best structuralist 
explanations are that (1) given the multipolar order, coupled with the 
expectation that defensive strategies against invasion would be effective 
in any future war and thus such a war would be a long one, Britain (and 
France) engaged in “buck-passing”—trying to pass the political (and espe-
cially economic) burden of preparing for war with Germany onto others; 
(2) given the lack of preparation to face the German threat (which itself 
ought to be a puzzle for structuralism and hyper-rationalist theories—
lack of preparation to defend the homeland against a major, proximate 
threat?), British appeasement was a strategy designed to “buy time” in 
anticipation of a future war, at a moment when the balance of power 
would be more favorable. But these explanations are wrong. Britain was 
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not buck-passing—its motivations for restraining defense spending were 
rooted in a prioritization of financial rectitude, not hopes that France 
could be nudged into bearing a larger share of an implicitly joint concern. 
And British leadership—the Conservative party that dominated govern-
ment through the appeasement era—was not trying to “buy time” (this was 
more of a post hoc rationalization than a strategy)—its goal was to avoid 
war at almost any conceivable cost (save the loss of the British Empire). 
Ultimately, British appeasement of Nazi Germany can only be explained 
by two variables that are expressly forbidden by structural realism but are 
embraced by Classical Realism: history and ideology. That is, it is not pos
sible to explain British behavior without understanding the influence of 
World War I (not on power, but on preferences) and the vehement anti-
communism of the British right (and its relative comfort with fascism).

Why did America fight in Vietnam? Here again this chapter looks 
closely at still another notable structural explanation, the leading exem-
plar of a cluster of contributions that fall under the rubric of “power cycle 
theory.” Varieties of this influential approach tend to focus on the issue of 
“hegemonic decline,” and elaborate how and why the changing costs and 
benefits of maintaining the status quo turn the tide against hegemons fac-
ing rising challengers. Power cycle theories have much to offer in illustrat-
ing the general realist expectation that underlying shifts in the balance of 
power are to be expected, and that such dynamics can be so destabiliz-
ing. But these often elegant, abstract analytical machines simply do not 
well explain the ruinous catastrophe of the Vietnam War—which, once 
again, is better understood from a classical perspective. The most griev-
ous wounds suffered by the United States as a hegemonic power—as seen 
again in the disastrous decision to wage a preventive war against Iraq in 
2003—were not the result of external checks on American power due to 
tectonic shifts in the underlying balance of power but from, if anything, 
exactly the opposite: a preponderance of power and the temptations such 
lack of constraints can invite. History, ideology, temptation, ambition, and 
hubris—these factors are central to explaining the great puzzles of world 
politics. They are forbidden by structural realism and hyper-rationalism; 
they are the stuffing of classical realism.

The Puzzle of British Appeasement of Nazi Germany
Great Britain came very close to losing World War II. There are few if any 
theories of International Relations that do not presume that the primary 
goal of the state is to ensure its own survival. Yet Britain, one of the world’s 
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mightiest powers, came within a hair’s breadth of being subjugated by 
one of the most brutal and horrifying regimes in history. What to make 
of that prospect? Winston Churchill, as prime minister, told the cabinet 
on May 28, 1940, “If this long island story of ours is to end, let it end only 
when each of us lies choking in his own blood upon the ground.”1 How 
could Britain, one of the world’s greatest powers, with its mighty navy, 
economic muscle, and vast overseas empire, have gotten it so wrong?2 
True, Britain had been dealt a difficult hand. Victorious in World War I, 
the Great War nevertheless left the country financially and physically 
exhausted, with more rather than fewer overseas commitments, and fac-
ing new challenges (in particular, erstwhile ally Japan was emerging as a 
significant geopolitical rival in Asia). Nevertheless, Britain emerged from 
the war as a great and secure power, and with its traditional adversaries 
weakened. Russia had turned inward toward the convulsions of its civil 
war and consolidation of Bolshevik authority; as for Germany, a country 
that suffered two million dead and five million wounded—its bitter serv-
ing for losing the war, imposed at the point of a gun and on the brink of 
starvation, left that country demilitarized, dismembered, and stripped of 
colonies and assets. Yet from those ruins the Nazi menace would emerge 
in 1933—abetted by the one-two punch of socially destabilizing hyperinfla-
tion in 1924 and descent into Great Depression in 1928 (in 1932, unem-
ployment in Germany soared to 25 percent)—and for the next six years 
Britain dithered as that mortal threat grew.

A key claim of this book is that the future is unwritten. Thus it was 
impossible for British leaders to know that Hitler would embark on a mili-
tarized project to dominate Europe (the prevention of which was seen as 
the linchpin of British security for centuries) and quite possibly beyond. 
But it was also grossly irresponsible not to recognize the likelihood of such 
a prospect, and to act accordingly. Hitler was not a riddle. He was a mes-
sianic, militant, charismatic demagogue who spelled out his intentions 
explicitly in his prison memoir Mein Kampf, and from the very begin-
ning his deeds matched his words—horrors plainly visible to see to anyone 
who could be roused to pay the slightest attention. Hitler was appointed 
chancellor on January 30, 1933, and on March 24, the Reichstag passed 
the enabling act, which essentially granted him dictatorial powers that he 
would consolidate over the following year. Violet Bonham Carter, daughter 
of former British prime minister H. H. Asquith, shared these thoughts at 
a conference of the Liberal party on May 18: “In Germany, freedom as we 
conceive it seems to have perished in the last few weeks, in the twinkling 
of an eye, almost without a struggle, and given place to a nightmare reign 
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of force whose horror we can hardly conceive.” Months later, she warned 
that the Nazi system threatened “not merely the soul of a people, but the 
peace of the world,” and in December lamented that “we in this country 
have looked on with dazed astonishment.”3

The implications of the Nazi regime were known at the highest levels 
of the British government—or at least they certainly should have been. 
Horace Rumbold, the British ambassador in Berlin, sent a lengthy and 
insightful dispatch to London on April 26, 1933, that offered an alarming 
report about the new regime. Prime Minister Ramsay MacDonald thought 
the missive was important enough to circulate to the cabinet, which then 
included Neville Chamberlain, who served Chancellor of the Exchequer 
from 1931 until 1937, when he became prime minister. In late June Rum-
bold cabled with an even more critical report. His successor in Berlin, Eric 
Phipps, who served from 1933 to 1937, witnessed the same brutality and 
sent home similar warnings, arguing that it would be foolish to make con-
cessions to Hitler and urging British rearmament.4

In 1933 it was clear that Germany was violating the armaments limits 
set by the Versailles Treaty, but the provocation was overlooked (as was 
Germany’s unilateral withdrawal from the League of Nations in October). 
By March 1934 Germany’s continuing increases in defense spending leapt 
ahead so dramatically that France felt compelled to make the gesture of 
withdrawing from ongoing disarmament talks, but neither Britain nor 
France followed suit with renewed spending initiatives of their own.5 And 
on March 16, 1935, Germany reintroduced compulsory military service, 
and announced that its army would expand to thirty-six divisions, more 
than five times the ceiling mandated by the Versailles Treaty. The meaning 
of all this, again, was not hard to decipher. As Ernest Hemingway wrote 
at the time, soon there will be war: “Not next August, nor next Septem-
ber; that is still too soon,” he warned. “But the year after that or the year 
after that they fight.” There will be war not because countries want war, he 
explained. But “Italy is a man, Mussolini, and Germany is a man, Hitler.” 
And their ambitions will eventually and inevitably lead to war. It is impor
tant to note that although Hemingway would later emerge as a militant 
anti-fascist, actively supporting the loyalists in the Spanish Civil War and 
subsequently witnessing the Normandy landings, in 1935, with the point-
less ruin of the Great War fresh in his mind, Hemingway was not itching 
for the fight—just the opposite, he was urging the United States to steer 
clear of the inevitable conflict.6

Hitler’s next provocation, especially in retrospect, marked a crossing of 
the political Rubicon. The remilitarization of the Rhineland on March 7, 
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1936, was, among other things, a devastating and sobering blow to the 
notion that France would, in theory, press a military advantage against 
Germany in support of the defense of its eastern European allies. But the 
measure was also an alarming harbinger in that it was not simply a viola-
tion of the Treaty of Versailles, which Germany signed under duress, it 
was a violation of the 1925 Treaty of Locarno. The Locarno pact, which 
was designed to normalize and pacify European international politics 
after the tumultuous years that followed the Great War, was a sweeping, 
multilateral agreement that reflected a series of measures intended to 
provide reassurances and stability across the continent—and was negoti-
ated with Germany as a peer, not a defeated adversary, and celebrated by 
Nobel peace prizes in both 1925 and 1926. Thus while it can be argued that 
some of Hitler’s initial measures were overlooked by British elites because 
they had tacitly (or explicitly) embraced the view that the Versailles Treaty 
had been inappropriately severe in its treatment of Germany, this could 
not apply to naked violations of Locarno. This distinction is an impor
tant one, as the severity of the Versailles settlement is hotly contested in 
debate to this day, with some scholars blaming John Maynard Keynes’s 
book The Economic Consequences of the Peace for overstating the case that 
the measures imposed on Germany were too harsh. Although Keynes did 
favor lower reparations payments, this critique misinterprets Keynes’s key 
arguments and overstates the influence of a then-obscure Treasury offi-
cial, one whose proposals that were articulated in his book, it should be 
added, were roundly ignored by all parties. Keynes’s principal objective 
was to call attention to what the treaty failed to do—and on these points he 
was unquestionably correct. The treaty, he wrote, “includes no provisions 
for the economic rehabilitation of Europe—nothing to make the defeated 
Central empires into good neighbors, nothing to stabilize the new states 
of Europe,” nothing to restore “the disordered finances of France and 
Italy.” And even worse than the reparations were the debts between the 
allies themselves, which were “a menace to financial stability everywhere,” 
imposed a “crushing burden,” and would be “a constant source of interna-
tional friction.” An international financial order that was little more than 
a tangle of debts and reparations could hardly “last a day.” Most prescient 
still, he argued, “It was not obvious that it would do anyone any good if the 
structure of the German State were to collapse and if disorder under the 
opposed banners of Communism and Reaction were to plunder the rest of 
Europe on the other side of the Rhine.”7

In any event, the remilitarization of the Rhineland could not be attrib-
uted to Versailles revisionism; to the contrary, it was a rejection of the 
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spirit (not to mention the letter) of the more celebrated Locarno pact. Yet 
again, neither Britain (nor France) lifted a finger in response, a decision 
that has been called “the first capitulation,” and one that is all the more 
tragic in retrospect because Hitler was taking an enormous gamble—he 
did not then have the ability to resist any military countermeasures taken 
against the maneuver, and the humiliation of being forced to turn tail 
and run might easily have brought his end in a Germany not yet purged 
of all of his potential adversaries in the military and elsewhere. For Ray-
mond Aron, this “crucial capitulation” was even more consequential than 
the Munich disaster. It was the best opportunity to stop Hitler, although, 
he recalled, “taking into account what France was like at the time, I was 
convinced that France and Great Britain would not do what was necessary 
to prevent a war.”8

Fascism was not subtle, or shy, or ambiguous in its embrace of milita-
rism, as seen in Italy’s attack on League of Nations member Ethiopia, a 
brutal war of imperial conquest that featured the use of (banned by inter-
national treaty) mustard gas, which outraged public opinion in Britain 
and France. This forced Western diplomats to become secretive about 
their efforts to placate Mussolini, which became a source of some embar-
rassment when those machinations became public, ultimately forcing the 
resignation of British foreign secretary Samuel Hoare, who was replaced 
by Anthony Eden.9 From 1936 Germany and Italy provided active mili-
tary support to Francisco Franco in his effort to overthrow the Republican 
Spanish government. Legions of idealistic Westerners flocked to Spain to 
fight on behalf of the Loyalists, including George Orwell, who was griev-
ously wounded. (Thousands of them, including Julian Bell, the nephew of 
Virginia Woolf, who served the cause as a volunteer ambulance driver, lost 
their lives.) The British government, however, at least as wary of commu-
nist elements among the Republicans (who received assistance from the 
Soviet Union), maintained a posture of strict neutrality as the Italian and 
German armed forces participated in the fighting.10

Neville Chamberlain, upon acceding to the position of prime minister 
in May 1937, did not invent the policy of appeasement, which had broad 
support across the Conservative party, but as a powerful Chancellor of the 
Exchequer he had embraced it fully, and as prime minister he came to 
personify it. In command of a large majority in Parliament, Chamberlain, 
whose most ardent defenders would not hesitate to describe him as confi-
dent and arrogant, single-handedly directed the course of British foreign 
policy until well into the first year of World War II. Chamberlain’s dedi-
cated application of appeasement reached its apogee in 1938. He watched 
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calmly as Hitler seized Austria and added it to the Reich—German tanks 
rolled across the border on March  14. With Austria absorbed, Hitler 
immediately set his sights on Czechoslovakia, and crises on that front 
brewed for months, until the final fiasco of the Munich accords of Septem-
ber, which ceded the Sudetenland region of the country in exchange for 
the promise that the remnants of the republic would be left unmolested. 
Munich is a story so familiar it need not be rehearsed here, other than to 
note its fruits: within two weeks Germany announced still another major 
expansion of its rearmament program, and much of the world gasped in 
horror at the atrocities of Kristallnacht that soon followed. (Chamberlain 
was unmoved; in the words of one account, he “was not prepared to aban-
don his entire policy simply because of domestic German beastliness.”)11 
In March 1939 Hitler seized the remnants of Czechoslovakia, breaking the 
consensus about appeasement in Britain and leading to its guarantee of 
Poland’s territorial integrity, the German violation of which in September 
finally led Britain to declare war.

“The failure to perceive the true character of the Nazi regime and Adolf 
Hitler stands as the single greatest failure of British policymakers makers 
during this period,” one recent account of appeasement concluded. “The 
real nature of the Nazi regime was . . . ​obvious.”12 Why did Britain get this 
so wrong—at the peril of its very existence? The predominant explana-
tions are unsatisfactory.

Structuralist Explanations for British Appeasement
There are two major realist/rationalist explanations for Britain’s cata-
strophic failure in the 1930s: buck-passing and buying time. The former 
derives from a sound deductive argument that can be plausibly applied 
to the 1930s, but does not in fact capture what was actually taking place. 
The latter is simply wrong. Both explanations are handicapped by their 
unwillingness to allow for history and ideology as explanatory variables.

The buck-passing argument is most closely associated with a semi-
nal paper written by Thomas Christensen and Jack Snyder. An effort to 
explain alliance patterns under multiparty, the authors advance Waltz’s 
analytically paralyzing minimalist structuralism by adding the variable of 
perceptions regarding whether offensive or defensive military doctrines 
are seen to have the advantage. The essence of this innovative argument 
can be quickly summarized. If the offense has the advantage, then aggres-
sors might win wars that erupt quite quickly; the opposite is true when 
defense dominates. Thus in a world of perceived offensive advantages 
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(like the “cult of the offensive” before World War I), one must promptly 
come to the defense of allies—as Robert Jervis argued, these are danger-
ous “shoot first and ask questions later” settings. With regard to alliances, 
this leads to the pathology of “chain-ganging” whereby the most militant 
and aggressive state can drag its allies into war, as well as the allies of its 
adversaries, and their allies, and so on. Alternatively, if everybody expects 
that defenses will be robust and conquest difficult, states can take a “wait 
and see” attitude when their allies get into trouble. But this can contribute 
to the pathology of “buck-passing”—engaging in suboptimal levels of mili-
tary preparation in the hope that this will nudge allies to shoulder a larger 
share of the burden, confident that, if war does actually emerge, there will 
be time for a robust rearmament effort then, while well-defended allies 
hold the fort.13

This is a plausible argument; even in the late 1930s, Britain had incen-
tives to buck-pass—surely it was very much hoped that France would bear 
the brunt of any land war on the European continent. Consider that in 
World War I, Britain committed sixty divisions to the western front. For 
the next war, should it come, it now pledged two, with the suggestion that 
perhaps as many as two or three more might be forthcoming if circum-
stances dictated. And of course France wanted desperately to ensure that 
Britain would participate in any future European war, and so any mea
sures that incentivized British rearmament were in the French interest.

But neither the timid diplomacy nor, crucially, the sluggish pace of 
rearmament by Britain and France can be attributed to buck-passing 
(“let’s spend less and thus force the other to spend more”). Buck-passing 
was simply not a plausible strategy for France. A front-line state, it did 
not have the luxuries that its ally (apparently) enjoyed: between Britain 
and Germany stood a very large European army (France’s), and beyond 
that the protection afforded by the English Channel. Nor could France as 
easily entertain the notion (which Britain, plausibly if misguidedly, might) 
that if Nazi Germany were to consolidate its power in eastern and central 
Europe and come to dominate the continent more generally, well, that 
might be regrettable but something that with the right air defenses, naval 
supremacy, and vast overseas empire one could learn to live with.

In fact, for both powers, domestic economic priorities (and, impor-
tantly, economic ideology)—not calculations of the potential contributions 
of others—were the key motivations that restrained defense spending. In 
France, a widely held fetish for economic and monetary orthodoxy was the 
driving force behind all budgetary decisions, and for much of the 1930s this 
led to wave after wave of deflationary policies and budget cuts—misguided 
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policies that inevitably and tragically starved defense spending.14 As for 
Britain, it was an article of faith, especially in the Conservative party, that 
too much defense spending would imperil the stability of British finances, 
the soundness of which was seen as the vital “fourth arm of defense” and 
necessary to preserve should a war actually occur. (Such a posture also 
well served the perceived economic interests of the party’s political base.)

The sensitivity of the government for the need to maintain confidence 
in the financial sector (with which the Conservative party was intimately 
associated) imposed restraints on government borrowing and spending 
and inhibited rearmament. As one study concluded, “the decision to limit 
defense expenditure . . . ​had its roots in economic assumptions shared by 
the Treasury and the financial community.”15

These perceived constraints limited British rearmament and reinforced 
the policy of appeasement. Despite the breathtaking pace of German 
rearmament, obvious from 1933 and immense from 1935, Britain lagged 
dangerously behind, even as the Nazi war machine raced ahead. Military 
spending did pick up in 1936, but only reached 8 percent of gross domestic 
product in 1938 (the level Germany reached in 1935) and was not engaged 
with urgency until well into 1939.16 And at all points, even at the very end, 
finance was pressing at the brakes. In 1935 Prime Minister Stanley Bald-
win pledged that Britain would maintain parity with the German air force 
(this was an urgent matter, as the palpable fear of devastating air strikes 
against the homeland was widespread throughout the country—thus the 
“starvation of the British army” was one thing, but restraining the air force 
budget could not be attributed to buck-passing). But even this pledge was 
soon forgotten. In 1935 Germany produced over 5,000 aircraft, as Britain 
built fewer than 2,000; and when war was declared in 1939, the Luftwaffe 
had 3,000 combat-ready planes, as compared with 1,400 for Britain.17

As Chancellor of the Exchequer from 1931 to 1937, Neville Chamberlain 
was “preoccupied by the economic constraints on British rearmament,” 
and as prime minister, he “played a major role in efforts to keep defense 
spending at the lowest possible level.” He was even more stringent than his 
Treasury advisors, who managed to force a slowdown in military spend-
ing in the second half of 1937, citing fears of inflation. Moreover, although 
looking back, Chamberlain’s defenders often emphasize his role in shoring 
up Britain’s vital air defenses, upon assuming office he dismissed Baldwin’s 
eighteen-month-old parity pledge as ancient history, and routinely clashed 
with his Secretary of State for Air, Philip Cunliffe-Lister (Lord Swinton), 
who was persistent in his efforts to increase the air force budget beyond 
the strict ceilings imposed by the prime minister. Swinton was marginally 
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successful in squeezing a few pounds more for the air force from the Trea
sury, and an emergency cabinet meeting was held in March 1938 to evalu-
ate his “scheme K,” to expand the potential capacity for aircraft produc-
tion. But Swinton’s proposal was rejected, and Chamberlain dismissed 
him from office in May.18 In sum, the relentless budgetary pressure on 
British defense spending in the years leading up to the war and the rela-
tively sluggish pace of its rearmament were driven by an overzealous com-
mitment to financial orthodoxy, not an attempt to elicit greater spending 
from France. (And had buck-passing been a motive, surely Britain would 
have long recognized the utter failure of such an effort. France, if anything, 
was even more lethargic in responding to the existential threat of Nazi 
Germany, a failure that must be attributed to a crisis within French soci-
ety, a general theme that will be revisited in chapter 7.)19

Was Chamberlain buying time? Chamberlain’s posthumous defend-
ers and apologists have attempted to untie the puzzling knot of appease-
ment by rallying around the revisionist claim that the prime minister and 
his supporters were not naive; rather, they were clever, and playing a bad 
hand well. The Munich Agreement, especially, in this revisionist assess-
ment is reinterpreted from the shortsighted, foolish humiliation that it 
was, and reimagined as a savvy far-sighted strategy: Chamberlain recog-
nized that Britain was not well equipped to fight Hitler in 1938, and so 
he used the Munich accords instrumentally to buy time for rearmament, 
and thus confront the Nazis militarily at a time when the country would 
be better prepared and thus the odds would be more in its favor. In Inter-
national Relations scholarship this position is best associated with Nor-
rin Ripsman and Jack Levy, who argue that “British appeasement was 
not based on a naïve understanding of Hitler’s intentions or on wishful 
thinking about the possibility of establishing a lasting peace with Ger-
many.” Rather, appeasement (here centrally over Munich) was “a means 
of buying time for rearmament, thus delaying the likely confrontation 
until Britain was adequately prepared for war.”20 Setting aside the obvi-
ous retort that it was the appeasers’ reluctance either to check Hitler’s 
ambitions or to rearm from the mid-1930s as Germany galloped ahead 
with its massive military expansion that left Britain unprepared in the first 
place, this argument simply does not stand up to scrutiny, undermined by 
two essential flaws. First, the breathing space between September 1938 
and September 1939 did not shift the balance of power in the allies’ favor. 
If war it was going to be, better to have fought in 1938. Second, and fun-
damentally, the policy of appeasement was not designed to buy time for 
a future war. It was designed to make sure that war would never occur. 
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This is plainly illustrated by the actions and words of Chamberlain and his 
affiliates—over Munich, after Hitler’s shredding of the accord with Ger-
many’s absorption and dismemberment of the rest of Czechoslovakia in 
March 1939, in the final buildup to war that summer, and in the immedi-
ate aftermath of Germany’s invasion of Poland. A careful look at the evi-
dence makes clear that appeasement indeed was based on a fundamental 
misreading of Hitler, and the desire to come to understanding with the 
Nazi regime and forge a lasting peace between Britain and Germany.

“Buying time” at Munich did not tilt the balance of power in Britain’s 
favor. Indeed, Ripsman and Levy readily admit that “Germany made bet-
ter use of the delay in war than did Britain.” This is no small concession, 
and merits a modest review of the changing military situation. Britain did 
increase its arms spending after the Munich accords, and still more after 
Germany’s subsequent invasion of Prague. But at all points both Cham-
berlain and the Treasury pushed to moderate the rate of increase—an odd 
strategy for a nation imagining itself ramping up for war. And always, 
finance came first. Days after Munich Chamberlain reminded the cabinet 
of his long-standing and continuing concern that “the burden of arma-
ments might break our back.” (Thus even wise decisions, such as the pro-
duction of fighter planes, were based on the desire to avoid investing in 
what would have been a much more expensive heavy bomber program.) 
Even more damning, the buying time for rearmament argument must 
reckon not simply with British preparation but with devastating counter-
arguments, in particular, the relative weakness of Germany in 1938, and 
the consequences of the neutering of Czechoslovakia. Hitler was in no 
position to win a general European war in 1938—he would have had his 
hands full with a fight over Czechoslovakia, with its large, well-equipped 
army stationed behind mountainous fortifications, not to mention the 
prospect that France and Russia might fulfill their treaty obligations and 
come to Czechoslovakia’s defense. The ceding of the Sudetenland aban-
doned those fortifications and the country’s industrial centers. The bal-
ance of the republic was left defenseless after Munich, and, with the sub-
sequent occupation of Prague, not only was the formidable Czech military 
subtracted from the ledger of the allied forces, but the Nazi war machine 
added its industrial capacity, raw materials, arms production complexes 
(Czechoslovakia was a major arms exporter), and large cache of weap-
ons. In sum, with regard to buying time, “there is no basis for such an 
argument.”21

But even more important, the simple fact of the matter is, Chamber-
lain was not buying time. He was, quite sincerely (if misguidedly), trying 
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to avoid war altogether—when he proclaimed that his diplomacy had 
achieved “peace in our time,” he meant it. As Chamberlain’s devoted par-
liamentary private secretary (and future prime minister) Alec Douglas-
Home put it, Chamberlain and his confidant and influential advisor Hor-
ace Wilson “believed that by the sacrifice of Czechoslovakia they could 
achieve permanent peace and that Hitler would be satisfied.” Looking 
back, Wilson could not have stated it more plainly: “the aim of appease-
ment was to avoid war altogether, for all time.22

Chamberlain blundered appallingly at Munich, done in by his robust 
ego and obtuse inability to see Hitler for what he was. In the words of Rob-
ert Self, editor of The Neville Chamberlain Diary Letters, whose disposi-
tion is generally very sympathetic to his protagonist, “It is unquestionably 
true that Chamberlain profoundly misjudged Hitler and fell easy victim to 
his calculated flattery.” After his first encounter with the Fuhrer, the prime 
minister boasted to his sister that, according to Wilson, by all accounts 
Hitler was “very favorably impressed” with him. This was not true, but, 
conspicuously, the converse was—in Hitler, Chamberlain saw “a man who 
could be relied upon when he had given his word.”23

In Hitler, Chamberlain confidently assessed that he had found a part-
ner with whom he could achieve his heartfelt goal, peace in his time. Cer-
tainly, he would concede, the Fuhrer was a bit of an ill-tempered rogue, 
with perhaps a spot of blood on his hands, but he was a reasonable fellow, 
and a deftly handled combination of generous concessions, combined with 
just enough rearmament to persuade Hitler that attacking Britain would 
be more trouble than it was worth (and provide some insurance should 
the nightmare of war actually come to pass), would carry the day. Hit-
ler walked away from the bargaining table with the Sudetenland; Cham-
berlain, in turn, took home Hitler’s promise that he would seek no more 
than that and, most important to him, with the Fuhrer’s hurried scrawl 
on a document that avowed of “the desire of our two peoples never to 
go to war with one another again.” Chamberlain was not buying time, he 
was buying peace. Days after Munich, he approached Lord Swinton, his 
dismissed Air Minister, seeking his support. “I will support you,” Swin-
ton responded, “provided that you are clear that you have been buying 
time for rearmament.” Chamberlain was puzzled by the notion, respond-
ing, “But don’t you see, I have brought back peace.” On October 31, the 
prime minister articulated his vision plainly: “Our Foreign Policy is one 
of appeasement. We must aim at establishing relations with the Dictator 
Powers which will lead to settlements in Europe and a sense of stabil-
ity.” In the press and around the country, he admonished, a considerable 
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amount of “false emphasis” had been placed on rearmament. But although 
increased defense expenditures were necessary, the next objective would 
be arms control, not an arms race. The following day, Wilson explained 
that “putting the aircraft industry on a war footing would be contrary to the 
Munich declaration that Anglo-German disagreements would be settled 
peacefully.”24

This disposition was plain to see. Ivan Maisky, the Soviet ambassador 
in London and an often insightful observer of British politics and foreign 
policy, met with Chamberlain on March 2, 1939. In his diary, Maisky wrote 
that the prime minister shared that “he remained an ‘optimist’ despite 
everything,” and “the general situation is improving.” Both Hitler and 
Mussolini, Chamberlain explained, had given him “their personal assur-
ance” of their peaceful intentions, and the prime minister was confident 
that “Hitler and Mussolini are afraid of war.”25 Thirteen days later Ger-
man troops marched into Czechoslovakia. This was a turning point in 
Britain—whatever Hitler may or may not have promised at Munich, the 
accords had been shredded and few could continue to deny the true nature 
of Germany’s aggressive behavior and intentions. Even Chamberlain’s ever 
faithful partner in the implementation of appeasement, Foreign Minister 
Edward Wood (Lord Halifax), wavered in his confidence about the direc-
tion of British foreign policy. After the absorption of Czechoslovakia, Brit-
ish rearmament finally picked up in earnest and public opinion began to 
shift in favor of a more assertive foreign policy.26 Britain soon guaranteed 
the territorial integrity of Poland—finally, it would seem, drawing a clear 
line in the sand. Remarkably, however, there was more continuity than 
change in British foreign policy. Halifax was perhaps newly wary of Hitler, 
but his political instincts endured. He was still the man who found him-
self charmed by Hitler’s right-hand man, the murderous sociopath Her-
mann Göring, in November 1937. Halifax was “immensely entertained” 
by Göring, whose personality he described in his dairy as “frankly attrac-
tive.” And the Treasury still sought to press the brakes on rearmament at 
every opportunity. And Neville Chamberlain would not be dissuaded from 
his strategy of appeasement. “I bitterly regret what has now occurred, but 
do not let us on that account be deflected from our course,” he told the 
House of Commons after the occupation of Prague. Acknowledging that 
British policies needed to be reassessed, his fundamental disposition was 
unchanged. “I am no more a man of war today than I was in September,” 
he declared. “I trust that our actions . . . ​will prove a turning-point not 
towards war . . . ​but towards a more wholesome era when reason will take 
the place of force.”27
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Chamberlain continued to misread Hitler, and his remarkably endur-
ing if hopelessly misguided goal was to find a way to accommodate the 
Fuhrer’s demands and somehow satiate his appetite for expansion, in 
order to avoid war at almost any cost. His letters to his sisters illustrate 
this plainly. On May 28, 1939, he wrote, “I myself still believe that Hitler 
missed the bus last September and that his Generals won’t let him risk a 
major war now.” On July 15, he expressed “little doubt that Hitler knows 
quite well we mean business.” One week later he was characteristically 
confident: “One thing I think is clear, namely that Hitler has concluded 
that we mean business and that the time is not ripe for major war. Therein 
he is fulfilling my expectations.” By staying this course, Germany will 
“come to realize that [war] never will be worth while.” That same month, 
Britain turned down a request from the Polish government for export 
credits and a cash loan.28

Astonishingly, Chamberlain’s attempts to reach a settlement with Hit-
ler and find a way to avoid war endured after the Nazi invasion of Poland, 
and even into the early months of the war. The day after Germany’s inva-
sion of Poland on September 1, Chamberlain gave a tepid and uninspiring 
speech before an uproarious session of the House of Commons, in which he 
referred to the prospect of a diplomatic solution brokered by Italy. The per
formance so disturbed some cabinet members that a dozen of them, as if in 
a movie, descended on 10 Downing Street in the pouring rain as midnight 
approached, demanding an audience with the prime minister. The follow-
ing morning at 11:30 on September 3, Chamberlain finally announced that 
Britain was at war.29 Even technically at war, however, the prime minister 
still searched for a way out—and continued, remarkably, to misread Hitler. 
As the Nazi war machine stormed across Poland, Chamberlain wrote his 
sister that “communications with Hitler and Goring looked rather promis-
ing at one time but came to nothing.” The man who took the Fuhrer at his 
word was at a loss to explain why. “Was Hitler merely talking through his 
hat and deliberately deceiving us while he matured his schemes? I don’t 
think so.” Chamberlain anticipated that peace talks would not be far off, and 
a general European war could still be avoided. This was reflected in his pas-
sive “phony war” strategy, with Halifax fully on board—by avoiding military 
measures that might only provoke Germany and dash the hope that the 
Nazis might come to their senses. Well into 1940, Chamberlain “continued 
to delude himself the conflict would remain limited,” one critic summarized. 
“His abhorrence of war has not grown any weaker.”30

In sum, the puzzle of appeasement eludes explanation by structuralist 
theories. Britain was not buck-passing, and it was certainly not buying 
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time. Ripsman and Levy assert that “Chamberlain and Halifax would 
have been pleased by German reciprocity and a durable peace, but they 
viewed that outcome as highly unlikely.” As briefly reviewed here, this 
is simply inconsistent with the evidence, and forcefully contradicted by 
Chamberlain himself, in the remarkable public confession he offered in his 
address to the House of Commons at the outbreak of the war: “Everything 
I have worked for, everything that I have hoped for, everything that I have 
believed in during my public life, has crashed into ruins.”31

Explaining Appeasement with Classical 
Realism: History and Ideology

The poor leadership of Neville Chamberlain, however, cannot account 
for years of foreign policy blunders that risked Britain’s very survival. 
Rather, history and ideology are the factors that explain the puzzle. The 
relevant history was World War I. It is not possible to understand British 
(or French) foreign policy in the 1930s without taking this into account. 
The Great War was a traumatic experience for the nation, even in victory. 
And although with the passage of time scholars and historians can point 
to underlying economic and social factors, and destabilizing changes to 
the balance of power, that can dispassionately account for the intensity of 
that conflagration, for those swept up in the moment it was an unfathom-
able horror caused by an obscure and unlikely chain of events (an assas-
sination, a crisis in the Balkans, a regional war that quickly spread across 
the continent as commitments and alliances drew states onto the conflict). 
Perhaps worse, the war seemed to settle nothing, with even the winners 
bled white, the vanquished embittered, and economic and political disar-
ray across the continent.

The scale of the war, and the waste of young lives—and the appall-
ing brutality with which the bodies of a generation of men were torn to 
shreds, for uncertain purpose and pyrrhic victory—was unprecedented 
and unimaginable. In 1915, at the battle of Loos, thousands upon thou-
sands of British soldiers lost their lives in what were essentially human 
wave assaults against fortified, well-entrenched machine gun nests—at 
one point in that engagement Britain suffered 8,000 causalities out of 
10,000 men in a four-hour period. On July 1, 1916, the first day of the 
Battle of the Somme, over 20,000 British soldiers would perish in a sim-
ilar fashion, sprinting into machine gun fire; allied forces would suffer 
over 600,000 casualties during that campaign, which pushed the front 
forward seven miles. Among those wounded was future prime minister 
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Harold Macmillan, a member of a battalion tasked with attacking a Ger-
man machine gun stronghold. Felled by multiple wounds, he tumbled 
into a muddy shell hole which provided cover from the projectiles flying 
above. As a distraction from his suffering, Macmillan pulled out a book 
from his pocket (Aeschylus’s Prometheus) and passed the time reading, 
playing dead whenever enemy troops approached. For years after the war 
he avoided returning to Oxford, because it was “a city of the dead. Almost 
everybody I knew there seemed to have been killed.” These were common 
experiences. In 1917, over 370,000 British soldiers died in the Third Battle 
of Ypres, a campaign that netted forty-five square miles of blood-soaked 
muddy fields. Over the course of the war the country of forty-five million 
suffered nearly a million dead and 1.6 million wounded—most of those, of 
course, men between the ages of twenty and thirty-five. French losses were 
considerably worse, with 1.7 million dead and 4.26 million wounded from 
a population of forty million, in battles fought largely on its home soil. In 
1918 there were 630,000 war widows in France.32

It is not surprising that few in Britain wanted to repeat the experi-
ence of the Great War. “Never again” was the mindset (especially regard-
ing European entanglements), and pacifism the order of the times. Noto-
riously, at an Oxford Union debate in February 1933, the motion “This 
House will under no circumstances fight for its King and country” passed 
by a vote of 275–153. Perhaps that could be dismissed as a fluke, or a joke, 
but a subsequent motion to expunge that resolution was defeated 750–138. 
If the Western powers were slow to meet the Nazi threat, it was in part 
because they simply could not bear the thought of another war. During 
the Munich Crisis, Virginia Woolf fretted, “one shot at a policeman and 
the Germans, Czechs, French will begin the old horror.” Unlike Cham-
berlain and his men, Woolf was under no illusions about the brutality of 
the Nazis—nevertheless, she was terrified at the prospect of another great 
European war. As Raymond Aron reflected, it would certainly have been 
wise to try to nip Hitler in the bud, “but the consequences of the previous 
war were enough” to effectively rule out that prospect. Even as late as 1938 
and 1939, “the French and British alike were still haunted by the horrors 
of war.”33

This explains the general public reaction to Chamberlain’s triumphant 
return from Munich and his promise of “peace in our time”: adulation, and 
enormous relief—followed increasingly by a sense of shame. (“Shame and 
relief ” was how Isaiah Berlin recalled his father’s reaction to the news.)34 
Consider an instinctive pacifist like Keynes, who, with his cohort, was trau-
matized by the Great War and more than keen to avoid another. Keynes 
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had little stomach for war and feared its civilizational consequences, and 
he would not have favored fighting to protect Czechoslovakia from Ger-
many in September 1938. Nevertheless, unlike the appeasers in the Con-
servative party, he was under no illusions about the malevolence of what 
he called the “brigand powers,” and he favored ambitious rearmament and 
a more assertive foreign policy.35 The international situation is “critical 
and dangerous,” he wrote to a friend in 1937; “our sole and overriding pur-
pose should be made quite sure of countering the fascist powers at long 
last.” Castigating the prime minister in the New Statesman and Nation in 
March 1938, Keynes explained, “We have assumed that a negative paci-
fism . . . ​would prevail against a positive militarism,” adding, presciently, 
that Chamberlain “is not escaping the risks of war. He is only making sure 
that, when it comes, we shall have no friends and no common cause.”36

Thus although, as noted, Keynes would not have used force to stop 
Germany from seizing the Sudetenland six months later, he thought that 
British policy should be to “bluff to the hilt; and if the bluff is called, back 
out,” noting, accurately, that even on their own, the Czechs would be able 
to put up a good fight. Of the subsequent Munich accords, he did not see 
“peace in our time”; his private correspondence expressed the tumult of 
mixed emotions increasingly shared by many: “intense relief and satis-
fied cowardice joined with rage and indignation.” In the pages of the New 
Statesman he was more blunt: “we and France have . . . ​sacrificed our 
honor and our engagements to a civilized and faithful nation, and frat-
ernized with what is vile.”37 But for memories of the Great War, appease-
ment could not likely have been sustained as long as it was.

The Weakness of Structuralism Illustrated: 
Content and Purpose Matter

The attempt to appease Nazi Germany also exposes the poverty of struc-
turalist attempts to understand international relations. Because the prac-
tice of “appeasement” as a strategy is in the abstract not inherently prob-
lematic, nor inconsistent with realism—to the contrary, there are times 
when it will prove to be the wise policy choice.38 In other settings, as in 
the 1930s, it can be disastrous. It depends largely on whom one is trying 
to appease. But since the essence of structuralism is to model states as 
“like units, differentiated only by their relative capabilities,” such analyses 
are incapable of making this crucial distinction. This is why E. H. Carr 
blundered so miserably on this question in the 1930s, and why Aron and 
Hans Morgenthau got it right. Carr considered only the structural variable 
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(recognizing changes to the balance of power, and the prospect of mak-
ing peaceful adjustments to restore equilibrium); Aron and Morgenthau 
understood there was something distinctly dangerous about the Nazis and 
the insatiability of Hitler’s ambitions.

Carr’s The Twenty Years’ Crisis, 1919–1939 was not only, as discussed in 
chapter 1, an early and major statement of modern realism—it was also, 
published in 1939 before war broke out, a full-throated defense of the 
Munich accords (the references to which were altered or deleted in the 
second and standard edition of the book, published in 1946). The 1939 
edition, replete with a laudatory introduction by Halifax, also reflected 
the awful shadow of the Great War. As Realism was about seeing the 
world as it was, not as one wished it to be, in a world where states har-
bored ambitions and the underlying balance of power shifted over time, 
a mechanism of change was required. If differences were not to be settled 
by war (readers at the time would have had little difficulty finding an alter-
native to that appealing), then there must be a mechanism for “peaceful 
change.” Thus, Carr lectured, “If the power relations of Europe in 1938 
made it inevitable that Czecho-Slovakia should lose part of her territory, 
and eventually her independence, it was preferable (quite apart from any 
question of justice or injustice) that this should come about as the result 
of discussions around a table in Munich rather than as the result either 
of a war between the Great Powers or of a local war between Germany 
and Czechoslovakia.” (Note here that Carr is pushing the appeasement 
envelope, defending Munich after Prague, when most finally understood 
that appeasement was not going to work, as well as rejecting not only a 
general European war but the Czech right to self-defense—the capacity 
for which, as noted, was formidable.) Carr’s realism is wise and robust 
in his unwillingness to sanctify the status quo with moral legitimacy (as 
opposed to simply a reflection of the preferences of the established and 
the powerful), and the need to shed the idealism of trying to impose one’s 
hopes into the unyielding winds of power realities, and further with his 
aspiration to avoid unnecessary, ruinous wars. Thus at the purely abstract 
level, the deductive logic of his defense of “the negotiations which led up 
to the Munich Agreement of September 29, 1938” as “the nearest approach 
in recent years to the settlement of a major international issue by a proce-
dure of peaceful change” is plausible in theory. But it was also, in its spe-
cific application, ruinously, catastrophically wrong—and it was so because 
Carr limited himself to structural variables, essentially assuming that all 
states were “like units,” which more or less behaved the same way and 
wanted the same things. He could not see that the Nazis were different. 
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Rather, he naively (idealistically?)39 wrote, “Since the Munich Agreement, 
a significant change has occurred in the attitude of the German and Ital-
ian dictators.” They now favor peace, and “it would be a mistake to dismiss 
such utterances as hypocritical.” This is the willful blindness of looking 
solely at power and not also at purpose.40

But fascism was different, as was plainly visible to those unwilling to 
avert their eyes. As Hans Kohn wrote at the time, “Fascism is not only 
the glorification of power without moral restraint, but also of the insa-
tiable will without rational limitations.” These characteristics were not 
lost on Hans Morgenthau or Raymond Aron, who were able to see Hitler 
plainly. The German-born Morgenthau emigrated to the United States in 
1937; his opposition to Munich was rooted in this understanding. Aron, 
who as a young academic spent several years in Germany (and who heard 
live speeches by Hitler and Goebbels on the radio), noted the difference 
in that country with the Nazi rise to power. After 1933, he recalled, “the 
problem no longer was the madness of the earlier war; my problem—my 
obsession—became: How to avoid the coming war?” It remained Aron’s 
credo—and good realism—that “to reflect upon politics, one must be as 
rational as possible.” Nevertheless, the rise of Hitler forced him to under-
stand “the fundamental irrationality of mass movements, the irrationality 
of politics.” Part of seeing the world as it is, and not as one wishes it would 
be, is to be disciplined by both of these admonitions.41

The Ideological Foundations of British Appeasement
British appeasement of Nazi Germany, however, is still not explicable 
without the appeal to another variable forbidden to structural realism: 
ideology. British conservatives were able to sell appeasement to a mass 
public determined to avoid another war. But they pursued that strategy 
well past the point when its failures were obvious due to a more shameful 
attribute. The British Right may have been appalled by the worst excesses 
of fascist brutality—but actually, they were very comfortable with most of 
it. Stated plainly, Chamberlain and his cohort fundamentally misread Hit-
ler, but part of the reason for that was that they were quite unperturbed 
by the notion (and contrary to the touchstone of British grand strategy 
for centuries) that a fascist German state would dominate the continent 
of Europe. Thus the strategy of appeasement was not designed to pass the 
buck or buy time, it was an effort to accommodate Germany—a strategy 
rooted in an affinity with fascism abroad, a skepticism of France, ambiva-
lence about America, and an implacable abhorrence for the Soviet Union.



[ 100 ] Chapter Three

The personification of these traits could be seen in Chamberlain’s man 
in Berlin, Ambassador Neville Henderson. After five years of receiving 
accurate and alarming missives about Germany’s intentions from Horace 
Rumbold and Eric Phipps, in May 1937 the prime minister, in one of the 
most common blunders in diplomatic history, decided he would prefer 
to hear the voice of someone who shared and would reflect his preexist-
ing views. If Chamberlain was duped by Hitler, and Halifax charmed by 
Göring, Henderson was not fooled by the Nazis at all—he was a fan, a 
disposition not uncommon on the British Right. (In March 1938, the Man-
chester Guardian warned of “the dangerous reactionary temper of large 
sections of the Conservative party, to whom a virtual alliance with the 
dictators would not be altogether distasteful.”) Shortly after his arrival in 
Berlin, Henderson actually raised a toast to “the great social experiment” 
underway in Nazi Germany. In contrast to his predecessors, he wrote to 
Halifax, “We must drop all fears and suspicions. . . . ​The main point is that 
we are an island people and Germany a continental one. On that basis we 
can be friends and both can go along the road to its own destiny without 
the clash of vital interests.” When illness forced Henderson to return to 
Britain in October 1938, chargé d’affaires George Ogilvie-Forbes, acting 
in his place, send back a series of more alarming dispatches; one in Janu-
ary referred to Goebbels as “that vile and dissolute demagogue.” But upon 
Henderson’s return to Berlin in February 1939 he rebuked Ogilvie-Forbes, 
sent reports back “correcting” his deputy’s dispatches, and resumed send-
ing a steady stream of more optimistic assessments of Nazi intentions. 
Over time many in the Foreign Office grew weary of Henderson’s cheer-
leading, joking in private that he was more the Nazi ambassador to Britain 
rather than the British ambassador to Germany. But he was Chamberlain’s 
faithful servant, carrying out his wishes and reflecting the prime minister’s 
vision. There was little intellectual space between the two men, and there 
was a much darker side to all of this, as suggested by Chamberlain’s go-to 
response whenever he was asked by a reporter about Nazi atrocities or 
Hitler’s untrustworthiness—which was to chastise “such an experienced 
journalist” for being so “susceptible to Jewish-Communist propaganda.”42

The comfort level that British elites had with Nazi Germany was 
notable in the business community as well. Raymond Aron recalled that 
despite his expectation from 1936 that war was very likely, “After 1938 . . . ​
the most intelligent man I ever knew, Alexandre Kojeve, did not believe 
there would be a war. He felt that Great Britain, that British capitalism, 
had already put Europe in Hitler’s hands.” And notably, although appease-
ment was a political strategy, it had an economic element, orchestrated by 
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British finance. The aversion to war of the City of London, as the financial 
community was known, long predated the 1930s. The City did not need 
the experience of the Great War to recoil in horror from the thought of a 
new war with Germany—before the first war, “perhaps the most persistent 
economic lobby for good Anglo-German relations were the financial cir-
cles in the City.” And when that war materialized, “the City was a very sick 
man, dazed and feverish,” in Keynes’s estimation, “too much overwhelmed 
by the dangers, to which they saw their own fortunes and good names 
exposed, to have much wits left for the public interest and public safety.”43

The City was perhaps wise in its judgments in 1914—but it was shame-
ful in its behavior leading up to World War II, not only rallying behind 
appeasement but practicing what would become known as “economic 
appeasement,” an effort by the City, the Treasury, and the Bank of England 
to keep Nazi Germany integrated with the international financial system 
by granting it one-sided economic concessions. One notorious episode 
(which caused a dustup in Parliament) that was the source of some embar-
rassment when it became public months after the fact occurred immedi-
ately after the shock of the occupation of Prague. Having absorbed and 
dismembered the balance of Czechoslovakia, the Nazis now demanded 
that the six million pounds’ worth of Czech gold reserves held at the Bank 
of England be transferred to the German Reichsbank—a demand to 
which the Bank of England promptly acceded, despite the nominal order 
to freeze all Czech assets held in the United Kingdom in the wake of the 
German invasion on March 15, 1939. But more consistently throughout 
was the maintenance of the “standstill agreements,” the provision by Brit-
ish banks of short-term credits to Germany in order to finance trade that 
would otherwise have been frozen in the wake of the global financial cri-
sis of 1931. Economic appeasement was also aimed at empowering the 
German “moderates” such as the enigmatic president of the Reichsbank 
Hjalmar Schacht. But the resolute commitment of the City to avoid war 
with Germany outlived any reasonable hope that the strategy was work-
ing. Despite coming under increased criticism from members of Parlia-
ment, the standstill agreements were renewed every year through 1938—
and negotiations for their extension took place in May 1939—by which 
point Schacht had been removed. (In January he was replaced by long-
time Nazi and future war criminal Walther Funk.) As one study noted, “In 
1939 the Treasury recognized that there were grounds for renouncing this 
agreement: it was contrary to Britain’s interests to allow Germany to col-
lect the considerable proceeds of her export surplus in free sterling which 
enabled her to buy potential war materials.” But the influence of the City 
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kept the agreements alive, and the “Bank of England itself was prepared 
to go to extraordinary and clandestine lengths to ensure the success of the 
payments agreement.” In fact, the arrangements were not officially termi-
nated until the British declaration of war on September 3.44

The British upper class and the City of London were also motivated 
by a shared, visceral hostility toward the Soviet Union. Indeed, fear of 
communism (and, well short of that, fear of the power and potential 
influence of the British labor movement) informed the policy of appease-
ment. Large-scale rearmament, for example, would require coordinating 
with and empowering trade unions, possibly unleashing broader social 
changes. “The real opposition to rearming comes from the rich classes in 
the [Conservative] party who fear taxation,” Halifax’s private secretary 
wrote in his diary in November 1938. Finding the Nazis more palatable 
than communists or socialists, they realize that “any war, whether we win 
or not, would destroy the rich idle classes and so they are for peace at 
any price.” Again the poverty of structuralism is exposed. It is not possible 
to understand the British behavior in general and its disposition toward 
both Germany and Russia in this period without accounting for this fact.45 
Consider the following counterfactual: holding all other factors constant 
(like capabilities and foreign policy behavior), if after World War I Ger-
many had gone communist and Russia fascist, would basic British foreign 
policy choices have been different? A structural realist account requires 
that the answer would be no. But in fact it is very hard to argue against 
the expectation that under such circumstances Britain would have rather 
swiftly aligned with Russia against the German threat.

But of course the communists were in Russia and the Nazis ruled Ger-
many, and Chamberlain, and much of his party, and British elites more 
generally (as well as their respective counterparts in France) feared the 
distant, disheveled Bolsheviks more than the proximate, militant fascists. 
(In fact many saw fascism as a crucial bulwark against the global spread 
of communism.) These roots ran deep, and it is hard to explain the pat-
tern of appeasement without them. “Our capitalists,” France’s ambassador 
to Russia told his hosts plainly in 1934, “are afraid of you.” When Hitler 
remilitarized the Rhineland, “France might succeed in crushing Germany 
with the aid of Russia,” Prime Minister Baldwin informed his cabinet, “but 
it would probably only result in Germany going Bolshevik.” At the time of 
the Munich crisis, France and Russia—not surprisingly given their over-
lapping interests—each had a defense alliance with Czechoslovakia. Such 
a triumvirate would have been more than the Germans could then have 
handled, but France, following Britain’s lead, ruled out coordinating with 
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the Soviet Union at that time. (Within a year an increasingly desperate 
France would reverse its position, but the British remained adamant in 
their opposition to such measures.)46

Chamberlain in particular had a profound suspicion of Russia, as his 
letters to his sisters reflect. In late April 1939, he would write, astonish-
ingly, “Our chief trouble is with Russia. I confess to being deeply suspi-
cious of her.” Curiously, among his doubts were that the two countries 
had any common interests; more curiously still, he counted among the 
reasons for his suspicions the Soviet “lack of any sympathy with Democ-
racy as such.” Throughout May his letters returned to his “suspicions” and 
“deep suspicions” about Russia. Of course, it was more than eminently 
reasonable to be suspicious of Stalin’s Soviet Union. But consider who 
Chamberlain was not suspicious of—Hitler and Mussolini—and it becomes 
clear that ideology is driving British behavior—at the clear expense of Brit-
ish security. Hitler was, famously, in Chamberlain’s eyes “a man who could 
be relied upon,” and his endless attempts to woo Mussolini—even after the 
latter’s invasion, conquest, and absorption of Albania in the weeks before 
Chamberlain wrote those letters—was foolish, and little short of humiliat-
ing. But by the prime minister’s assessment the Italian fascist was worth 
eagerly courting, and ideally counting on to check German power, with 
little concern for Il Duce’s lack of “sympathy with democracy.”47

This would become enormously consequential as war approached. 
Through the spring and toward the summer of 1939 the prospect of an 
alliance between France, Britain, and Russia became increasingly plau-
sible (and logical). Such an alliance could not be presumed, but pursu-
ing the possibility made enormous sense, and, not surprisingly, France 
in particular was eager to explore the prospect—and the British public 
overwhelmingly supported the notion. France and Russia each made seri-
ous overtures toward a possible pact, but Chamberlain dragged his feet. 
Indeed in July he approved secret back-channel negotiations with Ger-
many. During that same month—within six weeks of the Nazi invasion 
of Poland and the British declaration of war—in private correspondence 
he expressed that he remained “suspicious” not of Germany but “of [Rus
sia’s] good faith” and that he was “so skeptical of the value of Russian 
help.” It bears remembering that without Russia’s ultimate participation, 
the European war would surely have been lost. But on July 15, Chamber-
lain was reluctant “even to talk to them.” France, unwilling to act alone, 
was reduced, like a desperate lover, to checking in now and then, ask-
ing whether Britain had found the opportunity to review their modest 
proposal for a tripartite alliance. Sensing British wariness, Soviet foreign 
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minister Molotov suggested a watered-down arrangement, a strictly 
defensive agreement of mutual assistance should one of the three par-
ties come under attack, which, again, gained no traction in London. Rus
sian ambassador Maisky concluded in his diary that Chamberlain would 
oppose any such alliance because “it would once and for all throw him in 
the anti-German camp and would put an end to any projects to resur-
rect ‘appeasement.’ ” Ultimately the bitter adversaries of Hitler’s Germany 
and Stalin’s Russia would stun the world with the announcement of the 
Nazi-Soviet non-aggression pact on August 23, leaving the Western pow-
ers painted still further into a geopolitical corner.48

In sum, it is not possible to explain one of the great puzzles of modern 
International Relations—why did Britain, one of the world’s most power
ful states, pursue policies that threatened its very survival and led it to 
approach the very precipice of invasion, exposure to pitiless barbarism, 
and utter ruin—without appealing to the variables of ideology and histori-
cal legacies. The trauma of the Great War, and the hostility of the Brit-
ish ruling class to the notion of associating in any way with communists 
(as opposed to consorting with fascists), meant that British conservatives 
decided, until it was very nearly too late, that the best course of action 
available to them was to accede to the Nazi domination of Europe.

Misunderstanding the Limits of American Hegemony
Among the great puzzles in modern international political history is why 
did the United States, the world’s greatest power, engage into two acts 
of foolish geopolitical self-mutilation: its war in Vietnam from 1965 to 
1973, and its preventive war against Iraq that began in 2003. In each case 
the wars were viewed as illegitimate abroad, tarnishing America’s inter-
national reputation (this mattered especially during the Vietnam War, 
because winning “hearts and minds” globally was taken seriously during 
that Cold War—indeed, the Vietnam War would not have been fought but 
for its Cold War context). More important, each of these wars of choice 
was ruinous, and hollowed out the American military physically and U.S. 
foreign policy psychologically (with the scarring and exhaustion of its 
soldiers and the public more generally). These distant wars of dubious-
at-best urgency left the United States weaker and less politically influen-
tial. The leading theories of International Relations do not explain well 
U.S. behavior in either case. Vietnam was both remote and strategically 
insignificant—yet the United States poured the bulk of its military (not 
to mention its reputation) into fighting and losing that war. Iraq was a 
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preventive war—it was explicitly fought in the absence of a pressing 
imperative. America actually had to invent a new and radical doctrine—
the Bush doctrine of preventive war, which announced that the United 
States would fight wars against threats “before they were fully formed.” 
Read dispassionately, this is easily seen as an invitation to strategic error, 
overreach, and disaster.49

Hyper-rationalist theories of International Relations are, not surpris-
ingly, unhelpful in explaining massive, sustained blunders. Actors can 
make errors from such a perspective, but those errors should be randomly 
distributed around good decisions, not result in collective, wild lurches 
into obvious folly. Structural approaches do somewhat better, but even 
the best of these stumble—which is the focus of the discussion here. In the 
1970s and the 1980s, as U.S power seemed to be relatively eroding, a large 
body of scholarship emerged that focused on the question of “hegemonic 
decline.” Packaged theoretically, these studies were nevertheless motivated 
to understand what was then perceived to be the American experience, 
and how the United States seemed to be on a trajectory to follow a cycle of 
the rise and decline of empires and great powers recognizable throughout 
history. (Actually, this widely shared perception turned out to be wrong, 
as the unexpected collapse of the Soviet Union and the stalling of Japan’s 
economy led to the resurgence of American hegemony in the 1990s.)50

In general, in International Relations theory, explanations of such 
power cycles, at the systemic level, are fellow travelers of structural real-
ism, which explains world politics by looking at the distribution of power 
between states. That approach tends to be a snapshot, a focus on the 
static distribution of power at any moment in time (most commonly, “is 
the system bipolar or multipolar?”). A different type of systemic theory 
is dynamic, in which the driving explanatory variable is changes to the 
balance of power. (Recall E. H. Carr’s emphasis on how changes to the 
balance of power undermine the sustainability of the status quo, generat-
ing political pressures that would find expression in war if a mechanism 
for peaceful change was not found.) Classical realism in general tends to 
place greater emphasis on dynamics rather than statics. And dynamic sys-
temic theories of the relative decline of great powers tend to focus on the 
increasing costs of maintaining a formal or informal empire at its fron-
tiers, which leads to strategic overextension. This spawned a vast litera
ture, but the seminal articulation of the theory of hegemonic decline is 
found in Robert Gilpin’s War and Change in World Politics.51

Developed in the 1970s and published in 1981, the book was writ-
ten directly into the experiences of the Vietnam War (and the economic 
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distresses of the 1970s and the increasing geopolitical assertiveness of the 
Soviet Union). War and Change remains one of the great realist state-
ments of the last half century, though it is flawed in part. Intellectually, 
it is something of a hybrid, combining a then period-fashionable struc-
tural framework with Gilpin’s own classical instincts. Not surprisingly, 
the structural machine turned out to be wrong. It also poorly explained 
America’s strategic blunders. Hubris, not the deterministic mechanics of 
relative decline, best explains the grievous wounds suffered by the United 
States during the seventy-five years of its hegemony (approximately 1945–
2020), injuries that were entirely self-inflicted. The United States was not 
an overextended Britain, exhausted by wars rooted in challenges to the 
status quo by emerging rivals—it was an arrogant Athens, embarking on 
not one but two misguided Sicilian adventures.

Why did the United States make such colossal blunders, and not once 
but twice? A closer look at War and Change shows how its mechanistic 
structural dressing gets the story wrong, and should be discarded, but the 
real stuffing of the book, its classical elements, provides enduring insights 
into this puzzle and remains an essential contribution to the study of 
world politics.

The Limits of Structuralism Redux: Gilpin’s 
War and Change in World Politics

War and Change is a shotgun marriage of two books. One reflects the care-
ful articulation of a structural machine, a model that is clean, pristine, and 
logically coherent—and wrong in its principal prediction. But the other is 
a brilliant, modern expression of classical realism. The former anticipated 
a “hegemonic war” between the declining United States and a rising Soviet 
Union; the latter illustrates why, more generally, the assumptions of struc-
tural realism and hyper-rationalism—even in Gilpin’s hands—will invariably 
get the big questions wrong.52 A consideration of War and Change, featur-
ing a comparison of Gilpin the classical realist with Gilpin the structural 
realist, offers an ideal opportunity to explore the basic differences between 
the two approaches—and once again illustrates the flaws of the latter dis-
position and need for scholars to return to the wisdoms of the former.

In the preface to War and Change Gilpin explicitly reflects on this basic 
tension in his book, describing the strengths and weaknesses of contend-
ing “economic” and “sociological” conceptions of the study of interna-
tional politics, and expressing his intention to “draw on both the socio
logical approach and the economic approach.”53 It is an uneasy mix, with 
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classical exposition often at odds with an austere, structural framework. 
Despite articulating a minimalist and strictly rationalist structural model, 
Gilpin’s elaborations check every box that distinguishes classical from 
structural realism. (Recall from chapter 2 the ways that classical realism 
parts company with structural realism, with its understanding that struc-
ture matters but on its own it is irretrievably indeterminate; that history 
and purpose, and thus domestic politics and ideational variables, must be 
included in efforts to explain behavior; that great powers are assumed to 
be ambitious and opportunistic; and that politics matters, and shape the 
contingent and consequential choices made by states.)

Gilpin wears his classical realism on his sleeve, stating plainly that 
“both the structure of the international system and domestic conditions 
of societies are primary determinants” of state behavior. And in War and 
Change (and in Gilpin’s writings more generally), domestic politics, social 
forces, ideology, and the perceived lessons of history are all crucial to 
understanding world politics. Choices in the international arena “depend 
ultimately on the nature of the state and the society it represents,” and are 
profoundly shaped by varieties of “domestic social arrangements.” Even the 
appeal to cool calculations of cost-benefit analysis, which is at the heart of 
the book’s deductive model, requires an understanding of domestic poli-
tics in order to answer what Gilpin poses as the crucial question, “profit-
able (or costly) for whom?” Gilpin takes another giant step away from a 
narrow conception of rationalism by arguing further that the assessment 
of costs and benefits is also “highly subjective” and depends on “perceived 
interests”—perceptions that are determined “foremost . . . ​[by] the histori-
cal experience of society” and the lessons learned from those particular 
experiences. And large swaths of the book are devoted to domestic factors 
that include “moral decay” and “the corruption of . . . ​values,” variables 
that would surely elude any analysis restricted to assessing the balance of 
material power between states.54

War and Change also presumes that great powers are ambitious and 
will eagerly seize opportunities to expand their influence when presented 
with them—as elaborated presently, that is a principal instinct that drives 
his model. And their choices will be informed by ideology—which will 
influence how states will define their interests, shape the character of a 
given hegemonic order, and affect the prospects for war and peace. In 
Gilpin’s assessment, for example, the ideological character of the super-
powers was “a greatly underappreciated factor in the preservation of 
world peace” during the Cold War. War and Change is also unmistak-
ably and fundamentally classical in its modeling of rationality (actors 
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are assumed to be imperfect, rational muddlers, not hyper-rationalist 
automatons), its skepticism of prediction, and, most important, with its 
embrace (à la Thucydides, Gilpin’s “favorite realist”) of the central role of 
irreducible uncertainty in shaping outcomes. At the very start of the book, 
Gilpin stresses how “unique and unpredictable sets of developments” ren-
der prediction beyond the means of the student of world politics; toward 
the end he reminds the reader that “in truth it must be said that uncer-
tainty rules the world.” Along the way he emphasizes how “decisions are 
made under conditions of uncertainty,” and the “rush of events” are shaped 
by “gnawing fear” and “anxiety” and further buffeted by “unintended con-
sequences.” Rather than seeing through the veil of uncertainty, statesmen 
quickly lose control of the forces they unleash when they choose to embark 
on war, and are routinely surprised (and often dismayed) by the trajec-
tory and outcomes of those conflicts. Nor can these events be explained 
by systemic forces alone: “Ultimately, international politics still can be 
characterized as it was by Thucydides: the interplay of impersonal forces 
and great leaders,” Gilpin concludes. “Though always constrained, choices 
always exist.”55 This is classical realism.

Revisiting the Assumptions of War and 
Change—Too Clean a Machine

Yet War and Change, of enduring value as a classic text, failed with regard 
to its specific application and expectations. But these failures are illuminat-
ing. A review of the book’s five core assumptions reveals how the paradoxes 
and contradictions generated by its lean framework are rooted in those 
moments when its informal model veers most closely toward structural 
realism and hyper-rationalism—and are resolved when they are revisited 
through classical lenses. Gilpin’s abstract argument is built around five 
core assumptions. Three of these are consistent with classical realism (and 
a number of other perspectives as well). Two others, however—the suspect 
assumption 3 and the enigmatic assumption 4—are problematic, and are 
the source of unresolved puzzles in the book. Together they account for 
the ghost that has always haunted the machine of War and Change: how, 
in the blink of an eye, the hegemonic power transforms from an actor that 
orchestrated the flawless expansion of its international political power and 
influence to one that finds itself dangerously overextended, rattled, and 
unable to bring its commitments back into line with its capabilities. Simi-
larly, only an appeal to classical variables, as opposed to hyper-rationalist 
calculation, can account for the historical regularities that Gilpin is most 
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concerned with: the tendency for hegemonic powers to overexpand (that 
is, for their political reach to exceed even their impressive material grasp), 
why relative decline and the emergence of rising challengers present such 
enormous and commonly intractable political challenges, threatening the 
stability of the international system, and why the coveted achievement of 
“peaceful change” often proves so elusive.

Consider the five core assumptions of War and Change. As noted, 
assumptions 1, 2, and 5 are neither controversial nor problematic:56

	(1)	 A system is stable . . . ​if no state believes it is profitable to attempt 
to change [it].

	(2)	A state will attempt to change the international system if the 
expected benefits exceed the expected net costs . . .

	(5)	 If the disequilibrium in the international system is not resolved, 
then the system will be changed . . .

These assumptions are rooted in expectations that states are ambitious, 
essentially rational, and uninhibited in the pursuit of their goals. If states 
perceive opportunities in the international system (which typically arise 
from underlying economic changes that alter the balance of power and 
capabilities) they will pursue them with all of the means at their disposal, 
including the resort to force. Most International Relations theorists, and 
almost all realists, would find these reasonable building blocks (although 
structural realists reach for the assumption of “security seeking” and are 
agnostic as to whether states actually crave “more”).

Assumptions 3 and 4, however, although not obviously unreasonable, 
on closer consideration, and especially from the perspective of classical 
realism, invite contestation.

	(3)	A state will seek to change the international system through 
territorial, political, and economic expansion until the marginal 
costs of further change are equal to or greater than the marginal 
benefits.

	(4)	 Once an equilibrium between the costs and benefits of further 
change and expansion is reached, the tendency is for the economic 
costs of maintaining the status quo to rise faster than the economic 
capacity to support the status quo.

Specifically, assumption 3 is inconsistent with the expectations of classi-
cal realism; assumption 4 (and the dangerous disequilibria it generates 
in world politics) can only be understood by the resort to explanations 
inconsistent with structuralism and hyper-rationality.
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A classical recasting of assumption 3 would be that states tend to sys-
tematically overreach. That is, they don’t stop expanding until they are 
clearly beyond the point where costs equal benefits, because it is only 
when they are well past the point that they belatedly realize that costs 
have considerably exceeded benefits. Why? Because in the real world 
(to say nothing of the messy practice of foreign policy even directed by 
the most capable hands), the data and evidence used to assess costs and 
benefits will be noisy and lagged (and, as a technical point, foreign policy 
“stopping points” will almost invariably be discontinuous).57 These obser-
vations are not at all controversial—the question is whether, given these 
limitations, there will be a tendency to err on the side of “too cautious” 
or “too assertive.” The classical departure is to expect that in this context 
states, and especially great powers, will typically overreach. Because all 
that data will not simply be noisy but contested in its interpretation, and 
a rising power, especially one near the height of its power (and thus well 
accustomed to winning, and having things go its way, and likely optimistic 
about its future prospects), will be primed to interpret setbacks as tempo-
rary, and aberrant.58 Stated plainly, great, rising powers near their apo-
gee are almost certain to suffer from a hubris cultivated by a long string 
of successes.59 They will be naturally overconfident, and slow to process 
experiences that suggest anything to the contrary. Or as Boss Jim Get-
tys said to a similarly disposed Charles Foster Kane, who simply did not 
understand that he had been beaten: “If it was anybody else, I’d say what’s 
going to happen to you would be a lesson to you. Only you’re going to need 
more than one lesson. And you’re going to get more than one lesson.”60 
So it is true for hegemons at the apogee of their power, overconfident and 
utterly unprepared to process the fact that they stand at the precipice of 
overreaching. Again, crucially, this adjustment is inconsistent with secu-
rity seeking, affectless structuralism, which would assume dispassion and 
expect much more prudence from a great power; it is also fundamentally 
at odds with a hyper-rationalist approach which simply cannot abide the 
possibility of systematic biases. At the heart of rational expectations the-
ory, it should be recalled, is the idea that any errors made are unbiased, 
that is, randomly distributed around the correct (or at least best) model. 
Thus hegemons should be just as likely to stop too short as expand too 
far, and certainly sentiments like hubris are expressly presumed not to 
influence decision making.

Assumption 4 is, if anything, more problematic—indeed it presents 
the paradox that has always gnawed at the psyche of War and Change: 
if at equilibrium costs will begin, cumulatively, to outweigh benefits, why 
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does the hegemon—modeled up to this point as a savvy, efficient, rational 
calculator—fail to anticipate this or, at least, aptly adjust to it?61 Gilpin is 
aware of this puzzle and, leaning heavily on his classical side (in addition 
to reviewing a number of external factors that work to the hegemon’s dis-
advantage), introduces a host of debilitating domestic political and social 
changes that he argues are common to mature hegemons.62 But this does 
not unpack two lingering puzzles, even if Gilpin is correct about the emer-
gence of the external and internal problems he elucidates: the failure of a 
hegemon, in ascendance (when it is rationally and efficiently calculating 
costs and benefits), to anticipate problems on the horizon; and the failure 
of the hegemon in relative decline to properly adjust.

Far-sightedness presents a paradox that Gilpin wrestles with on several 
occasions. He argues that (liberal, capitalist) hegemons will bear the costs 
of establishing and maintaining an open international order, for the good 
realist reason that, given their economic advantages and position, they 
expect “to benefit relatively more than other states.” This is the basic moti-
vation of the hegemon, as Gilpin and others have emphasized. Yet he also 
notes that “trade and investment between advanced economies and less 
developed economies tend to favor and develop the latter.” Subsequently 
Gilpin acknowledges this apparent contradiction, noting although he had 
argued that “a world market economy tends to favor and to concentrate 
wealth in the more advanced and more efficient economy,” this is only the 
case for the “short run.” In the long run, “a world market economy fosters 
the spread of economic growth,” and “new centers of economic growth . . . ​
frequently overtake and surpass the original center.”63 This may be true, 
and Gilpin gives good reasons why. But it leaves open the question of why 
the hegemon did not act more forcefully to preserve its advantages, or 
perhaps behave in a more predatory fashion during that period when 
it was reaping most of the advantages. More generally, structural and 
hyper-rationalist approaches might appeal to “time inconsistency” or a 
“discounting of the future.” But this is unsatisfying; it is plausible that 
such pathologies may arise, but the analytical problem remains that they 
result in a systematic error (an error biased in one direction, repeatedly); 
moreover they are errors that contrast with the hegemon’s previous skill-
ful, unbiased forecasting of costs and benefits (forecast by assumption 3). 
Additionally, from a realist perspective, the state is supposed to have a 
long time horizon—that is one of the public goods it provides to society. 
For classical realism the paradox is less vexing, as it anticipates systematic 
errors based on overconfidence. Even more important, a classical real-
ist approach is untroubled by the apparent puzzle of why an equilibrium 
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point suddenly becomes a disequilibrium point. As discussed, it offers a 
different engine for the hegemon’s troubles at this stage: having expected 
the hegemon to overextend, by the time it stops expanding, it has already 
fomented the disequilibrium. Costs have already run far ahead of ben-
efits, presenting formidable burdens for the hegemon and opportunities 
for potential challengers.

A second lingering puzzle that flows from assumption 4 is why hege-
mons faced with relative decline typically fail to restore equilibrium 
through retrenchment—bringing costs and benefits back into alignment 
by reducing their commitments. Gilpin argues that disequilibrium is most 
commonly resolved by hegemonic war—which is puzzling from a hyper-
rationalist perspective, since such wars are obviously horrifying and (more 
to the theoretical point) enormously costly, and therefore all sides should 
be able to agree to a mutually beneficial settlement that is better for all 
parties than the resort to arms.64 Moreover, Gilpin does not see hegemonic 
war as a rational war but rather, as noted, influenced by “gnawing fear” 
and “anxiety”—as well as “passions” that “can easily escape from human 
control.” As a normative matter, Gilpin expresses the notion—citing Carr 
approvingly on the general theoretical point—that a mechanism for bring-
ing about peaceful change would be preferable to war. Recall that Carr, 
however misguided in his specific application, cogently articulated the 
realist position that “defense of the status quo is not a policy which can 
be lastingly successful”; moreover, as Gilpin summarizes Carr’s argument 
approvingly, the dominant state, not the challenger, has “a moral obliga-
tion to make the greater concessions.”65 But despite this, and despite Gil-
pin’s praise for British retrenchment before World War I, he argues that 
retrenchment is “a course seldom pursued by a declining power.” Why? 
Setting aside structuralism and affectless rationalism, Gilpin finds the 
answer in politics, hubris, and fear. Retrenchment is “politically difficult,” 
even if it is the wisest course of action. One source of the political difficul-
ties derives from the classical assumption that declining powers and their 
challengers—as well as various political actors within those states—will 
look at exactly the same information and reach different conclusions about 
its implications. There will thus be basic disagreements, both within and 
between states, about whether, and how much, retrenchment and adjust-
ment is needed. And beyond that there is what can be called the hubris/
fear paradox: “Until a state is pressed by others, it has little incentive to 
make concessions for the sake of peace.” But once faced with a real chal-
lenge, it fears that such concessions “will only whet the appetite for still 
greater concessions.”66 (This dilemma will be revisited in chapter 6.) In 
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sum, hegemons are too arrogant to make concessions when they should 
and too frightened to make them when they must. Thus despite its struc-
tural machine, War and Change thus roots its central problem—the dif-
ficulty of adjustment—in a classical grounding.

Armed with this reassessment of War and Change in World Politics, 
it is now possible to explain America’s disastrous wars attendant to its 
hegemonic experience—its wars of choice in Vietnam and Iraq. They were 
not the tragic consequences of hegemonic overextension as costs came to 
exceed benefits, due to technology diffusing abroad and the logic of uneven 
economic development relatively empowering others. Rather, they are bet-
ter explained by Gilpin’s favorite realist Thucydides, who, as emphasized 
in chapter 1, singled out hubris as the basic, mortal threat to great powers, 
whose “general extraordinary success” makes them “confuse their strength 
with their hopes.” Reckless foreign adventures are the true graveyard of 
empires. However powerful a country might be, fighting on the road, espe-
cially with aspirations for conquest, is more difficult than a reading of the 
raw balance of power would suggest. “Not that confidence is out of place 
in an army of invasion,” Thucydides warned, “but in an enemy’s country 
it should also be accompanied by the precautions of apprehension.”67 As 
with Athens in Sicily, in Vietnam and Iraq, the United States failed to heed 
that admonition.

Vietnam: The Paradox of Having Too Much Power
Into the 1960s, the United States was still near the height of its post–
World War II hegemony (the economic recovery of its allies in Western 
Europe and Japan reduced U.S. share of world GDP, but that was surely 
not a blow to its relative power in the context of the Cold War). What 
occurred in that decade was not an example of the United States increas-
ingly struggling with the rising costs of defending the status quo—but the 
tragic, foolhardy blunder of a hegemon unwilling to recognize the limits 
of its own capabilities. Only an abundantly secure state with a vast surplus 
of power would even be in a position to throw so much bad money after 
good long past the point that a country with real security concerns possi-
bly could. Too much power and too much arrogance explain the American 
war in Vietnam.68

Moreover, Vietnam mattered to the United States solely due to its Cold 
War context—the front lines of which were in Europe. Viewed in isola-
tion, Indochina was an obscure, geopolitical backwater. But even as the 
United States poured unimaginable amounts of blood and treasure into 
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that war—23,000 U.S ground troops introduced in January 1965 became 
180,000 by December, and then 380,000 one year later, and finally over 
500,000 troops at the end of 1967—America was no closer to winning the 
war or, more important, to achieving its political goals. But over the course 
of the effort it hollowed out its military, damaged its economy, weakened 
its defenses in Western Europe, and undermined its political standing 
around the world. Ultimately, a war fought to advance U.S. interests in the 
Cold War undermined those interests considerably and across the board. 
Thus even if the Vietnam War had somehow, against all odds, been “won” 
(though it remains difficult to imagine how), it still would have never-
theless been an unmitigated failure by the only metric that matters—the 
weighing of the costs of the effort against the political goals that would 
have been achieved. American hegemony was not undone by reaching an 
equilibrium point at the frontiers of its geopolitical influence, and then 
having costs rising faster than benefits; it was undone by the United States 
obtusely grasping for too much, and trying to exercise its power long past 
the point that the costs of doing so exceeded the benefits.

Warning signs against intervention in Vietnam were clear from the 
beginning. In 1947 the State Department understood “the unpleasant fact 
that communist Ho Chi Minh is the strongest and perhaps ablest figure 
in Indochina.” Four years later Congressman John F. Kennedy reached a 
similar conclusion. After visiting Vietnam in October 1951, he reported 
that “we have allied ourselves to the desperate effort of the French regime 
to hang on to the remnants of an empire.” Were a free election to be held, 
he noted, all experts agreed it “would go in favor of Ho and his commu-
nists.”69 But despite U.S. misgivings, especially as the early Cold War 
increased in intensity, America was invested in bolstering its political and 
military affiliations in Western Europe, which in turn meant supporting 
the French effort in Vietnam. That effort, however, was doomed to fail, 
and after losing a decisive battle at Dien Bien Phu in May 1954, France 
was forced to abandon its effort to reconquer Vietnam. The terms of the 
French withdrawal were established by the Geneva Accords of 1954, which 
stipulated that the country would be temporarily divided at the seven-
teenth parallel. After a brief period, free elections would be held; in the 
interim, strict limits would be placed on the presence of foreign troops.

From this point on the Vietnam War fell under the American pur-
view, although President Eisenhower was under no illusions as to Ho’s 
widespread popularity (especially compared to the U.S.-backed Ngo 
Dinh Diem), and the former General of the Army, fearful that the jun-
gles of Indochina “would absorb our troops by divisions,” was unwilling 
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to commit U.S. forces to a ground war in Asia. Nevertheless, he saw the 
conflict as an important frontier in the ongoing Cold War. A new strategy 
would be required. In 1955 Diem repudiated the Geneva Accords, and the 
goal of U.S. policy was now to create a new country—South Vietnam—a 
self-sustaining entity that would stem the tide of communism in South 
East Asia.70 But the goal of establishing a politically viable South Vietnam 
would elude four presidents, and the challenges would only mount over 
time. Eisenhower had kept the number of U.S. advisors in Vietnam to a 
Geneva-limited 685; at the time of Kennedy’s assassination, there were 
over 16,000 U.S. military “advisors” in the South. Still, the war was being 
lost.71 President Johnson gambled on the notion that “bombing the North 
would save the South” (despite the widespread international condemna-
tion that such a measure would engender), and when that failed, he made 
the fateful decision to introduce U.S. ground troops as well. By the end 
of 1967 not only were there 500,000 American troops in the country—a 
staggering figure—but the United States had dropped nearly half a mil-
lion tons of bombs on North Vietnam and over a million tons on South 
Vietnam itself.72

It was a disaster that any good realist could have seen coming—and all 
good realists did. Raymond Aron was an early critic of France’s war: “we 
have brought into being . . . ​the very thing we should have feared above 
all else: an endless war against an Indo-Chinese resistance which, though 
led by communists, is supported by a majority of nationalists,” he wrote 
in 1951. France “is squandering its resources in an adventure” to an extent 
that was not justifiable “in terms of the self-interest of the country.” Of 
the American war, Hans Morgenthau was a visionary critic, expressing 
deep reservations as early as 1956, and he would emerge as a vociferous 
opponent of the U.S. effort well ahead of most others—and for reasons 
instantly recognizable as rooted in the tenets of classical realism. In 1962, 
he explained “the only viable alternative” to our current “primarily mili-
tary approach” is “the subordination of our military commitments to, 
and thus their limitation by, our political objectives in South Vietnam.” 
In March 1964 he articulated “The Case against Further Involvement,” 
and three months later he warned, “It is tiresome but necessary to say 
again what has been said so many times before: The problem is political 
and not military.” Without solving the political problem, it will be “impos-
sible to win the war in Vietnam.” The implications were not hard to see: 
“Only humiliation or catastrophe awaits us” if the United States continued 
down this path. (He also bemoaned that savvy diplomats of the past, such 
as Bismarck, “would not have allowed themselves to get committed in a 
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civil war which cannot be won short of a political miracle.”) Morgenthau’s 
consistent, published opposition was voluminous enough to be collected 
in a small book in 1965—criticisms that were taken seriously enough for 
National Security Advisor McGeorge Bundy to debate him on national 
television in June of that year.73

George F. Kennan also expressed public doubts about the war in 1965, 
and in February 1966 (at a time when the war still enjoyed broad public 
support), he testified forcefully before the U.S. Senate. Kennan urged the 
United States to “liquidate” its involvement in the war, which was damag-
ing American foreign relations, and described himself “bewildered” by the 
U.S. commitment to South Vietnam, as well as “what that commitment 
really consists of, and how and when it was incurred.” Reinhold Niebuhr 
also spoke out publicly against the war weeks ahead of Kennan’s testi-
mony; he would lament a year later that the United States had allowed 
itself to get “drawn into a civil war in an obscure nation of Southeast Asia,” 
observing that “only our plutocratic wealth allows us to commit these stu-
pidities in International Relations.”74

With the Tet Offensive in 1968, it was finally and indisputably clear 
that the United States was not going to achieve its objectives in the war. 
The massive wave of attacks across South Vietnam failed to achieve their 
military objective—but they exposed the limits of American power.75 
Eager to seize the initiative, American commander William Westmor-
land put in an urgent request for an additional 200,000 troops. Hoping 
to press what he claimed to be an advantage and an opportunity, at the 
same time he nevertheless reported, ominously, that “a setback is fully 
possible if I am not reinforced and it is likely we will lose ground in other 
areas.” Johnson was at a crossroads. The shocking request for a 40 percent 
increase in troop strength would require the mobilization of the reserves, 
threaten economic stability (the dollar was already under serious pres-
sure), and contribute further to the atrophy of U.S. forces worldwide. He 
asked Defense Secretary Clark Clifford, a long-time supporter of the war, 
to study the entire situation with fresh eyes. On March 4, Clifford reported 
to the president that neither more troops nor more bombing could assure 
victory, that the end was not in sight, and that he was now “convinced that 
the military course we were pursuing was not only endless, but hopeless.” 
At the end of the month Johnson shocked the nation by announcing that 
he would no longer seek another term as president.76

Even American power had its limits. By 1968, Richard Nixon, running 
for president, reached a similar conclusion. Nixon had been a consistent 
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hawk on Vietnam throughout the war, but the savvy politician knew a 
loser when he saw one, and even before the Tet Offensive, he was reposi-
tioning. In a prominent essay, “Asia after Vietnam,” Nixon deemphasized 
the war, focusing instead on his vision of a broader (and more modest) 
“American policy toward Asia.” And after Tet, he abandoned talk of victory 
in Vietnam; instead, starting with a speech on March 5, he pledged to “end 
the war and win the peace in the Pacific.”77 Henry Kissinger, who would 
become Nixon’s National Security Advisor and his intimate collaborator 
on questions of foreign policy, had known for years the Vietnam War was 
a lost cause. In October 1965 he wrote in his diary, “No one could really 
explain to me how even on the most favorable assumptions about the war 
in Vietnam the war was going to end.” Quietly, he told some of Johnson’s 
advisors “we couldn’t win.” Shamefully, however, Kissinger actively sup-
ported the war in public, calculating that such professional malpractice 
was the best way to secure the plum political appointment he so craved 
in the next administration, Democratic or Republican. But by 1969 he 
got with the new program as well. Writing in Foreign Affairs, Kissinger 
laid out clearly what had gone wrong with American policy, and what a 
future settlement would look like. “Our military operations . . . ​[had] little 
relationship to our declared political objectives,” he explained, returning 
to the safe intellectual harbors of Realism 101. “We have been unable so 
far to create a political structure that could survive military opposition 
from Hanoi after we withdraw.” An American “commitment to a politi
cal solution . . . ​and a negotiated settlement” was now “inevitable.” Fortu-
nately, the parties in the conflict “have a fairly wide area of agreement on 
some basic principles.” In particular, Kissinger emphasized a return to the 
basic understandings of the Geneva Accords, the “ultimate” withdrawal of 
American forces, and the reunification of Vietnam as a result of negotia-
tions between the local parties themselves. The main disagreement at pre
sent had to do with “the status of Hanoi’s forces” (in the South).78

Unfortunately, superpowers are unaccustomed to losing wars, and so 
in an effort to achieve the “negotiated” settlement that would provide a 
fig leaf for the inevitable American withdrawal, Nixon sought to cover 
his steady draw-down of U.S. troops with various measures that actually 
widened the war: secret, massive bombing campaigns against Cambodia 
and then Laos (and a trebling of bombing within South Vietnam); an 
enormously controversial incursion into Cambodia in 1970; and, in Feb-
ruary 1971, participation in a South Vietnamese invasion of Laos. After 
some initial gains that offensive stalled into a costly draw, followed by 
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an embarrassing, hectic retreat during which the United States lost 168 
helicopters and saw more than 600 others damaged.79 At some point in 
this bloody mix the administration set its sights still lower, now seeking 
something that could be called “peace with honor,” which would provide 
a “decent interval” between the final U.S. withdrawal and the inevitable 
conquest of the South. But an agreement negotiated in Paris by Kissinger 
proved to be a hard sell to the South Vietnamese, who saw the settlement 
as “tantamount to surrender”—and their public opposition to the emerg-
ing deal would undermine claims to “peace with honor.” So to placate the 
reluctant South and perhaps provide them with some breathing space 
by wounding the North, in 1972 the Americans engaged in two massive 
bombing campaigns (in the spring and then later with the widely con-
demned “Christmas Bombings”), fulfilling Nixon’s promises that he “would 
not go out whimpering” and to bomb “those bastards . . . ​like they’ve never 
been bombed before.”80

Ultimately, in January 1973 Nixon and Kissinger signed a peace treaty 
that essentially ratified America’s defeat and sealed the fate of South Viet-
nam: cease-fire, the withdrawal of U.S. forces, the release of American 
POWs—and no clause requiring the withdrawal of North Vietnamese 
forces from the South. (After the American withdrawal, violence in the 
South continued, until a final offensive by the North in early 1975 reuni-
fied the country.) It was a deal that could have been reached in 1969. Only 
a preternaturally secure state with a massive, surplus military capacity 
could even imagine continuing a foreign military campaign against a tiny, 
impoverished nation 8,000 miles from its shores, for four years after it 
understood it had lost, for no other reason than it didn’t yet want to admit 
defeat. Consider the twelve days of the Christmas bombing, initiated to 
force cosmetic changes to a final settlement that had been agreed to by 
both sides months previously: 739 B-52 sorties dropped 15,237 tons of 
bombs, at a cost of fifteen B-52s lost along with eleven other aircraft—not 
to mention the death and destruction rained down on the North.81 Obvi-
ously these war materials were not urgently needed elsewhere.

What can explain such behavior? Certainly not hyper-rationalist the-
ories, or structural realism, nor can the ruinous American adventure in 
Vietnam be attributed to hegemonic decline (the war undermined U.S. 
power and influence but was not caused by its relative decline). How “can 
one conceive the inconceivable and render the disaster intelligible—the 
Sicilian-like expedition on the twentieth century scale?” Raymond Aron 
asked rhetorically. “First, by invoking hubris.” The American effort in 
Vietnam arose “from an illusion of omnipotence.”82
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Echoes in Iraq
A quarter century after the last U.S. troops left Vietnam in defeat, another 
cycle of American hegemony met with a similar fate. With the unantici-
pated collapse of the Soviet Union, the unexpected eclipse of the Japanese 
miracle (the juggernaut of the Japanese economy had been an obsession 
for those focused on notions of hegemonic power cycles in the 1980s), and 
the renaissance of the U.S. economy in 1990s, the American decline widely 
forecast since the late 1970s did not come to pass. Instead, the United 
States entered the twenty-first century more powerful than ever before—
not simply a hegemon but routinely described as a hyper-power, the colos-
sus of a unipolar world.83 Yet within a decade after emerging as perhaps 
the greatest power the world had ever seen, America was bloodied, over-
extended, debt-ridden, exhausted, and in the process of losing two wars 
against distant, weak adversaries. And once again, this stunning rever-
sal of fortune did not come about because the United States expanded its 
reach until the benefits of doing so finally touched up against the equilib-
rium costs of maintaining its position, after which those costs increased. 
Rather, disaster occurred, as it did before, largely due to hubris—again 
rooted not in the constraints on its power but in the lack of them. In par
ticular, by embarking on an imprudent and catastrophic war of choice 
against Iraq (while its war in Afghanistan was still ongoing and unre-
solved), the United States radically overestimated its ability to use force to 
remake the world as it would have liked it to be.

International Relations theory does not have a good off-the-shelf 
explanation for why the United States chose to embark on what amounted 
to a second Sicily in 2003. The enduring puzzle of the Iraq war is reflected 
in the considerable confusion of competing efforts to explain it, none of 
which are satisfactory and many of which are bizarre.84 Moreover, it is 
hard to craft an explanation for the war that does not rely on the exogenous 
shock of the September 11, 2011, terrorist attacks on the United States to 
serve, at a minimum, as a crucially permissive factor (which, understand-
ably, is not ideal for theories that aspire to generalizability).85 But short 
of providing a definitive explanation for the war, it is informative here 
to note the essential role of the familiar variables of unrestrained power 
and unchecked hubris. In this instance, almost certainly, the pathologies 
associated with the arrogance of power were exacerbated by passions, 
including, in this instance, not just hubris but fear (and not the measured, 
prudent sensitivity to an inherently dangerous world but the anxiety of a 
great power, attacked on its homeland for the first time in sixty years, and 
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uncertain of what shoes might fall next, which likely exacerbated a collec-
tive sense of existential insecurity).86 It is not surprising that frightened 
great powers suddenly feeling a general sense of vulnerability might wildly 
lash out.

Of course, lashing out is only possible if a state has the power to do 
so. And the United States was the only country in the world that could 
have launched an Iraq war in 2003—sending a large army halfway around 
the world to mount an ambitious military invasion. Even if others might 
have wanted, for some imagined purpose, to do such a thing, anywhere, 
no other actor had such capabilities; in addition, and crucially, the Amer-
icans also enjoyed an uncommonly massive surplus of security, lacking 
peer military rivals for which its own military resources would need to 
stay on guard against, or at least remain alert to. As with Vietnam—
indeed perhaps to an even greater extent—the war against Iraq is not well 
explained by structural constraints or rationalistic calculations, but the 
tendency, which has often preoccupied classical realists, of great powers 
to overreach.

The foolhardiness of the Iraq war was illustrated by the need to invent 
a new doctrine to justify it: the Bush doctrine of preventive war.87 Unlike 
preemptive war—striking at an adversary just as they are poised to attack 
you—preventive war is waged against those it is imagined might be the 
source of a potential security threat at some point in the future. These are 
of course by definition wars of choice, not urgency—preventive wars in 
particular are leaps into the unknown. Rarely prudent (to invoke a term 
closely associated with classical realism), preventive war was famously 
described by Bismarck as “like committing suicide out of fear of death.” 
Another warning sign that went unheeded was the potential implications 
of the fact that the confrontation between the United States and Iraq also 
reflected a radical asymmetry of power. But asymmetric wars are also 
commonly traps that great powers stumble into.88

It is much easier for a great power to start an asymmetric war than to 
finish it—the early fighting typically favors the powerful, and this bright 
prospect looms larger for decision makers facing tough choices than do 
distant clouds on the horizon. But wars are fought for a reason, and after 
the first battles are won the question remains open as to whether the vic-
tors will have the skill and wherewithal to impose their political vision. 
Moreover, short of imperial absorption (and often even then), the atten-
tion span, interest, and motivation of occupying powers from distant lands 
to stick with the effort indefinitely correctly have their limits—whereas 
local actors are . . . ​local actors, who are unlikely to simply leave, and will 
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be fighting on their home turf, navigating intricate political contexts with 
which they are familiar. These challenges are even more likely to emerge in 
a preventive war, which amounts to a policy of “shooting first and asking 
questions later,” a line that might sound good in a movie but an attitude 
in geopolitical life that is an invitation to political disaster. Once again, 
with Clausewitz, winning military battles does not guarantee achieving 
political success (and might generate shock waves that reveal new and 
daunting political challenges). Recall the realist admonitions regarding 
both inescapable uncertainty and the absence of political end zones. It is 
impossible to anticipate the range of consequences brought about by war, 
but one thing is certain: politics never ends, and one conflict is likely to be 
followed by a new set of contestations. Thus it is always essential to have a 
clear vision regarding the political objectives for which the use of force is 
to be introduced. But when the case for war is less clear-cut—as it neces-
sarily will be in a preventive war—the likelihood is even greater that there 
will be an enormous chasm between military victory and political success. 
Regarding Iraq in particular, there was little doubt that the United States 
could steamroll over that country’s modest, rusty, and decrepit military. 
But there were scandalously few careful considerations of the politics that 
would follow in the days after—despite the fact that there were good rea-
sons to be alarmed, and to recognize that in the longer run, such a war 
and the ensuing chaos that would follow from there would more likely 
undermine than advance U.S. political objectives. This is not twenty-first-
century 20/20 hindsight but was a common understanding of interna-
tional relations scholars at the time. In April 2003, after the swift fall of 
Baghdad and just weeks before the United States announced its “Mis-
sion Accomplished”—and when support for the war in America touched 
its all-time high of 80 percent—I wrote the following: The war “was very 
unlikely to achieve, and in fact would probably undermine, the broader 
political objectives for which it was fought,” and that eventually “a fatigued 
and impatient America” would finally distance itself from “the chaos that 
ensues.”89

In one sense, the United States made exactly the same mistake it did 
in Vietnam—perhaps to an even greater extent. In Vietnam the political 
goal America aspired to (but never came remotely close to achieving) was 
to leave behind a stand-alone, self-sustaining, legitimate local government 
that would have a disposition amenable to the preferences of the United 
States. In Iraq, the political “strategy” was to decapitate the regime, 
assume that a friendly government would take its place, and reap the ben-
efits generated by the performance of American military supremacy—in 
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particular, expecting that local adversaries would be swiftly intimidated 
into acceding to broader U.S. policy preferences in the region.90 (Techni-
cally, this was a belief that local powers would “bandwagon” with Ameri-
can power, as opposed to balance against it.)

Not surprisingly, as with Vietnam, American realists of all stripes 
were uniform in their opposition to such a patently transparent blunder. 
As the Bush administration was laying the groundwork for war, Kennan, 
then ninety-eight, spoke out forcefully against the prospect. He failed to 
see a plausible case for war and found the Bush doctrine of preventive war 
“a great mistake in principle.” He also observed that “war has a momentum 
of its own,” and although the United States might know how to start a war 
in Iraq, “you never know where [it is] going to end.” Robert Gilpin, whose 
shy, scholarly disposition usually rendered him cautious about wading into 
debates about public policy, did not mince words. The “costly and reck-
less war” represented a grave threat “to the security and wellbeing of the 
United States.” The war “has not only undermined the social and politi
cal stability of the Middle East,” he also noted, presciently (and with the 
eagle eyes of a classical realist), that it “significantly exacerbated danger-
ous social, cultural, and regional fissures in US society.” He attributed the 
catastrophe to the “hubris, ambitions, and incompetence of the ideological 
amateurs” then managing U.S. foreign policy.91

Although all card-carrying realists opposed the Iraq war—as well they 
would—distinct styles of realist analysis do not speak with one voice, or 
with equal insight, in their ability to grasp the events as they unfolded. 
Only classical realism comes close to having the capacity to comprehend 
such a catastrophe—structural realist and hyper-rationalist perspectives 
are simply incapable of accounting for or explaining such a patently fool-
ish and monumentally costly act of geopolitical self-mutilation. Structural 
realism models its actors as security seekers; hyper-rationalist approaches 
anticipate that all hands will pursue their goals with cool heads and sharp 
eyes, armed with a well-informed understanding of the likely probabilities 
of all possible outcomes. These approaches offer little if any insight into 
the most wrenching and consequential choices about war and peace made 
by the United States as the world’s leading power. In contrast, classical 
realism anticipates that states, especially ones that are potent and secure, 
will harbor ambitions, and seek much more than simply an assurance of 
their basic security—and that the greatest powers, driven by hubris, will 
commonly overreach, and blunder into misguided adventures.

History and hubris, intentions and ideology—as this chapter has 
shown more generally, it is not possible to explain and understand events 
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in world politics, past and present, or to anticipate the range of prospects 
likely to emerge in the future with two analytical hands tied behind the 
back. Narrow structuralism may be aesthetically appealing; assuming a 
forced and implausible interpretation of rationality might facilitate the 
construction of elegant and sophisticated models. But neither approach 
will give much purchase into actually understanding and explaining the 
great puzzles of the past, or those events in the real world that are of the 
greatest and most pressing interest to students of International Relations.
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Ch a pter Four

The Limits of Classical Realism

chapter 2, by revealing the irretrievable theoretical shortcomings of 
its would-be successors, demonstrated why a return to classical realism is 
urgently warranted. Chapter 3, which revisited stubborn puzzles associ-
ated with some of the great events in international political history, illus-
trated how a classical realist approach could provide insights into these 
upheavals that had eluded those other perspectives. And as we shall see, 
the advantages of embracing a classical realist perspective are also note-
worthy for understanding and explaining pressing issues of contemporary 
international politics, such as the consequences of the rise of China.

Nevertheless, classical realism as well can and should be interrogated 
with dedicated attentiveness and a sober self-awareness of its own limita-
tions and shortcomings. Some of these challenges, not easily resolved, are 
common to all flavors of realist analysis. But they can appear to be especially 
relevant for classical realism compared to more abstract realist approaches 
(and thinkers), which imagine they can safely set such questions aside, or 
bracket them off with simplifying assumptions. This chapter, then, engages 
some of the basic challenges, dilemmas, and paradoxes that have often 
vexed realism in general and classical realism in particular both in theory 
and in (would-be) practice. Principal among these are wrestling with the 
issue of morality (a significant quandary for any approach that imagines 
itself “realist”); the potentially paradigm-subversive malleability of the core 
concept of the “National Interest”; the crucial imperative of disentangling 
descriptive and prescriptive aspects of analysis (never easy in the social sci-
ences, this challenge is virtually inbred in studies of international relations, 
as they almost invariably have implications for foreign policy); and, follow-
ing that, the stubborn limitations of realism as a guide to purposeful action 
(as opposed to providing a valuable guide regarding what not to do).1
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Lies That Life Is Black and White
Questions of morality (and charges of immorality) have perennially 
haunted realist analysis—and for good reason. Because realists tend to 
stress the possibility that actors in world politics will at times behave 
utterly without moral restraint, and anticipate that the bottomless dan-
gers of anarchy will require even the best-intentioned states to resort to 
regrettable measures to protect themselves and ensure their survival, some 
self-professed “realists” see foreign policy behavior as distinctly unbound 
by concerns for ethics and morality. But that conclusion does not neces-
sarily follow, even if we permit that there is a significant moral difference 
between the behavior of an individual person within a society and that of 
a state dwelling in anarchy.

Nevertheless, there are good reasons why realists are profoundly reluc-
tant, from an analytical perspective, to call balls and strikes regarding 
which behaviors by states in world politics are “good” or “bad.” Certainly 
there are some easy exceptions—genocide would be an obvious example—
but as a rule of thumb, like Bill Murray in Ghostbusters, realists are invari-
ably “a little fuzzy on the whole good/bad thing.” Realists tend to see con-
flict as rooted in the clash of interests between two parties, as opposed to 
the distinctly nefarious attributes of one of the participants in a dispute. 
Moreover, it is likely that each side will have a competing narrative of his-
tory and events, and although such positions can be introduced cynically 
and instrumentally, getting at “the truth” can actually be harder than one 
might think. Most contestations—although, again, obvious exceptions eas-
ily leap to mind—are not reducible to pristine distinctions between black 
and white but feature muddied, shadowy shades of gray. Recall Raymond 
Aron’s enduring, admonishing observation from chapter 1: “it is not every 
day that a Dreyfus Affair comes along justifying the invocation of truth 
against error.” (But note that this also implies that on some days, it does.) 
And recall as well Aron’s sensitivity to the need for any analyst of social 
relations to be attentive to the limits of their own objectivity.2

As a practical matter, “the whole good/bad thing” is indeed often much 
murkier than imagined. For example, it is not even possible to confidently 
label the aggressor in a war as being in the wrong. If the status quo is 
unjust, and the contented guardians of the way things happen to be are 
unwilling to yield, the resort to force might be understandable, and even 
morally justifiable. (This does not preclude, of course, the possibility that 
a war was initiated to advance the aggressive designs of wicked men—a 
prospect no realist would disregard.) Thus rather than fight their way 
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through a thicket of competing claims in a jungle of hypocritical postur-
ing, realists prefer to sidestep these questions and, following Morgenthau, 
refuse “to identify moral aspirations of a particular nation with the moral 
laws that govern the universe” and reject “the sentimental notion that for-
eign policy is a struggle between virtue and vice.”3

Much of the complications attendant to assessing morality in interna-
tional affairs derives from two interrelated concepts—one regarding the 
differences between people and states, the other recognizing the distinct 
challenges faced by the latter in the self-help conditions of anarchy. The 
first is most closely associated with Reinhold Niebuhr, who as a theolo-
gian and an ethicist took questions of right and wrong very seriously. He 
endeavored to reconcile what could be understood as appropriate behavior 
in the perilous, rough-and-tumble arena of world politics with the tenets 
of his deeply held faith—exploring and articulating the perspective that 
would become known as “Christian Realism.” Niebuhr, without renounc-
ing moral concerns, nevertheless emphasized the “sharp distinction” 
between the morality of individuals and groups, one that was informed 
by a sensitivity to “the brutal character of the behavior of all human 
collectives.”4

The second complication realists face in engaging questions of moral-
ity, which in its most naked form is best attributed to Machiavelli, circum-
scribes the imperatives of moral restraint on state behavior with a competing 
moral concern: the responsibility of the state to protect its citizens. From 
this perspective, given the present or latent dangers of subjugation and 
annihilation, acts necessary to preserve the integrity of the state take on 
their own moral purpose. As the lives of the citizens of the state are valued 
more highly than the lives of others (and the presumption that this value 
system is common to most if not all other political entities), actions taken 
in the name of security must be evaluated in this context. As Machiavelli 
warned in The Prince, “A prince who wants to maintain his state is often 
forced not to be good.” He speaks even more plainly in Discourses of Livy, 
which carries even greater weight, as Discourses is generally seen as the 
more nuanced, reasonable, and even Republican of his major writings. 
Nevertheless, even here the notion is virtually sacrosanct: “for where one 
deliberates entirely on the safety of his fatherland, there ought not to enter 
any consideration of either just or unjust, merciful or cruel, praiseworthy 
or ignominious; indeed every other concern put aside, one ought to follow 
entirely the policy that saves its life and maintains its liberty.”5

Few perhaps would press this point as far as Machiavelli; indeed most 
people of character can imagine measures they would not be willing to 
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take, even if the survival of the state was on the line. But the broader 
point, that state survival presents a competing moral imperative, is not 
vacuous and the theme is a consistent one in realist thought. For states (as 
opposed to, say, firms), self-preservation is not simply a preference, or an 
instinct, or an objective, but indeed is a moral responsibility—human lives, 
not marginal profits, are at stake in many basic foreign policy choices. This 
responsibility for self-protection must be weighed against other values, 
and, at times, all states will, inevitably, have to engage in disreputable or 
at the very least deeply regrettable behavior in the name of security. As 
Machiavelli lamented, here more deftly, “For a man who wants to make a 
profession of good in all regards must come to ruin among so many who 
are not good”—a sentiment shared by the young Bruce Springsteen, in ref-
erence to anarchy of a different type: “it’s hard to be a saint in the city.”6

Nor does this exhaust the reasons for realist wariness of placing moral 
concerns at the forefront of international political practice. Even the best-
intentioned actors will find themselves, in the real world, with choices 
such that either one of which will leave them with dirty hands. This is 
because politics in general, and, as noted, foreign policy in particular, 
is almost never, as Aron lectured, a conflict between “good and evil, but 
always a choice between the preferable and the detestable.” (Realists often 
rhetorically label their intellectual opponents as “utopians”—for Aron it 
was indeed utopianism to compare “present realities with theoretical ideas 
rather than with other realities.”) Thus even when guided by normative 
concerns, the objective often reduces to choosing the least evil action—
with inaction no escape from the dilemma, as that choice will also often 
cost innocent lives as well.7 And there is also the realist sensitivity to the 
realities of power—not simply the respect for the power of others, though 
this is of course essential, but the limits of one’s own.8 In particular, “doing 
good” might be harder than it looks. Consider the following thought exper-
iment: you are walking along a dock and hear a drowning man calling 
for help. A life preserver is visible nearby. Surely there is a moral obliga-
tion to toss the life preserver into the water. All too often in international 
relations, however, the would-be Good Samaritan gets his feet tangled in 
the rope and is sent plunging into the water as well. Or, perhaps worse, 
and even more commonly, what looked like a life preserver was actually a 
concrete ring, which struck the poor fellow in the head, killing him. This 
happens more often than we would like to admit. Certainly it is the story 
of America’s disastrous intervention in Libya in 2011—which looked like 
an ideal candidate for the judicious application of well-intentioned force: 
an unambiguously bad guy posing a severe threat to innocents (and to 
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potentially promising endogenous regional political developments), plau-
sibly remediable via a low-cost, low-risk, clearly contained, logistically 
feasible military operation executed in a broadly permissive international 
political environment, and unmuddied by attendant ambitious geopoliti
cal designs. Yet the result was disastrous.9

For all these reasons, then, on questions of right and wrong, realists 
tend to follow the admonition of Hans Morgenthau and reject the naive 
“illusion that a nation can escape, if it only wants to, from power poli-
tics into a realm where action is guided by moral principles rather than 
by considerations of power.” Instead, with George F. Kennan, they are 
inclined to “refrain from constant attempts at the moral appraisal” of the 
behavior of others and, in weighing foreign policy decisions, follow instead 
the lodestar of “the gentle civilizer of national self-interest.”10

That sounds good. And surely it is often right. But it is also much too 
easy, and it is a non-trivial problem that too many realists think they can 
superciliously hand out such “get-out-of-jail-free” cards to each other 
and call it a day. Classical realist Arnold Wolfers—who could paint a 
rather dark picture both of human nature and of the perils of anarchy—
nevertheless offered a withering critique of the notion that morals can be 
set aside in the practice of international politics. States may have a moral 
obligation to ensure their survival, but “nations engaged in international 
politics are faced with the problem of survival only on rare occasions.” 
Most of the time, most foreign policy practices—especially those of great 
powers—are directed at the pursuit of a much broader range of national 
interests. (Wolfers can be credited with introducing the important notion 
of “milieu goals”: foreign policy measures that are taken to influence world 
politics in ways that make the international environment conducive to the 
thriving of national values and one in which political allies feel secure and 
content in their shared affinities.) Thus even if states can be forgiven (or 
at least held to a less stringent account) for a certain ruthlessness regard-
ing measures taken in the name of national survival (though even here, 
Wolfers’s absolution is qualified by the observation “Even national sur-
vival itself . . . ​is a morally compelling necessity only as long as people 
attach supreme value to it”), this waiver does not naturally extend to the 
pursuit of other objectives, which, again, is the stuffing of most foreign 
policy in practice. If anything, the danger runs in the opposite direction, 
as “attempts to evade, silence or ignore moral judgment merely play into 
the hands of those who relish the uncriticized use or abuse of their power.” 
Wolfers was writing in 1949, but this moral abyss is clearly evident, for 
example, in the bloodstained hands of Nixon and Kissinger, as seen in 
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the bombing of Cambodia, complicity in the atrocities in Bangladesh, and 
cozy relationship with the brutal Chilean dictator Augusto Pinochet.11

There is a real danger here for realism as a vocation, akin to one observ-
able in economics. Students in introductory microeconomics classes gen-
erally learn that the discipline models agents as selfish egoists: that they 
care only for themselves and not for others. A (presumably unintended) 
consequence of this abstract modeling device is that undergraduates who 
take such courses actually “learn” to be more selfish in their own behav
ior.12 Similarly, lectures on realism that model state behavior as amoral 
can inadvertently teach students—and those who would proffer foreign 
policy advice derived from realist principles—that foreign policy should 
be conducted without concerns for its moral implications. Again, these are 
two very different things.

Finally, realists also need to be wary of conflating the assumption that 
actors in world politics might act without regard for moral concerns with 
the distinct notion that morality is irrelevant for understanding the behav
ior of states. It is an almost universal characteristic that leaders across time 
and place have felt the need before domestic (and international) audiences 
to couch their foreign policy choices as conforming with virtuous social 
norms—rarely do they say, out loud, “this is evil, but to our advantage.” 
It must be that such efforts to legitimize foreign policy choices are seen 
as necessary, and thus consequential.13 Nor can a student of world poli-
tics, however wary of the enterprise, utterly renounce moral judgments 
about the nature of states in assessing their intentions. As discussed in 
chapter 3, E. H. Carr proffered a sophisticated realist approach to peace-
ful change, and one with considerable and enduring value. Nevertheless 
in application he stumbled badly, fatally misjudging Hitler (and subse-
quently Stalin—no small errors these). Morgenthau, clearly not one to be 
easily distracted by normative appeals, nevertheless was not dismissive of 
them—not at all. Indeed, he attributed Carr’s “monumental failure” to the 
fact that his mechanistic approach offered a “relativistic, instrumentalist 
conception of morality,” which blinded Carr’s ability to see things as they 
were. “It is a dangerous thing to be a Machiavelli,” Morgenthau lectured. 
“It is a disastrous thing to be a Machiavelli without virtù.”14

That cutting observation, of course, does not settle the matter. Which 
is exactly the point. For all the reasons discussed here, realists are indeed 
quite properly and understandably fuzzy about the whole good/bad thing. 
But it is another thing entirely to think that such questions can easily be 
set aside—and that practice must be acknowledged as a common realist 
vice.
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Depending (on) the National Interest
Another concept central to realist thought is the National Interest (a 
notion so important it gets its own capitalization). And like moral diffi-
dence, it is another flag prominently planted which upon closer inspection 
is frayed with loose ends that, when tugged, threaten to unravel an entire 
tapestry. Yet it remains essential. Thus this is another dilemma for real-
ism not easily resolved but one which again must be acknowledged, and 
navigated in practice with attentiveness and sensitivity. Realist analysis 
depends on the perils of anarchy—without the danger of war, however 
latent, realism has not much to offer. Beyond that, it also depends on the 
notion that groups, not individuals (or aggregations analytically reducible 
to individuals), are the unit of analysis.15 Most commonly, in the modern 
era, those groups are states, although as Robert Gilpin emphasizes, they 
need not necessarily be. All realism requires is organized political units 
(which make distinctions between who is and who is not a member of the 
group), with capacities for violence, dwelling in anarchy.16

But by whatever name and institutional structure, realism requires 
that the unit of analysis is the group. As Aron states plainly, “The national 
interest is not reducible to private interests or private collective interests.” 
The national interest is also not reducible to economic interests. Although 
individuals, subgroups, and coalitions within states inevitably have eco-
nomic interests and are often highly motivated to pursue those goals, 
“Politics is never reducible to economics even through the struggle for the 
possession of sovereign power may in many ways be linked to the mode 
of production and the distribution of wealth.”17 Realism requires politics. 
The basic preference for sovereign units in world politics to avoid subjuga-
tion by others must derive from a desire for independence and autonomy 
that is not reducible to material goals. These attributes (irreducibility and 
politics) yield the central realist notion of a “national interest.”

The distinct nature of the National Interest can be clarified with an 
analogy from economic theory: it can be conceptualized as a “public good.” 
Public goods are things whose consumption or enjoyment is non-rivalrous 
and non-exclusionary. That is, the utilization of or pleasure derived from 
the good (or service) by one person does not impinge on the availabil-
ity of that product to others; and once provided, there is no way to stop 
people from benefiting from it. (A pristine example of this is traffic lights; 
once put in place, not only is their utilization non-rivalrous and non-
exclusionary, as a practical matter they are only effective if everyone has 
unlimited access to them.)18 But because of these two qualities, the free 
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market, left to its own devices, will underprovide public goods—because 
voluntary contributions to pay for them will tend to fall short due to the 
free rider problem, and entrepreneurs will not invest in enterprises that 
can’t turn a profit. Thus even the most orthodox, libertarian-leaning econ-
omists hold that it falls to the state to provide public goods—and national 
defense is often held out as a classic illustration of such a necessity. (If 
a state’s borders are protected from foreign invasion, all citizens enjoy 
that benefit, and each individual’s enjoyment of that “security” does not 
impinge on the amount of security enjoyed by others.)

The National Interest, then, which certainly includes the territorial 
integrity of the state—that is, assurances of protection from invasion by 
outsiders—clearly has this public quality and thus gives basic credence to 
the notion that a distinct and irreducible “national interest” exists. Ter-
ritorial integrity, in turn, is only truly meaningful if it implies some level 
of domestic policy autonomy, so measures taken to protect that surely fall 
under the broad umbrella of the National Interest as well. And not far 
beyond that lie Wolfers’s milieu goals—as noted, aspirations to shape the 
international political environment so that national interests and national 
values might thrive; measures taken to advance these ends implicitly if 
indirectly enhance physical security and policy autonomy. Although the 
pursuit of milieu goals is ultimately a less pressing imperative than ensur-
ing territorial integrity and domestic policy autonomy, such actions are 
nevertheless derivative of the National Interest (advancing broad, long-
term goals) and, as noted, and especially for great powers, are what most 
foreign policy is about in practice. This is all also suggestive of another 
“public good” attribute of the National Interest: longer time horizons. 
Since states live much longer than people, concerns about “the long run” 
will tend to be underprovided if left entirely in the hands of self-interested 
individuals. Thus states are charged with keeping an eye on assessing (and 
implementing) measures that might be necessary to sustain collective 
interests over time, another component of the National Interest.

In defense of (the concept of ) the National Interest, it is not hard to 
point to practical illustrations of the phenomenon. For centuries, it was 
in the British National Interest that no single power achieve political 
hegemony on the European continent, as such an entity could pose a real 
threat to the home islands. From this naturally yielded the tendency for 
Britain to provide political and military support for the weaker coalition 
in continental confrontations. In a similar spirit, it was surely in the U.S. 
interest that no single power come to dominate the Eurasian landmass, 
which informed its foreign policy choices during World War II and the 
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Cold War.19 In the nineteenth century, the United States might not have 
had the capacity to enforce the Monroe Doctrine, but the notion that the 
European powers ought to steer clear of the Western Hemisphere made 
good sense from a general national security perspective. For one hundred 
and fifty years it has been in the interest of France that German power be 
either checked or tamed. It is in the interest of almost all states that non-
state actors do not come into possession of nuclear weapons.

Many other examples could be easily added to this list. Nevertheless, 
it is also possible to look at articulations of the National Interest the way 
Marlene Dietrich looked Orson Welles up and down in Touch of Evil and 
reach a similar conclusion: “You’re a mess, honey.” To begin with, once 
again we have the classical realist admonition that the imperatives of 
anarchy, which must inform the National Interest, are rarely sufficient 
to explain how states will define it. As prominent late twentieth-century 
realist Samuel Huntington observed, looking at the balance of power is 
certainly a reasonable point of departure, but it has “severe limits” and 
“does not get one very far” because states do not “perceive their interests 
in the same way or act in the same way.”20 Even granting this qualification 
(that the National Interest is not exogenously and uniquely determined), 
problems with the notion endure. All too often, as a practical matter the 
concept as appealed to is intolerably vague. Despite the examples offered 
above, a cursory review of the relevant history will reveal the National 
Interest to be commonly malleable over time, variable in trajectory, and 
contestable in articulation—and even when agreed upon, still subject to 
robust debate as to which policy measures will best serve it. In addition, 
even as we hold to the notion that the National Interest is not reducible to 
either economic concerns or the disproportional influence of subnation-
ally motivated domestic political coalitions, as seen in the discussion of 
“Hirschman effects” in chapter 5, economic interests—especially broadly 
based economic interests—cannot be dismissed as irrelevant in shaping 
the National Interest.

Gilpin and Wolfers—neither of whom, it should be stressed, is prepared 
to dispense with the concept—nevertheless offer trenchant critiques of its 
casual invocation. Gilpin calls attention to the extent to which such inter-
ests can be defined in a number of possible ways. In War and Change in 
World Politics, unsurprisingly he invokes the national interest, and the 
notion that the pressures of anarchy limit the definition of that interest 
within some plausible, circumscribed range—but nevertheless holds that 
its content, directionality, and tactical pursuit can take a number of dis-
tinct forms. Indeed, Gilpin goes so far as to say that “shifts in domestic 
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coalitions may necessitate redefinition of the ‘national interest.’ ” Espe-
cially in countries where political lines of contestation are often divided 
along regional lines, such as the United States for much of its history, it 
is possible to imagine competing visions of what the National Interest 
might be.21

Gilpin, then, embraces the National Interest but insists that, in the 
absence of unambiguous, pressing, existential threats to security (that is, 
for most great powers most of the time), it can be interpreted and pur-
sued in a number of ways. For Wolfers, and this anticipates a challenge 
for both descriptive (how states will behave) and prescriptive (how states 
should behave) realist analyses, the problem is one of underdefinition. “In 
a very vague and general way ‘national interest’ does suggest a direction of 
policy,” he notes, appropriately invoking those measures which prioritize 
the imperatives of a country as a whole rather than the particular interests 
of “subnational groups.” But without the articulation of specific goals and 
attentiveness to their political context, he argues, “normative admonitions 
to conduct a foreign policy guided by the national security interest are . . . ​
ambiguous and misleading.”22

Disentangling Is and Ought
A problem for all scholarship in International Relations (and an issue for 
the social sciences more generally) is dealing with the distinction between 
descriptive and prescriptive analysis. This is, at the broad philosophical 
level, a large and enduing conundrum that has been engaged by promi-
nent thinkers throughout history, notably David Hume and Max Weber.23 
Such grand and timeless questions will not be settled here. But they must 
be raised and reckoned with, as those engaged in international political 
analysis almost invariably have a hand in each. This is understandable—it 
is exceedingly rare for a scholar drawn to theoretical problems pertaining 
to world politics to be innocent of or indifferent to their practical implica-
tions. Indeed the formal discipline of International Relations was forged 
by normative concerns, in particular a desire not to repeat the ghastly, 
senseless bloodletting of World War I, and later given urgency by the spec-
ter of nuclear annihilation. In pursuing theoretical puzzles, then, lives are 
at stake—potentially millions of lives—in getting the answers right, as 
implications for policy will necessarily flow from the most dispassionate, 
aspirationally value-neutral theoretical analysis.

The primary calling of scholarship must be analytical: efforts to 
describe, explain, and understand world politics, and to be alert to causal 
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patterns that make it possible to anticipate the range of likely and plausi-
ble consequences of different events. That is certainly the ambition of this 
book. And always, following Aron, it remains essential to be disciplined 
and attentive to the stubborn limits of objectivity—even the choice of the 
units of analysis, to take one example among many, carries inescapably 
normative implications. (This is true in economics as well, scholarship 
which often, naively and self-soothingly, likes to imagine itself above such 
untidy and “unscientific” moral dilemmas.)24 Nevertheless, if muddied at 
the margins, description is a different enterprise than prescription, which 
is the advocacy of measures that states should pursue (which presumably 
flow from the logic of the descriptive analysis).

But the pitfalls here are enormous—and students of world politics 
commonly tumble into them, often willingly. Given the challenges of 
uncertainty and contingency (in addition to the essential “ketchup prob
lem” emphasized in chapter  2—the fundamental difference between 
understanding average as opposed to individual behavioral responses), 
the prescriptive implications of a pristine descriptive analysis in a partic
ular situation, even in the case of a theory widely shared (relatively rare in 
international relations theory), are open to considerable debate. And posi-
tions in that debate will be informed by normative dispositions.

Description and prescription are thus distinct, but oddly enmeshed. 
Consider the expectations of classical realism that great powers will har-
bor ambitions that will grow with their capabilities, and that they are 
prone to act rashly and be driven by hubris. Yet if there is a broadly shared 
classical realist policy disposition (about which more below), it is the call 
for caution and prudence. This makes sense—if the world is a dangerous 
place characterized by ongoing political contestation, best to keep one’s 
power dry and marshal resources for the most pressing threats (and the 
ones that will loom beyond that). And if the hubris of great powers has 
historically been an important source of their undoing, then guarding 
against ebullient, wild-eyed foreign adventures is wise. But note the dis-
juncture between the expectation of the way states will behave (recklessly 
and ambitiously) and the policy advice of how they should behave (with 
measured caution and level heads).25

Efforts to grapple with the philosophical enigmas and pragmatic chal-
lenges of disentangling prescription and description can quickly take on a 
Talmudic quality, and are unlikely to ever be fully resolved. As a practical 
matter then, the imperative for scholars of international relations boils 
down to the need to be very cautious when flirting with policy advocacy, 
to make every effort to distinguish between the positive and (very often 
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implicit) normative aspects of their analysis, and, above all and at all costs, 
to avoid the all-too-common danger of confusing and conflating positive 
with normative analysis. Especially for realism, which, as noted, often fan-
cies that its theoretical apparatus flirts with an amorality that exempts it 
from normative questions, this is an analytical danger that must be taken 
very seriously.

Consider one prominent and influential self-professed realist, John 
Mearsheimer, who describes his theory this way: “offensive realism is 
mainly a descriptive theory . . . ​but it is also a prescriptive theory. States 
should behave according to the dictates of offensive realism, because it 
outlines the best way to survive in a dangerous world.”26 At one level this 
is simply somewhat puzzling, to say the least, because the “descriptive 
theory” on offer explicitly claims to be a deterministic one—and so policy 
advice should be irrelevant if the theory is correct, as states will inevitably 
behave in the way that they are predicted with certainty by the model to 
behave. (Newton did not say, “The apple will fall from the tree, and I urge 
it to pursue this course.” Nor would he have chastised apples for failing to 
follow his advice, or attribute their foolish behavior to the disclaimer that 
some varieties of the fruit are squeamish about the implications of grav-
ity.) But more important, combining description and prescription in this 
way is a basic subversion of good social science. If advocacy can change 
outcomes (and if it can’t, why advocate?), then urging actors to behave 
as one’s theory predicts is putting a finger on the analytical scale—like 
predicting a barroom brawl and then provoking one. As will be elabo-
rated in chapter 6, there are fundamental flaws in the underlying logic of 
Mearsheimer’s theory of offensive realism, and the approach should be set 
aside. But even if the theory had merit, Mearsheimer’s conflation of is and 
ought gestures at still another all too common, and potentially disqualify-
ing problem: once we start rooting for our theories, it is all over. To mobi-
lize scholarly inquiry for the express purpose of supporting policy advo-
cacy invites skepticism of the integrity of the enterprise. This is a complex 
and nuanced issue, and one that is not effortlessly resolved, since schol-
ars cannot fully escape their own implicit value systems. Nevertheless, in 
the social sciences in particular, vigilance against a self-confirming bias 
is essential.27 Because once scholars are rooting for their theories, or are 
deploying their theories instrumentally in support of a favored policy, the 
floodgates are opened for personal preferences and inclinations to implic-
itly motivate nominally theoretical claims and conclusions—especially 
because in studies of world politics, available evidence will often lend itself 
to multiple interpretations.28
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Another pitfall of prescriptive realist analysis—suggestions regarding 
how foreign policy ought to be conducted—is that, ironically, it is vulner-
able to its own form of utopianism. In particular, classical realists have 
often favored foreign policy dispositions and measures that are simply 
not politically feasible. Such a conceit stems from an imagined foreign 
policy that somehow stands apart from politics and process. But of course 
there is no such thing, and if foreign policy prescriptions are incompatible 
with the possibilities of real-world practice, then they are of little practical 
value.

Relatedly, any assessment of the limitations of classical realism must 
reflect upon the undercurrent of elitism that is shared by many if not 
most of its greatest thinkers. In particular, classical realists are terrified 
by the ease with which masses can be moved by unscrupulous dema-
gogues, and, it must be acknowledged, their writings often suggest a 
wariness of democracy itself—or at the very least the notion that foreign 
policy should be left to the untidy, mercurial whims of the democratic 
process.

Anxiety about demagogues, especially in democracies, is a leitmotif 
as old as realism itself. It was a principal theme of Thucydides’ The Pelo-
ponnesian War, as illustrated in his emphasis on the disastrous influ-
ence of numerous such figures, including his bête noir Cleon—prominent 
among those who were invariably “grasping for more.” Thucydides saw 
great danger in the ways in which individuals could be radicalized, espe-
cially in times of distress, such as during the revolution in Corcyra. “Reck-
less audacity came to be understood as the courage of a loyal supporter; 
prudent hesitation, specious cowardice; moderation was held to be a 
cloak for unmanliness; ability to see all sides of a question incapacity 
to act on any,” he described. In such settings, Thucydides added archly, 
“the blunter wits were most successful.”29 These concerns informed the 
wariness of America’s founding fathers of what they saw as the fine line 
between direct democracy and mob rule. As Alexander Hamilton wrote 
in The Federalist, “History will teach us that . . . ​of those men who have 
overturned the liberties of republics, the greatest number have begun 
their career by paying an obsequious court to the people; commencing 
demagogues, and ending tyrants.” James Madison shared similar appre-
hensions. “In all very numerous assemblies, of whatever characters com-
posed, passion never fails to wrest the scepter from reason,” he argued. 
“Had every Athenian citizen been a Socrates, every Athenian assem-
bly would still have been a mob.” Such alarms are routinely echoed in 
twentieth-century classical realism. “Our foreign policy is . . . ​threatened 
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with a kind of apoplectic rigidity and inflexibility,” Niebuhr lamented, which 
requires “the disavowal of precisely those discriminate judgements which 
are so necessary.” These instincts are likely why classical realists at the 
time (even, bravely and prominently, Kennan, whose political instincts 
were very conservative and even authoritarian) were early and outspoken 
opponents of McCarthyism.30

Calling out demagogues, however, is one thing. Wariness about democ-
racy is another. This matters, not simply as a normative observation that 
cannot be dismissed but, again, as a guard against utopianism. If one is 
going to proffer foreign policy advice to a democratic country, it would 
behoove the analyst to make those recommendations with an eye toward 
the possible, as opposed to the Platonic. (And if the suggestion is that 
non-democracies have “better” foreign policies than democracies, it would 
be requisite to show any research to back up that claim.) Thucydides had 
a reverence for Athens and its (bounded) democratic practices. But he 
had an even greater admiration for Pericles—or more generally, for the 
type of visionary leader who could tame democratic excesses. Early in the 
conflict, when Pericles was faced with mounting dissent and indignation 
against his cautious strategy, Thucydides lauds him for resisting the will 
of an increasingly hot-headed majority, which had “lost all patience” with 
his wise and prudent conduct of the war: “the whole city was in a most 
excited state; Pericles was the object of general indignation; his previous 
counsels were totally forgotten.” Rather than, as would be expected, call-
ing an assembly to discuss and debate the matter—the outcome of which 
would surely have been a vote that would have gone against him (“the 
determination was universal, especially among the young men”)—Pericles 
managed to sidestep normal Athenian democratic procedures, and instead 
“he attended to the defense of the city, and kept it as quiet as possible.” 
But leaders like Pericles don’t grow on trees (“by his rank, his ability, and 
known integrity, [he] was enabled to exercise an independent control 
over the multitude . . . ​what was nominally a democracy was becoming in 
his hands government by the first citizen”), as Thucydides acknowledges: 
“With his successors it was much different . . . ​each grasping at supremacy, 
they ended by committing even the conduct of state affairs to the whims 
of the multitude.”31

And frustration with the clumsy foreign policy practices of democ-
racy is a common realist disquiet. Kennan leads the way (“public opinion, 
or what passes for public opinion, is not invariably a moderating force 
in the jungle of politics,” he grumbles; rather it causes foreign policy to 
be “led astray into areas of emotionalism and subjectivity”). Kennan’s 
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distaste for liberal democracy leaves him as an outlier among his firmly 
anti-authoritarian peers, but he was not alone in bemoaning the incom-
patibility of realism with democracy. Morgenthau repeatedly expressed 
frustration with the inability of American foreign policy “to follow con-
sistently certain standards of action and judgement in its conduct of for-
eign affairs,” which he attributed, representing a broad chorus of classical 
realists, to the fact that the human mind “cannot bear to look the truth of 
politics straight in the face.”32

Few classical realists would not share Kennan’s longing for a world 
in which foreign policy was steered by professionals afforded the ame-
nities of “privacy, deliberateness,” and the luxury of taking the “long 
term approach.” Surely that would have avoided the overreach of the 
Truman Doctrine, the dramatic articulation of an epochal, global strug
gle between freedom and communism that was deemed rhetorically 
necessary to secure the domestic political support for what was origi-
nally intended as a narrowly focused provision of assistance to Greece 
and Turkey. But to get that measured bill through Congress, Senator 
Arthur Vandenberg advised President Truman it would be necessary to 
“scare the hell out of the American people” and invoke rhetoric that was, 
in Secretary of State Dean Acheson’s famous phrase, “clearer than the 
truth.” The need to oversimplify and oversell foreign policy measures 
leads to lurching overreactions and suboptimal choices, what Niebuhr 
described as “fanatic distinctions between good and evil” that obscure 
“nuances of strategy.”33

But it is not enough to point out the miscues of democratic foreign 
policies; following Aron, it is necessary to compare foreign policy prac-
tice not against an idealized vision of its imagined optimal execution but 
with the possibilities and outcomes that could be plausibly achieved with 
real-world alternatives.34 And with regard to the imagined practice of 
foreign policy directed by a “star chamber” of wise men insulated from 
the vagaries of domestic politics, two problems loom very large. First, 
such Wise Men have been very wrong in the past, for example, in the 
bipartisan elite consensus regarding the Vietnam War, which was exactly 
and disastrously wrong.35 Second, speaking specifically of classical real-
ism, the flip side to the danger of democratic crusading—setting aside 
whether any society could sustain a grand strategy devoid of ideological 
content, purpose, and meaning—is the possibility that a “realist foreign 
policy” steeped in caution and prudence would be suboptimally under-
responsive. That is, assuming there can be such a thing as a “Realist 
Foreign Policy.”
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Who Cheers for Prudence?
A final difficulty for realism is that it appears to have very little to offer 
by way of practical advice for purposeful action—at least, from a general 
paradigmatic perspective. Possibly, indeed probably as a function of the 
fact that it is so well attuned to avoiding foreign policy blunders (a talent 
not to be taken lightly), realism has much less to say about the wisdom of 
positive steps a country might productively take. All of that dispassion, 
deliberativeness, caution, and wariness of imbuing foreign policies with 
national values or moral purpose leaves little on the table to suggest what 
actually might be done with state power. But there is more to interna-
tional politics than vigilance against potential threats, the moral equiva-
lent of installing surveillance cameras, triple-locking the door, and never 
venturing outside. E. H. Carr, in his own critique of realism from within, 
noted that it lacked a number of “essential ingredients” for effective politi
cal practice, including, notably, its lack of content and purpose, and the 
absence of “an emotional appeal.” Similarly, Martin Wight, while empha-
sizing the centrality of power as the final arbiter of international disputes, 
nevertheless argued that it was “equally true that power varies very much 
in effectiveness according to the strength of the beliefs that inspire its use.” 
By the same token Niebuhr chastised fellow realists for failing to have a 
“proper regard for moral aspirations” in world politics, noting that “politi
cal power is a compound of which physical force, whether economic or 
military, is only one ingredient.”36

But “most of all,” as Carr noted, “consistent realism breaks down 
because it fails to provide any ground for purposive or meaningful action.” 
On this point Morgenthau, in his otherwise devastatingly critical review of 
The Twenty Years’ Crisis, was in full agreement. Morgenthau struck a simi-
lar chord in his more generous review of Aron’s A Century of Total War, 
and the frustration is palpable. “An intellectual par excellence” (a phrase 
between academics that is akin to the sound of a sharpening knife), Aron’s 
“purpose is not to prove a thesis, to develop a system, or to tell a coherent 
story. Thus he presents no program for action, no political philosophy, no 
history, but rather elements of one or another as the occasion arises.”37

There are three distinct challenges for realism here, the latter two of 
which elude easy resolution. First, it is important to recognize that there is 
no such thing as a (singular) “realist foreign policy”—realists will disagree 
on much. Second, the one disposition that is shared almost universally 
by realist thinkers—a veneration of prudence—is quite helpful at steer-
ing policy clear of blunders, but inherently ill-suited as a guide for action. 
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Finally, that much-admired quality of prudence, which, if heeded, will 
commonly serve states well, nevertheless can and often will be a source 
of policy paralysis. It is possible to be too cautious, and in world politics, 
leaving the initiative and opportunities to others will at times make a state 
less rather than more secure. It is too easy to conflate prudence with pas-
sivity, which are two different things.

No realist foreign policy. Realists, historically, have not been shy about 
offering foreign policy advice. But they have disagreed and will disagree 
on basic aspects of that advice—not that there’s anything wrong with that. 
As classical realism urgently reminds us, irretrievable limits to knowledge 
will always prevent convergence around a single, shared model of under-
standing of how the world works; and even were such a singular model 
possible, that would not settle the question of to what ends foreign policy 
should be applied.38 These are not small hurdles. Consider that neoclas-
sical economists—an intellectually homogeneous cohort with aspirations 
to analytical precision—do not share the same theories of exchange rate 
determination (a much tidier topic than grand strategy) and even if they 
ever did, the policy advice that followed from such a common model 
would still depend on which, from a variety of objectives, different ana-
lysts privileged. Once again, purpose inevitably and forcefully matters.39

Even if realists were somehow able to avoid the treacherous analyti-
cal landmines just described, the prospects for a singular, distinct realist 
foreign policy would still remain remote. To offer specific policy advice, it 
is necessary to have theories that make generalizations about how other 
actors will behave in world politics, and, relatedly, theories about how 
other states will respond to the recommended foreign policy measures 
that are introduced. About such matters there will never be universal laws, 
given variation in historical and social political context, and because, it 
should be repeated, the foreign policies of states are functions of both 
power and purpose (the capabilities of states, and what they want)—this, 
again, something to which classical realism is especially alert and atten-
tive. Political developments at the end of the second decade of the twenty-
first century in the United States vividly illustrate this point. American 
power did not change all that much (and assessments of that power vary 
widely)40 but its purpose—whom it chooses to call friend and foe, what 
commitments it is likely to fulfill, the ends for which it will use military 
force, which institutions it will support—changed radically. This is prob-
lematic because, as a general measure, it is much easier (if still difficult 
in practice) to assess power, and it is also reasonable to anticipate that it 
will change relatively slowly, than it is to measure to purpose, which can 
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also shift more rapidly. And regarding purpose, beyond the fundamental 
imperative of survival, realism is largely agnostic. Indeed structural real-
ism renounces the concept of purpose, modeling states as like units, dif-
ferentiated only by their relative capabilities; classical realism embraces 
purpose—but assumes that such purpose is informed by varied and con-
tingent historical contexts.

Thus although the desire to survive is Realism 101, that does not get 
us very far in explaining the foreign policy choices of states (or, more to 
the point here, as a foreign policy guide), especially when attempting to 
explain the behavior of great powers. The survival of great powers is very 
rarely at risk, and thus it is not typically the imperative that informs most 
of their foreign policy choices. The stuffing of great power foreign policy 
is almost invariably about much more than self-defense. As Morgenthau 
observed, “the goals that might be pursued by nations in their foreign poli-
cies can run the whole gamut of objectives any nation has ever pursued or 
might possibly pursue.” And great powers enjoy the broadest discretion 
in this regard and have the greatest capacity (and luxury) to pursue Wolf-
ers’s milieu goals—again, the pursuit of which in most circumstances will 
account for the lion’s share of foreign policy practice.41 Consider the con
temporary United States. With its gargantuan military, enormous econ-
omy, enviable geography, and robust nuclear deterrent, if all the United 
States cared about was physical security and domestic autonomy, it would 
not even need a foreign policy. To design an American foreign policy that 
ventures beyond those first two items on the checklist (or, alternatively, for 
others to anticipate the foreign policy of the United States), it would be 
necessary to know what it wants—or have a theory of what else it should 
want. Similarly, China in 2020 was literally orders of magnitude more 
powerful and secure than it was two generations before that. If defending 
the homeland was its only national security imperative, China would need 
less foreign policy—and less foreign policy analysis—once it emerged as a 
great power. But of course the opposite is true.

In sum, articulating a singular, distinct “realist foreign policy” is inhib-
ited by the fact that the behavior of states—their responses to the oppor-
tunities and constraints presented by the international system—is shaped 
by the way that the foreign policy choices of great powers inform those 
opportunities and constraints, and filtered through historical experience 
and ideological lenses. Uncertainty, the broad range of plausible and sus-
tainable behaviors and responses, and distinct contingent circumstances 
leave room for contestation regarding both foreign policy advice and 
expectations about behavior. This rules out the possibility of a consensus 
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about iron laws regarding foreign policy, even within the realist com-
munity. President Truman was reputed to have longed for a one-armed 
economist who would be incapable of saying “on the other hand”; but it 
remains inescapable that the realist response to even the most primal for-
eign policy choices must be “it depends.” Consider the basic and peren-
nial IR question: should an apparent provocation be met with firmness or 
conciliation?42 It depends. Morgenthau was an opponent of the Munich 
accords, because he saw clearly the consequences of trying to accommo-
date Nazi Germany in the 1930s. But the problem was not with the policy 
of making concessions more generally—as Morgenthau made clear, and 
quite provocatively so, at the height of the Cold War. “Future historians 
will have to decide whether the Western world has suffered more from 
the surrender at Munich,” he admonished, “or from the intellectual confu-
sion that equates a negotiated settlement with appeasement and thus dis-
credits the sole rational alternative to war.”43 Realist foreign policy advice 
will necessarily be contingent and qualified, and require well-informed, 
contextually grounded, situationally specific discretion, rather than urging 
general adherence to some imagined universally applicable rules. Recall 
Kennan’s notion that we are gardeners, not mechanics.44 As well it should 
be—this is not a problem to be solved but a quality that must be acknowl-
edged and embraced.

A realist foreign policy disposition. Although there is no such thing as 
a singular “realist foreign policy,” the analytical building blocks of realism 
are strongly suggestive of a particular foreign policy disposition. Attentive-
ness to the inexorable dangers implied by anarchy (latent or present), a 
need to respect the realities of power (the capabilities of others, the inevi-
table limits of one’s own), and an anticipation that world politics is char-
acterized by conflicts of interest (with the resolution of one dispute soon 
followed by the emergence of another), all in the context of irreducible 
uncertainty, lead, logically, to an imperative of prudence. Machiavelli is 
a potential outlier in this regard—although as always he can be hard to 
pin down. In The Prince he encourages embracing fortune (“it is better 
to be impetuous than cautious” in seizing opportunities when they sud-
denly arise, he counsels). This advice can perhaps be domesticated and 
shoehorned into accord with classical realism more generally by noting 
the important role in this analysis of the unpredictable, as well as a reflec-
tion of expectation that states are ambitious and will take advantage of 
opportunities when they arise—but in general passages in The Prince sug-
gest a more impulsive temperament, and one that is uncommon among 
realists more generally. (And as always, it is better to acknowledge the 
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outlier rather than offer post hoc rationalizations for it in the hope of 
imposing a uniformity and tidiness that does not exist.) But the Machia-
velli of Discourses, which is invariably his more insightful and reflective 
contribution, returns to the traditional realist fold, holding that Republics 
are “more prudent, more stable, and of better judgment than a prince,” 
and because they move more slowly and deliberately, they make “lesser 
errors than the prince, and because of this can be trusted more.”45 And 
the admonition to proceed with caution, weigh alternatives, identify and 
prioritize interests, and anticipate, as best as possible, the plausible range 
of the tumbling consequences of proposed foreign policy measures is the 
calling card of classical realism. As Morgenthau puts it, “Realism, then, 
considers prudence—the weighing of the consequences of alternative 
political actions—to be the supreme virtue in politics,” sentiments echoed 
by Hobbes, Niebuhr, and of course Kennan, among others.46

This dyed-in-the-wool instinct for prudence is grounded further in two 
additional tenets that are closely associated with (but not distinct to) real-
ism: great attentiveness to the essential relationship between force and 
politics, and a profound wariness of hubris and the arrogance of power. 
The former is most closely associated with Clausewitz, and his sagacious 
observation that the assessment of the merits of the use of force cannot 
be judged by the achievement of apparent military victories but the extent 
to which those achievements on the battlefield advanced the political 
goals for which they were introduced. This requires an almost myopic, 
forward-looking consideration of what the likely political situation will 
look like after the war is over and a sensitivity to the fact that political 
contestations—old and new—will continue long after the guns have been 
silenced.47 More colloquially, this can be described as the “day after tomor-
row question.” Meaning, a state has used force, and perhaps even achieved 
its military objectives, but what happens next? The use of force will not 
only result in (unpredictable) countermeasures but also unleash a cascade 
of political consequences. Some of these may be good and even welcome—
but in a world where politics and political conflict never end, the range 
of these consequences must be thoughtfully anticipated in advance. As 
for hubris, anxiety about the arrogance of power is perhaps the singular 
strand that weaves its way through realist thought throughout history.

Along these lines there is of course the Rosetta Stone of realist pru-
dence, Thucydides’ The Peloponnesian War. For all the casual (and cav-
alier) invocations of the notion of a “Thucydides Trap,” as we have dis-
cussed, the greatest lesson that Thucydides wished to impart with his 
magnum opus was the mortal danger of hubris. Recall from chapter 1 
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that Thucydides makes abundantly clear that it was indeed hubris, not a 
mechanistic trap generated by power dynamics, which brought Athens to 
ruin. To Thucydides’ palpable lament, the ambitious city-state repeatedly 
and tragically “grasped at something further,” blunders that anticipated 
what would be the most grievous mistake of the war, the Athenians’ wildly 
ambitious and ultimately disastrous scheme to conquer Sicily.48

For foreign policy, however, prudence, the national interest, and the 
primacy of politics yield less by way of practical advice than might appear 
at first glance. As seen in chapter 3, realists opposed the Vietnam War on 
all of these grounds, questioning the interests at stake, and the wisdom 
and prospects of trying to impose a military solution on an intractable 
political problem.49 Similarly, an uncommonly overwhelming consen-
sus among realists was reflected in their early, emphatic opposition to 
the 2003 Iraq war, as it was obvious that a relatively easy military victory 
would not translate into the achievement of broader objectives—in fact, 
quite the opposite.50 And correspondingly, it is hard to imagine realists 
signing up for a U.S. military strike against Iran’s nuclear program, for 
example, following familiar, Clausewitzian “the day after tomorrow” rea-
soning.51 Nevertheless, and notwithstanding the considerable merits of 
being right about those disasters, Vietnam, Iraq, and Iran (and Sicily) are 
pretty low-hanging fruit—the sage advice of “avoid obviously foolish mili-
tary adventurers” only gets you so far. Once again, realism is much better 
at suggesting what not to do than when and how to take positive action.

Moreover, gesturing at the wisdom of Thucydides in general, and invok-
ing Sicily in particular, can with regard to some more general issues of for-
eign policy practice raise as many questions for realism as it answers. Con-
sider Sicily. Many realists in American foreign policy debates who favor a 
posture of “restraint” invoke that catastrophe in defense of the proposition 
that there is an affinity between realism, one that can be traced all the way 
back to Thucydides, and their advocacy for a more restrained U.S. grand 
strategy. And it is quite correct to observe that Pericles, as described by 
Thucydides, would have never embarked on the Sicilian adventure had 
he lived to speak out against it. But Pericles (and implicitly, Thucydides) 
was a strong proponent of the initial war with Sparta—a war that Athens 
arguably provoked, and which was sparked by crises that Athens could 
have easily taken measures to mollify but chose not to. The debate for 
war in Athens was a close call, and Thucydides reports that Pericles’ argu-
ments (which his narrative privileges) were decisive in carrying the day. 
In the public debate before the war, Pericles spoke out forcefully against 
the notion of compromise or negotiation, and argued instead, “It must be 
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thoroughly understood that war is a necessity”; according to Thucydides, 
Pericles’ passionate advocacy for this war of choice was crucial in securing 
the majority vote necessary for Athens to take up arms.52 Pericles’ cau-
tious, patient, warfighting strategy was surely prudent, but his enthusiasm 
for the war is not well characterized by that notion. Certainly all good real-
ists would have opposed the Sicilian expedition—but it is more likely that 
they would have been divided over the very distinct debate over whether 
go to war with Sparta seventeen years earlier.

From prudence to paralysis? Recognizing the virtue of prudence as 
an abstract concept is different from the practice of a foreign policy, nor 
does it necessarily or invariably imply passivity or timidity. Just as mon-
etary policy can be described as irresponsibly (or imprudently) “too loose,” 
resulting in excessive inflation, it can also be (and has often been) “too 
tight”—and as a result impose an unnecessary and painful contraction of 
economic activity. Similarly, although many foreign policy blunders are 
the result of imprudence, foreign policy can also be too cautious, and such 
mistakes can place the state in danger as well. As seen in chapter 3, West-
ern underresponsiveness to the German threat in the 1930s was a millen-
nial catastrophe. Machiavelli, as noted, had a higher tolerance for risk tak-
ing than is typical for classical realists, but nevertheless it is hard to reject 
his contention that no state should “ever believe that it can always adopt 
safe courses.” And in lauding the realist instinct for prudence, it needs 
to be recognized that one danger implicit in that realist predisposition is 
the prospect of important opportunities lost to an overabundance of cau-
tion.53 The American forging of the international order after World War 
II was an active, ambitious, unprecedented, and even audacious undertak-
ing. And in weighing its costs and benefits in retrospect, it was arguably 
also the most successful grand strategy in the history of grand strategy. 
But it was also opposed, on good realist grounds, by George F. Kennan 
at almost every turn. Kennan opposed the formation of NATO, favored a 
neutralized, demilitarized Japan, and (with the important exception of the 
first phases of the Korean War) was invariably eager to bring U.S. troops 
hope and reluctant to assert American political power abroad.54

It does not take a Machiavelli to suggest that Kennan took his pru-
dence too far. Niebuhr, while rejecting a foreign policy of “adventurism” 
that failed to acknowledge the limits to power, nevertheless criticized fel-
low realists who “are so impressed by the force of the perennial problems 
of politics . . . ​that they are inclined to discount both the necessity and the 
possibility of new political achievements.” And gesturing at milieu goals 
(and explicitly criticizing Kennan), Niebuhr argued that “the national 
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interest when conceived only from the standpoint of the self-interest 
of the nation is bound to be defined too narrowly and therefore to be 
self-defeating.”55

In sum, realists, ever alert to reconciling ends with means, will surely 
routinely err on the side of avoiding overextension—but “underextension,” 
and too much caution, risks inviting dangerous foes to fill power vacuums 
left behind (a concept that will be explored more fully in chapter 7). As 
always, the wisest and most prudent course of action is dependent on con-
text and contingent factors, and the national interest will not invariably 
be best served by caution. Stubbornly, the point remains that the common 
lineage that realists share does not translate into a clear foreign policy 
road map. In particular, “prudence” does not necessarily translate into 
“restraint” (though at times it may). In fact restraint, when it involves the 
scaling back of existing commitments—often wise, sometimes necessary—
is not always the prudent thing to do.56 Retrenchment is a shaking up of 
the box, an invitation to others to assert power and gain influence, and 
comes with it the elimination of any political benefits and regionally sta-
bilizing effects that were attendant with the presence, participation, and 
commitments being withdrawn. That does not make it unwise.57 But it is 
a leap into uncertainty, from the familiar to the unknown.

It is a limitation of classical realism that in a world of uncertainty and 
contingency, and properly humbled by analytical modesty, beyond prof-
fering valuable (and all too often disregarded) counsel against folly and 
hubristic adventures, a realist disposition will very rarely translate into 
hard and fast policy advice. Once again, this is a problem more to be 
expressly acknowledged than easily resolved. “A statesman differs from a 
professor in a university,” Edmund Burke once explained. “The latter has 
only the general view of society; the former, the statesman, has a number 
of circumstances to combine with those general ideas.”58
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Ch a pter Fi v e

Realism, Economics,  
and Politics

for most of modern history, and certainly in the twenty-first century, it 
is simply not possible to understand world politics without close attentive-
ness to economic issues. At the most basic level, the end of the Cold War 
is incomprehensible without recognizing the crucial role of the stagna-
tion of the Soviet economic system; similarly, the only reason why there 
has been an explosion of interest in the implications of China’s emergence 
as a great power is because of its three decades of spectacular economic 
growth. Had during those decades the Russian economy thrived while 
China’s stagnated, the geopolitical world today would be fundamentally 
different. To note some additional, obvious examples: the oil shocks of the 
1970s had observable and profound geopolitical implications and contrib-
uted to the causes of several large regional wars; efforts to understand the 
emergence of militaristic fascism and the origins of World War II must 
include a consideration of the consequences of the Great Depression and 
the global financial crisis of 1931; and scholars of world politics would be 
remiss if they failed to process and account for the international political 
implications of the global financial crisis of 2007–8 and its aftermath.1

Economic issues thus influence, routinely and at the most basic level, 
aspects of world politics, and thus cannot be safely set aside or bracketed 
off by students of international relations. Perhaps this was plausible, or at 
least arguable, in a bygone era when the economies of the two superpow-
ers were practically sealed off from one other. But even then, and always, 
consider that analysts and practitioners of “grand strategy” are engaging 
in an explicitly microeconomic exercise—how to apportion finite resources 
most efficiently to achieve desired goals.
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Additionally, and too often underappreciated, the relationship between 
economics and politics runs both ways. An attentiveness to the inescap-
able politics inherent to economic affairs is among E. H. Carr’s founda-
tional contributions to modern realism. Two of Carr’s claims in partic
ular provide the underpinnings of “realist political economy.” First is his 
observation that “the science of economics presupposes a given political 
order, and cannot be profitably studied in isolation from politics.” This 
derives from his dissent, which came naturally to Carr (whose economic 
instincts grew increasingly heterodox), against the presumptions of clas-
sical and neoclassical economics, which implicitly or explicitly assumed 
that market economies emerged spontaneously and operated apolitically. 
As Jonathan Haslam observes, “The Twenty Years’ Crisis was the product 
of bitter disillusion with the liberal world order and all that went with it, 
including classical economics,” and the easy, comforting assumptions that 
accompanied it.2 Second, and related, pertains to Carr’s development of 
realism as a critique of liberalism. At times his approach could be heavy-
handed and slip into a caricature of liberal “utopianism”—but his dissent 
from liberal economics, which did celebrate a “harmony of interests” (that 
all benefit from unfettered economic exchange), especially as applied to 
international relations, was on the mark. It is not necessary to share Carr’s 
view that “Laissez-Faire in international relations as in those between cap-
ital and labor, is the paradise of the economically strong” to recognize the 
important role of power in shaping economic relations.3 Bringing politics 
to economics is the basis of realist political economy.

Having said that, however, it must be acknowledged that realism in 
general has tended to stumble on questions of political economy—while 
there have been notable exceptions, economics has been something 
of a blind spot for both ancient and modern thinkers. Once again, this 
pedigree—here something less to boast about—can be traced all the way 
back to Thucydides, who tended to downplay and even ignore economic 
factors that contributed to the causes and course of the Peloponnesian 
War. Most notoriously, as noted in chapter 1, Thucydides elided the signifi-
cance of the Megarian Decree, economic sanctions that Athens imposed 
on an ally of Sparta. Some prominent specialists view the Athenian mea
sure to have been a significant provocation, and one that contributed 
importantly to the likelihood of the war. Scholars of Thucydides tend 
to disagree on many things, but on this broad omission they speak with 
one voice—Thucydides did not seriously engage economic issues here or 
elsewhere in The Peloponnesian War more generally. Regarding Megara 
in particular, some have speculated that Thucydides was reluctant to 
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call attention to Pericles’ obstinacy on the issue, which would shift still 
more of the responsibility for the war on his shoulders, but this would not 
account for Thucydides’ general tendency to downplay or ignore economic 
factors.4

Other eminences of the realist pantheon followed Thucydides’ lead; 
figures like Hobbes, Machiavelli, and Clausewitz, for example, were largely 
silent regarding economic matters. And although there were some notable 
contributions pertaining to questions of economics and national secu-
rity among more modern thinkers, for the most part even leading mid-
twentieth-century realists, such as Kennan and Morgenthau, shied away 
from seriously engaging economic aspects of international politics.5 Even 
Raymond Aron, who was much savvier on such matters and had a sophis-
ticated command of the Keynesian revolution and its implications—and 
was capable of smartly unpacking and assessing the economic crises of 
the 1970s—nevertheless did not often draw this arrow from his quiver. It 
is possible that some of this reticence, especially in the case of Morgen-
thau and Aron, derived from their investment in emphasizing the distinct 
political roots of and motivations for behavior.6

International Relations would emerge as a distinct academic discipline 
after World War II, but the subfield of international political economy 
would not take shape until the late 1960s and early 1970s. There were both 
material and ideational reasons for this. With the golden age of capitalism 
in the quarter century that followed the war, and the relatively modest 
influence of the international economy (and potentially politically charged 
trade pressures) on the hegemonic U.S. in that same era, economic chal-
lenges (other than the drive to compete with the Soviet Union as a model 
for others) did not seem to impose on politics. Also not to be underes-
timated was anti-communism and McCarthyism, which had a chilling 
effect on the American academy through the 1950s at least—even in the 
1960s, scholarship that explored the intersection of economics and politics 
was presumed to have a Marxist inflection.

By the turn of the 1970s, however, economics was encroaching on poli-
tics in ways that could not be denied, with the slowdown in global eco-
nomic growth, concerns in the United States about pressures on the dollar 
and the economic consequences of the Vietnam War, increasing inflation, 
and, finally, the oil crisis that emerged in the wake of the 1973 Arab-Israeli 
War. Not surprisingly, the subfield of international political economy 
(IPE) was developed conterminously with these events. At the moment of 
its creation, IPE was not necessarily or even primarily realist, but as it did 
essentially involve, initially (things would change), the bringing of politics 
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to economics, many of the seminal contributions of the enterprise, by 
scholars such as Robert Gilpin, Klaus Knorr, Susan Strange, and Charles 
Kindleberger, are well described as realist.7

Robert Gilpin in particular can be seen as the founding father of con
temporary realist political economy. Influenced enormously by Carr, his 
“second favorite realist” (after Thucydides), Gilpin’s scholarship, as noted 
previously, emphasized dynamics over statics (in particular how changes 
to the balance of power, brought about by underlying economic shifts, 
were the principal engine of great power conflict) and stressed the role of 
political factors in shaping the pattern of economic activity. In one of the 
founding statements of the subfield, Gilpin distinguished realist political 
economy from liberalism and Marxism by noting that in contrast to those 
other, more economistic perspectives, realism took politics as formative, 
and the point of departure for analysis. (And as a classical realist he placed 
great emphasis on “national sentiment,” “political values,” and an array of 
sociological and domestic political factors in explaining the patterns and 
prospects of political economy.) Echoing Carr, with a particular observa-
tion that could be applied to his analysis more generally, Gilpin explained 
that “every international monetary regime rests on a particular political 
order.”8

It bears repeating that in explicating the political economy of realism, 
the purpose here, as always, is to define a classical realist perspective, not 
to insist that “realism” is superior to “liberalism” or other paradigms—
which is not a productive enterprise. Recall from chapter 2 that realist 
and liberal dispositions are best envisioned as falling along a continuum, 
as opposed to representing hermetically sealed categories. Few liberals 
would hold the view that power politics are irrelevant; no good realist 
would fail to respect the enormous weight and influence of market forces. 
Recall as well that the principal intellectual opponents of classical real-
ism are structural realism and hyper-rationalism. This latter point is espe-
cially relevant here because the hyper-rationalists (once again integrating 
misguided, obsolescent assumptions of rational expectations, embracing 
risk instead of uncertainty, and narrow, egoistic materialism over any 
ideological content) have come to dominate scholarship in international 
political economy in general and its liberal cohort in particular—but for 
classical realists, at bottom the irresolvable intellectual conflict is with the 
hyper-rationalists, not the liberal perspective per se. (Though of course 
the two grand paradigms clearly have basic dispositional differences.) 
More generally, of course, realist political economy remains a minority 
position—paradigmatically distinct from liberalism and incompatible with 
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hyper-rationalism. Gilpin, if more successful in inspiring similarly minded 
scholarship in this vein than was Carr, nevertheless saw realists largely fail 
to embrace political economy, and the academic mainstream of the IPE 
subfield, ironically, given the impetus of its founding, became increasingly 
apolitical, save for the most narrow conceptions of distributional conflict, 
and increasingly focused on explaining politics via economics.9

Once again, as seen with the shadow of McCarthyism, the peculiar 
attributes of the Cold War are responsible for the disfiguring of the study 
of international political economy. Even as the subfield flourished in the 
1970s, the distinct aspects of the confrontation between the United States 
and the Soviet Union nudged the scholars of world politics to retreat to 
separate corners. For security studies, the bipolar struggle dominated the 
agenda. But that confrontation was between two states with very little eco-
nomic interaction—indeed the USSR did not even have a market economy. 
Most Cold War specialists could therefore comfortably marginalize, or at 
least bracket off, economic issues, and realists, not surprisingly, tended to 
gravitate intellectually toward that defining great power conflict. As Ken-
neth Waltz wrote, “Never in modern history have great powers been so 
sharply set off from lesser states and so little involved in each other’s eco-
nomic and social affairs.” Similarly, liberal approaches tended to be over-
represented in political economy—and the action there was mostly among 
the very large economies (and political and military allies) found in Japan, 
North America, and Western Europe. Following Robert Keohane, such 
scholars were likely to share the view that “it is justifiable to focus prin-
cipally on the political economy of the advanced industrialized countries 
without continually taking into account the politics of international secu-
rity.” In addition, a thriving sub-specialization of international political 
economy focused on “North-South” issues, where the principal motivating 
axis was rooted in the politics of economic development.10

It is remarkable that three decades after the end of the Cold War, the 
separation of international political economy and security studies largely 
endures. Liberal approaches can certainly do better—there is no reason 
why theories derived from a liberal tradition need be hyper-rationalist and 
narrowly materialist (especially as evidence mounts against the utility of 
that perspective).11 But the concern here, of course, is with realism, and 
the balance of this chapter will focus on establishing what distinguishes 
realist political economy, and from there, on why, within the paradigm, 
approaches rooted in classical realism will avoid many of the blind spots 
and analytical cul-de-sacs that have characterized the limited engage-
ments with political economy associated with structural realism.
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Morgenthau, as noted, did not focus much on economic matters. Par-
tially that was because in his postwar articulation of realism, like Aron he 
was eager to distinguish it from schools of thought that emphasized eco-
nomics, or, more to the point, an economistic mindset. He distinguished 
realism from other approaches by the way that it saw the “landscape of 
international politics” as “interest in terms of power.” Just as the econo-
mist was concerned with wealth, lawyers, law, and moralists, morals, he 
explained, “the political realist asks: How does this policy affect the power 
of the nation”—and subordinates other concerns to this question. (Mor-
genthau makes explicitly clear that these are all dramatic oversimplifica-
tions, but drawing these distinctions sharply is helpful for calling attention 
to the differences between these mindsets.) Gilpin, later articulating the 
foundations of realist political economy, would share this emphasis on the 
realist rejection of economism. The other primary approaches to questions 
of international political economy, liberalism and Marxism, he argued, 
certainly have their differences but share an inherently economistic per-
spective: individuals are motivated by desire to maximize their personal 
wealth—they want more stuff—and individual behavior is best described, 
explained, and predicted by the rational pursuit of more stuff. Gilpin was 
not alone in noting this basic affinity between liberalism and Marxism. 
Marx, after all, right down to his labor theory of value, was essentially a 
classical economist, which is why Paul Samuelson could summarily dis-
miss him “from the viewpoint of economic theory . . . ​as a minor post-
Ricardian.” Keynes’s break with economic orthodoxy offered a similar but 
much more pointed critique, rejecting the classical liberal “Benthamite 
calculus, based on an over-valuation of the economic criterion,” and “the 
final reductio ad absurdum of Benthamism known as Marxism.” Realist 
expectations of human behavior, in contrast, are first informed by politics 
and also by anthropology, sociology, and cultural context.12

Once again, this perspective does not dismiss the considerable sig-
nificance of material incentives and ambitions. As Gilpin readily notes, 
“the struggle for power and the desire for economic gain are ultimately 
and inextricably joined,” yet another reminder of the practical impossibil-
ity of falsifying paradigms, which are philosophies and dispositions that 
can generate theories but are not theories themselves. In that spirit, what 
distinguishes realist political economy is its emphasis on three familiar 
foundations: the state, pursuing the national interest, in an environment 
defined by anarchy. As will be elaborated in this chapter, these attributes 
are interrelated. Realists see an autonomous state—that is, a state that is 
neither the sum of individual interests a la liberalism nor the implicit or 
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explicit representative of certain privileged interests within society antici-
pated by Marxism. And that state pursues the national interest (a concept 
that was interrogated in chapter 4 and revisited here)—which is distinct 
from a pluralist vision that derives the national interest from the aggre-
gation of individual interests, or from the more critical charge that the 
national interest is a cloak for the advancement of particular interests.13

Continuity in the Realist Perspective over Time
Realist political economy can trace its intellectual lineage back hundreds 
of years, to the writings of the mercantilists. Realism, it must be stressed, 
is not the same thing as mercantilism, or even the more sophisticated neo-
mercantilism (the reformation of mercantilist analytical instincts after 
some key propositions of mercantilism were utterly shattered and ren-
dered unsustainable by Adam Smith’s devastating critique of that perspec-
tive in The Wealth of Nations). But the affinities of realism with its parallel 
dissents from the application of liberal economic theories are informative 
and worthy of some consideration.

Mercantilism is too easily oversimplified.14 But as a theory of inter-
national trade, it blundered on two points in particular: first with the 
belief that trade was a zero-sum affair (“foreign trade, well conducted, has 
the necessary effect of drawing wealth from all other nations”); and second 
with its focus on the balance of trade as the key indicator of successful trade 
policy, rooted in the misguided notion that precious metals (the accumu-
lation of which would be the result of a trade surplus) were the source of 
a nation’s wealth. These were neatly summarized in the subtitle of one of 
the most influential seventeenth-century mercantilist tracts, “The Balance 
of Our Foreign Trade is the Rule of our Treasure.” There was an interna-
tional political component to this as well, which reflected notions that align 
with realism, in particular the importance of the relative standing between 
states—epitomized by a quote from another prominent mercantilist of that 
era: “if our treasure were more than our neighboring nations, I did not care 
whether we had one-fifth part of the treasure we now have.”15

In 1776 Adam Smith eviscerated much of this thinking. In a founda-
tional statement of liberal economic thought, he established that wealth 
derived from productive capacity, not precious metals; that the economic 
effects of trade were positive sum, not zero sum; and that, consequentially, 
the balance of trade was not usually a crucial determinant of economic 
well-being.16 Any invocation of Smith’s magisterial contribution must rec-
ognize that it is also much misunderstood, and often intellectually abused. 
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As Jacob Viner cautioned and many are content to forget, “Adam Smith 
was not a doctrinaire advocate of laissez faire. He saw a wide and elas-
tic range of activity for government.” And more to the point here, there 
were significant continuities between the classical mercantilists and their 
liberal challengers. In particular, each school of thought sought to maxi-
mize both power and plenty (prominent among Smith’s list of government 
interventions in the economy were the protectionist navigation acts and 
subsidies for defense-related industries), and each saw a long-run har-
mony between those goals.17

Nevertheless, Smith’s contributions were revolutionary and, with 
regard to the importance of productive capacity and the positive-sum eco-
nomic benefits of trade, irrefutable. Leading nineteenth-century neomer-
cantilists, then—such as Alexander Hamilton, Friedrich List, and Gustav 
Schmoller—would not refute Smith’s economics but instead integrate 
his contributions into reconfigured and politically inflected perspectives 
on trade and exchange.18 Indeed Hamilton virtually absorbed Smith; his 
influential “Report on Manufactures”—a call for protectionist measures to 
support American industrialization—was profoundly influenced by The 
Wealth of Nations, and he explicitly couched his argument as identifying 
“exceptions” to the received liberal doctrine.19 List, a German nationalist, 
followed in Hamilton’s footsteps, both with regard to policy and with his 
integration, rather than rejection, of Smith. List explicitly embraced the 
core liberal tenet that “the power of producing wealth is . . . ​infinitely more 
important than wealth itself.” And in advocating protectionist measures, 
List similarly couched his arguments as reflecting special cases that did 
not reject the underlying logic articulated in The Wealth of Nations. List 
specified clear limits with regard to the size, duration, and targeted nature 
of his proposed trade policies, saw the goal as eventually phasing out those 
measures (industries that could not ultimately survive without protection 
were not worth the cost of supporting), and, despite often sharply disagree-
ing with Smith, still stated plainly that “we should by no means deny the 
great merits of Adam Smith.”20

In sum, neomercantilists and classical economists (as well as, it should 
be noted, both liberal and realist scholars of international politics) share 
the view that power and plenty are crucial, complementary, and ultimately 
inseparable aims of state action; that that power flows from productive 
capability and productive capability from economic growth; and that there 
are clearly identifiable mutual gains to be realized through international 
trade. The realist dissent is with liberal politics, not liberal economics.21 
“Adam Smith’s Doctrine,” List argued, “presupposes the existence of a state 
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of perpetual peace and of universal union.” But of course, as he empha-
sized, this is not the case. Thus while List recognized the benefits of free 
trade, he argued that the “influence of war” required states to deviate from 
some of the policy prescriptions of liberalism.22 This is easily recognized 
as directly informing the concerns that characterize a realist mindset. It 
is not enough to understand that trade would be mutually beneficial from 
an economic standpoint—states also have to be concerned about the con-
sequences of their engagement with the international economy for their 
national security. Free trade implied specializing in areas where a country 
has an absolute or, following Ricardo, a comparative advantage. But would 
such specialization create security vulnerabilities (perhaps by reduc-
ing defense autonomy or, more likely, by shifting production away from 
vital sectors and capabilities)? And although the static case for compara-
tive advantage was airtight, what about dynamic comparative advantage 
(shifts in the prospects for comparative advantage over time)? This was at 
the core of both Hamilton’s and List’s concerns—and it is no coincidence 
that thinkers from Britain, the world’s most advanced economy, espoused 
the benefits of free trade, whereas the most well-articulated dissents came 
from those quarters with the greatest potential prospects for emerging as 
peer economic competitors.

This pattern of policy preferences reflects a phenomenon that Carr (who 
took ideology seriously, it should be recalled) thought all too common and 
often underappreciated: the tendency for ideology to fall quietly and gently 
into alignment with interest. And with regard to economic ideology, it is no 
surprise to learn that he criticized “the natural assumption” of the “prosper-
ous and privileged” to imagine that laissez-faire was not just sacrosanct but 
universal in its appeal. In this spirit, Schmoller, following Hamilton and 
List, offered the rather cutting observation: “Does it not sound to us today 
like the irony of fate, that the same England, which in 1750–1800 reached 
the summit of its commercial supremacy by means of tariffs and naval 
wars, frequently with extraordinary violence, and always with the most 
tenacious selfishness, that that England at the very same time announced 
to the world the doctrine that only the egoism of the individual is justified, 
and never that of states and nations; the doctrine which dreamt of a state-
less competition of all the individuals of every land, and of the harmony of 
the economic interests of all nations?” Indeed as the tides of economic com-
petition began to encroach on British shores early in the twentieth century, 
newly emerging critics of its liberal trade policy would offer similar argu-
ments, arguing that mercantilist strategies had actually helped forge Britain’s 
industrial dominance, after which the embrace and promotion of free trade 
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allowed a relatively advanced England to “crush rival industries in every 
part of the world, by supplying the markets with goods produced on the 
better and cheaper methods which were only practiced in England.”23

In their advocacy for protectionist measures, Hamilton and List empha-
sized what would become known as “infant industry” arguments. Hamil-
ton warned that “the United States cannot exchange with Europe on equal 
terms.” Contra Smith, he held that industry, left to itself, will not “naturally 
find its way to the most useful and profitable employment” because of the 
“difficulties incident” in initiating enterprise in the context of “superior-
ity antecedently enjoyed by nations.” Echoing Hamilton, List argued that 
“under a system of perfectly free competition with more advanced manu-
facturing nations, a nation which is less advanced than those, although well 
suited for manufacturing, can never attain to a perfectly developed manu-
facturing power of its own.”24 This perspective was in fact rather widely 
held, especially among those looking to “catch up” with those perceived 
to have had an economic head start. Sun Yat-Sen, the Chinese economic 
nationalist and first provisional president of the Chinese republic, held that 
“just as forts are built at the entrances of harbors for protection against 
foreign military invasion, so a tariff against foreign goods protects a nation’s 
revenue and gives native industries time to develop”—a comment that also 
serves as a reminder that the geographic breadth of neomercantilist thought 
was, historically, considerably greater than is commonly presumed.25

But it should be emphasized that realist wariness of free trade is con-
siderably broader than that (infant industry concerns, in practice, only 
offer a narrow and specific set of exceptions). In taking a somewhat more 
cautious look at uninhibited free trade, realists, here reflecting the dif-
ference between mercantilism and neomercantilism, although they do 
not much focus on the balance of trade, are nevertheless attentive to the 
composition of trade and the distribution of the mutual gains that it gen-
erates. Mutual gains from trade in an anarchic world are insufficient to 
grasp for them, from this perspective. If trade will relatively empower 
potentially dangerous adversaries (or as noted, hollow out sectors vital 
for national security), those economic gains might not be worth pursuing. 
Despite this realist instinct, it should be noted that although emerging 
great powers have indeed commonly pursued neomercantilist economic 
strategies, empirical support for the distinct and more general notion 
that states routinely and carefully mediate their international economic 
engagements with an attentive eye toward the distribution of the mutual 
gains generated is quite thin.26 Nevertheless, if empirically suspect, it is a 
realist inclination/anticipation that should be acknowledged.
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Another element of mercantilism that has affinities with realism—and 
here there is more continuity than change when mercantilism reemerged 
as neomercantilism after the liberal revolution—is the centrality of the 
state. This has been a less appreciated aspect of mercantilism in con
temporary invocations of the concept, but it was foundational to the move-
ment, and reflects a political vision of the state that has been embraced by 
realism but is inimical to the liberal archetype of a minimalist, reactive, 
and pluralist authority. Clarifying this distinction, one scholar observed 
that List sees “the state as an end in itself and the major end of policy, 
rather than as an instrument for the promotion of individual welfare.”27 
Similarly, according to Heckscher, “The state stood at the centre of mer-
cantilist endeavours developed historically: the state was both the subject 
and the object of mercantilist economic policy.” In fact, more than half of 
Heckscher’s elaborate and comprehensive study is devoted to the expli-
cation of mercantilism as a state-building enterprise and the emergence 
of the state as a powerful actor with interests distinct from other groups 
within society.28 This remained a central theme for the neomercantilists, 
most visibly Schmoller, for whom “mercantilism in its innermost kernel 
is nothing but state making” and who argued “what was at stake was the 
creation of real political economies as unified organisms.”29

States, as autonomous actors with their own interests, will often find 
those interests in conflict with the interests and preferences of other 
groups in society. Classical mercantilists routinely called attention to the 
potential incompatibility of public and private interests; List put great 
emphasis on this theme, repeatedly insisting that “the interest of individu-
als and the interest of the commerce of a whole nation are widely different 
things.”30 With regard to international politics, this is of particular rel-
evance at moments when the state, due to its greater sensitivity to security 
concerns or its tendency to have a longer time horizon than individuals, 
is more willing to accept short-term economic sacrifices in order to reap 
greater long-run rewards. “The nation,” List insisted, “must renounce pre
sent advantages with a view to securing future ones.”31

Realist Political Economy: Dispositions, 
Assumptions, and Expectations

Realist political economy is characterized by two points of departure and 
three basic assumptions, which in turn yield a set of general expectations 
that distinguish realism from other perspectives.32 At the risk of repeti-
tion, it cannot be stressed enough that although it is clarifying to contrast 



[ 158 ] Chapter Five

“realism” with “liberalism” in such intellectual exercises, these schools 
of thought remain idealized types which in practice reflect a continuum 
of temperaments. Neither realist nor liberal political economy is plainly 
“right” or “wrong,” and an effort to adjudicate between them is not the 
purpose here—nor is any such effort likely to meet with much success. 
To underscore this point, consider for example the “theory of hegemonic 
stability,” which holds that economic cooperation is more likely to occur 
when there is a dominant power in the international system. There are 
both liberal and realist (and even neo-Marxist) versions of this theory. 
Evidence for or against hegemonic stability would influence assessments 
of the utility of the theory, but not of either paradigm.33

As to be expected, regarding questions of international political 
economy realism takes as its point of departure a sensitivity to the con-
sequences of anarchy—that although war might not be imminent or even 
likely, in a self-help system with survival ultimately at stake, the possibil-
ity that war could occur will importantly inform economic policy choices. 
The state will thus cast a jaundiced eye on international economic rela-
tions. Some mutually beneficial transactions might nevertheless leave 
the country less secure, and so realist perspectives are likely to anticipate 
that states will make a larger set of departures from those policies that 
maximize wealth and short-run economic growth in the name of national 
security. Of course this can be vexingly circular and non-falsifiable, as 
national security would also be imperiled if a country renounced benefi-
cial economic engagements to the extent that it significantly impinged on 
economic growth.34

Such interventions in economic affairs are the purview of the state, 
and, as discussed above, a second point of departure for realist political 
economy (here aligned with much of mercantilist thought) is an emphasis 
on a crucial role for the state. It is not necessary to embrace the mercan-
tilist ambition that imagines “the superiority of the state over all other 
forces within a country” to nevertheless envision and emphasize the state 
as a distinct entity, irreducible to the sum of pluralist interests (as it is 
in the idealized liberal model), with its own interests, capabilities, and 
inclination to pursue its own agenda.35 In contrast, and with important 
exceptions where “market failures” occur (such as the underprovision of 
public goods or the overproduction of negative externalities), the ideal-
ized liberal vision anticipates that individual actors pursuing their narrow 
self-interests will yield, without purpose, plan, or direction, something 
close to socially optimal outcomes. Government is mostly there to pro-
vide the underlying structures and adjudicating mechanisms which in 
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that context facilitate those outcomes. The divergence between realist and 
liberal imaginations of the state is illustrated by Stephen Krasner’s conclu-
sion to his major articulation of modern realist political economy: “This 
investigation has shown that the state has purposes of its own.”36

Realist political economy starts off with these two dispositions (an 
emphasis on the consequences of anarchy and the influence of an indepen
dently purposeful state), and to them adds three basic assumptions. The 
first is not special to realism; it is in fact the post-Smithian “liberal-realist 
synthesis”—that power ultimately derives from an economic base. As one 
analyst put it, “National power depends in large measure upon economic 
productivity” and “military power depends upon economic strength.” This 
opens up quite a Pandora’s box of complexities, as the range of economic 
factors that can plausibly be argued essential to national security quickly 
proliferate. In addition to the trajectory of economic growth, scholars 
have attributed the outcome of major wars to industrial capacity, com-
mand over adequate energy resources and crucial raw materials, mastery 
of cutting-edge technology, and access to plentiful finance.37 For national 
security, however narrowly defined, economics matters, and crucially so. 
Especially in the long run, then, the pursuit of political and economic 
objectives by states in world politics will be almost impossible to analyti-
cally disentangle.

Realism is more distinct from other perspectives with its two addi-
tional assumptions. The first of these (basic assumption number two), 
which has already been stressed in chapters 1 and 3, is the expectation 
that economic change (rooted in differential rates of growth across coun-
tries) is virtually inevitable and invariably destabilizing. The reasons for 
the latter effect are now familiar but become even more salient in the con-
text of the discussion here: economics underpins power, economic change 
will thus alter the underlying balance of power, and because great pow-
ers are generally ambitious (their desires will tend to increase with their 
capabilities), changes to the balance of power are engines of international 
conflict. The final core assumption is that states prefer to retain as much 
economic autonomy as is feasible. Realist political economy can again get 
a little slippery here, which is a problem not easily resolved but needs, as 
always, to be acknowledged. To aver that states seek as much autonomy 
as feasible, while recognizing that economic growth is essential for the 
sustainability of security, is an open invitation for the post hoc rationaliza-
tion of behavior that might appear inconsistent with a presumed motiva-
tion for an autonomy imperative. In fact, it is fair to assess that in the 
modern era states have relinquished more control over their economies 
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than a typical realist analysis would have anticipated. In response to this 
plain observation, it is possible to argue, as many have, that the two great 
episodes of global economic liberalization that followed the end of World 
War II and the Cold War were orchestrated by the United States, which 
was so predominant in those moments that it was able to set aside con-
cerns for autonomy and be driven instead by the expectation that its 
national security interests would thrive in an environment of openness. 
That claim can be deductively sustained, but questions linger, such as why 
others so willingly followed and, more pointedly, with the observation 
that the American drive for financial globalization would ultimately prove 
disastrous, and could not be attributed to underlying economic wisdom 
or a U.S. national interest, as opposed to the particular interest of certain 
sectors of the economy.38 It is better to simply acknowledge the assump-
tions of realism and see where they lead; as noted in chapter 4, there are 
few greater or more subversive scholarly sins than putting a finger on the 
scale for one’s theories.

The points of departure and core assumptions of realist political econ-
omy lead to a number of general expectations, of which three are partic-
ularly notable. First, as argued by Carr and Gilpin, international politics 
will formatively shape the nature of international economic relations. The 
functioning and patterns of the global economy, as well as its institutional 
structures, will reflect international politics. Water may seek its own level 
(a powerful force not to be underestimated), but man-made dams, levees, 
reservoirs, canals, and aqueducts will determine where (and to whom) it 
flows. Similarly, to understand the currents and flows of the global econ-
omy, it is necessary to look to its political underpinnings. To take two for-
mative illustrative examples, even in countries with very modest trade bar-
riers between them, to understand the pattern of economic activity between 
otherwise equidistant cities, it is necessary to look at national borders; 
despite economic theories of “optimal currency areas,” authority, not effi-
ciency, overwhelmingly determines which currencies are used where.39

A second expectation is that the interests of the state and the inter-
est of private actors will commonly diverge, and in such circumstances 
the state will often intervene to defend its perceived interests. Again at 
a foundational level, as national defense is a public good, states will be 
more attentive to providing and securing it than individuals collectively 
would be, but these disputes can be considerably broader than simply the 
underwriting and maintenance of a military establishment and govern-
ment attentiveness to trade in militarily sensitive sectors. Here the intel-
lectual pedigree can be traced to concepts central to both mercantilism 
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and neomercantilism: Thomas Mun warned of economic activities that 
might enrich individual merchants, “when nevertheless the common-
wealth shall decline and grow poor”; List made the general point more 
bluntly: “the interest of individuals and the interest of the commerce of a 
whole nation are widely different things.”40

Finally, realist political economy anticipates that international eco-
nomic cooperation will be difficult to establish and maintain. Again two 
now standard qualifiers loom large. First, although there has been plenty 
of discord—some profoundly consequential, such as during the cata-
strophic interwar years—nevertheless a considerable amount of interna-
tional economic cooperation is plainly visible over the past two centuries 
of world politics, almost certainly more than would have been anticipated 
by some imagined, default, realist expectation. Second, in practice, the 
differences between liberal and realist perspectives on this issue are actu-
ally narrower than casually imagined. Liberal perspectives also anticipate 
barriers to international economic cooperation and expect many mutually 
beneficial opportunities to remain unrequited. Liberal theorists tend to 
see these barriers as rooted in various forms of market failures exacer-
bated by the presence of anarchy (that is, by the absence of a world gov-
ernment to help resolve such problems), such as asymmetries of informa-
tion, underspecified property rights, or the underremediated generation 
of negative economic externalities produced by inward-looking economic 
policies that inadvertently harm others.41 Moreover, realists can also see 
distinct factors that can help overcome barriers to cooperation. In compar-
ing the utter failure of the London Economic Conference of 1933 with the 
successful Tripartite Monetary Agreement of 1936, a realist perspective, 
for example, would emphasize the difference in the international security 
environment—here crucial in permitting cooperation. In 1936, the Roo
sevelt administration, widely blamed for the failure of the 1933 conference, 
saw the increasing assertiveness of the fascist powers in Europe as a new 
and key motivating factor for reaching an economic accord with Britain and 
France. Similarly, security concerns (that is, the emerging Cold War) were 
if anything even more essential in influencing the willingness of the United 
States to orchestrate the postwar international economic system.42

Structural Realism Stumbles over Political Economy
Structural realism, which was developed during the Cold War, was par-
ticularly tone-deaf to questions of political economy, both for the peculiar 
attributes of that dominant conflict already noted but also because the 
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discipline of International Relations theory, bifurcated into political econ-
omy and security studies, also subsequently got bogged down in “paradigm 
wars.” With the former sub-specialization dominated by liberal theorists 
and the latter by structural realists, each side sought to discredit the other 
in often bitter and barbed confrontations, a dispute at times so rancorous 
that it brings to mind Woody Allen’s crack about intellectuals, “They’re 
like the mafia. They only kill their own.” But the dysfunctional result of 
this was that structural realists were too often invested in the business of 
“debunking” liberal claims, and thus marginalizing political economy as 
largely irrelevant for the “high politics” of international security. (Liberal 
scholars could be equally condescending and contemptuous, especially in 
the post–Cold War 1990s, when the very notion of consequential military 
confrontations between great powers seemed anachronistic.)

A particularly unproductive turn in this clash, which crowded out what 
might have been other promising avenues for research, was the ubiquitous 
debate over the question of “relative gains.” This dispute found its modern 
point of origin with the publication of Robert Keohane’s influential book, 
After Hegemony, in which he argued that, building from realist assump-
tions (an anarchic environment populated by rational, self-interested ego-
ists), mutually beneficial cooperation could still thrive. Realists quickly 
retorted that Keohane’s case rested on the notion that both sides would 
gain, disregarding the problem that, as noted above, was central from a 
realist perspective: the existence of mutual gains is not enough to promote 
cooperation—states must be alert to the distribution of those gains. As a 
principal critic of Keohane put it, “states in anarchy must fear that others 
may seek to destroy or enslave them.”43

But rather than producing a “smoking gun” for championing the cause 
of either liberal political economy or structural realism, the issue of abso-
lute versus relative gains was in fact an intellectual red herring. Showing 
that actors routinely pursued relative rather than absolute gains would 
not make the realist case—because that pursuit routinely takes place in 
the absence of anarchy, and is commonly observable in many if not most 
transactions between parties within societies negotiating without concern 
for the terrifying consequences of anarchy. Collective bargaining negotia-
tions within peaceful societies are invariably informed by expectations of 
who else is getting what (what another union was able to extract from 
the same employer, for example) and about how the overall pie will be 
divided.44 The labor agreement between the players and the owners of 
the National Basketball Association, for example, sets the “salary cap” for 
each team’s payroll as a negotiated percentage of all “basketball-related 
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income.” The players do not insist on a relative share of the proceeds 
because they fear if the owners get wealthier than them at a faster rate 
they will invade and conquer them. Rather, the overall income generated 
by the enterprise provides a focal point for negotiations by making clear 
what’s on the table, and fighting over the division of those spoils (and 
sometimes going on strike over the matter) is how each side assesses their 
own expectations of what they can and should receive.45 And as a practi-
cal matter, in international politics, where anarchy is indeed a factor in 
shaping state behavior, disentangling the enmeshed motives at the root of 
bargaining behavior will generally prove impossible.46

Structural realists have also been distracted by efforts to reject “inter-
dependence” theory, and in particular the notion that intimate economic 
interactions between states would make war between them less likely. This 
argument has its roots in the classical economists of the nineteenth-century 
Manchester School. The free trader and Parliamentarian Richard Cobden 
(of the Cobden-Chevalier Treaty that liberalized trade between Britain and 
France) articulated this perspective publicly in Manchester in 1848, and 
argued that free trade between nations would go hand in hand with peace-
ful relations between them.47 (The Manchester brand would endure—it was 
at the Manchester Free Trade Hall that an angry fan would shout “Judas” at 
Bob Dylan during his legendary 1966 tour of Britain.)

Interdependence theory was revived in the 1970s as an important 
element of the liberal branch of the emerging subfield of international 
political economy. With hard U.S. military power humbled by the Viet-
nam experience, the increasing salience of apparently footloose, border-
hopping multinational corporations, and pressures on the dollar leading 
to the collapse of the Bretton Woods international monetary system 
(which ushered in an era of powerful global capital markets that eroded 
the policy autonomy of states), such scholars imagined a world where 
state sovereignty was “at bay” and where many outcomes were increas-
ingly determined not by ratios of hard power but by the vagaries of “com-
plex interdependence.”48

Structural realists rejected these ideas. They noted, almost gleefully, 
that the catastrophic, ruinous Great War had taken place between states 
that were highly interdependent. But the realists tended to overplay their 
hand. It is one thing to note that any theory which holds that interde-
pendence prevents war has been clearly falsified—it is quite another to, 
from there, extrapolate that interdependence is irrelevant when it comes 
to questions of war and peace. Committed to showing the liberals were 
wrong, such scholars tended to focus on rejecting the strongest forms of 
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interdependence theory, often at the expense of recognizing the eminently 
sensible partial equilibrium hypothesis, that all other things held constant, 
high levels of interdependence will raise the costs and opportunity costs of 
war, and thus represents one disincentivizing factor among the vast many 
that influence decisions about war and peace.49

A similar overreach is visible in the structural realist critiques of prom-
inent pre–World War I pacifists, such as Norman Angell and Ivan Bloch. 
Waltz argues that Angell’s famous book, The Great Illusion, published 
just three years before the Great War, insisted that war between the great 
powers was simply impossible.50 But this is not what Angell or Bloch was 
arguing. If anything, they were arguing the opposite: that the countries 
of Europe were about to stumble into a ruinous war, and the “great illu-
sion” was that war could achieve their political goals—which, they insisted, 
it would not. And indeed, in 1916 the New York Times would run a fea-
ture about Bloch under the banner “Prophet of Trench Deadlock Vindi-
cated.” Angell, similarly, was advocating for, not predicting, peace, on the 
grounds that modern war was no longer a rational method by which states 
could hope to gain in an economic sense. Included in those arguments 
were accurate assessments regarding the enormous economic disruptions 
that would (and did) accompany any such conflict. Had Angell actually 
thought war impossible, he would not have been motivated to put pen to 
paper in the first place.51

Skepticism of the political consequences of economic interdependence, 
which approached something of a litmus test for membership among 
structural realists during the Cold War, served realists poorly when they 
were confronted with the phenomenon of globalization that emerged in 
the 1990s and shaped the global political economy in the decades that 
followed. Primed to dismiss globalization as a rebooted notion of interde-
pendence, most realists reached for hand-waving dismissals of the phe-
nomenon, rather than invest in any sophisticated and sustained engage-
ment with globalization and its potential for influencing world politics.52 
In addition to the visceral rejection of interdependence theory, realists 
tended to be skeptical of globalization, which manifested in ways that 
seemed at odds with its assumptions and expectations. Globalization, 
most obviously but by no means exclusively in the financial realm, repre-
sented an encroachment on state autonomy; and for decades, the United 
States and China, each eyeing the other as a potential and perhaps even 
likely and ultimately principal geopolitical rival, nevertheless permitted 
their economies to become intimately enmeshed with each other, with few 
apparent prohibitions rooted in their security consequences.53
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Instead, realist scholars tended to reach for ad hoc qualifications and 
explanations—which were not without merit, but again were informed by 
an instinct to be protective of the paradigm, not a disinterested assess-
ment of the facts. It was certainly arguable that globalization was a politi
cal project pushed by a powerful state which thought that it would rela-
tively thrive in that environment—as noted, this was clearly the case with 
regard to the aggressive U.S. push for financial globalization in the 1990s 
and beyond.54 It is also the case that as globalization advanced, the oppor-
tunity costs of closure increased, and since states must be concerned with 
their economic well-being, it can be argued, from a realist perspective, that 
states needed to reevaluate the trade-offs between autonomy and growth. 
But again, these protestations have the flavor of motivated, post hoc ratio-
nalizations of events inconsistent with baseline expectations. Similarly, 
globalization “skeptics” have also routinely pointed out that the phenome-
non is neither novel (often gesturing to some parallels with 1870–1910) nor 
irreversible. But although both of these qualifications are eminently rea-
sonable (especially the latter), it does not follow that students of interna-
tional relations can or should safely disregard the political consequences 
of globalization, as this chapter will revisit and elaborate below. No claim 
of novelty or irreversibility is necessary to hold the conclusion that global-
ization significantly affects national security. Similarly, while many of the 
pressures brought about by globalization are quite powerful, globalization 
is not an irresistible force, nor an arbiter of unbending laws. To claim that 
it is snowing heavily, and that the snow will significantly influence travel, 
is not to insist that it has never snowed before, or that it will continue to 
snow forever. It is simply to observe that it is snowing now, and it will 
not be possible to understand travel patterns without acknowledging that 
plain fact.

It is also important to recognize that globalization is not interdepen-
dence 2.0. The two concepts should not be conflated—they are markedly 
distinct, and are suggestive of very different causal mechanisms and con-
sequences for world politics. Interdependence refers to economic rela-
tions between two states (and theories of interdependence and war con-
sider how these relations affect the prospects for conflict between them). 
Globalization, in contrast, is an external environment, or a condition. It 
reflects an array of phenomena that derive from unorganized and stateless 
forces which nevertheless produce general, system-wide pressures, con-
straints, opportunities, and incentives that are felt by states.55 These pres-
sures emanate from a bundle of mutually reinforcing processes: through 
the intensification of economic exchange (including the fragmentation of 
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production and the astonishing rise of international financial markets); 
dramatic changes in the nature of information flows resulting from a con-
fluence of innovations including satellites, smartphones, and the internet; 
and “marketization”—an implicit (and often conflict-generating) expan-
sion of the set of social relations that are governed by market forces. And 
it is worth remembering, always, that from the perspective of classical 
realism, there is no expectation that states will respond uniformly or in 
a deterministic way to such influences; we are back again to the central 
“ketchup allegory”—the pressure, like a price increase, is uniform, but 
individual responses and reactions to those common pressures, however, 
will be idiosyncratic and contingent.

Crucially, the processes of globalization are distinct—and they are not 
“interdependence.” Intense economic interdependence between states 
can take place in the absence of globalization; and relations between 
two states with extremely circumscribed bilateral economic interactions 
can nevertheless be significantly affected by the general condition of 
globalization. The processes of globalization reshape the costs, benefits, 
and consequences of pursuing different policy choices. Choices made by 
self-interested states pursuing national goals will be influenced by those 
changing incentives. Realist political economy can, and should, and while 
retaining fidelity to its first principles, seriously engage and understand 
the consequences of globalization for world politics, as this chapter will 
elaborate in its concluding section.

Classical Realist Political Economy—Shaping  
the National Interest

A notable element of realist political economy is its attentiveness to the 
ways in which economic relationships have political consequences.56 Note 
the absence of a qualifier. It is not that economic relations can influence 
international politics—it is that they invariably will. (Once again, this 
does not mean that economic factors will be decisive, or in many cases, 
even significant factors in shaping outcomes. It simply means that in rela-
tions between states, economic flows have political implications.) The 
most dramatic illustration of this phenomenon was provided by Albert 
Hirschman, in National Power and the Structure of Foreign Trade—and 
is yet another essential aspect of world politics that a classical approach 
grasps but which eludes structural realism entirely, because of the former’s 
more nuanced appreciation of the National Interest. Focusing on Ger-
many’s interwar trading relations, Hirschman described how that country 
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cultivated a series of asymmetric economic relationships with its smaller 
neighbors in eastern and southern Europe. Germany’s goals were to secure 
the raw materials necessary for war, enhance its economic autonomy in 
order to reduce its vulnerabilities to embargoes and blockades (which it 
experienced in bitter portions during World War I), and, crucially, ensure 
the political obsequiousness of those neighbors. Hirschman observed that, 
for example, because of their disparate economic size, trade between Ger-
many and a country like Bulgaria could account for most of the latter’s 
exports, while barely registering on the former’s international accounts. 
This, Hirschman recognized, yielded a type of power, one that was 
observable in any asymmetric economic relationship: power that derived 
from (the largely implicit) threat by the larger state to terminate the 
relationship—the consequences of which would be disproportionately felt 
by the smaller. Germany did purposefully pursue such asymmetric, bilat-
eral relationships, cultivating what Hirschman called dependence.57 This 
term invites confusion, because it sounds like a concept associated with 
the neo-Marxist branch of the first wave of scholarship in international 
political economy, “dependency theory.”58 In fact, Hirschman’s depen-
dence is the converse of dependency. In the latter, dominant states use 
their power to impose and enforce a system of economic exploitation—
power is the instrument, wealth is the objective. But, to coin a phrase, 
“realists aren’t in it for the money.” The cultivation of Hirschmanesque 
dependence, in contrast, is about the use of economic leverage to achieve 
political goals—and despite the long-run harmony between economic and 
political goals, realist analysis anticipates that great powers will routinely 
make economic sacrifices in an effort to enhance their political influence 
in this fashion. And Germany’s economic strategy was indeed a money 
loser—economically inefficient, Germany also offered sweetheart deals to 
its trading partners, in order to entice them into channeling their eco-
nomic relations even more disproportionately toward Germany, making 
them still more conditioned and dependent on its economy and especially 
vulnerable to the threat of any disruption in those exchanges.

Hirschman emphasized the cultivation of this leverage, that is, of 
the accumulation of coercive power by Germany. But—and here again is 
where classical realism offers insights derived from crucial analytical tools 
that structural realism abdicated—National Power also demonstrates 
how these relations can have profound consequences for political influ-
ence, which is unrelated to coercion. As noted above, the National Inter-
est, one that is distinct from the sum of individual interests, is central 
to all realist analysis. But as discussed in chapter 4, the concept can be 
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slippery. The National Interest is not unique, sacrosanct, or exogenously 
imposed by the imperatives of anarchy; for any society there are a number 
of plausibly imagined visions of the national interest—and the trajectory 
of the definition of the national interest can bend in different possible 
directions. From a classical realist perspective, in addition to an assess-
ment of the international distribution of material capabilities, other 
factors—ideology, the implications of and opportunities presented by the 
behavior of other states, and domestic politics (which includes competing 
economic interests)—shape perceptions of the national interest.

And it is at the level of domestic economic interests where Hirschman’s 
analysis gets especially interesting for understanding world politics. 
Because National Power, which emphasized the vulnerability of small 
states to coercion, also illustrated how the economies of those countries can 
become conditioned upon the economies of their larger partners, and how 
this conditioning can lead to a change in those states’ definitions of their 
own interests. And as a phenomenon in world politics more generally (and 
as a close reading of Hirschman reveals), this is both the more cultivated 
prize and more consequential outcome. The logic is as follows: If the flow 
of economic relations is channeled in a particular direction, then inevita-
bly those domestic actors who are particularly engaged in those relations 
will thrive, and other actors will also respond to the incentives produced by 
that expanding activity. This will enhance the domestic political influence 
of those actors and shape the political coalitions that invariably form within 
societies. More actors will become stakeholders in a pattern of economic 
relations defined by the increasing importance of its dominant partner. In 
Hirschman’s words, such “regions or industries will exert a powerful influ-
ence in favor of a ‘friendly’ attitude towards the state to the imports of which 
they owe their interests.” This phenomenon was visible to observers at the 
time not simply in Germany’s satellite states in Europe but among its trad-
ing partners in Latin America, where similar tactics were deployed.59

“Hirschman effects” in world politics are distinct from, but can be 
understood analytically as loosely akin to, what Joseph Nye has labeled 
“soft power”—instead of forcing others to do what you want them to do, 
soft power (and Hirschmanesque influence) is about “getting others to 
want what you want.” Nye’s conception of these concerns was broad, and 
included various aspects of attraction including cultural appeals (such as 
the mythical America represented in Hollywood films and varieties of its 
popular music).60 But as a key concept for realist political economy, this 
type of power (the cultivation of influence) is more narrowly focused on 
the calibration and contestation of interest.61
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There are several notable objections to emphasizing Hirschman effects 
in world politics. First is the admonition that one should be wary of build-
ing a general theory based on Nazis—as discussed in chapter 3, one of the 
things that distinguishes classical from structural realism is that the for-
mer can see plainly that Nazi Germany was a different and distinct actor 
in world politics. (Attempts to draw general conclusions from the dis-
tinctly distressed and circumscribed economic environment of the Great 
Depression should also give pause.) Second, some realists insist that for it 
to be of real consequence, any enhanced political influence that might fol-
low from economic enmeshments must derive from, and take place in the 
shadow of, underlying, implicitly militarized coercive power (as it did in 
interwar Europe). Finally, assessing the significance of Hirschman effects 
is very difficult to illustrate in practice. The whole point of political influ-
ence is that if it works, you don’t really see it happening. (And great pow-
ers will be reluctant to exercise overt coercion by cutting off dependent 
states, because that would mean the end of efforts to cultivate political 
influence.)62

But these reservations, appropriately suggestive of analytical caution, 
do not undermine the case for the significance of Hirschman effects and 
their cultivation. Implicit or explicit military power may be central ele
ments of attempts at coercion (though this need not always be the case—
consider the possibilities of economic sanctions, for example). But, again, 
influence and coercion are two very different things—the former is not 
about twisting arms, it is about changing perceptions of self-interest. Even 
Nazi Germany—which was, to put it mildly, not shy about engaging in acts 
of overt coercion—was shopping for politics, not simply power, in these 
relations. The goal of its foreign economic policies was to nest its depen-
dent neighbors in a political-economic sphere of influence as an essential 
component of its strategy for an anticipated war with others, not to press 
its boot to their throats (thus the sweetheart deals). Moreover, as noted 
above, German economic diplomacy extended to Latin America, where 
the implicit threat of military force could not be a factor in shaping the 
interests (or achieving the submission) of its partners. And the extension 
of Nazi economic machinations to South America left some states there 
behaving as if their economies were enmeshed with Germany’s (this was 
especially visible in their interventions in international currency mark-
ers). Nor was it hard to see the primacy of politics at work; Germany 
commonly “lost money” on many of these transactions, but as the Econo-
mist observed at the time, each of its business partners in Latin America 
became “a spokesman of German interests with his own government—an 
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aspect not overlooked by Germany.”63 Additionally, although the cultiva-
tion of Hirschmanesque influence may have been a signature policy of 
Nazi Germany, hard to quantify in effect, and easier to practice in hard 
times, history provides innumerous examples of its general practice.

An illustration of the deployment of economic levers to enhance politi
cal influence can be seen in the U.S. Marshall Plan—an effort that cost the 
Americans no small fortune (well over $150 billion in 2020 dollars), the 
magnitude of which was well understood at the time.64 The bold and gen-
erous initiative can be seen (beyond the short-run humanitarian aspect) 
as an exemplar of the pursuit of far-sighted, enlightened self-interest—in 
this instance designed not only to prevent an economic catastrophe but 
also to influence the precarious balance of domestic political power within 
postwar European societies—a very Hirschmanesque endeavor. Many of 
the countries of western Europe at that time had robust, competitive com-
munist political parties, and Marshall Aid was designed, most narrowly, 
to stave off the economic problems in which they might thrive politically. 
More subtly but not inconsequentially, it was also intended to enmesh the 
economies of Western European states with the U.S. economy, and within 
those states to empower actors who favored internationalism over more 
inward-looking styles of national capitalism. George F. Kennan, then at 
the State Department and a principal architect of the plan, understood 
and embraced these objectives.65

More generally, international monetary relations have routinely been 
shaped by efforts by states (often at considerable cost) to place themselves 
at the center of arrangements in which their currencies would be relied 
upon by others—again with more than one eye on the anticipated political 
benefits of such arrangements. There was an important monetary element 
to Germany’s interwar geopolitical economic vision, which went hand in 
hand with its trade strategy—but once again, the cultivation of “mone-
tary dependence” requires neither Nazis nor economic closure.66 From 
the 1860s, efforts by France to establish the Latin Monetary Union were 
rooted in an “express desire to see all continental Europe united in a franc 
area which would exclude and isolate Germany.” This motivated efforts to 
manage and sustain the Union; the more modest (and economically mis-
guided) interwar championing of a “gold bloc” was a reprise of those ambi-
tions. France also cultivated the use of the franc or franc-based currencies 
first in its colonies and later, at considerable expense, in a “franc zone” of 
its former colonies. In the interwar years not just Germany but also Impe-
rial Japan extended their monetary influence in support of a larger grand 
strategy. The British pound functioned as the world’s money for over a 
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century—that this was valued by British elites is suggested by the retreat 
to the sterling area and then the sterling zone (which provided a vital 
mechanism that helped finance World War II). The United States, long 
before it developed a fully mature financial system of its own, was nev-
ertheless not averse to throwing its macroeconomic weight around early 
in the twentieth century, extending its monetary reach in the Caribbean, 
promoting New York City as a financial center, and more than nipping 
at the heels of rival sterling as an international currency. And of course 
the United States would go on to orchestrate, at some cost and effort, the 
Bretton Woods international monetary system. And even after immolat-
ing those arrangements by its own hand (President Nixon would renounce 
the commitment of the United States to the system in 1971), it would still 
jealously guard the primacy of the dollar as the world’s currency. It would 
not go to the lengths suggested by internet conspiracy theories, but note 
the swiftness with which the United States crushed the efforts of its politi
cal and military ally, Japan, to create an “Asian Monetary Fund” in the 
wake of the Asian financial crisis of 1997–98.67

What was the United States seeking to protect? In a phrase, the 
Hirschman effects that derived from the dollar’s dominance. Susan 
Strange, taking on this phenomenon from a slightly different angle, refers 
to the benefits of “structural power” which she describes as “the power to 
decide how things shall be done, the power to shape frameworks within 
which states relate to each other.” And again, such power is in no way 
dependent on draconian financial regulations, economic closure, military 
threats, or dramatically asymmetrical relationships. Indeed, while the col-
lapse of the Bretton Woods monetary system was at the time the occa-
sion of much hang-wringing about the erosion of American power and the 
end of the American order, Strange saw it differently (and, in retrospect, 
correctly), observing “to decide one August morning that dollars can no 
longer be converted into gold was a progression from exorbitant privilege 
to super-exorbitant privilege.” By renouncing the constraints of its own 
system with the wave of a hand, “the U.S. government was exercising the 
unconstrained right to print money that others could not (save at unac-
ceptable cost) refuse to accept in payment.”68

What remained in place was the fact that, Bretton Woods or not, states 
and other actors that use the dollar, hold dollars, and rely on a dollar-
centric international monetary order develop vested interests in the endur-
ance of and stability in the greenback. This followed the Hirschmanesque 
logic cheerfully articulated by Nixon’s Treasury Secretary John Connolly 
to less than cheerful American allies, “the dollar may be our currency, but 
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it’s your problem.” A world of dollar hegemony is a world in which many 
participants in the global economy are likely to become stakeholders in 
the future of the dollar—and will thus often act in ways that account for 
American interests, whether they like it or not. Thus although measur
ing Hirschman effects is no easy task, that the United States reaped such 
rewards was plainly illustrated at crucial junctures, such as during the 
global financial crisis of 2007–8. At a moment when the global financial 
system teetered on the abyss, Russia approached China with the idea of 
dumping American securities, exacerbating the crisis for the purpose of 
undermining U.S. power. But China was more than just a geopolitical rival 
of the United States—it was also a stakeholder in the dollar and the Amer-
ican system more generally, and did not see how its own interests would be 
advanced by such a measure.69

The political consequences of economic relations will remain an 
essential part of world politics regardless of how the global economy 
evolves. These effects will be ubiquitous. But in the 2020s, the most sig-
nificant of them will involve China. In the span of just a few decades, 
the People’s Republic has gone from being a modest player in the world 
economy to an economic powerhouse; by 2020 it was the world’s second 
largest economy—and, more to the point here, the world’s second larg-
est importer. China emerged as the largest export market for numerous 
nations, including Australia, Brazil, Burma, Chile, Indonesia, Iran, Saudi 
Arabia, and Taiwan, and the second largest market for Japan and a host 
of other countries.70 These realities politically complicate the strategy 
proposed by John Mearsheimer (discussed in chapter 6) that the United 
States should make every effort to damage China’s economy—because 
even if such a strategy was somehow successful, by taking the wind from 
the sails of China’s demand for imports it would leave in its wake an angry 
mob of exporting countries in distress, who would (correctly) blame the 
United States for their distress.

China’s economic relations are transforming the patterns of world eco-
nomic activity—and the country also seems interested in using its eco-
nomic power to enhance its political influence, through measures large 
and small. The Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank is a modest effort 
at institution building—notable mostly for the fact that a stampede of 
nations rushed to join it, despite active U.S. efforts to dissuade them (tidily 
illustrating how the world had changed since the days of Japan’s would-
be Asian Monetary Fund). China’s potentially more far-reaching Belt and 
Road Initiative, the details of which are murky and in considerable flux, is 
in its most ambitious articulations suggestive of a more orchestrated and 
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purposeful effort to draw nations into the country’s economic and thus 
ultimately political embrace.71

From the perspective of classical realism, as a practical matter these 
factors will arguably rival if not eclipse the role of militarized economic 
conflict in shaping the trajectory of regional political affairs in East Asia 
and beyond. Especially interesting in this regard is South Korea, which is a 
virtual laboratory for Hirschman effects. On the one hand, South Korea is 
an intimate, long-standing military ally of the United States; on the other, 
the gravitational pull of its increasing enmeshment with China’s economy 
might prove an irresistible force. China is eager to bend the arc of South 
Korea’s political loyalties—at a minimum away from the United States and 
toward a more neutral position. That would be an enormous geopolitical 
prize. And by the 2010s, trade with China was a predominant influence 
on the South Korean economy. In 2014 China’s imports from that coun-
try ran to an astonishing $145 billion, accounting for 25 percent of all of 
South Korea’s exports, and also representing its largest trade surplus (and 
was more than double the level of U.S. imports from Korea)—figures that 
were essentially unchanged over the balance of the decade that followed. 
And just as Hirschman would have expected, as one study concluded, “A 
‘China lobby’ within South Korean business circles emerged that sought 
to protect South Korea’s relations with China.” Other scholars report that 
“South Koreans understand that their economic future is tied to China.” 
At the same time, the emergence of a less predictable United States and 
the visible resurgence of its long-dormant neo-isolationist instincts cannot 
help but force an “active debate” in Seoul over fundamental aspects of its 
grand strategy, including whether it “will have to pursue alternative stra-
tegic pathways,” if American commitments lose credibility.72

Classical Realist Political Economy—Globalization  
and the Social Economy

Even while retaining realist foundations—a state-centric perspective, 
continuity regarding expectations of states’ motivations and (lack of ) 
inhibitions, the pursuit of the National Interest in a dangerous anarchic 
world—and a focus on national security traditionally (even narrowly) 
defined, globalization matters for world politics, and classical realism is 
analytically well equipped to understand how and why. When the condi-
tion well characterizes world politics, a failure to account for the influence 
of globalization will make it difficult to understand changes in the balance 
of power, the prospects for war, and the strategic choices embraced by 
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states. Shifting the setting doesn’t eliminate intense and potentially dan-
gerous interstate competition, but contexts are not neutral. Baseball and 
basketball are both zero-sum games with clear winners and losers. But one 
of the greatest basketball players in history was a mediocre minor-league 
baseball player.

Nor is there anything inherently reassuring about the political implica-
tions of globalization (the characteristic that made many structural real-
ists respond so viscerally to claims about the international political con-
sequences of interstate interdependence). As Stanley Hoffmann observed, 
“Globalization, far from spreading peace . . . ​seems to foster conflicts and 
resentments.” Similarly, a wave of research on “weaponized interdepen-
dence” emphasizes the new and distinct conduits of interstate conflict 
facilitated by a highly enmeshed world economy.73 More generally, reflect-
ing an array of pressures that derive from unorganized and stateless forces, 
globalization affects traditional national security issues in three principal 
ways: by reshaping state capacity, recasting relative power, and revising 
calculations about the costs and benefits of the use of force in different set-
tings. Globalization affects state capacity (in many ways increasing their 
capabilities, especially with regard to the domestic surveillance of political 
adversaries) and state autonomy (often reducing it, commonly seen with 
regard to macroeconomic policy). Because it does so unevenly, globaliza-
tion thus alters the balance of power between states, reshuffling relative 
capabilities and vulnerabilities. It also generates new incentives and dis-
incentives for war and political violence more generally, privileging some 
expressions of violence over others, and creates distinct axes of conflict.

Globalization—the increasing size and reach of the international 
economy, the growing pressure of market forces, and the tidal wave of 
border-indifferent information flows—is inherently disruptive, in the 
value-neutral sense of the term. Such forces more generally tend to disor-
der traditional patterns of activity, and widen or alter disparities between 
groups within societies. And times of rapid change—even change for the 
better—are often associated with political instability for this reason. As 
some thrive and others do not, the dissatisfied and vulnerable will demand 
redress and call for resistance—especially when unwelcome changes can 
be attributed to demonized “outsiders” both within and beyond a country’s 
borders.74

The principal conduits of globalization are flows of information and 
commerce. As noted, with regard to the former, they can be empowering 
of states (and also weaponized); the latter are neither irreversible nor irre-
sistible, but do raise the opportunity costs of closure. Nor should they be 
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understood as in any way apolitical in origin or implication. State choices, 
especially those of the preponderant United States in the 1990s (but, with 
regard to finance, stretching back to the 1970s), were crucial in unleashing 
these forces—as one journalist pointedly observed at the time, “Globaliza-
tion is the narcissism of a superpower in a one superpower world.”75

But the unleashed forces of globalization, abetted by technological 
advances that cannot be un-invented, are quite formidable and, since 
the end of the Cold War, remarkable, as witnessed by the growth in (and 
fragmentation of) production and trade, and the soaring size and power 
of global financial markets.76 Trade has consistently outpaced growth in 
global economic output, with the result that merchandise trade, which 
accounted for 32.4 percent of world GDP in 1990, rose to 44.9 percent in 
2004 and then 60 percent in 2019—with trade in services growing even 
faster. And the level of global economic integration did not simply rise, 
it also changed qualitatively as dramatically increased intrafirm inter-
national trade, joint ventures and alliances, blurred, melded, and frag-
mented much of the world’s business enterprises. The global stock of 
Foreign Direct Investment, valued at 6 percent of world GDP in 1980 (and 
9 percent in 1995), grew to 22 percent by 2003 and 38 percent in 2019.77 
As for the rise of global financial markets, although integrated world capi-
tal markets and financial globalization are not novel and have arguably 
existed previously in history, developments since the 1980s are little short 
of breathtaking. In 1979, for example, the daily turnover in world cur-
rency markets reached an unprecedented $100 billion; in 1989 that figure 
had quadrupled to $400 billion. Around 1994 daily turnover exceeded $1 
trillion, approached $2 trillion in 2004, and reached $6.6 trillion in 2019. 
Other changes in international finance, regarding the size of gross private 
capital flows and the magnitude of overseas investment finds, tell similar 
if less eye-catchingly spectacular stories.78

Innovations in information flows are perhaps even more transforma-
tive, and less likely to be reversed (though certainly they may be harnessed 
by powerful authorities). Once again, information revolutions are noth-
ing new (consider the consequences of the invention of movable type, 
the telegraph, the telephone, mass circulation newspapers, radio, and 
television)—and in the present, as in the past, such transformations have 
profound consequences for both national security and, especially, for 
the autonomy and power of the state with regard to actors within soci-
ety. As with baseball and basketball, different media environments rela-
tively empower or disfavor distinct players and tactics. (A concentrated 
media environment with high cost of entry and operation will yield a very 
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different information culture than one which is fragmented, inexpensive, 
and of uncertain origin.) The current “hypermedia” environment, char-
acterized by a dizzying array of innovations, but seen most plainly in the 
proliferation of smartphones and the ubiquity of the internet, inevitably 
affects the relative balance of power of social forces within states, as well 
as the balance of power between them, sometimes in unexpected ways. 
(At the dawn of the hypermedia age, some thought that closed, repressive 
regimes, which almost fetishized the control of information, would be rel-
ative losers—but the rise of the surveillance state has if anything enhanced 
the chilling powers found in the authoritarian’s toolbox.)79

It is possible to deduce a number of observations about the national 
security consequences of twenty-first-century globalization, which would 
elude analytical approaches that only consider states as like units distin-
guished only by differences in their raw material capabilities. Five in par
ticular stand out. First, the international environment is characterized 
by considerable disincentives to old-fashioned great power war (that is, 
for large-scale militarized engagements designed to conquer adversar-
ies). The fragmentation of production and the increased importance of 
knowledge-based economies suggest that the gains of conquest are less 
than they were when economies were dominated by their agricultural or 
(more narrowly national) industrial sectors. The disruptive effects of great 
power war also suggest that its opportunity costs are particularly high, as 
is the likelihood that financial markets will recoil from states embarking 
on such adventures.80

At the same time, a case can be made that the weak are getting danger-
ously weaker—that the processes of globalization have created an envi-
ronment that will undermine the governance of states with already weak 
capabilities relative to other actors within their societies. Such settings are 
conducive to insurgency and civil war, empower transnational criminal 
networks and irregular armed forces operating within, across, and inde
pendent of titular state authorities, and create distinct opportunities and 
incentives for political violence. Understanding the political behavior of 
such states may need to attend to the greater salience of internal threats 
for such regimes, rather than simply traditional balance-of-power behav
ior concerns.81

These first two observations are suggestive of a third—that realists may 
need to revisit our traditional conceptions of geopolitics, which, histori-
cally (and wisely) distinguished between the core and the periphery. Tradi-
tionally, the central focus and objective of grand strategy (as articulated by 
Kennan during the Cold War, for example) was to ensure (ideally through 
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political measures) that no single hostile power would come to dominate 
the world’s key centers of industrial activity. Without setting aside this 
enduring wisdom, it may be (especially in a nuclear age, where the vulner-
ability of great powers to peer invasion is reduced but the proliferation 
of such weapons to the periphery is alarming) that militarized threats to 
great power security are more likely to emerge from the periphery.82

Despite a number of observable factors that create disincentives for 
great power war, classical realism nevertheless anticipates no recession 
in the ambition of states, their conflicts of interest, or pitiless implica-
tions of anarchy. Thus although the economic strands of globalization 
raise the costs and reduce the benefits of a traditional tanks-and-troops 
war between great powers (especially those with complex, highly mod-
ernized economies), the information revolution yields no such respite. 
Indeed, given the new vulnerabilities presented by reliance on computer 
networks (and perhaps even encouraged by the search for an outlet for 
hostilities given the relatively reduced appeal of territorial war), cyber-
warfare might easily become a more common and consequential arena for 
bitter and costly great power conflict.83 Finally, and distinctly, globaliza-
tion will leave societies—some more than others—vulnerable to informa-
tion warfare that undermines social cohesion, an important element of 
state strength. And it may be that democracies are more vulnerable than 
autocracies to such measures.84

This last issue raises a distinct question of realist political economy 
(unrelated to globalization, though clearly affected by it) that, again, is 
visible to classical realism but eludes entirely a structural perspective: 
the role of social cohesion as an important factor in any assessment of a 
nation’s power. These are questions, for lack of a better term, of the social 
economy—and they can be important, and in some cases decisive, in 
explaining the outcome of confrontations between states. There will often 
be a crucial disjuncture between the raw material capabilities of a given 
state, and the ability of that state to “actualize” that power—that is, to 
effectively mobilize its resources to advance foreign policy objectives (and 
to fight wars). Additionally, the outcome of military struggles can often 
be greatly influenced by the relative capacity for endurance—not simply 
by how much distress one side can inflict on the other but by how much 
either side is willing (or able) to endure in order to achieve their objec-
tives. (It is difficult to explain the French and American wars in Indochina 
without reflecting on this variable.)85

These factors are not easy to measure—but that is an inadequate 
excuse for not taking them seriously if they are important in explaining 
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the outcomes of wars and the prospects for pursuing far-sighted grand 
strategies; the former is self-evidently essential for students of world pol-
itics, the latter is at the very heart of the conception of an analytically 
meaningful National Interest. Consider two cases that will be revisited 
in chapter 7: interwar France and the United States in the twenty-first 
century. In the former setting, there is the puzzle of the collapse of French 
power—a formidable military machine that quickly gave way to defeat, 
surrender, humiliation, and relatively docile occupation. A narrowly mate-
rialist conception must attribute the entire catastrophe to a highly con-
testable argument about innovative German military tactics.86 (And even 
that would not account for the nature of the surrender and the collabora-
tion that followed.) But, in addition to the vital role of history (the trauma 
of the Great War), France in the 1930s must be understood as a deeply 
damaged, traumatized, and divided society—a period well described as 
“hollow years” characterized by an “embrace of unreason.” To understand 
the behavior of France as a power in world politics, as Raymond Aron 
observed (see chapter 3), it is necessary to understand “what France was 
like at the time.”87

Similarly, by the second decade of the twenty-first century, the differ-
ence between (colossal) American power and its ability to harness and 
channel that power in the service of foreign policy goals was consider-
able. As always, history matters—it would be impossible to anticipate and 
understand U.S. choices about the prospective exercise of military power 
without reference to the weight of the prosecution of its two long, unsuc-
cessful wars. But equally important is its (unraveling) social cohesion. 
In 1998, I argued that “the single greatest security threat” to the United 
States was “the internal atrophy of its national vitality,” and that its grow-
ing inequality “would intensify distributional conflicts and make it more 
difficult to pursue far sighted national goals.”88

Increasing inequality, sustained and cumulating over the course of 
more than four decades, is a defining characteristic of the American econ-
omy. It is not possible to draw straight lines from income inequality to 
foreign policy, or draw easily generalizable conclusions—as perceptions of 
inequality, cultural norms about fairness, and assessments of opportuni-
ties, absolute well-bring, and life prospects surely matter. But the long-
term secular stagnation of median household incomes, combined with a 
dramatic increase in the wealth of those at the very top, will have social 
consequences and will inform debates over interpretations of the national 
interest and which foreign policy postures are best suited to pursue 
those interests.89 Especially since globalization and its embrace are not 
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unrelated to these phenomena—as with all economic processes, it gener-
ates winners and losers, in ways that have exacerbated these outcomes.90 
And once again history matters, as resentments about the global financial 
crisis of 2007–8—especially the (divergent) experiences that followed in 
its wake (the rich did just fine, the rest got the great recession)—further 
fueled the reemergence of America’s isolationist instincts and contrib-
uted more generally to dysfunctions in its domestic politics.91 In sum, it 
will simply not be possible to understand the foreign policy behavior and 
disposition of the United States without taking into account its domestic 
political economy (and, as noted above, the distinct vulnerabilities of its 
polity to the consequences of the hypermedia environment).

It remains a central tenet of classical realism, and one that distin-
guishes it from structural realism, that purpose matters—and as discussed 
here and revisited in chapter 7, social and economic factors will shape the 
nature of that purpose, and prospect.
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Ch a pter Six

Classical Realism and 
the Rise of China

there are few challenges more unsettling in world politics than the 
emergence of a new great power in the international system. In partic
ular, realists of all stripes view this phenomenon as distinctly dangerous 
and destabilizing. Classical realism observes the emergence of new great 
powers in the system with enormous apprehension, because it expects the 
ambition of rising states to expand along with their capabilities, and also 
because of the anxiety that this expectation will provoke in their neigh-
bors and potential adversaries. As emphasized throughout this book, from 
this perspective, changes in relative power, which ultimately derive from 
long-run variations in economic growth, are a mainspring of international 
political conflict. Economic change redistributes relative power over time, 
creating a natural tendency for divergences to emerge between power and 
privilege in world politics, which encourages rising states to challenge the 
status quo. A central problem in International Relations is addressing 
these changes to the balance of power, which historically has commonly 
been resolved by war.1

Classical realism is particularly alert to this concern because it tends 
to emphasize changes to the balance of power as the principal engine of 
political conflict, rather than focusing on the consequences of its static 
distribution. It is more common for structural realists, following Kenneth 
Waltz, to put greater explanatory emphasis on statics, and in particular, to 
share his assertion that bipolarity is more stable than multipolarity. Waltz 
argued that bipolarity was more stable (less prone to great power war) than 
multipolarity because the self-reliance of two great powers on their own 
balancing efforts avoided pathologies generated by the need for alliances, 
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and that a bipolar system was, appealingly, more durable because of the 
vast gap in capabilities between the two dominant actors and the rest. 
But once again, as seen in chapter 5 regarding his treatment of interde-
pendence, Waltz, proffering an abstract general theory, was extrapolating 
from the Cold War experience, and he was wrong. Anticipating, as was the 
broad presumption at the time, that the smaller Soviet Union would grow 
faster than the United States, he projected that the bipolar order would 
thus endure indefinitely. But in fact it was the Russian economy that soon 
grew more slowly, and the Soviet Union, and with it bipolarity, vanished 
within ten years of his assured prediction. Moreover, drawing on the Cold 
War setting to infer the appeal of bipolar orders more generally was always 
fraught with analytical peril—a large number of factors (including but not 
limited to stable nuclear deterrence) contributed to the relative stability of 
relations between the United States and the Soviet Union. Similarly, look-
ing beyond the first half of the twentieth century, it is clear that other mul-
tipolar orders have been associated with long periods of peace. Ultimately, 
it is hard to draw generalizable conclusions about the relative stability of 
bipolarity or multipolarity. Thus as emphasized, classical realists, follow-
ing Robert Gilpin, hold that the “most important factor” for understand-
ing world politics is not the static distribution of power but the “dynamics 
of power relations over time.”2

Without doubt then, understanding and anticipating the consequences 
of the emergence of China as a great power is one of the great challenges 
for observers of contemporary international politics.3 And once again, a 
closer look illustrates the appeal of and insights offered by a classical real-
ist perceptive. This chapter follows a similar pattern to chapter 3, which 
contrasted the explanations offered by structural and classical realism 
as applied to vexing puzzles of twentieth-century international politics. 
Here I consider closely two prominent and influential structural realist 
perspectives, in this instance John Mearsheimer’s The Tragedy of Great 
Power Politics, which derives and articulates a variant of structural realism 
known as “offensive realism,” and Graham Allison’s Destined for War: Can 
America and China Escape Thucydides’s Trap?, a structural approach that 
purports to apply the analysis of The Peloponnesian War to contemporary 
U.S.-China relations.4 Tragedy argues that China will inevitably make 
a militarized bid for regional hegemony and that the United States, for 
the sake of its own security, must take dramatic measures to resist and to 
slow the rise of its emerging rival; Destined for War sounds an alarm that 
the two powers might stumble blindly into a destructive war, just like the 
great powers of Europe did before World War I.5
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Both perspectives, however, are fundamentally flawed, with errors of 
analysis that can be traced to their dedicated structuralism, which blinds 
their analyses to the crucial role of history in informing assessments of 
interest, and eliminates the significance of the role of choices made by 
states—and of any influence of domestic and international politics—in 
shaping outcomes. As this chapter will illustrate, the theory of offensive 
realism is deductively unsound, misguided in its mechanistic determin-
ism, and plainly and exactly wrong in its appeal to E. H. Carr in support of 
its analysis. As for Destined for War, it misreads The Peloponnesian War, is 
incorrect with regard to the key “sleepwalker” analogy it seeks to establish, 
and is inattentive to the real “Thucydides Trap” that might lead to a tragic 
war—that of great power hubris.

A classical realist analysis, in contrast to these approaches, empha-
sizes the crucial roles of politics, contingency, and choice. These factors 
will shape the trajectory of states’ basic foreign policy dispositions and 
orientation, especially those of great powers. The experience of interwar 
Japan (considered below) vividly illustrates once again the poverty of nar-
rowly structuralist approaches, both in general and as would be applied 
to understand the implications of the rise of China. The disastrous path 
pursued by Japan in the 1930s was not inevitable (nor explicable solely by 
looking at the distribution of power or changes to it). Rather, it was fun-
damentally shaped, and arguably disfigured, by major exogenous shocks—
the Great Depression and the global financial crisis of 1931—upheavals 
that were filtered through Japan’s fraught domestic political contestations 
at that time, in particular its polarized and stressed social economy. In the 
1920s, Japan’s future was unwritten, as is the destiny of China’s foreign 
policy a century later.

Nevertheless, although classical realism offers more insight into the 
delicate and often tense twenty-first-century Sino-American relation-
ship, it does not necessarily tell a happier tale. Recall that unlike struc-
tural realism, which assumes that states are security seekers, classical 
realism assumes that as states grow more powerful, they will typically 
tend to want, in a word, more—more authority in settling the outcomes 
of disputes, greater influence in shaping the international political envi-
ronment, increased status, and implicit deference. Rising powers will also 
commonly seek positional goods, over which it is harder to compromise 
and split the difference. Moreover, although classical realism assumes a 
baseline of working rationality in the pursuit of a chosen course of action, 
recall that it also includes some role for what can be called “passions.” Thus 
classical realism also anticipates that rising powers will be arrogant and 
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difficult, and that great powers in relative decline will be temperamentally 
ill-equipped to appreciate the limits of their own power.

As a more practical matter, classical realism—with its emphasis on 
uncertainty, contingency, and politics, focuses not on the inevitability 
of outcomes but on how domestic politics and foreign policy choices will 
shape the trajectory of international relations—is suggestive of foreign pol-
icy dispositions that are the opposite of the recommendations associated 
with offensive realism. With regard to rising powers, even the most casual 
reading of history (forbidden by structural realism) vehemently admon-
ishes against a militarized bid for hegemony. As for established states faced 
with an emerging great power, again, contra offensive realism, as a general 
rule (from which there will necessarily be occasional exceptions), classical 
realism, however inherently wary, pessimistic, and skeptical (very, always), 
seeks to accommodate rising power. This accommodation is rooted in three 
familiar core tenets of classical realism: first, and always, the acknowl
edgment of the reality of power, which is part of seeing the world as it is, 
not as we would like it to be; second, an unwillingness to automatically 
privilege the perspective of those that would defend the status quo; third, 
the belief that politics matters, and that therefore the future is largely 
unwritten. Unlike structural realists, classical realists are alert to the con-
sequences of domestic politics (and here developments in both the United 
States and China are disquieting) and the ways in which foreign policy 
choices of great powers shape and inform the choices made by others.

The Fundamentally Flawed  
“Theory of Offensive Realism”

Realists in general must be pessimistic about the implications of an emerg-
ing great power in the international system, anticipating that newcomers 
will be arrogant troublemakers (it is hard if not impossible to find a ris-
ing power in history that wasn’t, and that certainly includes the United 
States). But as always, realists can and will part company with regard to 
aspects of their analyses and, almost invariably, with regard to any policy 
prescriptions that they might derive from their models.6 One prominent 
realist, for example, offers admirably unambiguous and irresponsibly 
overconfident answers to these questions. John Mearsheimer, drawing 
conclusions from a structural realist theory he derives and labels “offensive 
realism,” states plainly that “China cannot rise peacefully.” Instead, as its 
capabilities increase, China will become “an aggressive state determined to 
achieve regional hegemony.” The inevitability of this—and “inevitability” 
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is a key word here; this is a theory so deterministic it would make a physi-
cist blush7—is such that policy measures designed to shape international 
incentives that China might face, or influence the contours of its domes-
tic political deliberations, are “misguided” and “doomed to failure.” Given 
this, the United States should direct its foreign policy to make its emerg-
ing, implacable adversary as miserable as possible, and “do what it can to 
slow the rise of China.”8

As noted in chapter 4, Mearsheimer builds his theoretical framework 
on some very shaky analytical ground, conflating positive and norma-
tive analysis (a huge no-no), and immediately reaching for ad hoc vari-
ables explicitly ruled out by his model to try to account for plainly obvi-
ous empirical inconsistencies. Thus The Tragedy of Great Power Politics 
offers an explanation of how states will inevitably behave—in particular, 
the model concludes that the United States will be irresistibly drawn to 
confront China and take measures to prevent its rise—but then imme-
diately notes that, actually, the United States might not. (This ought to 
introduce the possibility that China might not behave as expected as well, 
but Mearsheimer seems to be making an “American Exceptionalism” 
argument—something that is expressly forbidden by a structural realist 
analysis such as offensive realism, which models states as “like units.”) The 
United States might depart from its predetermined path because, despite 
the core assumption of offensive realism that states are rational, in reality, 
sometimes they “do foolish things.” Similarly, although it is assumed that 
great powers invariably “act as realists,” and as such variations in domes-
tic politics or ideologies are irrelevant, Americans are ideologically pre-
disposed to “dislike realism,” a disposition than can lead to foreign policy 
aberrations. Thus the need for the subversive analytical sleight of hand—
the theory is presented as deterministic (states will inevitably behave this 
way), but when in doubt, it falls back to policy advocacy (states should 
behave this way). Of course, if the future is determined, policy advocacy 
is irrelevant. But if the future is unwritten, then policy choices can shape 
outcomes, sometimes disastrously. This issue has been raised earlier but 
bears repeating—it is one thing to predict that the apple will fall from 
the tree; it is very much another to yell at the apple for failing to do so. 
And with Tragedy Mearsheimer is out in the orchard giving a rousing pep 
talk: “States should behave according to the dictates of offensive realism, 
because it outlines the best way to survive in a dangerous world.”9

But Mearsheimer is wrong. Working with assumptions that are indi-
vidually reasonable, he draws conclusions from them collectively that 
are logically incoherent, and in turn offers policy prescriptions that are 
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dangerously misguided. Many of the errors of offensive realism are rooted 
in its structuralism, and as such, it productively illustrates the pathologies 
that can result from an overreliance on structural variables.

The theory of offensive realism is built from five “bedrock assump-
tions.” Each of these are, indeed, fine realist assumptions, although a clas-
sical realist analysis would find two of them overly restrictive. Nevertheless, 
they are all well and good as reasonable points of departure for realists of 
any stripe—the first three are bedrock assumptions of any realist analy
sis: the existence of anarchy (and thus, ultimately, of a self-help system, in 
which there is no guarantee that the behavior of others will be restrained); 
that other states, regardless of their apparent present intentions, have the 
potential to be dangerous; that the intentions of other states are uncertain, 
and you can never know for sure what other states are going to do, espe-
cially in the future. The fourth and fifth assumptions are eminently reason-
able (even if classical realists might differ)10—and it is crucial to attend 
to them carefully, because it is the proper respect for Mearsheimer’s own 
assumptions that ultimately undermines the conclusions that he would 
draw from his model. Assumption four is the goal of survival: “survival is 
the primary goal of great powers. Specifically, states seek to maintain their 
territorial integrity and the autonomy of their domestic political order.” 
Assumption five is rationality: “great powers are rational actors.”11

From these assumptions, Mearsheimer concludes that states, moti-
vated to ensure their own security, will recognize that the safest position in 
the system is one of regional hegemony. (Global hegemony would be even 
safer but as a practical matter is simply not attainable. Here again a clas-
sical realist perspective agrees—as George F. Kennan argued, “No people 
is great enough to establish world hegemony.”)12 Only a regional hegemon 
is secure in the knowledge that it will not be conquered by others. Thus, 
given the anarchic nature of the international system, states that can plau-
sibly make bids for regional hegemony will do so, as a matter of their own 
assessment of their best chances for survival. “States quickly understand 
that the best way to ensure their survival is to be the most powerful state 
in the system,” Mearsheimer argues. “Only a misguided state would pass 
up an opportunity to be the hegemon in the system.”13

But in the space between those two assertions Mearsheimer makes a 
giant and illogical leap, one that drives his entire argument—and is an 
irretrievable and fatal flaw. What Mearsheimer elides is that there is a 
fundamental distinction between being a hegemon and bidding for hege-
mony. It may indeed be that “the ideal situation is to be the hegemon in 
the system.” But according to his theory, “survival is the number one goal 
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of great powers.”14 Thus the crucial, essential, behaviorally determining 
question for a great power mulling a bid for hegemony is not “if I was the 
hegemon, will I be more likely to survive?” Rather, it must be, following 
the logic of the model, “if I make an aggressive bid for regional hegemony, 
will I be more likely to survive than if I do not embark on such an adven-
ture?” And here the answer should be obvious, to any rational great power 
(and, again, assumption five assumes great power rationality)—bidding 
for hegemony is one of the few and rare paths to destruction for a great 
power. Most great powers are extremely likely to survive; most great pow-
ers that bid for hegemony do not.

In contemporary practice, the facts on the ground expose this basic 
contradiction of Mearsheimer’s argument, rooted in assumptions about 
the primacy of the survival goal and of rationality. Is China’s “survival” 
really in jeopardy if it does not aggressively bid to dominate all of Asia? 
Will the United States not “survive” if it fails to reach across the Pacific 
Ocean in an effort to crush a rising China before it is too late? (Puz-
zlingly, the United States, as a regional hegemon should have already have 
achieved Mearsheimer’s big brass ring of preternatural security.) What 
exactly threatens the survival of these great powers? Given their military 
establishments, their nuclear deterrents, their economic might, their con-
tinental size, and their vast populations, is their survival really imperiled 
if they do not act as offensive realists? Or is it only imperiled if they irra-
tionally act as offensive realists, pushing everything, including the few pre-
cious chips that hold the prospects for their destruction, across the poker 
table in a reckless bet to win it all?

But the problem is more general than that. Only a power with a com-
plete ignorance of history would be eager to embark upon a bid for hege-
mony, if survival was its main goal. After all, most states in modern his-
tory that have bid for hegemony—with one exceptional exception—have 
antagonized their neighbors and eventually elicited an encircling coalition 
that, indeed, utterly destroyed them, leading to the loss of their territo-
rial integrity and the autonomy of their domestic political order, the two 
things Mearsheimer says states hold most dear. The inability of states over 
centuries of modern history to attain regional hegemony ought to suggest 
that it is exceedingly hard to achieve. And for reasons that do not surprise 
realists, who assume that states have a primal preference not to be pushed 
around, and thus when they are able, will resist efforts by would-be 
hegemons to dominate them. The one “success” story, the United States, 
achieved its regional hegemony because it was distinctly lucky to be sur-
rounded by weak neighbors and even weaker adversaries, and separated 
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by vast oceans from other powerful states. No other geopolitical neighbor-
hood, past or present, looks anything like that setting.

As Mearsheimer observes, five modern states sought regional hege-
mony. The United States succeeded; all of the others—Imperial Japan, 
Napoleonic France, Wilhelmine Germany, and Nazi Germany—failed and 
were utterly destroyed. It is hard to imagine that a rational great power 
with the primary goal of survival would fail to draw the conclusion that 
bidding for hegemony is perhaps the only thing that can possibly threaten 
its survival—its territorial integrity and domestic autonomy—and thus 
that such follies should be avoided. Yet Mearsheimer assumes as a law 
of nature (and failing that, advocates) that powerful states will behave in 
such reckless and likely catastrophic ways, which would appear to violate 
assumption five of offensive realism, that of rationality.

One source of this paradox is again rooted in the weakness of structural 
realism, which cannot allow for history, or learning. Classical realists would 
expect states to understand that throwing their weight around—not to men-
tion a bid for hegemony—might be self-defeating; whereas states acting as 
structural realists expect them to make the same foolish choices over and 
over again, because the past is irrelevant and all that matters is the distribu-
tion of power. But classical realists place great weight to historical referents. 
Referring to European history, Raymond Aron observed the self-defeating 
nature of this sort of excess ambition, which invariably excites “the fear and 
jealousy of other states, and thereby provoking the formation of a hostile 
coalition. In any given system there exists an optimum of forces; to exceed it 
will produce a dialectal reversal. Additional force involves a relative weak-
ening by a shift of allies to neutrality or of neutrals to the enemy camp.” 
Thucydides observed a similar phenomenon in reporting the widespread 
“indignation felt against Athens,” rooted in apprehension about its imperial 
aims, “which left men’s feelings inclined much more to the Spartans.”15

Mearsheimer tries to circumnavigate the stubborn truths that achiev-
ing regional hegemony is extremely rare and that aggressive attempts to 
attain it are exceedingly, mortally, and uniquely dangerous by mislead-
ingly conflating the prospects for success in a given military confrontation 
between two states with the prospects for success in a bid for hegemony. 
In particular, Mearsheimer reports statistics that show the initiator of 
military conflicts in modern history won about 60 percent of the time, 
and from that observation he concludes that history does not support the 
contention that resorting to the offensive is unwise. These figures actually 
could be read as suggesting a much more cautionary tale (and suggest 
a good bit of folly on the part of those 40 percent who started a war and 
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lost).16 But framing the analyses in this way distracts from and obscures a 
larger and more basic point: to start a war is not the same thing as to bid 
for regional hegemony—the overwhelming number of initiations of milita-
rized conflicts were and are indeed not bids for hegemony. With regard to 
the latter, the scorecard remains unchanged: one success and four (cata-
strophic) failures, which clocks in at a more discouraging 20 percent.17 And 
even within these episodes, Mearsheimer cherry-picks the wrong metric. 
He observes that the Nazis won their wars against France and Poland, but 
lost against the Soviet Union. Are we to count this as a 66 percent “success” 
rate for the offensive?18 No. These three wars were part of one bid for hege-
mony, which failed. Moreover, at times Mearsheimer suggests that it was a 
mistake for Germany to take on Russia (though at other times he suggests 
the opposite), but this simply fails to recognize, somewhat surprisingly 
given that offensive realism would predict it, that the whole point of all 
those wars was to bid for hegemony, which required confronting Russia. A 
similar sleight of hand is found in the remarkable, even breathtaking claim 
that “a careful analysis of the Japan and German cases reveals that, in each 
instance the decision for war was a reasonable response.”19 This is contest-
able, to say the least—within one six-month period, Germany declared war 
on the Soviet Union and the United States; Japan, in the midst of a wildly 
ambitious effort to conquer all of China, simultaneously declared war on 
the United States and the British Empire. Neither of these choices is eas-
ily characterized as “reasonable” (or likely to take home ribbons for “wise 
grand strategy choices”)—but they were part and parcel of those states’ bids 
for hegemony, which failed miserably.

Mearsheimer concludes that while the success rate of one out of five is 
“not impressive” (to say the least), he nevertheless insists the take-home 
point is that “the American case demonstrates that it is possible to achieve 
regional hegemony,” thus proving the naysayers wrong. Instead, “the pur-
suit of regional hegemony is not a quixotic ambition, although there is no 
denying it is difficult to achieve. Since the security benefits of hegemony 
are enormous, powerful states will invariably be tempted to emulate the 
United States and try to dominate their region of the world.”20

Offensive Realism—Suicide Solutions
Or not. Given the enormous security risks entailed in a bid for hegemony, 
rational states would not blithely assume they could simply re-create the 
U.S. historical experience at will. Rather, a rational power would carefully 
assess the particulars of the American experience, and weigh the extent to 
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which those features applied to their own situation. Crucially, given all five 
cases available for comparison, a rational state would consider whether 
its geopolitical setting looks more like one in which the United States was 
able to achieve regional hegemony (weak neighbors, weaker adversaries, 
secure insulation from other strong states) or more like the environments 
in which the other four would-be regional hegemons—all of whom were 
ruined and utterly destroyed by the effort—rolled their dice. Given the 
exceptional attributes of the American case and the commonalities clearly 
visible among the failures, it strains credulity to think that a great power, 
motivated principally by a primordial desire to survive, would be “invari-
ably be tempted to emulate the United States” and disregard the sobering 
experiences of all the others.

Even without focusing on the exceptional attributes of the American 
case (the only example of a successful bid) and limiting the analysis to a 
consideration of the abstract, deductive argument, the entire “inevitable 
aggressive drive for regional hegemony” theory still collapses under the 
weight of its own illogic. Once again assuming, as the theory of offensive 
realism does, that states are rational actors whose primary motive is sur-
vival, the bet is a foolish one. The key calculation is not “will I be more 
secure if I successfully achieve regional hegemony?” It is, what maximizes 
the probability of my survival, a militarized bid for regional hegemony or 
a more cautious approach? (Such as, for example, a measured marshaling 
of military capabilities and political influence to shape the regional politi
cal environment in desired ways.) Consider that any state in a position to 
even plausibly consider a bid for regional hegemony must be a very secure 
state, in historical perspective. For the effort not to be utterly foolhardy, 
it must be the strongest state in the region—probably by a considerable 
margin, because bids for hegemony commonly elicit countervailing coali
tions if such possibilities exist—and our regional titan must also be confi-
dent that more distant adversaries pose no mortal threat even if it throws 
the weight of its military power around in a local adventure that might 
expose its flanks to peer competitors abroad. A state in that position is 
a very secure state, one that is extremely likely to survive. Were regional 
hegemony to be achieved, it is reasonable to concede, with Mearsheimer, 
that such states will be even more secure still. But the crucial questions 
remain: How much more secure (given that the state was already exceed-
ingly secure) would they be? And what are the risks of making a milita-
rized bid for hegemony? Most states that have tried it have failed, and 
indeed were conquered and ruined. For a rational power that prioritizes its 
survival and autonomy, a militarized bid for hegemony thus seems much 
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less like an “inevitability” and more something to be avoided at all costs: a 
fantastically risky life-or-death gamble taken in the pursuit of a very mar-
ginal increase in state security—a prize won only by the long-shot chance 
that they are able to pull it off.

And that is just the abstract theory. Consider now the poor applica-
tion of the model for the case which it was designed to explain (and serve 
as a vehicle for policy advocacy regarding). China is a nuclear power. As 
Mearsheimer observes, “states with survivable nuclear weapons are likely 
to fear each other less”; he also notes that “there is no question that MAD 
makes war among the great powers less likely.”21 Scholars can debate the 
meaning of, and the limits to, the nuclear revolution in world politics—
but the implications for offensive realism, especially in this instance, are 
compelling.22 China, with its potent nuclear capability, has one less reason 
to think that its security depends on achieving regional hegemony—and it 
also must reckon with the fact that the actual or latent nuclear capabilities 
of other regional powers might make such a bid still more difficult, dan-
gerous, and counterproductive. (This also raises the question of why the 
United States, with its own massive, robust, and secure nuclear arsenal, 
must, to ensure its own survival, act swiftly, immediately, and forcefully to 
stop China’s potential bid for regional hegemony before it occurs.)

Mearsheimer thus offers illogical predictions about, and, worse, dan-
gerous and self-defeating policy prescriptions for, both China and the 
United States. Consider China. Recall again that following the theory of 
offensive realism, the inevitable militarized drive for hegemony derives 
not from grand ambitions, “wicked motives,” or inherently aggressive 
designs but rather and nothing more than as the best way to maximize 
the prospects for the country’s survival (thus the “Tragedy” of great power 
politics). Following the discussion above, however, the first question to 
ask of this claim is, what are the baseline expectations for China’s survival 
against foreign threats in the foreseeable future? They would already seem 
extremely high. The issue, then, is to calculate the benefits of the added 
security from achieving hegemony, weighed against the risks of pursuing 
the bid. And again, a crucial question here is, does China’s neighborhood 
look more like the one that characterized American experience or that of 
those who tried and failed?

The answer is obvious. China lives in a very crowded neighborhood. It 
shares a very long border with Russia, with whom, as Mearsheimer notes, 
it has fought in the past and which he codes as a “great power” (although 
this is arguable), and which has a very large and potent nuclear force.23 
Japan is also very close by. Mearsheimer also codes Japan as a great power, 
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and he properly notes the mutual suspicion between the two states. If 
frightened or provoked, Japan has the capability to swiftly develop an 
independent nuclear force, and it is difficult to imagine a realist account 
that would not expect them to do so in such circumstances.24 China also 
borders India, a very large, also rising, and nuclear armed state, and again 
one with whom China has fought in the past and eyes warily, and which 
has a latent economic potential similar even to that of China’s own. China 
also shares a frontier with Vietnam—not a great power, but no pushover, 
and yet another state with whom China has fought in living memory. 
And even without unification, a nuclear-capable South Korea is another 
regional player in the neighborhood. Regarding Korea, in making calcu-
lations about the costs and benefits of foreign policy choices, again and 
always, politics matters. In chapter 5 we observed the increasingly impor
tant economic relationship between China and South Korea, and how, fol-
lowing “Hirschman effects,” the latter’s international political preferences 
might increasingly bend toward those of China, absent any coercion. On 
the other hand, the presence of overt or veiled coercion might undermine 
rather than enhance the prospects for achieving that political prize.

In sum, for China, the imperatives of offensive realism—rationality 
and the primacy of the survival objective—not to mention a host of other 
political factors, imply the opposite of what Mearsheimer postulates. 
Given its military prowess, economic capacity, continental size, and vast 
population, it is hard to imagine the foreign power that threatens its very 
survival. Indeed, the only thing that might bring it to ruin—as Thucydides 
would surely warn—is if it embarked upon reckless and unnecessary mili-
tary adventures. And even if somehow, against all odds, China managed 
to pull off such a dangerous and unlikely feat, how much “more” secure 
would it be after all was said and done? The difference would be mar-
ginal at best, and certainly not worth the high-stakes gamble. China’s sur-
vival would not be threatened, as Mearsheimer suggests, if it failed to act 
according to the tenets of offensive realism; to the contrary, acting like an 
offensive realist would be one of the very few paths that might threaten 
its survival.

As for contemporary American policy, Mearsheimer’s logic is on even 
shakier ground. Again, it is the assumption that “survival is the number 
one goal of great powers” that takes much of the wind from the sails of his 
advice to the United States. Mearsheimer wants the United States to do 
everything it can to slow China’s growth, but why? Aside from the fact that 
China is unlikely to achieve militarized regional hegemony in Asia, even 
if it somehow did, Mearsheimer makes a convincing case that, while the 
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United States might find this at times irritating, this would not threaten 
the survival of America. And since survival is its primary motive, from that 
position of security it should enjoy the luxury of choosing its China policy 
from a broad range of possible options.

After all, the reason why states want to be regional hegemons in the 
first place is because that position provides them with incredible secu-
rity, even from other similarly situated powers. As Mearsheimer notes, 
“regional hegemons certainly pack a powerful military punch, but launch-
ing amphibious assaults across oceans against territory controlled and 
defended by another power would be a suicidal undertaking.” Yes, indeed. 
Mearsheimer elaborates, repeatedly, the secure status of the regional hege-
mon, and in particular the distinct and enviable security of the United 
States as an “insular state,” protected by the impressive “stopping power 
of water,” which he appeals to numerous times as a law-like statement. 
Indeed and in sum, “the best outcome a great power can hope for is to be 
a regional hegemon.”25 Thus, even before we even put the U.S. nuclear 
deterrent on the table, its survival is simply not threatened by China, even 
one that somehow, against the odds, achieves regional hegemony.

Mearsheimer raises the notion that if China did achieve regional hege-
mony, it would find it in its interest to distract the United States by trying 
to foment trouble in America’s backyard, and this might jeopardize U.S. 
regional hegemony. But this is a very problematic fallback position, for 
two reasons. First, there is nothing to stop China from doing that even 
without being a regional hegemon, as the behavior of Russia (with a GDP 
smaller than Italy and military spending about one-tenth that of the 
United States) in parts of South America illustrates (to say nothing of its 
active and consequential information warfare efforts to undermine the 
United States from within). Second, and more to Mearsheimer’s point, 
such meddling is extremely unlikely to undermine America’s position as 
a regional hegemon, not only because of the realities on the ground in 
North America but also because the durability of regional hegemony, once 
achieved, is extremely robust—after all, that’s the engine that motivates 
the entire theory of offensive realism.

Even by Mearsheimer’s own logic, then, it is simply hard to fathom why 
the United States, to ensure its own survival, would be compelled to reach 
halfway around the globe and try to make life as miserable for China as 
possible. As a great power the United States enjoys the luxury of choosing 
from a broad menu of policy postures and positions. And so we are back 
to the basic question, not of what it must necessarily do, but what choices 
are most likely to advance its interests. Setting aside (false) concerns for 
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survival, would an overt attempt to disfigure China’s economy advance 
the national interest of the United States? The answer is not obvious. As 
seen in chapter 5, China’s economy is an important engine of growth for 
many countries, including many that have good relations with the United 
States. Hurting China’s economy will harm those states as well. As one 
hard-nosed China expert observed, even if U.S.-China relations could be 
described as a zero-sum competition, such a strategy would be “counter-
productive,” because its political ramifications would leave the United 
States “much weaker in the region in relation to China.”26

In sum, as this chapter emphasizes throughout, a classical realist per-
spective looks at China’s rise with considerable alarm. But the deductively 
unsound theory of offensive realism urgently offers policy prescriptions 
to both China and the United States that are misguided, dangerous, and 
undermining of their basic national interests.

Getting Thucydides Wrong
In considering the implications of changes to the balance of power (in 
addition to a host of other questions regarding international politics), 
scholars have long drawn on Thucydides—and for good reason.27 As 
quoted in chapter 1, the Athenian general states plainly in his The Pelo-
ponnesian War that “the growth of the power of Athens, and the alarm 
which this inspired in Sparta, made war inevitable” (1.23.6). A closer 
reading of Thucydides, of course, backs up a truckload of qualifications 
to this simple declaration—Thucydides was generally hostile to determin-
istic arguments, and his analysis of the causes of the war features a bevy 
of explanatory variables operating across all levels of analysis, including, 
especially, the distinct and contrasting attributes of the antagonists. Nev-
ertheless, Thucydides makes very clear that he saw this shift in the balance 
of power as a basic cause of the initial conflict (recall that the war lasted 
twenty-seven years, in three distinct phases). Thucydides, who chose his 
words with care, repeats the argument twice in Book I, which is concerned 
with the origin of the first phase of the war.28

In is not surprising, then, that Graham Allison’s Destined for War is an 
attempt to apply the lessons of The Peloponnesian War (and other histori-
cal episodes of “power transitions”) to current tensions between China and 
the United States. Unfortunately, it fails in its efforts to do so. Destined for 
War is a poorly executed book, riddled with basic errors.29 More impor
tant—and largely as a function of its embrace of minimalist structuralism, 
which reduces the wisdom of a subtle, sophisticated magnum opus to a 
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simplistic slogan—Allison gets Thucydides wrong—fundamentally and 
consequentially wrong. Destined for War attempts to shoehorn selected 
fragments drawn from The Peloponnesian War into an ill-fitting argument 
that is at odds with the content and lessons of the original text.30 The war 
itself, motivated in part by Sparta’s fears of a rising Athens, is an awkward 
analogy for contemporary U.S.-China relations, as the United States more 
resembles Athens and China Sparta. And this is no small thing, given the 
enormous emphasis that Thucydides places on “national character” in 
explaining the contrasting behavior of the two antagonists he considers—a 
theme, central to The Peloponnesian War, that is of course invisible to 
structural analysis.31

A larger issue is the problematic effort of Destined for War to estab-
lish an erroneous “sleepwalker” analogy to the Peloponnesian War, which 
can then in turn be applied to contemporary international politics. Sleep-
walking is the notion, often associated with (if actively debated as a cause 
of ) World War I, that great powers can in some instances stumble into 
a conflagration they all wished to avoid; the concept is also relevant for 
how, during the Cuban Missile Crisis, the superpowers almost fell pur-
poselessly into a cataclysmically ruinous conflict—the two episodes are 
repeatedly invoked in the pages of Destined for War.32 In a similar spirit 
(war as an unintended, avoidable tragedy), Allison also suggests that a 
failure to grasp the security dilemma (that actions taken without malign 
intent might be unwittingly threatening to others) contributed to the out-
break of the Peloponnesian War, when he claims that “like so many others, 
Athens believed its advance to be benign.” But although it is almost cer-
tainly the case that if the United States and China ever went to war, it 
would be an outcome of a crisis, perhaps exacerbated by the dynamics 
of the security dilemma, that spiraled out of control and which neither 
side hoped to fight, this does not describe what happened between Athens 
and Sparta. Allison reimagines the Peloponnesian War as a tragedy that 
both sides wished to avoid. He asserts that Athens and Sparta each made 
“repeated attempts to avoid it,” and made “their best efforts” in the pursuit 
of a peaceful solution. Allison even goes so far as to claim that Athens’s 
leading citizen Pericles opposed the war, but his hand was forced, as he 
finally “bent to popular pressure and reluctantly drew up plans for war.”33

This is all simply and exactly wrong. Neither side made their best effort 
for peace. As noted in chapter 4, Pericles was in fact a leading advocate 
for the war. Nor did he come to this position reluctantly, goaded on by 
an aggressive public. And he was under no illusions about how Athenian 
power was perceived by others, stating plainly to his fellow citizens, “For 
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what you hold is, to speak plainly, a tyranny; to take it perhaps was wrong, 
but to let go is unsafe.” Explicitly rejecting compromise and proposals for 
a negotiated solution, Pericles rallied the more cautiously inclined public 
with a rousing speech, urging them to share his view that the choice for 
war was an absolute necessity. Furthermore, and again contra Allison, the 
people did not sway Pericles—rather, in open debate, with both sides rep-
resented and the final decision uncertain, Thucydides reports the oppo-
site: that the public voted for war because they were “persuaded of the 
wisdom of his advice.”34 Nor did the Spartans search eagerly for a peaceful 
solution. In contrast, they refused the offer of arbitration (a measure that 
would have been in accord with the terms of the existing Thirty Years’ 
Peace). And they came to regret doing so, acknowledging explicitly that 
they were in the wrong. According to Thucydides, years later, on the preci-
pice of the war’s resumption after the Peace of Nicias, the Spartans were 
keen not to make the same mistake twice: “In the former war, they consid-
ered that the offense had been more on their own side” for several reasons, 
including “their own refusal to listen to the Athenian offer of arbitration, 
in spite of the clause in the former treaty that where arbitration should be 
offered there should be no appeal to arms.” In sum, Athens and Sparta did 
not sleepwalk into an unwanted war. Indeed, the Spartans, as was their 
wont, moved with caution and deliberation, to the consternation of many 
of their more hotheaded allies that harbored grievances against Athens. 
The road to the Peloponnesian War was paved by Athenian arrogance and 
Spartan intransigence.35

Once source of the sleepwalker analogy blunder derives from Destined 
for War’s shallow attention to context and history. No realist analysis 
would rule out the prospect that war might occur, at any time, or antici-
pate that normative understandings will prevent states from engaging in 
acts of aggression and barbarism. Nevertheless, in ancient Greece, war was 
a common, normal, and legitimate course of action. In contrast, between 
advanced societies today, while the resort to arms remains a possibility, 
and facilitating diplomatic and political blunders are all too common, war 
between great powers is nevertheless approached with greater caution 
now than it was in the distant past, due to a clear sensitivity to the enor-
mous costs (and opportunity costs) that such a conflict would entail, and a 
sensitivity to the notion that naked aggression is less generally recognized 
to be a legitimate method of advancing interests.36

In reaching for lessons about contemporary international politics, the 
problems with Destined for War go far beyond its unsatisfactory treat-
ment of the origins of the Peloponnesian War. They run deep, and they 
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are dangerous. In seeking insights into power transitions more generally, 
the ambition of the book is to provide a comprehensive historical analysis 
of all cases where the “Thucydides Trap” might apply—that is, episodes 
where a predominant power was confronted with the prospect of a rising 
challenger. Destined for War, as its subtitle relates, wants to apply the les-
sons of the Peloponnesian War and these other occurrences to the twenty-
first-century case of rising China and superpower America. The news is 
grim. Allison and his team of research assistants identify sixteen cases in 
which an “ascending power challenged an established power,” twelve of 
which resulted in war. Moreover, he warns, “we can be certain . . . ​that the 
dynamic Thucydides identified will intensify in the years ahead.”37

But these claims are undermined by Allison’s tissue-thin reading of his-
tory, an inherent vice of structural analysis. Destined for War is an exem-
plar of exactly the kind of work that Paul Schroeder so keenly warned of. 
The book illustrates “an attitude toward history not uncommon among 
scholars of many kinds: an unconscious disdain for it, a disregard of its 
complexity and subtleties and the problems of doing it well or using it 
wisely; an unexamined assumption that its lessons and insights lie on the 
surface for anyone to pick up, so that one can go at history like a looter 
at an archeological site, indifferent to context and deeper meaning, con-
cerned only with taking what can be immediately used or sold.”38 Indeed, 
Allison’s manifestly unsatisfactory treatment of key cases, such as the con-
frontation between the United States and Japan before the Pacific war, 
raises serious doubts about the utility of conclusions he might reach on the 
basis of these episodes.39 And the more distant historical sections of the 
book inevitably raise the question of the extent to which general conclu-
sions for contemporary application can be confidently drawn from those 
experiences. The aspiration to make generalizable claims is certainly the 
appropriate ambition of much IR theory; nevertheless, caution is always 
in order. Are the factors that caused war between the kingdoms of Europe 
in the fifteenth through eighteenth centuries (roughly half of the cases in 
the “Thucydides Trap Case File”) the same that would cause war between 
the United States and China today? Even Allison seems skeptical, noting, 
with Mearsheimer, that nuclear weapons are game changers, and “have no 
precedent.”40 They don’t make armed conflict impossible, but the causal 
pathways that might lead to war between two great powers with robust 
nuclear deterrents are likely different than they were between convention-
ally armed rivals in the distant past.

Even if we were to set aside all of these concerns for the sake of 
argument, ultimately Destined for War is undermined by its misguided 
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notion that there is an off-the-shelf, easily portable “Thucydides Trap,” 
derived from its structuralism. But as elaborated in chapter 1, although 
Thucydides placed clear emphasis on the importance of changes to the 
distribution of power in explaining events in world politics, he was not, 
by any stretch of the imagination, the crude structuralist he is often cari-
catured as by careless or superficial readers of his work. In explaining the 
origins, course, and consequences of the Peloponnesian War, Thucydides 
placed enormous emphasis on numerous other factors, including the 
decisive influence of national character, domestic politics, and the role of 
leaders in formatively shaping states’ choices. His History clearly reflects 
the classical conception that theories which operate solely at the systemic 
level are “theoretically useful but incomplete.” This criticism, of course, 
does not apply to Thucydides, whose analysis is steeped in those first- and 
second-level variables noted above.41

In addition, and also as emphasized throughout this book, if there is 
a Thucydides Trap, it derives from a concept that is central to classical 
realism but incompatible with structural realism (and hyper-rationalist 
approaches to international politics)—that of great power hubris. A reader 
of Destined for War would be forgiven in concluding that Thucydides 
was warning his readers about a “trap” that Athens and Sparta fell into 
when war first broke out between them in 431 BC. But Thucydides, a great 
admirer of war-advocate Pericles, did not situate the Athenian tragedy 
in the initial decision for war—but rather in subsequent Athenian follies 
rooted in its gluttonous over-ambition. For Thucydides, the tragedy was 
not that the war took place but rather that Pericles’ wise (and prudent) war
fighting strategy was abandoned after he left the stage in the third year of 
the conflict. The Athenians did in fact fall victim to a terrible trap, and one 
that has undiminished contemporary relevance and application: over the 
long course of the war, Athens repeatedly and catastrophically “grasped for 
more,” and ultimately caused its own undoing, initially on the heels of its 
great victory at Pylos in the seventh year of the war and then, definitively, 
sixteen years after the initial outbreak of the war, over Sicily—which was 
for Thucydides the singular and defining episode of the entire conflagra-
tion.42 This denouement, with Athens destroyed not because of the mer-
ciless logic of power politics or the schemes of its enemies abroad but by 
blunders of its own doing, fueled by unchecked, intoxicating hubris, passes 
unnoticed in Destined for War. This is indeed a trap that great powers are 
ensnared by over and over again. And if the United States and China come 
to blows, it is likely that they will have failed to learn Thucydides’ timeless 
teachings about the arrogance of power. This is why we need to appeal to 
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classical realism to better understand events in world politics throughout 
history, as well as the pressing issues of the present day.

The Rise of China through Classical Realist Lenses
Once again the errors and limitations of structural realism demonstrate 
the need to appeal to a classical perspective. What stands out from such 
a comparison is something of a paradox: classical realism is, on the one 
hand, even more pessimistic about the implications of the rise of China for 
international stability, but on the other, is strongly suggestive of the need 
to find ways to accommodate that rise. This is not because a classical real-
ist analysis is naive or optimistic about the prospects of success for such 
a strategy (it is hard to overstate the wariness of classical realism on this 
issue). Rather, an approach that tries to carefully manage and deal with, 
rather aggressively confront and crush, China’s growing capabilities is the 
wisest strategy in the only context that ever matters to realist analysis—
that approach compared to the likely consequences of other options. (As 
often, realism reduces to trying to find the least bad option.)

The emphasis on accommodation, with eyes as much on political vari-
ables and measures as they are on the raw correlates of military capabili-
ties, derives from two foundational classical realist tenets, and two conse-
quences of those beliefs. First is the need to always acknowledge power: 
both the reality of the power of others and the necessary limitations of 
one’s own. Related to this is the central importance of accommodation 
in classical realist thought (and it is on this basis that realists chastise 
the utopians and idealists). Second is that politics matters: both domestic 
and international. That is, choices made by states are affected by what 
goes on inside of them, and choices made by states are also affected by 
choices made by other states. Related to this, as illustrated in chapter 2, 
is the fundamental indeterminacy of structural analysis: in systems with 
small numbers (duopolies or oligopolies in economics, bipolarity or mul-
tipolarity in international politics), it is simply impossible to predict basic 
behavioral choices on the abstract—tastes, preferences, and designs will 
vary from state to state, just as they will across individual consumers or 
competing firms. Those choices will be shaped by the incentives presented 
by the decisions made by others. Since politics matters, and policies can 
be chosen, despite the fact that anarchy and the balance of power must 
powerfully inform state behavior, there are a number of very distinct tra-
jectories along which the foreign policy of a great power can develop. For 
classical realism, the future is unwritten, and so wise policy matters.
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Nevertheless, classical realism expects nothing but trouble from a rising 
China (and anticipates clumsiness from the United States in responding to 
that challenge). For even though states behaving as Mearsheimer expects 
them to act look like they are hopped up on a cocktail of steroids and 
amphetamines, their aggressive behavior is not some unhinged expression 
of belligerent rage but rather, according to his theory of offensive realism, 
is simply the outcome of rational, dispassionate calculation, motivated by 
nothing more than a desire to assure their own security.43 Classical real-
ists, on the other hand, see politics as the clash of interests, with states 
harboring competing ambitions and driven by political motivations and 
an appetite for power and primacy as ends in themselves, not simply 
reflecting instincts for self-protection. States are certainly well aware that 
they must provide for their own security in an anarchic, self-help world, 
but the ambitions of great powers are stirred by more than that—they have 
a mindset well summarized by the title of Stanley Kubrick’s first film, Fear 
and Desire. Great powers have the luxury of indulging their desires.44

Thus we are back to Gilpin, and his axiom that “as the power of a state 
increases, it seeks to extend . . . ​its political influence.” Rising powers in 
particular are potential sources of instability because the self-definition 
of their interests will expand along with their increasing capabilities (and 
expectations of still greater power to come); classical realism also expects 
them to seek not just security but status, prestige, and even deference from 
others—ongoing disputations over competing interests, not because great 
powers feel vulnerable due to anarchy (no tragedies of circumstance here) 
but because great powers are ambitious, and there is typically no obvious 
point at which they might not want still more. Aron warned that world 
politics was a “game for gangsters”—and the desires of such outlaws are 
rarely satiated.45

And the ambition and the extending stride of emerging powers must 
inevitably encroach on someone else’s toes. Worse still, of course, is the 
fact that those others, unfortunately, may see things differently; in addi-
tion, from a realist perspective, even if those toes remain unmolested, other 
states can’t help but be wary of a rising power, simply because it represents, 
at the very least, the latent potential for such a threat. Thrown into this mix 
(and recall that here, crucially, classical realism parts company with hyper-
rationalism and its misguided insistence that all actors read all shared 
information in exactly the same way) is the fact that states will routinely 
disagree—and not just about interests but also about narratives, history, 
legitimacy, and justice, as well as assessments of relative power, especially 
in the context of the great uncertainties associated with economic change.
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States will have—and often be motivated by, and disagree about—
contrasting historical narratives and their implications, which can make 
disputes more difficult to resolve. This can be reflected even in the subtle-
ties of language. To speak of China’s “rise” is suggestive of a threat to the 
status quo, whereas embracing, as many carefully do, the term “reemer-
gence” of China as a great power implies more of a return to the normal 
order of things; after all, for hundreds of years, until the nineteenth 
century, east Asia was largely a Sino-centric system. More pointedly, few 
professors of Chinese foreign policy fail to vividly lecture their students on 
the role of the national narrative of “the century of humiliation” (China’s 
degradation at the hands of Western and other outside powers such as 
Japan from the start of the opium wars in 1839 until the victory in 1949 
of the communists in the Chinese civil war) in informing that country’s 
foreign policy choices and its perception of the legitimacy of the interna-
tional order.46

Thus as a general phenomenon and in particular circumstance, a clas-
sical realist perspective must be viscerally alarmed by the consequences of 
the rise of China, and it will anticipate increased and dangerous interna-
tional political friction and contestation as a result. But such a perspective 
does not view war as inevitable, nor does it lead to the prescription of 
superficially obvious policy recommendations.

What’s a Classical Realist to Do? 
 (I) The Instinct for Accommodation

Classical realists speak clearly and with one voice on the need to acknowl-
edge the realities of power. Morgenthau, who considered the Soviet Union 
to be a present military threat (more present, more clearly defined, and 
more dangerous than anything China currently approaches), nevertheless 
wrote at the height of the Cold War—and the height of McCarthyism—that 
“military preparations must join hands with an accommodating diplo-
macy.” Morgenthau’s Cold War policy was rooted in general lessons: “We 
must be strong enough to resist aggression and wise enough to accommo-
date foreign interests which do not impinge upon our own,” he explained, 
and urged policymakers to remember, above all, that “no nation’s power 
is without limits, and hence that its policies must respect the power and 
interests of others.” Kennan’s perspective was similar. At the height of the 
same hysteria, he favored the (then scandalous) position of seating the 
Chinese communists at the UN but was “shouted down.” For Kennan, 
what mattered was not what the United States might have wished for but 
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what was, and the “significant reality was created when the Chinese com-
munists overran the mainland of China.” The realities of power had to be 
acknowledged, they could not be wished away; moreover, states with the 
capacity to do so will generally seek authority over local affairs. Thus Ken-
nan, like Morgenthau, was also quick to support, recognize, and respect 
the spheres of influence of other great powers, even (especially) those of 
potential adversaries.47

E. H. Carr was, if anything, the realist champion not simply of the 
need to acknowledge power but of the wisdom—indeed the imperative—
of accommodating rising power. Recall in particular his admonition that 
the maintenance of international order as the underlying balance of power 
shifted requires that those at the top make “sufficient concessions.”48 
Carr’s advice—the central theme of his foundational book—is illustra-
tive of the incoherence of offensive realism. Mearsheimer considers The 
Twenty Years’ Crisis to be “a seminal realist work,” and he defines Carr “as 
a realist on the basis of his arguments” in that book, which is also why, he 
explains, Carr “is widely—and correctly—seen as a realist.” Mearsheimer, 
an often condescending critic of liberalism, enthusiastically celebrates 
Carr for exposing “the utopian,” who “believes in the possibility of more 
or less radically rejecting reality, and substituting his utopia for it by an 
act of will,” thus committing the cardinal sin “of ignoring power almost 
completely.”49

But just who is the utopian here? Who is ignoring power, and hoping 
to reject reality—those who would seek to stop the rise China, or those 
who would acknowledge reality and seek to find a way to best accom-
modate it? In cheerleading for confrontation with China, Mearsheimer 
turns Carr’s advice on its head. In its policy prescriptions offensive real-
ism is in fact a form of utopianism, ignoring the realities of power—and 
as such it is as reckless and irresponsible as those who would unilaterally 
disarm when confronted with a mortal threat and simply hope for the 
best. China’s power has increased; realism demands that stubborn fact 
be acknowledged and reckoned with. Carr’s perspective on such issues 
is worth plainly repeating, as it is unambiguous—and the opposite of 
Mearsheimer’s: “defense of the status quo is not a policy which can be 
lastingly successful. It will end in war as surely as rigid conservatism will 
end in revolution.” Thus wisdom requires “adjustment to the changes of 
the balance of power”—which, again, must come from the top: “Those who 
profit most by that order can in the long run only hope to maintain it by 
making sufficient concessions” if there is to be any hope that inevitable 
adjustments will take place “as far as possible in an orderly way.”50
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As discussed in chapter 3, classical realists such as Carr and Kennan 
were so committed to the notion of acknowledging the realities of power 
that they foolishly supported the disastrous Munich accords. Carr saw the 
agreement as an exemplar of the mechanism for peaceful change that he 
was advocating. For Kennan, applying an icy logic, Czechoslovakia was “a 
central European state. Its fortunes must in the long run lie with—and 
not against—the dominant forces in this area.” Adjusting to this “pain-
ful” reality was a better solution than “the romantic one of hopeless resis
tance.”51 But this massive blunder is instructive in three ways. First, as 
illustrated previously, Munich reveals the follies of structuralism: it was 
only possible to support the accords if one embraced the willful blind-
ness of that approach and looked exclusively at the distribution of power. 
Structuralism, necessarily and by design, failed to understand the nature 
and intentions of the Nazi regime—whereas classical realism insists that 
content and purpose matter, factors which will vary from case to case.52 
Second, Munich illustrates the classical rejection of the notion that there 
are off-the-shelf rules that are applicable in every situation. There is no 
“one-size-fits-all” foreign policy—the particular context always matters. 
Third, and relatedly, the central role of context underscores the witless-
ness of invoking Munich as proving the “failure” of the strategy of accom-
modation more generally. Morgenthau, in contrast to Carr and Kennan, 
was exactly right about Munich—but the catastrophe of that blunder did 
not change his perspective on the importance, more generally, for the need 
to respect and accommodate power whenever circumstances would safely 
permit it. He was a consistent and vehement critic of “the crusader,” for 
whom “compromise is a synonym for appeasement,” and thus foolishly 
abandons the “middle ground of compromise and peaceful settlement.” 
Never wavering in his harsh critique of the Munich accords, Morgenthau 
was nevertheless tellingly dismissive of those who would subsequently 
trot out the Munich trope to discredit all attempts at accommodation. He 
quoted Winston Churchill’s 1950 speech before the House of Commons 
approvingly: “Appeasement in itself may be good or bad according to the 
circumstances. Appeasement from weakness and fear is alike futile and 
fatal. Appeasement from strength is magnanimous and noble and might 
be the surest and perhaps the only path to world peace.” Morgenthau, of 
course, could not possibly have had offensive realism in mind when he 
argued, repeatedly, in favor of the need to recognize the power and inter-
ests of others, but as a withering indictment of Mearsheimer’s general 
argument he could not have been more on target. In 2010, Mearsheimer 
pointedly borrowed the title of the first volume of Winston Churchill’s 
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history of World War II, The Gathering Storm (which reviewed the inexo-
rable rise of the Nazi threat and the appalling failure of the British policy 
of appeasement to meet that mortal challenge), to insist, yet again, on the 
inevitability that “China cannot rise peacefully.”53

In sum, naive idealists come in many stripes: not all of them are doe-
eyed well-wishers; some are dangerous crusaders who have a cavalier atti-
tude regarding the inherent limits of power and a lack of appreciation for 
the ubiquity of politics (and in particular, that actions will have conse-
quences). Offensive realism is more reckless than realist, but rejecting a 
strategy of obstinate confrontation does not assure a smooth path forward. 
As noted in chapter 3, Gilpin, anticipating a clash between obstreperous 
newcomers and stubborn, satisfied guardians of the status quo, summa-
rizes (and endorses) Carr’s position as holding that the leading state, not 
the challenger, has “a moral obligation to make the greater concessions.” 
Yet he is pessimistic about the willingness of established great powers to 
choose this path, which can be “politically difficult” for a great power long 
accustomed to getting its way. As always, hubris is a perennial problem 
for great powers. Moreover, in such settings there is often plenty of hubris 
to go around, as rising powers, often enjoying a string of successes and 
sensing that the tide of history is on their side, can also be quite arrogant 
as well. (A reminder that if there is a “Thucydides Trap,” it does not derive 
from the risk of sleepwalking into unwanted war but from the boisterous 
overconfidence of great powers too eager to sow their wild oats.) And in 
addition to hubris, there is fear—what I earlier dubbed the “hubris/fear 
paradox”: great powers are reluctant to make concessions when flush with 
confidence, dismissing emerging rivals as transient whippersnappers; but 
then, and not without reason, once it becomes indisputable that the bal-
ance of power has shifted to their disfavor, they come to fear that offering 
concessions and compromise will only signal weakness and encourage the 
rising power to demand even more.54

What’s a Classical Realist to Do? 
(II) The Primacy of Politics

Ultimately, offensive realism and classical realism are fundamentally 
incompatible due to the specious determinism of the former. As empha-
sized in chapter 2, classical realists emphasize uncertainty—the essen-
tially unknowability of what is coming next, even in a probabilistic sense 
(though Mearsheimer dispenses even with probabilistic outcomes, insist-
ing that his projected outcomes will necessarily happen). The gap between 
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risk and uncertainty—as emphasized in economics by Keynes, Knight, and 
Hayek and in IR theory central to the writings of Morgenthau and Aron 
among others—is unbridgeable, and uncertainty in particular and essen-
tially leaves space for a wide variety of plausible choices and outcomes.55 
Classical realism also parts company with offensive realism with its view 
that, in a world of multiple possible futures, politics matters in shaping 
those potential trajectories. Domestic politics matters (recall the malle-
ability of the national interest from chapter 4), and, in turn, international 
politics, including the consequences of wise or clumsy diplomacy, can cre-
ate (or foreclose) opportunities, and at times incentivize the belligerent 
foreign policy choices of others by reducing the opportunity costs of pur-
suing them. Ultimately the theory of offensive realism offers dangerous 
and self-defeating policy advice to both China and the United States; in a 
world where politics matters and state choices shape systemic pressures, 
offensive realism is less a predictive theory revealing deterministic factors 
tragically beyond the influence of any state than it is an impetuous pre-
scription that promises a dystopic, self-fulfilling prophecy. History is lit-
tered with horrors that need not have been, and which were made more 
likely by poor policies, not irresistible forces.

The foreign policy horrors of the interwar years need not have been. 
Classical realism can distinguish between Weimar Germany and Nazi Ger-
many, and the Japan of the 1920s from the Japan of the 1930s—structural 
realism cannot. But the fragilities of the 1920s, followed by the Great 
Depression and the collapse of the global economy in the 1930s, shifted 
the domestic balance of power within societies away from moderate forces 
and contributed to (which is not to say it caused) the rise of fascism. The 
failure to reintegrate Germany into and actively repair the shattered Euro
pean economy after World War I exacerbated and accelerated the eco-
nomic stresses of the 1920s (first hyperinflation, then depression) that 
made a radicalization of German politics highly likely. The experience of 
interwar Japan is especially illustrative of the need to understand poli-
tics and history, in particular with regard to how economic and political 
changes polarized its domestic society, conflicts that were exacerbated by 
economic policy choices and then magnified by the global financial crisis 
of 1931. Any attempt to explain Japanese foreign policy choices in the late 
1930s, and especially the early 1940s, that does not attend to these crucial 
factors will be woefully incomplete. Yet it is all too common for structural-
ist accounts (such as Allison’s, in Destined for War) to center the narrative 
much too late, and focus on the proximate rather than the essential under
lying causes of this cataclysmic, calamitous upheaval in world politics.
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A closer look at this important episode underscores the need to care-
fully attend to the relevant history, with a sensitivity to the role that 
domestic conflict, contestation of strategic vision, and contingency play in 
shaping the trajectory of foreign policy. Japan in the 1920s was an emerg-
ing great power and, as realists would anticipate, one that had not been 
shy about using force to advance its interests, as witnessed by the Sino-
Japanese War in 1895, the Russo-Japanese War in 1905, and its measured, 
productive association with the allied powers during World War I. Nev-
ertheless, there was a fundamental difference between Japanese foreign 
policy and purpose in the 1920s and the 1930s.56 In the 1920s, with the 
blessing of influential affiliates in the West, Japan aspired to emerge as 
a responsible great power in the international system, not without nota-
ble ambitions, but which were in accordance with and in the context of 
the norms and conceptions of legitimacy of the era. Outward-oriented 
economic interests in Japan were able to access international financial 
markets and, importantly, international allies in the United States and 
Britain, and this helped them achieve considerable influence in shaping 
Japanese foreign policy. American international bankers, eager to sup-
port their Japanese counterparts and encourage liberalism and openness 
in Japan, not only extended credit to the Japanese government but used 
their influence at home to help ensure that Japan’s political concerns 
would be represented in international negotiations, such as those that led 
to the Washington Naval Treaty of 1922.57 The radical, aggressive turn 
in Japanese foreign policy a decade later was not preordained, nor was 
it a function of the country’s growing power—it was the result of bitterly 
contested domestic political conflicts. The outcome of these conflicts, 
and with it the trajectory of Japanese foreign policy, could have broken 
in either direction, but for the consequences of the Great Depression and 
the global financial crisis of 1931, which decisively tipped the domestic bal-
ance of political power and formatively contributed to the radicalization 
of the country.58 In addition, each of the two moments in the 1930s when 
Japan’s imperial ambitions leapt disastrously forward, in 1931 and 1937, 
were associated with violent domestic political crises that were resolved 
in ways that enhanced the power and authority of militarists within the 
country.

In both decades, economic and foreign policies were intimately inter-
twined, and economic conflicts within the country (and the erosion of its 
social economy) mirrored differences of opinion over foreign policy. Japan 
emerged from the Great War as a nascent, partial democracy, and in the 
1920s parliamentary power passed back and forth between two dominant 
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political parties; during those years the preferences of the modernizing, 
internationally oriented urban centers shaped the overall direction of 
public policy.59 As with most European societies, a lodestar of economic 
policy was the desire to restore the gold standard, which had been sus-
pended during World War I. Thus during the 1920s, usually directed by 
the influential Ministry of Finance and its allies in the Bank of Japan, 
government spending was kept in check—in particular, military spending 
was scaled back from its wartime highs and then held steady at a moder-
ate level. A grand strategy that avoided unnecessary arms races with the 
Western powers went hand in hand with this broader economic vision.60 
Under the guidance of influential figures such as Bank of Japan governor 
Inoue Junnosuke, working with like-minded international bankers such 
as J. P. Morgan chief executive Thomas Lamont and Benjamin Strong 
(the powerful governor of the Federal Reserve Bank of New York), many 
Japanese elites saw in naval arms reduction talks a broader “Washing-
ton System” that would integrate Japan as a prominent hub in a larger, 
harmonious international financial order. This vision reached its apogee 
in 1929 as (then finance minister) Inoue announced his plans to finally 
restore the gold standard on January 1, 1930. His party returned to power 
having campaigned on an enmeshed policy cocktail of economic austerity, 
arms control, conciliation (and caution regarding China policy)—and the 
promise to return to gold.61

That restoration, however, would come at price—it would require 
austerity and costly deflation, in the form of further cuts to government 
spending and additional interest rate increases, which amounted to noth-
ing less than an engineered recession. Inoue understood this, as did his 
allies; as one prominent banker explained at the time, “adjustment could 
not be achieved without great hardships; good medicine is bitter to the 
taste.” But the return to the gold standard was an economic disaster and 
a political catastrophe. It was, to say the least, very poorly timed, coincid-
ing with the advent of the worldwide Great Depression (not an ideal time 
for austerity), and it unleashed a fundamental domestic political crisis in 
Japan because those who were expected to bear the costs of austerity had 
already suffered a decade of economic distress.62

In aggregate, Japan’s economy performed well over the course of the 
1920s. But as is often the case, the overall growth of national income is a 
misleading statistic, and almost invariably, it masks politically consequen-
tial distinctions. (And as discussed in chapter 5, it would be a mistake 
to disregard domestic social-economic issues in explaining a state’s 
behavior in the international arena, in the 1930s—or the 2020s.) Thus 
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although many in the country, especially in the urban industrial sectors, 
did extremely well in the 1920s, at the same time, the agricultural sector 
suffered enormously. In the second half of the decade, the real income of 
the average farmer fell by over 30 percent, a staggering decline. Since in 
1930 agriculture still accounted for half of Japan’s employment, for a very 
large segment of Japanese society life was, as one study described, “hard 
and miserable.” Rural depression, combined with industrial consolidation, 
contributed to the emergence of a “dual structure” to the Japanese econ-
omy, characterized by increased disparities in the distribution of wealth 
and well-being.63

The crisis in agriculture served to promote the radicalization of the 
armed forces, especially among younger officers who had only recently left 
their homes in the farming villages. Not surprisingly, economic policies 
that purposefully orchestrated an economic slowdown into the teeth of the 
deepening international depression at the dawn of the 1930s only served to 
heighten these tensions even further.64 With the great slump agricultural 
prices fell still further, as they did throughout the world. Broad sectors of 
the Japanese economy were negatively affected—with agriculture leading 
the way. Average household income fell from an already low ¥1,326 in 1929 
to an impossibly threadbare ¥650 in 1931.65

And things would only get worse. In 1931, a financial crisis triggered 
by the failure of the leading bank in Austria spread across the European 
continent, as the financial panic quickly moved on to Germany—what 
Keynes would describe as “the shattering German crisis,” a banking crisis 
that was “precipitated, no doubt, by political events and political fears.” 
Upending German finance, the panic continued apace, and dramatically, 
in September, Britain was forced off the gold standard in the absence of 
a temporary wartime suspension for the first time in two centuries. It is 
hard to overstate the domestic and international political consequences 
of the 1931 global financial crisis. During the initial Austrian turmoil, 
which would implicate affiliated German banks, financial journalist Paul 
Einzig presciently warned that a “collapse of the Reichsmark is certain to 
bring about a complete political upheaval in Germany. It is highly prob-
able that the extreme nationalists or the communists will then acquire 
power.” The crisis, the collapse of the international financial system, and 
the fall into the abyss of the Great Depression could not but upend already 
fragile domestic political orders. In the words of Zara Steiner, “The annus 
terribilis, 1931, was the watershed year that unleashed a systemic crisis 
of unexpected depth and severity.” Thus although much emphasis has 
been placed, and not unreasonably, on the trauma of the Great War, the 



[ 208 ] Chapter Six

embittering peace, and then the hyperinflation of 1923 in utterly dislocat-
ing Germany’s political stability, nevertheless, as is widely understood, it 
took the Great Depression and the global financial crisis to bring the Nazis 
to power.66

A similar tragedy was brewing in Japan. The government, having 
longed for so many years to restore the gold standard, would not soon 
abandon it without a fight. Even after Britain’s unprecedented suspension 
of convertibility Inoue would not follow suit, pursuing instead still more 
austerity, cutting spending further, and raising interest rates in Octo-
ber and again in November, triggering a major political crisis.67 As the 
Finance Ministry planned to cut defense spending, in September the mili-
tary initiated the “Mukden Incident,” sabotaging the South Manchurian 
Railway and blaming Chinese forces for the alleged provocation, which it 
used as a pretext to unleash a full-scale Japanese invasion of Manchuria. 
No longer willing to have issues of national security beholden to concerns 
for financial authority, the military raced ahead with an imperial proj
ect designed to change the facts on the ground. Meanwhile, on the home 
front, in October, a plot by mid-level officers to overthrow the government 
was exposed, and in November Prime Minister Hamaguchi was shot by a 
militarist dissident. The grave wounds Hamaguchi suffered removed him 
from the political scene and sent the government into disarray—it would 
collapse in the following month, setting the stage for new elections which 
took place in an increasingly dangerous and chaotic environment. Cam-
paigning in February, Inoue was murdered by a radicalized urban refugee 
from the rural depression; weeks later the director of the Mitsui Bank was 
gunned down outside of its Tokyo headquarters. Finally, on May 15, 1932, 
Prime Minister Inukai himself was assassinated by a group of young mili-
tary officers, precipitating the resignation of his entire cabinet and bring-
ing an end to the era of party government in Japan—although civilian 
officials serving in military-led cabinets retained considerable influence 
over the next five years.68

Of those civilians, the most important was the venerable Korekiyo 
Takahashi, who in the tumult of 1932 assumed the still powerful and 
independent office of finance minister. It can be argued that Takahashi 
single-handedly pulled the Japanese economy out of the depression with 
a package of policies that would have been endorsed by Keynes: imme-
diately breaking with the gold standard, slashing interest rates, and 
rapidly increasing government borrowing and spending. The economy 
quickly powered forward, growing at over 4 percent annually from 1932 
through 1936, with improvements in the (still lagging) agricultural sector 
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buttressed by special expenditures earmarked for emergency relief. Mili-
tary spending also increased, more than doubling within five years, from 
¥462 million in 1931 to ¥1,089 million in 1936.69

Unfortunately, Takahashi’s economic successes did not resolve the 
deep, underlying social-political tensions seething in Japan, and once 
again a domestic political crisis and confrontation—the outcome of which 
was not inevitable—was resolved in favor of the most radical elements 
in Japanese society and associated with another giant step forward in its 
aggressive imperial ambitions. Under the finance minister’s guidance, 
increases in military spending slowed and then finally leveled off by the 
middle of the decade. Takahashi, who had faithfully served his country 
for decades (he traveled to London to successfully raise funds for Japan’s 
war against Russia in 1905), was no wide-eyed militarist—he was a prag-
matist, and a thoughtful proto-Keynesian. Increasing military spending 
initially helped stimulate the economy, but within a few years he assessed 
that the economy was approaching capacity and risked overheating, and 
so following the same logic he cooled the jets of his economic stimulus. 
Takahashi now only grudgingly—and with accompanying public lec-
tures about the need for financial prudence—doled out modest increases 
to the defense budget. The armed forces were not pleased with this turn 
of events, nor were the still struggling agricultural communities. In an 
increasingly tense and heated political environment, elections were called 
for February 1936—and to the surprise of many, the results delivered a 
major endorsement of the course that Takahashi was steering. But just 
four days after the votes were counted, on February 26, over one thou-
sand troops, led by junior officers who hailed from the rural districts of 
Japan, attempted to overthrow the government. The eighty-two-year-old 
Takahashi was among those assassinated, murdered in his sleep to shouts 
of “Traitor!” and “Heavenly Punishment!” The coup attempt ultimately 
failed, but the political consequences of the incident and the practical and 
symbolic implications of the murder of Takahashi were profound—civilian 
authority would no longer check the ambitions of the military.70

Civilians still served as cabinet ministers and in the Diet, but the mili-
tary (and the militants) was now firmly in the driver’s seat. A hand-picked 
yes-man was installed at the Ministry of Finance, and military spending 
suddenly tripled in one year (to ¥3,299 million in 1937—it would dou-
ble again from there within two years). Macroeconomic policies would 
become so reckless that it was necessary to increasingly enforce draco-
nian regulations and controls that detached Japan’s economy from the 
pressures of international market forces. A final prospect that the military 
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might be checked in its ambitions occurred in April 1937, the last competi-
tive elections in Japan until after the Pacific war. The political parties drew 
strong support in the election, suggesting that alternatives to military 
rule were still plausible. But again the military would take matters into 
its own hands. The army’s further expansion of the China war with the 
attack at the Marco Polo Bridge on July 7, 1937, effectively ended whatever 
remained of the ability of civilian politicians to circumscribe the ambi-
tions of Japan’s military leaders.71 Japan’s brutal and barbaric attempt 
to conquer all of China (the blood-soaked Nanking massacre would take 
place before the year was out), and its affinities and ultimate alliance with 
Nazi Germany, would necessarily place it on a collision course with the 
western European powers and the clinging-to-neutrality United States.72

It need not have been. Japan’s road to the Pacific war was paved by 
bitter domestic contestation, the misguided dedication to economic ortho-
doxy which polarized and radicalized its society, and the exogenous shocks 
of the Great Depression and the global financial crisis. Other visions of 
Japanese grand strategy and competing definitions of its national interest 
were articulated and advocated, and had considerable political support—
and would have served Japan better. Ultimately the choice to embrace 
dreams of vast militarized conquest which led to the country’s ruinous 
wars was determined not by a trap set by changing power dynamics (given 
the power of the United States at the time, that case very poorly fit Alli-
son’s model), nor was it the inevitable result of the imperatives of security 
seeking (contra the insistence of the theory of offensive realism, it was 
surely not fear for Japan’s own security that led Japanese militarists to 
zealously aspire to conquer all of China)—but by dysfunctional domestic 
politics and a harrowingly disfiguring international economic disaster.

Classical Realism: In Search of the  
Least Bad Option

A key theme of this chapter has been that although a classical realist analy
sis of the emergence of China as a great power must be even more pessi-
mistic than structural realist perspectives, it is nevertheless considerably 
more measured in its implied policy advice than that which is commonly 
associated with approaches labeled “realist.” Offensive realism anticipates 
an inevitable, militarized drive for regional hegemony by China, which will 
necessarily be vigorously countered by the United States. A deterministic 
model, it nevertheless also forcefully advocates both for China’s aggressive 
bid and for an assertive American response. Shallow structuralist readings 
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of Thucydides see a great risk that changing power dynamics will lead 
states to sleepwalk into an unnecessary war, yielding policy advice that 
essentially amounts to “do better than others did in the past” and “avoid 
foolish mistakes.” Both of these approaches see a possible war between 
the United States and China as the result of a tragedy—from the latter 
perspective, it would be the result of (largely the United States) clumsily 
stumbling into an avoidable trap; in former case, due to nothing more 
than the desire of each side (but especially China) to survive with their 
sovereignty and autonomy intact and secure in an anarchic world.

A classical analysis roots the problem not in tragedy but in hubris and 
fear: that it is very likely a rising China will become increasingly arrogant 
and throw its weight around, and that the United States, accustomed to 
being the superpower in a one-superpower world, will be first too arrogant 
and then too anxious to take the measures necessary to address the reali-
ties of the changes to the international balance of power. Nevertheless, 
with regard to policy prescriptions, given its emphasis on uncertainty, con-
tingency, and the notion that politics and policy choices matter in shaping 
behavior and incentives, classical realism reaches for its traditional policy 
tool of accommodation. In particular, it flatly rejects the propositions 
of offensive realism that it is in China’s interest to embark on a milita-
rized bid for hegemony, and its urgent admonition that the United States 
do everything it can to “make sure that China does not become a peer 
competitor”—advice that, as discussed, is suspect (at best) in its logic and, 
ironically, rooted in utopianism, an attempt to reshape the world as one 
would like to see it, rather than respecting the realities of power.73

Calls for prudence, of course, are easier said than done. In the first 
decade of the twenty-first century, a weighing of the evidence regarding 
and prospects for various options yielded classical realist policy advice 
that was not all that far from the suggestions of liberal international-
ism.74 Aggressive measures designed to derail China’s economic growth 
(the underlying engine of its emerging power) would damage the global 
economy and thus be narrowly self-harming, politically self-defeating 
more generally (by angering the many countries whose economies would 
suffer “collateral damage” from that effort), and, even if successful (not a 
sure thing), a self-fulfilling prophecy, assuring that China would become 
a wounded, hostile, dangerous, implacable adversary.75 The much 
wiser strategy—the best bet available—would be to craft policies that 
might incentivize China to emerge as a great power within the existing 
American-led international order, with the additional hope that such a 
trajectory would empower actors and interests within the country that 
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saw China’s interests as best served by foreign policies that leaned toward 
cooperation and engagement.

The second decade of the century, however, was not kind to this per-
spective. Domestic politics matter, and they have been most unforgiving. 
Internally, China has taken a hard, personalist-authoritarian turn, which 
must be seen as concerning for the trajectory of its foreign policy posture. 
In the United States, tectonic shifts within its polity embarrass the notion 
of integrating China into an internationally oriented, liberal international 
order—if anything, the Americans themselves have renounced their inter-
est in leading or even participating in that order.76 The robustness of this 
rejectionist turn should not be underestimated, as it is manifested not in 
the (arguably fluke) outcome of the U.S. general election of 2016 but as 
seen in the watershed nominating processes of each of America’s two pre-
dominant political parties in that fateful year. Fighting two long, losing 
wars, decades of widening income inequality and stagnant middle-class 
incomes, and, finally, the consequences of the great recession that followed 
the global financial crisis of 2008 collectively shattered the international-
ist consensus that had for generations been embraced by the mainstream 
elites of both parties.77

Where do these changes leave classical realism on China and accom-
modation? In essentially the same moody place, if perhaps gloomier still. 
Rising powers are likely to be obtuse, self-righteous and dangerous (such 
are the luxuries of having too much security), but China remains unlikely 
to be as foolish and irrational as to try to achieve regional hegemony by 
serially invading its regional adversaries. The greater danger—following 
the analytical lead of Morgenthau and Kennan—is that China might come 
to politically dominate all of East Asia, as its neighbors and would-be 
adversaries choose to bandwagon with the greatest power in the region. 
This outcome would most likely be the result of revised political calcu-
lations, not military conquest. And unlike the more distant danger of a 
major, shooting war for conquest, this is a real prospect that would be 
contrary to the interests of the United States.

Both the principal challenge to the United States and the classi-
cal realist prescription for how it should respond remain political. The 
military element cannot be disregarded, and given the emergence of new 
challenges, the United States would of course be wise to reevaluate the 
scope of its global commitments. (Given changes to world energy mar-
kets and global political developments, there is a strong case for ending 
American security commitments in the Persian Gulf region and redeploy-
ing its forces elsewhere.) In any event, with regard to the China challenge 



Cl assical Realism and Rise of China [ 213 ]

the realities of power will almost certainly require a recognition that the 
United States will not be able to as freely impose its will in the western 
Pacific Ocean to the extent that it did in the past. But despite the need 
to respect the changing correlates of forces and military capabilities, the 
outcome of any competing clash of interests between the United States 
and China will largely be determined by politics. The primary American 
regional priority, then, should be to try to prevent widespread regional 
bandwagoning with China. This requires not joining a contest for regional 
military supremacy (which the realities of economics and geography sug-
gest would be an expensive and unlikely prospect) but sustaining sufficient 
regional capabilities and engagement to provide local actors with the con-
fidence to resist China’s efforts at political domination.

This would involve maintaining and nurturing its regional security 
alliances with Japan and South Korea, and increasingly (if often implic-
itly) coordinating with other regional actors including Vietnam and India. 
From a classical realist perspective it is in the U.S. national interest for 
Asia not to fall under the political domination of any single power, but 
that does not (and should not) require an aggressive policy of active con-
frontation or vigorous containment to make that unwelcome prospect less 
likely. It will, however, require embracing a foreign policy guided by the 
far-sighted pursuit of Wolfers’s milieu goals, rather than a shortsighted, 
transactionalist approach to foreign policy and alliance relations. Given 
the changes in its domestic political disposition—and again, as Morgen-
thau and Kennan routinely bemoaned during what now seem like much 
less dysfunctional times—it is not clear that the United States retains the 
capacity to chart such a sophisticated course of action. And if the Ameri-
cans are out, then all bets are off.
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Ch a pter Sev en

Power, Politics, and Prospect
the cr a ft of cl assica l re a lism

it will never be a science. And wishing that it was will not make it 
so. And trying to act like it is one will be bound to fail and, worse, mis-
direct inquiry into unproductive directions and lead to basic analytical 
errors. A fundamental point of departure for realism is that world politics 
can be unforgiving. To this classical realism adds: the same is true of its 
study. The effort to describe, understand, explain, and anticipate behavior 
in world politics is, to invoke a cliché, more of a journey than a destina-
tion. And one in which chasing the horizon of certainty will prove more 
exhausting than enlightening. The limits of what we can know are often 
discouraging—but they are also disciplining, and suggest productive paths 
forward for essential inquiries.

International relations takes place in an environment of uncertainty, 
and students of world politics, striving, appropriately, to understand pat-
terns of behavior and to reach, to the extent that it is possible, generaliz-
able conclusions, are nevertheless confronted with vexing problems. Those 
challenges include the instability of behavioral relationships between 
variables over time and the fact that the unpredictable choices made by 
states—choices that are surely influenced by material constraints, but 
which are fundamentally shaped by their understood domestic political-
social context and filtered through perceived lessons of history—in turn 
influence and elicit a range of plausible responses from others. And then 
finally and always there are the inescapable consequences of the ketchup 
allegory: actors will respond differently—even with regard to the most 
basic behavioral choices—when presented with the same stimuli, because 
they will have different tastes, preferences, and values. Nor will those 
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choices and reactions be obvious in advance. As Hans Morgenthau put it, 
definitively, “since man is largely ignorant of his own future reactions, how 
can he know more about the reactions of his fellow-men?” Similarly, inter-
pretations of historical events, which, as seen in the examples throughout 
this book, will have a formative influence on behavior, will also vary. Fol-
lowing Raymond Aron, it is “incontestable” that there are many different 
possible interpretations of history, and as such, specific knowledge of the 
distinct attributes of the actor is necessary to grasp the “intelligibility of 
a historical act.” In sum, most questions of international politics, most of 
the time—and invariably the most important ones—are concerned with 
the particular behavior of a specific actor at a critical time, not the aver-
age reaction of an imagined median actor under everyday circumstances. 
For students of world politics, there is little value in being able to make an 
informed guess about the color of a ball drawn randomly from a vast urn 
of known contents.1

Parsimony is a welcome attribute for any scholarly endeavor, espe-
cially one that hopes to speak to the real world and communicate ideas to 
non-specialists. To the extent that more can be explained with less, that is 
something to be embraced—enthusiastically, and without inhibition. For 
example, even though classical realist analysis expects the clash of inter-
ests between states to be inevitable and unending, with events and out-
comes buffeted by innumerable factors, many unknown and unknowable, 
students of international politics are wise indeed to see any such conflict 
through the powerful lens of the security dilemma, and understand how 
geography and technology will inform its intensity. The security dilemma 
is a simple and handy tool, one that will commonly and in general appli-
cation offer basic insights into the nature of a given contestation between 
actors and the likelihood that such a dispute will spill over into war. For 
example, the fortunes of geography and presence of robust nuclear deter-
rence explain why the security dilemma between the United States and 
China in the twenty-first century is less intense than the one between 
Britain and Germany before World War I (although in the former case, 
should an international crisis erupt in the western Pacific, the prospect 
of a perceived tactical advantage to striking first has potentially alarming 
implications).

However, it must always be understood that parsimony is about 
“explaining more with less.” All too often, especially since the rise and 
dominance of structuralism and hyper-rationalism, scholarship has 
chased the big brass ring of “with less”—turning a blind eye to whether or 
not the analysis is, in fact, “explaining more.” It has been the contention 
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of this book that structural realism—looking exclusively at states in the 
system as like actors distinguished only by their relative capabilities—is 
utterly and irretrievably incapable, on its own, of explaining behavior in 
world politics; and, additionally, that models based on the assumption 
of hyper-rationality (rooted in the deductively dubious and empirically 
embarrassed theory of Rational Expectations) will routinely fail to under-
stand choices made by states, and more generally is an approach singu-
larly unsuited to apply in moments of international crisis and war (that 
is, at exactly those moments when IR theory is most needed). It can also 
be observed that other popular varieties of inquiry in contemporary IR 
scholarship often reach for quick and easy devices—techniques that are 
nifty, clever, elegant, and available at one’s fingertips and ready for quick 
application to any problem that might cross the mind, or the front page of 
today’s newspaper. But understanding and explaining world politics does 
not come that easily.2

This is not intellectual nihilism—it is analytical modesty.3 And the 
enterprise of classical realism is ambitious, and the need for productive 
scholarship in IR remains essential—lives are actually at stake in getting 
the best answers to the questions that it faces. The paths to follow for 
the study of world politics have been forged by Alfred Marshall, with his 
emphasis on “partial equilibrium” analysis (which, it has been argued here, 
in the inescapable absence of a fundamental, general equilibrium theory 
of politics and war, students of IR must adopt), and Charles Kindleberger, 
with his appeal to a “tool kit” of trusty instruments, a metaphor that clas-
sical realism eagerly seeks to embrace and deploy. The introduction of 
these reliable, well-honed tools can help us understand problems and 
puzzles in world politics that are distinct in context and setting but nev-
ertheless can be recognized as variations on phenomena that in one form 
or another have attributes that are generally recurring. Deploying these 
tools judiciously to better describe, understand, explain, and anticipate 
events in international relations is the craft of classical realism—a prac-
tice tempered, always, by Kennan’s admonition that we are gardeners, not 
mechanics. Gardeners can tell you lots of important technical and easily 
measurable things about sunlight and soil and rainfall and infestations 
and blights—but they also rely heavily on experience, wisdom, judgment, 
and situationally specific understandings and improvisation.

This approach involves dirty hands and common frustrations, as 
intelligibility often slips through the fingers, with confident conclusions 
routinely receding from reach as circumstances unexpectedly change 
(or new evidence about historical episodes comes to light, requiring 
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reassessments). And these challenges are only compounded further by 
the constant struggle for the analysist to be on guard against the skew-
ing bias of their own ingrained, implicit dispositions, assumptions, and 
values. As Aron described of his experiences in Germany, as the Weimar 
Republic disintegrated, his goal was “to understand or know my time as 
honestly as possible, without ever losing awareness of the limits of my 
knowledge.” This is a challenge “modern” approaches too easily elide but 
to which classical realism is notably alert; it fundamentally suffuses the 
perspectives of Niebuhr, Carr, and the foundational thinkers of the para-
digm more generally.4 One again, much of this roots back to the unbridge-
able gap, emphasized especially by Morgenthau, between the natural and 
the social sciences: “the analogy between the natural and social world is 
mistaken.” Newtonian physics can tell us why and how the apple will fall 
from the tree. “The social sciences,” in contrast, “are in doubt as to the 
occurrence not only of the causes but also of the effects, once a cause has 
taken place.”5 In sum, it is certainly the case that natural scientists tend 
to be very smart, and they have accomplished great things. But in many 
ways, they have it easy: the clarity, the finality, the airtight proofs—these 
are attributes to be envied but not misappropriated by social scientists 
toiling in very different pastures.

With some final elaboration of the distinct insights that can be pro-
vided by a classical realist approach, this concluding chapter also ties 
together some of the strands that have woven throughout this book. Revis-
ing the implications of anarchy, the discussion here also engages not just 
how the absence of a singular global authority defines the space in which 
actors must pursue their security and their interests but also how the 
presence of ungoverned spaces and power vacuums informs realist wari-
ness about the dangers of the world. The prospects of pitiless anarchy and 
the very strong tendency for power vacuums to invite their exploitation 
also inform debates about realist “prudence” in theory and the twenty-
first-century arguments about “restraint” and American grand strategy in 
particular. In evaluating such choices, it must be understood that power 
withdrawn will create opportunities for other political actors to extend 
their influence, factors that must be weighted in assessing the costs and 
benefits of any overarching foreign policy disposition. And perhaps most 
pointedly, from a classical realist perspective, to even contemplate the 
practice of “grand strategy” returns to the notion that both power and pur-
pose matter—and that an understanding of power is not possible without 
attending to the distinction between underlying or even apparent mate-
rial power and the ability to actualize that power; and that both power 
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and purpose are essentially informed by variables such as domestic social 
cohesion (and its unraveling). In particular and illustratively, the com-
prehensive and catastrophic collapse of French power in the 1930s can-
not be understood without an appreciation of the central role played by 
the hollowing out of French society in the years leading up to that fateful 
moment—a conclusion that is suggestive of deeply concerning implica-
tions for the United States ninety years later. Neither the formation of the 
American order nor its unraveling after three-quarters of a century can be 
understood in purely material terms.

Bringing It All Back Home: Anarchy, 
Power, and Purpose

Realism tends to emphasize the consequences of anarchy not simply 
because, with most perspectives on international politics, it is attentive to 
the implication that a self-help system must shape the behavior of states 
but also because, following Hobbes, realism tends to view anarchic spaces 
with enormous apprehension. Anarchy between states is a fundamen-
tally different thing than anarchy between individuals (most importantly, 
because the weakest state is much more secure than the strongest per-
son), and a failure to understand this basic difference can lead to exag-
gerated notions of the dire consequences of anarchy for relations between 
states. But anarchy in this second conception—most likely to arise from 
the collapse of authority—can indeed be quite nasty and brutish, and also 
informs realist understandings of world politics.

Much of this derives from a wariness regarding what humans are capa-
ble of. Even if individuals, perhaps, are commonly guided by some sense of 
decency, it is important to understand, as Niebuhr emphasized, “the bru-
tal character of the behavior of all human collectives.”6 And it may be that 
even individual humans are actually not so decent (not surprisingly, a real-
ist disposition would err on the side of caution, and reserve judgment on 
the issue). One need not embrace Susan Sontag’s perspective, when asked 
what she had learned from the Holocaust, “that 10 percent of any popula-
tion is cruel, no matter what, and that 10 percent is merciful, no matter 
what, and that the remaining 80 percent could be moved in either direc-
tion,” although there are famously chilling findings in social psychology 
that seem to support such a contention. Nevertheless, realists tend to hold 
the view that humans are dangerous, have an enormous capacity for sav-
agery, and will voluntarily participate in orchestrated acts of barbarism—
especially if that behavior seems to be what is more generally accepted by 
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the society or group with which they identify. As Tolstoy warned, “there 
are no conditions to which a man may not become accustomed, particu-
larly if he sees that they are accepted by those around him.”7

Because ungoverned, or at least unchecked, humans are capable of 
descending into barbarism, realist perspectives often favor the pres-
ence of power and authority, both within political entities and between 
them. With regard to the former, even in apparently ordered societies, 
the prospect of collapse—especially under situations of stress—is not to 
be disregarded. “Men will not always die quietly,” Keynes warned in his 
much-misunderstood polemic, The Economic Consequences of the Peace, 
and “in their distress may overturn the remnants of organization, and 
submerge civilization itself.” Moreover, when societies do fail—or when, 
more generally, for whatever reason power is withdrawn or recedes from 
a region or a political space—other actors, often ruthless, will rush to 
fill that political void. As emphasized repeatedly, classical realism avoids 
adopting the mechanisms of the natural sciences, but if there is one 
analogous metaphor it finds suggestive, it is that of equilibrium. Recall 
classical realism’s expectation that actors are ambitious and opportunis-
tic, and will seek to expand their power and authority—until checked by 
countervailing power. Once again Morgenthau is instructive: “The dis-
enchanted sentimentalist and utopian cannot understand the elemental 
truth of international politics; that no nation can be so good as not to 
take advantage of a power vacuum.”8

In international politics this informs the realist instinct that a “bal-
ance of power” is, in at least one important way, productive—by provid-
ing a check on the ambitions of others. Edmund Burke, illustratively, 
thought it was necessary that a defeated France be restored and recog-
nized as a great power. (And as the convulsive Napoleonic Wars came to 
a close, ending, finally, in the decisive defeat of France, Metternich acted 
on similar instincts, proposing, as Kissinger lauded, “terms . . . ​more 
moderate than the military situation warranted, because Metternich 
was above all concerned that France remain a powerful weight in the 
European balance.”) Checked power—even one’s own—is power often 
exercised more responsibly, a quality not to be underestimated given the 
classical realist anticipation of ruinous hubris. During the early Cold 
War, when both Soviet power and ideology were taken seriously as each 
side jockeyed to showcase a model to be emulated by others, that com-
petition had some salutary effects on American behavior. Concerns for 
the perception of its national image abroad, for example, created incen-
tives to avoid practices that made capitalism seem like the Dickensian 
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dystopia described by its critics and contributed an impetus to the federal 
government’s receptivity to the civil rights movement.9

The shadow of the unknown, an acute sense that civilization is more 
fragile than might be thought, and the salience of the darker corners 
of anarchy all contribute to the realist instinct for prudence (a caution 
informed by an aversion to squander resources on foreign policy “luxu-
ries”). They can also find expression in a certain type of conservatism—
which is not necessarily an attractive characteristic, but nevertheless as 
always let us stare such unpleasant things in the face—one that places a 
value on order for order’s sake, even at the expense of justice. It is impor
tant to emphasize that this is not a disposition necessarily inherent to 
classical realism—and certainly not as a method of inquiry, the primary 
concern throughout this book—nevertheless, especially in the spirit of 
chapter 4, this connection should be acknowledged and unpacked. The 
underlying logic derives from the agreeable notion that disorder is unwel-
come, because people need to be able to get on with their lives with some 
confidence of safety and routine. This means the ability to conduct busi-
ness at home, for example, with the expectation of some personal security 
and economic integrity—from roving bands of thugs, white-collar crimi-
nals, and ultimately from the armed agents of the state itself. The expo-
sure to the former in particular often evokes a visceral reaction, as, when 
sufficiently frightened, most people will put up with a considerable exten-
sion of state authority in exchange for security (again, to some extent, 
this brings us all the way back to Hobbes and the unbearable misery of 
the state of nature). This sensibility has a parallel attribute with regard 
to foreign relations. In the name of their own security, countries looking 
abroad may be inclined to tolerate thuggish regimes (or worse), presum-
ing that such governments will provide a level of order within their socie
ties and predictability regarding their foreign policy behaviors, attributes 
that are preferable to disordered societies or failed states, which will be 
more susceptible to wild unpredictability in their external behavior and 
possibly present dangers. Thuggish states are also preferable to failed 
states in that, in theory, they can be deterred, because they can be held 
accountable for their actions (and even nefarious elites and cabals can be 
presumed to have a desire to retain their hold on power), whereas sub-
groups operating as freelance agents within ungoverned spaces can be 
harder to pin down. These unheroic, at times even shameful instincts to 
endure and even consort with evil are in some cases understandable from 
the imperative of state survival. But recall from chapter 4 that in practice, 
such concerns are very commonly used, especially by great powers, as 
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disingenuous fig leaves to provide cover for utterly reprehensible foreign 
policy behaviors.

Nevertheless, civilizational frailty is not to be underestimated as a 
source of anxiety in an anarchic world. As the Soviet Union compellingly 
illustrated, even the greatest of powers can simply collapse, and in that dis-
concerting way that Hemingway described individuals can go bankrupt—
gradually and then suddenly.10 This requires and indeed demands an inter-
rogation of how power is assessed and purpose is anticipated. Power as the 
measurement of the raw correlates of forces may lend itself to reasonably 
objective metrics. But the power that matters: the mobilization of power, 
the application of power, the ability to dedicate and apply that power to 
articulated ends—and to do so with patience and endurance—that is much 
more difficult to measure, and a function of things that material capabili-
ties can’t tell us. As suggested in chapter 5 (and, again, as the collapse of the 
Soviet Union should chastise), it can be a very leaky bucket from the gather-
ing of raw power to the ability to bring that power to application, a process 
that will be shaped by domestic politics and domestic social forces.

And these factors of course will inform purpose, which is not reducible 
to power (and which can be skewed by civilizational decay). In interna-
tional politics purpose without power is irrelevant, but understanding the 
implications of power without assessing purpose—and on a case-by-case 
basis—is not possible. Simple examples render this obvious: A man walks 
by carrying a gun. Is he a police officer, or an armed robber (or, in some 
instances, both)? A person in command of a fire hose can save children 
from a burning building, or unleash terrible force on peaceful protestors 
marching against racial injustice. As this book has stressed, material capa-
bility in and of itself is indeterminate. In a major contribution, Stephen 
Walt, trying to escape from the intellectual dead end of structural real-
ism, revised the (underdetermining and empirically suspect) notion that 
states simply balance (when feasible) against the material power of others 
regardless of the return address, with the innovation that states balance 
against threats, not power.11 But what is threatening? This is a thread that 
once tugged unravels the entire tapestry of analyses limited solely to mate-
rial considerations. Purpose matters.

The Limits to Material Power: Interwar France
Ultimately, both power and purpose are informed by the robustness of 
a country’s social structures, which can be more—or less—functional or 
thriving. A society in turmoil or distress may plausibly rally in defense 
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against a common threat, but in general polarized or fragmenting or 
broadly dysfunctional societies will likely be less capable actors on the 
world stage, at least with regard to what might be expected of them based 
on their apparent underlying measurable power—in terms of both the 
choices selected and achievements attained. In extreme cases these diver-
gences can be catastrophic. Interwar France, a civilization arguably in 
existential crisis, ultimately failed to rally even to its own defense against 
a mortally dangerous, plainly visible, and clearly understood enemy. The 
causes of France’s stunning collapse on the battlefield are still debated, 
but there is little doubt that deep domestic social distress made that fail-
ure much more likely (both in the moment and with the astonishingly 
inadequate preparation in the years prior); and the effortlessness with 
which France so easily slipped into humiliating, blood-stained collabora-
tion defies easy material explanation.12 The experience of interwar France 
is rich with timeless relevance, illustrates the pressing need to appeal to 
classical realist tools for assessing power and politics, and is suggestive of 
deeply troubling implications for the United States a century later.

As was the case with Britain, and detailed in chapter 3, it is impos-
sible to understand France in the interwar years without attending to 
the trauma of the Great War and its profound economic and social con-
sequences. And France’s immediate postwar years were difficult ones, 
as, essentially alone and largely unsuccessfully, it attempted to enforce 
the terms of the Versailles Treaty, efforts which included its disastrous, 
thirty-two-month occupation of the Ruhr region of Germany from 
January 1923. In the second half of the 1920s, however, France’s posi-
tion, assessed in material terms, was exceptionally secure, and its eco-
nomic growth extraordinary (with boom years that rivaled the unprece
dented, heady prosperity of the 1960s). Nevertheless, even those glory 
days masked growing and profound societal discontent and dysfunction, 
with deep divisions further exacerbated by the Great Depression, which, 
although less severe in France than elsewhere, was still difficult and bitter, 
and lingered much longer due to its misguided fetish for economic ortho-
doxy. Ideological support for the catastrophic, asphyxiating medicine of 
meeting depression with austerity was widespread in the country—but in 
addition, when necessary it was ultimately enforced by France’s moneyed 
classes, which controlled the Bank of France and, when displeased, could 
bring down governments by withholding financial support or unleashing 
irresistible cascades of capital flight. And throughout these years, politi
cal polarization was such that bringing down left-leaning governments 
was perhaps the singular focus of the country’s conservative actors, even 
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if at the expense of what a disinterested outsider might describe as the 
country’s national interest.

It was not a story that ended well. France’s failure to meet the German 
challenge—a challenge to France’s very existence—was a function of its 
internal disorder and atrophy.13 Accounts that do not consider domestic 
factors simply cannot explain the often bizarre and self-defeating strategic, 
defense-related, and foreign policy choices made by France in the 1930s, 
rooted as they were in competing social visions, specious economic ideolo-
gies, and deep-seated domestic political conflicts.14 For Raymond Aron, 
it was a deeply troubling time; he recalls “a country in decadence” as well 
as dysfunction. “Basically, France didn’t exist any longer,” he recalled. “It 
existed only in the hatred of the French for each other”—a jarring but com-
mon characterization of subsequent analytical accounts as well. The result, 
especially after 1934, was a “vicious circle” of economic distress, an “exac-
erbation of social conflicts, strengthening of revolutionary parties of right 
and left,” and “paralysis of government.”15 Interwar France was indeed a 
deeply and profoundly troubled society—one account aptly described the 
nation in that era as characterized by “the embrace of unreason.” The right 
was reactionary and in many quarters frankly anti-democratic; the left 
offered a bold if vaguely specified vision of a new and different France. 
Both sides saw the world through the lens of this basic domestic conflict, 
but as a practical matter, throughout the 1930s the reactionary right more 
than the impractical left drove the choices that led the country to disaster. 
The Republican Federation, composed of conservative parliamentarians 
affiliated with anti-Republican organizations and paramilitary groups, 
longed for a return to something akin to the royalist/authoritarian mid-
nineteenth-century order. It was convinced that domestic social change 
was a grave threat to the essence of the nation, and that war would be an 
accelerant to unwelcome social upheaval.16

Retrospective analyses have the advantage of sober detachment and 
access to information unavailable to participants in the moment, but to 
really capture the “mood” of a nation—here this returns the analysis to an 
imprecise variable only accessible to approaches that leave room for “pas-
sions” in addition to interests in explaining behavior—reliable eyewitness 
accounts are of enormous value. Consider the perspective of renowned 
foreign correspondent William Shirer. In his view, in 1925 France was 
“the greatest power on the continent.” Yet in the years that followed he 
“watched with increasing apprehension” as the Third Republic saw “its 
strength gradually sapped by dissention and division, by an incomprehen-
sible blindness in foreign, domestic and military policy, by the ineptness 
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of its leaders, the corruption of its press, and a feeling of growing confu-
sion, hopelessness, and cynicism . . . ​of its people.” Raymond Aron well 
captured this ambiance in a paper he presented in June 1939, in which 
he observed the extreme polarization and radicalization of politics in 
France, and concluded despairingly “a large part of public opinion in 
this country desires another form of government.” Edmond Taylor, the 
head of the Paris bureau for the Chicago Tribune from 1933 to 1940, saw 
things similarly. When war finally came, he observed, “The vast major-
ity answered the call to arms like somnambulists”; France responded 
to the German invasion stricken by symptoms of a “political malady” 
characterized by “apathy, absence of enthusiasm, uncertainty of aim,” in 
a period that witnessed the “ideological collapse” of French democracy. 
Midway in the six-week period that marked the space between the Ger-
man attack and the French surrender, France’s interior minister told a 
visiting British general “there is no will to fight. . . . ​There has been a col-
lapse of the whole French nation.” As Paris fell, Shirer wrote in his diary, 
“What we’re seeing here is the complete breakdown of French society—a 
collapse of the army, of government, of the morale of the people. It is 
almost too tremendous to believe.” These sentiments were commonly 
shared by savvy political observers at the time.17 It would be a mistake 
to disregard these essential insights simply because they are hard to 
measure.

And the fall of France was at the very least six years, not six weeks, 
in the making. Long-simmering tensions exploded on the streets of Paris 
in early 1934. From 1932, a series of centrist cabinets, intermittently 
with some minority socialist participation, struggled to guide the coun-
try through the early years of the depression, efforts that were ruthlessly 
undercut at almost every turn by the Bank of France, which preferred a 
conservative administration. The government’s reach was further con-
strained by the fact that the nation’s top generals viewed France’s civil-
ian leadership with utter contempt, a posture which was not lost on the 
country’s anti-democratic forces.18 These tensions came to a head with the 
eruption of a financial scandal that implicated some prominent political 
figures, and an inflamed animosity toward the government more generally 
soon found expression in protests and increasingly large street riots on 
January 22, 23, and 27.19 A reshuffling of the cabinet (including changes 
at the very top) did little to stem the uprising, which was led by hundreds 
of young men associated with the right-wing leagues and paramilitary 
organizations, who fought pitched battles with the police on the streets of 
the capital. On February 6, the riots reached a frenzied peak in Paris when 
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40,000 rioters armed with improvised weapons fought with authorities in 
battles that left seventeen dead and over 2,000 wounded. The government 
considered imposing a state of siege, but fearing for the preservation of the 
Republic, chose instead to resign, and a new conservative-led government 
was formed. The broader significance of these events is still debated, but 
as one study concluded, the riots “unseated a government and reversed an 
electoral mandate,” and demonstrated the strength and breadth of “right 
wing authoritarian nationalism” in France. This did not pass unnoticed by 
the left, which responded with modest countermobilizations, such as the 
formation of the “vigilance committee of anti-fascist intellectuals,” which 
led a march in Paris the following month.20

A new conservative government still had the depression on its hands, 
and (with the applause and support of the Bank of France) sought to 
impose even more orthodox medicine. In late 1935 a government led by 
Pierre Laval took a stab at something called “superdeflation”—which fea-
tured draconian across-the-board spending cuts, including to defense. 
Laval would later spend two years leading the country’s vassal Vichy gov-
ernment after the fall of France, and it was no coincidence that his mid-
1930s austerity measures went hand in hand with a foreign policy aimed 
at warmer relations with Nazi Germany. For the balance of the decade, 
budgetary pressures and capital flight would restrain defense spending 
and encourage timidity at moments of international crisis, such as over the 
remilitarization of the Rhineland and at Munich.21

Superdeflation did not, of course, cure France’s economic woes, but it 
managed to inflict enough general misery that in 1936 the Popular Front, 
led by Leon Blum, was swept into office, giving France the first social-
ist prime minister in its history. But Blum’s ascension to power did not 
usher in a period of stability (cabinets would again come and go, and he 
would only last a year in office, followed by a brief echo in 1938)—and it 
underscored, rather than resolved, the bitter divisions that gripped the 
country. In one terrifying moment during the election campaign of 1936, 
then candidate Blum was dragged from his car and brutally beaten in the 
streets; a shocking photo of the bruised and bandaged soon to be prime 
minister held the cover of Time magazine. And once Blum was in office, 
capital flight continuously undermined expansionist economic policies 
(and more robust rearmament), as capital holders “repeatedly put their 
own interests above those of the nation.” Or perhaps they had a different 
vision of the national interest—by late 1937 the phrase “better Hitler than 
Blum” was so common among the upper classes that it “became almost a 
chant.”22 France, hollowed out and virtually at war with itself, was in little 
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position (and in many quarters, only modestly disposed) to resist the Ger-
man onslaught. It was a civilizational failure.

Civilizational Fragility and Its Implications
Episodes of civilizational distress, decay, and crisis are by no means 
limited to interwar France. Attentiveness to this prospect is a character-
istic of classical realism. “It stands to reason and is borne out by historic 
experience that societies, like individuals, have a breaking point,” Mor-
genthau warned. “Nobody can say beforehand with precision where that 
point is; it is sufficient to know that it exists. A society can take so much 
and no more.”23 Once again, Thucydides is instructive, and reminds us 
that societies under stress—even robust, long-standing democracies with 
proud traditions—can, when pressed, become brittle, fragile, and in what 
amounts to moments of social panic can quickly set aside generations of 
revered traditions. In the latter stages of the Peloponnesian War (in the 
years following the Sicilian catastrophe), conspiracies and conspirators 
increasingly ran rife through the Athenian community, which, shaken 
by decades of war, was vulnerable to sedition. Eventually, although the 
democratic assembly continued to meet and nominally debate, gover-
nance devolved into a sham, little more than Kabuki theater, adorned by 
the trappings, but not the substances, of deliberative democracy. In prac-
tice “nothing was discussed that was not approved by the conspirators” 
(8.66.1), and those few who did speak out were “routinely put to death in 
some convenient way” (8.66.2), which was sufficient to cow others into 
a frightened silence. These were dispiriting times, as the people were 
“uncertain about each other” with each unwilling “to speak his mind to his 
neighbor” to coordinate a resistance against what was clearly an emerging 
tyranny. Instead men “approached each other with suspicion, each think-
ing his neighbor involved in what was going on, the conspirators having 
in their ranks persons whom no one could ever have believed capable of 
joining an oligarchy” (8.66.4–5). Thus although after “almost a hundred 
years” of democracy “it was no light matter to deprive the Athenian people 
of its freedom” (8.68.4), that is exactly what happened, and with barely 
a whimper: “The assembly ratified the proposed constitution, without a 
single opposing voice, and then it was dissolved” (8.69.1).24

Everything ends, and anything is possible—and civilization (and its 
grand achievements) is more fragile than we might like to think. And such 
catastrophes are not limited to the distant experiences of the ancient past. 
The Qing dynasty in China ruled for 250 years; at its peak it was among 
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the greatest empires the world ever saw. That ended too, in 1912, and it 
was followed by a period of domestic implosion known as the warlord 
era, which lasted until 1928, when national authority was again consoli-
dated at the center (followed soon by foreign invasion and civil war).25 
The political instability of the warlord years had all the features of a post-
apocalyptic movie, if with fewer motorcycle gangs—in particular, “unpre-
dictable and common” violence, as authority devolved from the center to 
scores of regional potentates, each pursuing their own narrowly defined 
interests and brutally clinging to power in command of often disheveled 
armies that seized taxes, pillaged towns, and made war on one another. 
Some of these battles could be quite fierce, terrorizing civilian popula-
tions, with military discipline at times literally enforced at the point of a 
gun (in one struggle for control over Shanghai, a city dominated by opium, 
prostitution, criminal gangs, and foreign intrigue, both sides in the con-
flict deployed machine guns to mow down any of their own troops that 
might retreat without orders). As one account described, “For the mass of 
the population, the terror, oppression, tax demands, bloodshed, intrigue, 
and pillaging of the warlord era made those dozen years a nightmare.”26

Certainly, civilizational collapse does not come about every day. But 
for realism—or it should be said for classical realism, which focuses on 
what goes on within states and societies (whereas structural realism, of 
course, tends to “black box” such things)—its prospect, however appar-
ently distant, informs the context for what the analyst observes, looking 
out the window and assessing the world. What does the world look like? In 
1910 France and Germany (or at least Paris and Berlin, to which could be 
added what Tony Judt described as “the unrepresentative urban triangle 
of Prague-Budapest-Vienna”) were suggestive of the heights of civiliza-
tional possibility. Stefan Zweig described that setting as a “golden age of 
security,” one in which “everything in our almost thousand-year-old Aus-
trian monarchy seemed based in permanency, and the state itself was the 
chief guarantor of this stability.” Yet within eight years that monarchy was 
gone, and Zweig later died by his own hand in Brazil, a refugee from Euro
pean fascism.27

Fascism emerged from disorder, and the promise of order was attrac-
tive to many, especially in interwar Europe for “certain conservative forces” 
which saw in fascism “a tool for their fight against socialism and unrest” 
and which, naively, hoped “to control fascism once they had helped it into 
power.” Of course it must be stressed that the breakdown of civilization is 
not inevitable—nor is fascism the inevitable outcome of domestic disarray. 
(And if things do tumble out of control, in visiting horrors on humanity, 
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history repeatedly teaches that any form of messianic fanaticism will suf-
fice.)28 But to emphasize, as classical realism must, the prospect of multi-
ple plausible paths, and that no outcome is inevitable, nevertheless carries 
with it the admonition that this also means more appealing outcomes are 
also in no way assured. “Even in Italy and Germany the coming of Fascism 
was in no way inevitable,” Hans Kohn insisted, accurately and hopefully. 
Less comfortingly, he also warned: “No nation is necessarily Fascist; no 
nation is entirely immune against Fascism. It grows faster in a soil where 
intellectual and social conditions or a more advanced moral disintegration 
facilitate its ascension to power.”29

It is important not to let concerns for civilizational fragility take too 
much ownership of classical realist analysis. Again, complete social col-
lapse is a relatively rare occurrence, and, as noted in chapter 5, it is unwise 
for any theory of politics to lean heavily on Nazi Germany as an exem-
plar.30 Rather, more routinely relevant is that a heightened awareness of 
such a prospect informs the range of possibilities that are to be antici-
pated. And as a practical matter, sensitivity to civilizational prospects 
underscores the classical perceptive that the relative robustness of a coun-
try’s domestic social order, for better or worse, will fundamentally shape 
both its power and its purpose, each of which will only be intelligible by 
attending to that variable. This includes the broad trajectory of the mod-
ern American experience.

American Power and American Purpose
It is an oversimplification, but a productive one, to describe the contours 
of world politics in the seventy-five years from 1945 to 2020 as shaped and 
characterized by “an American order.”31 Surprisingly, even though Inter-
national Relations scholars spilled not simply barrels but hogsheads of 
ink vigorously debating the logic and implications of “hegemonic stability 
theory,” as they focused on and fretted about the implications of perceived 
changes in U.S. power, no one anticipated the nature of how that order 
finally came to a close. Despite countless hypotheses about how hegemons 
decline, relatively—that is, overtaken by emerging, ambitious, and revi-
sionist rivals—there simply was no theory of hegemonic suicide.

Perhaps that surprise is unwarranted. After all, the origins of the 
American order were a function of purpose more than power (although, 
of course and always, power was an essential precondition for the possi-
bility). In the contribution that would be associated with the initial artic-
ulation of hegemonic stability theory, Charles Kindleberger argued that 
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the Great Depression “was so deep and so long because the international 
economic system was rendered instable by British inability and United 
States unwillingness to stabilize it.” Note the crucial and consequential 
agency here: stability is not a function of structural imperatives. Rather 
than resulting from a concentration of power, system-supporting leader-
ship was possible when a state with a capacity to lead chose to do so. Dur-
ing the depression, Kindleberger argued, the United States had the power 
but lacked the purpose, and the former without the latter was irrelevant.32 
Similarly, as the curtain came down on the U.S. order, to an even greater 
extent it was a story of changing purpose, not shifting power, which led 
the Americans to abdicate the seat of global leadership.

The passing of the American order, despite the ease with which a 
laundry list of its flaws and even horrors could be constructed, is to be 
regretted.33 Once again with Aron, assessments of choices made and of 
state behavior in world politics should be assessed not against an idealized 
vision of what could possibly be imagined but in comparison with plau-
sible counterfactual worlds—what came before, what might emerge in the 
future, and, more than anything, what might likely otherwise have been.34 
By this final metric, the U.S. grand strategy that emerged after World War 
II was breathtakingly successful. Instead of returning to a shortsighted, 
transactionalist, “America First” style foreign policy, the United States 
chose a more far-sighted approach of enlightened self-interest and the 
pursuit of milieu goals, bearing a disproportionate share of the start-
up costs for a plethora of institutions and organizations, including the 
International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, the United Nations, and, 
notably, with its unprecedented alliance commitment, the North Atlan-
tic Treaty Organization (NATO) as well as the Mutual Security Treaty 
with Japan. The results that followed over the ensuing years were surely 
beyond the most optimistic hopes of that order’s founders: peace and sta-
bility in Europe; Germany and Japan rehabilitated as thriving democratic 
states and political and military allies; no great power wars; and decades 
of unprecedented global economic growth. Not bad for the architects of 
an order confronted with a world shattered and exhausted by years of 
apocalyptic world war, fearful that the postwar U.S. economy might slip 
back into depression, and all too easily imagining the prospects for World 
War III.

A classical realist analysis of the origins of the American order empha-
sizes two observations. First, once again, history matters. The United 
States chose a different path after World War II because it was trying to 
learn the lessons of the past and avoid the catastrophic blunders of the 
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interwar years. The intervention of the Americans had decisively brought 
the mass slaughter of the Great War to a conclusion, but after flirting 
with internationalism, the United States chose not to join the League of 
Nations, and then to pursue shortsighted economic policies, and finally to 
hide behind isolation and timid neutrality as the fascist powers embarked 
on their to bids to conquer Europe and Asia. The economic face of Amer
ica First ought not to be underestimated in contributing to the disasters 
that followed. The catastrophic Smoot-Hawley tariff and the ensuing 
cycles of self-defeating protectionism in the 1930s get the lion’s share of 
attention in historical memory, but obtuse American myopia in the form 
of its insistence on the repayment of its war debts started much sooner 
and was perhaps even more consequential. A young John Foster Dulles in 
1922 urged the United States to cancel those obligations, in terms that well 
articulated the notion of enlightened self-interest. America could go on 
insisting on its narrow interest—and demanding those payments. But this 
was not only foolish, and unrealistic, it would also not serve the broader 
U.S. national interest. “For the big objective, political and financial stabil-
ity, will be jeopardized if one great creditor nation holds aloof and asserts 
the intention of repeating the experiments in collection which have, for 
four years past, disturbed the economic peace of the world.”35

Those policies, of course, contributed to and exacerbated the Great 
Depression, abetted the successes of the fascist powers, and invited World 
War II. After witnessing (and contributing to) those disasters, America 
was keen not to make the same mistakes a second time. As President 
Roosevelt observed in his 1945 State of the Union Address, although the 
war was approaching its successful completion, military victory alone 
would not achieve the vital political objectives for which the war had been 
fought. “In our disillusionment after the last war we preferred interna-
tional anarchy to international cooperation with nations which did not 
see and think exactly as we did,” he reminded the public. “We gave up the 
hope of gradually achieving a better peace because we had not the courage 
to fulfill our responsibilities in an admittedly imperfect world. We must 
not let that happen again, or we shall follow the same tragic road again.” 
Senator Tom Connolly, in urging his Senate colleagues to ratify the United 
Nations charter, was more blunt in his assessment of the failures of short-
sighted American interwar grand strategy: “can you not still see the blood 
on the floor?”36

The second observation is that not everybody did. There was nothing 
inevitable about the forging of the American order—it was contested and 
improvised from its origins, and other plausible paths were advocated. 
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What followed need not have been. A crucial five-year period from 1947 to 
1952 was marked by the steps that led to a sustained American commit-
ment to internationalism. In 1947, the Truman Doctrine and the Marshall 
Plan heralded the pursuit of a far-sighted grand strategy. In retrospect, 
however, it is easy to underestimate the enduring strength of isolation-
ist forces within the United States. To take one notable example, despite 
revisionist accounts that stress postwar U.S. policies as the inevitable out-
come of the insatiable and expansionist demands of American capitalism, 
it needs to be remembered that the trade regime that was established—
the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT)—only came about 
as a fallback position after the U.S. Senate rejected the (American-made) 
International Trade Organization (ITO). And it was not just Robert Taft 
and the congressional isolationists that opposed the creation of the Inter-
national Monetary Fund (IMF) and the Marshall Plan. The American 
Bankers Association (ABA), the powerful Federal Reserve Bank of New 
York, and the Wall Street Journal all opposed the creation of the IMF. 
The ABA thought the Marshall Plan would likely fail, and to the extent it 
was successful would do little more than coddle European socialism. From 
the perspective of American capital, “sound money and hard work”—not 
American handouts—were all that was needed to solve Western Europe’s 
economic troubles.37

Even with all those hurdles overcome, the emergence of the Cold War 
was still almost undoubtedly necessary to provide domestic support for 
the ad hoc, piecemeal construction of an American order. And perhaps 
not just any Cold War but one that was accelerated and exacerbated by 
particular events that need not have occurred—once again, uncertainty 
and contingency loom large. Robert Jervis and others, for example, have 
argued that the Korean War, a conflict of curious origin rooted in miscal-
culations and complex and idiosyncratic alliance politics, played a crucial 
and perhaps irreplaceable role in this regard.38 And with all that still, the 
matter was not fully settled until Dwight Eisenhower was chosen as the 
nominee for president by the Republican Party in 1952. In that close and 
bitterly fought contest for the nomination—which was not resolved by 
the first ballot of voting—Robert Taft, a long-standing and leading iso-
lationist, who had strongly opposed the formation of NATO, ran a close 
second. It required the nomination (and probably the election) of some-
one like Eisenhower to make it clear that internationalism would win out 
over isolationism as a sustained and bipartisan commitment, establishing 
clarity and continuity in U.S. foreign policy. Only at that point was Ameri-
can international order, built, in its initial incarnation, on the ideological 
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foundations of what John Ruggie would later call “the compromise of 
embedded liberalism”—the Keynesian-influenced understanding that 
“multilateralism would be predicated upon domestic interventionism”—
firmly and clearly in place.39

All Things Must Pass
The Cold War was necessary for the American order, and with the sudden 
end of that confrontation cracks in the U.S. internationalist consensus—
fissures which emerged in the wake of the ruinous Vietnam War and the 
difficult decade of the 1970s—quickly deepened and became more appar-
ent. The Soviet Union ceased to exist in 1991. In the following year in the 
United States, the disenchantment of the working-class left with free trade 
reached a fever pitch over the North American Free Trade Agreement; on 
the right, nativist-nationalist voices reemerged as a force in presidential 
politics. (Missed in all this at the time was that the failure of public policy 
was at the domestic level—the insouciant and self-satisfied indifference 
of elites to the losers of globalization—not with the trade agreements 
themselves.)40 It would take decades of disenchantments for these seeds 
to fully flower, but they would plainly emerge in the second decade of the 
next century, and the end of that decade the transformation was complete. 
The United States increasingly regarded the world (and, perhaps just as 
important, was in turn also so regarded) from a “what have you done for 
me lately,” much more narrowly self-interested point of view.

Nativist-nationalism will poorly serve the interests of the American 
republic, just as surely as it did in the past, and for essentially the same 
reasons. Milieu goals matter, enormously; power vacuums will be quickly 
filled by the nefarious; and a host of pressing issues that spill across bor-
ders can only be addressed with some measure of mutual international 
goodwill.

Having said that, it is nevertheless the case that after three-quarters 
of a century, it is more than appropriate for any great power to reassess 
the nature of its global commitments. As discussed in chapter 4, there is 
no singular or unambiguously realist foreign policy or grand strategy (nor 
should there be). Even prudence, that realist touchstone, only gets you so 
far—which is to say, not very. What counts as “prudent” will ultimately be 
a judgment call, and in addition there are times when timidity in the name 
of prudence will produce suboptimal underresponsiveness, from the per-
spective of the long-term national interest. Nevertheless, prudence does 
demand a judicious and continuing assessment of the long-run costs and 
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benefits of various commitments, and also attentiveness to the changing 
relationship between capabilities, obligations, and priorities over time. In 
that context it is hard to look at, to take a fairly straightforward example, 
the U.S. commitment to the Persian Gulf as anything but anachronistic, 
and politically unsustainable—from the perspective of both sides. It is not 
surprising that in the 1970s, when Gulf oil ran the world and the advanced 
industrial economies were dependent on it, that the United States would 
want to ensure that no single hostile power would come to dominate the 
region (what would become known as the Carter Doctrine) and, more nar-
rowly, to prevent the closure of the Strait of Hormuz. In the 1970s, the 
United States went so far as to reach secret arrangements with Saudi Ara-
bia, apparently cementing a relationship that linked American regional 
security guarantees to a commitment by the Gulf states to support the 
international role of the U.S. dollar, about which at the time there was 
much (ultimately unfounded) anxiety.41

But regarding the Gulf, by any dispassionate account the United States 
is now in the position once described by Bob Dylan: “I used to care/but 
things have changed.” Compared to the 1970s, the local balance of power 
seems robust, the broader international political context more complex, 
and the natural gas and oil shale revolutions have fundamentally trans-
formed world energy markets. In particular, the United States is now the 
world’s largest producer of oil and natural gas, and China is currently the 
biggest export market for Saudi Arabia, Iraq, and Kuwait. (And if any-
thing, given climate change, the United States should be looking to dis-
courage, not subsidize, the burning of fossil fuels.) In sum, starting from 
scratch today, it would be quite difficult to explain what logic might under-
pin an American security commitment in the Gulf region. Moreover, local 
actors, concerned necessarily for their own security, must question the 
credibility of the U.S. security guarantee.42 In evaluating the likelihood 
that the American cavalry might again come racing to the rescue, yet once 
again historical legacies are essential in anticipating and explaining the 
choices made by states. Is the United States likely to participate in a large-
scale war to defend, say, Saudi Arabia in the 2020s? There are very strong 
reasons to doubt this. In 1991, with its war to liberate Kuwait, the United 
States, unrivaled militarily, embarked on an effort that was supported 
almost universally, and undertaken in the headiest days of its post–Cold 
War triumphalism. Whereas more recently, the region has been the locus 
for two long, unsuccessful U.S. wars that contributed to a deep domestic 
disenchantment with such adventures. Like the European states in the 
1920s and 1930s (that is, with the impossibility of understanding their 
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disposition toward questions of war and peace without reference to World 
War I), for the United States, decisions about the prospect of a new Middle 
Eastern war will only be comprehensible through the lens of the failed 
wars that came before.43 The foreign policy choices its domestic politics 
will permit are more circumscribed than they once were. And at a bare 
minimum, the Gulf states must assess this real possibility, and recalibrate 
their own assessments and political relationships accordingly.

The realist case for the status quo (that is, for maintaining the security 
commitment) is twofold. First is the default setting of prudence—change 
is to leap into the unknown, which is generally unwelcome. Second is 
the consequences of power vacuums—if U.S. power is withdrawn, other 
actors, perhaps and even likely, malevolent ones, will pour in to fill that 
void. But although weighing costs and benefits is ultimately a judgment 
call, the argument in favor of a continued U.S. military commitment to 
the Gulf, especially in the context of other priorities, is a very hard one to 
make. And as for what might replace U.S. power, such concerns must be 
tempered by the chastising fact that it is not at all obvious that seventy-five 
years of active engagement in the region have actually created a political 
environment or outcomes conducive to American interests more generally. 
A bit more of a “first, do no harm” philosophy might have better served 
U.S. interests, to the extent that they existed, in this particular region.

But the recession of American power elsewhere in the world is more 
likely to have deleterious consequences along those two lines more 
generally—most notably, were it to occur, in Europe and East Asia. Will 
NATO endure past 2025? It is hard to say, again, given the rise of nativ-
ist/nationalism in the United States and greater support there for a more 
shortsighted, “America First,” transactionalist foreign policy—and the fact 
that U.S. allies must be attentive to these changes. But should, from a real-
ist perceptive, NATO endure? Here once again the divide between struc-
tural and classical realism is pivotal. Kenneth Waltz predicted in 1993 that 
“NATO’s days are not numbered, but its years are,” a forecast that turned 
out to be wrong in all but the most narrowly semantic sense (everything 
ends eventually)—in both its general expectation and underlying logic.44 
From a structuralist perspective, NATO was defined solely by its role as an 
anti-Soviet alliance and thus could not live long beyond the dissolution of 
that common, urgent, military threat. Indeed, many thoughtful scholars 
of international relations now hold a similar “mission accomplished” per-
spective and find the alliance obsolete.

From a classical point of view, however, NATO was always more than a 
narrow military alliance; it was also an intimate affiliation of like-minded 
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states and a stabilizing force on a historically war-prone continent. As 
such, and at very little cost, the alliance was (and remains) a classic exam-
ple of a policy that advances far-sighted milieu goals. Certainly it provided 
a sense of greater geopolitical security, stability, and confidence for its 
members, but it also helped shape the international environment in ways 
that allowed shared national values to thrive and political allies to feel 
secure and content in their shared affinities.

This is not to anticipate that the alliance will necessarily long endure. 
Indeed, by 2020 it faced two existential threats: the evident U.S. tempta-
tion to pick up its marbles and go home, and, not to be underestimated, 
authoritarian backsliding Europe, especially in Hungary, Poland, and Tur-
key (which can be contrasted with the ascension of Spain to the alliance 
in 1982, coterminous with its emergence as a democracy). A NATO with 
authoritarian members will rot from within. But the analytical question 
remains, is it in the U.S. interest for the alliance to endure? From a clas-
sical realist perspective the answer is an unambiguous yes. In assessing 
the costs, benefits, and international political consequences of an Ameri-
can withdrawal from Europe, the calculations are almost the opposite of 
those seen in the Gulf. The alliance offers large benefits for modest costs.45 
Withdrawal is neither urgently needed nor would it be prudent—again it 
would be a leap into the unknown that would invite the assertion of power 
and influence by others. There is little benefit (but terrible potential cost) 
to testing the theory that NATO was a force for comity and stability on 
the continent; more generally, such a measure would gesture at (and even 
perhaps invite) a post-American world that is darker, more authoritarian, 
and less able to address collective challenges. On what grounds are these 
risks worth taking?

Along similar lines, as discussed in chapter 6, a very robust case can 
be made for maintaining U.S. alliances in (and deep engagement with) 
partners in East Asia. As noted, such engagement is less about military 
confrontations with China or aspiring to regional primacy (an ambition, 
it bears repeating, of uncertain logic and prospect) and more about giving 
affiliated states the confidence to retain their international political inde
pendence from China. From the perspective of national security, even rela-
tively narrowly defined—to say nothing of coveted milieu goals, broadly 
defined—East Asia is so big and so important that it is very much indeed 
a national interest of the United States for the region not to entirely fall 
under the spell of the People’s Republic—especially one sporting a hard 
authoritarian edge. No American grand strategy can be indifferent to the 
political fate of East Asia.



[ 236 ] Chapter Seven

Social Cohesion and the End of the American Order
Of course, it only makes sense to talk about U.S. grand strategy if in fact 
America is capable of pursuing a grand strategy. This may no longer be the 
case. Once again, to understand the likely trajectory of U.S. foreign policy 
behavior, a structuralist approach limited to the assessment of material 
power will not be just incomplete but almost certainly misleading. The 
country undoubtedly boasts a resilient, sophisticated, colossal economy, 
and the world’s most impressive military machine. But that power will 
be circumscribed in practice by its domestic social-political disarray. Like 
France in the 1930s, the United States in the 2020s is characterized by rad-
ical polarization and the widespread embrace of unreason, factors that will 
also undermine the coherence of its purpose (and the confidence of others 
in the stability of that purpose and the robustness of its commitments). 
Everything ends, and it may be that the United States is simply taking on 
water. In any event, a country consumed by domestic social conflict is not 
one that will likely be capable of practicing a productive, predictable, or 
trustworthy foreign policy.

What went wrong? Not very long before these domestic problems 
became too salient to ignore, American global predominance appeared so 
great that terms like “hegemon” and “superpower” seemed inadequate to 
properly describe it, and the phrase “hyperpower” was invented. In 1999 
the Economist assessed that “the United States bestrides the globe like a 
colossus”; not long after that, leading IR theorists forcefully and cogently 
argued “the unprecedented concentration in power resources in the 
United States generally renders inoperative the constraining effects of the 
systemic properties long central to research in international relations.” Yet 
in retrospect, at the same time, America was quietly cultivating the condi-
tions that would contribute to its social desiccation. Thus although in the 
two decades following the general assessment of the United States as an 
unprecedented hyperpower the measurable erosion of its relative mate-
rial capabilities was ultimately modest; nevertheless, few in 2020 would 
describe American power, by the only metric that matters—the ability to 
achieve its desired objectives in world politics—with the same type of awe-
struck terms so commonly articulated at the turn of the last millennium.46

As Samuel Huntington presciently observed in that same heady 
moment, a state in command of such immense power “is normally able to 
maintain its dominance over minor states for a long time until it is weak-
ened by internal decay or by forces from outside the system, both of which 
happened to fifth-century Rome and nineteenth-century China.”47 And as 
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is often the case in retrospect, it can be seen clearly that American internal 
decay was already well underway at the very moment commentators were 
genuflecting before its vaunted hyperpower. Aggregate economic growth 
in the United States was impressive in the 1990s, but compared to other 
decades of high growth, such as in the 1960s, the gains were less evenly 
distributed, and skewed toward the already wealthy—a trend that would 
only continue in the following years. The rich were getting much richer 
while median household income stagnated. (Thus the answer to the 
question of how well the economy was performing, as with so many pur-
portedly objective assessments, depended entirely on which metric one 
chose to measure.)48 Moreover, the differences in the nature of economic 
growth, and its implications, were attributable to domestic politics. In 
1992 the Democratic Party, losers of five of the six previous presidential 
elections—most by landslide, the one win a post-Watergate squeaker—
lurched to the center on economic issues, embracing Wall Street and an 
economic philosophy better described by a ruthless, Darwinian commit-
ment to “shareholder value” than the Keynesian-inflected compromise of 
embedded liberalism. America was increasingly a winner-take-all society, 
with those already well placed and well advantaged in the best position 
to win.49

And then of course came hubris, which, from the perspective of classi-
cal realism, is a most common traveling companion of hyperpower. As has 
been discussed, one expression of that hubris was the reckless Iraq war, 
an ambitious adventure embarked upon at a time when the United States 
was still fighting in Afghanistan, and as the objectives for which that war 
was fought were still far from accomplished—and in fact it would never 
be accomplished, an outcome made more likely by the rush to invade Iraq. 
(On the “debate” over Iraq, one can hear the clear echoes of Sicily, with 
the duplicitous Alcibiades assuring the crowd that the war would be a 
cakewalk, as “the cities of Sicily are peopled by motley rabbles, and eas-
ily change their instructions and adopt new ones in their stead” [6.17.2]; 
whereas Nicias, speaking for Thucydides, warned against adventures in 
“difficult to conquer” far-off cities populated by “strangers and enemies,” 
where an Athenian might “find everything hostile to him” [6.23.1–2].)

Hubris had an economic component as well, with the great (and mis-
guided) American project of financial deregulation mentioned in chap-
ter 5. That agenda (buttressed by the shaky logic of rational expectations 
theory), which unleashed vast riches for those in the financial commu-
nity, was rooted in the arrogant (and erroneous and historically common) 
presumption that the new wizards of Wall Street had taken much of the 
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risk out of high finance, permitting the good times to roll without end or 
inhibition. As Federal Reserve Chair Alan Greenspan explained on the eve 
of the global financial crisis, “increasingly complex financial instruments 
have contributed to the development of a far more flexible, efficient, and 
hence resilient financial system than the one that existed just a quarter-
century ago.”50

By the second decade of the twenty-first century, the price for all this 
hubris came due, in the form of failed wars and the global financial crisis. 
But to whom were these bills presented? The financial system was neces-
sarily saved (and the bankers, less necessarily, spared), while mainstream 
America, which bore the disproportionate human costs of the ongoing wars 
and already under stress from international competition and the embrace of 
Dickensian capitalism at home, was served austerity and the great recession. 
Coterminous with all these imposing pressures was the rise of the internet 
and social media culture, which did not bring out the best in America, 
a society once characterized by what Richard Hofstadter called a “para-
noid style” of politics, wherein resentments against a “hostile and con-
spiratorial world” are directed against “a culture, a way of life,” and which 
elicit “political passions” fueled by a sense of “righteousness” and “moral 
indignation.” Although parallels to aspects of this could be seen in inter-
war France, where readers took their cues by selecting, from a vast array 
of newspapers, the ones that confirmed their preexisting views, the con
temporary hyper-media environment (characterized by low costs of entry, 
incentives for attention-getting extremist posturing, limited accountabil-
ity, and relentless subversion of truth claims) could not have been more 
well designed to reinforce both polarization and a paranoid style to an 
even much greater extent.51 It may or may not be, pace Morgenthau, that 
American society has reached its breaking point. But the prospect that 
the United States is unlikely capable of pursuing a productive and far-
sighted grand strategy must be taken seriously—and it is not a prospect 
that can be understood through the lens of aggregate material power. It is 
one thing to embrace restraint as wise public policy; it is quite another to 
have it imposed by domestic political disarray and paralysis.52

In sum, consider some basic phenomena that any student of interna-
tional relations would wish to grasp: the end of the American order, as 
well as its role world politics, its capacity to exercise power, the reach of its 
political influence, and, more generally, its ability to get what it wants, and 
to find security and an environment to its general liking. All of these pros-
pects and outcomes will prove less attributable to its raw power, and more 
a function of its purpose, which will be formatively determined, defined, 
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and delimited by domestic social and political factors. The choices made 
by great powers, and, in turn, the consequences of those choices (the 
responses they elicit from others, and so on), are only intelligible through 
these lenses.

Nobody said this was going to be easy. The study of world politics will 
never be a science, at least as the way that term is conventionally used. To 
understand, explain, and anticipate events in international relations, it 
is necessary to have an instinct for and attentiveness to politics, a facility 
with rudimentary economic theory, and a grasp of the relevant history—
in all cases tempered by self-consciousness about what simply cannot be 
known and the inescapable limits to the objectivity of the analyst. Or what 
might be thought of in another setting as approaching the task at hand 
armed with three chords and (a constant striving for) the truth.
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Notes

Introduction and Overview
1. Typically, however, the dismissal of those older approaches is hand-waving, and 

lacking in serious engagement with earlier contributions.
2. In contrast, abstract models tend to assume that actors have “independent and 

identically distributed” tastes.
3. The protagonist in Christopher Nolan’s film (2000) suffers from antero-

grade amnesia (the inability to form new memories).
4. The crucial distinction between risk and uncertainty will be elaborated in chap-

ter 2. In settings of risk, the underlying probability of all possible outcomes is known 
in advance to all (like the odds of rolling a seven with two dice); in uncertainty, under
lying probabilities are unknowable, and subject to contrasting guesses.

5. Regarding structural realism, which took the discipline of international rela-
tions by storm, an old adage applies: “what’s new isn’t true, what’s true isn’t new.”

6. Carveth Read, Logic: Deductive and Inductive, 2nd ed. (London: Grant Rich-
ards, 1901), 320.

7. Hans Morgenthau, “The Limitations of Science and the Problem of Social Plan-
ning,” Ethics 54:3 (1944): 174–85; see also Raymond Aron, Introduction to the Philoso-
phy of History: An Essay on the Limits of Historical Objectivity (London: Weidenfeld 
and Nicholson, 1948/1938).

8. Crucially, rational expectations theory assumes that all actors share the same 
underlying model of how the world works.

9. Such as, for example, the claim that interdependence is irrelevant under 
bipolarity, which was true for the superpowers during the Cold War but is in no way 
an inherent consequence of a bipolar order.

10. It is not even probabilistic, assigning specific odds to distinct outcomes. 
According to the model, there is only one possible outcome, and this unsuitable and 
misguided determinism is necessary to hold the theory together.

11. Raymond Aron, Memoirs: Fifty Years of Political Reflection (New York: Holmes 
& Meier, 1990/1983), 64.

Chapter One: What Is Classical Realism?
1. Robert Gilpin, “The Richness of the Tradition of Political Realism,” in Neoreal-

ism and Its Critics, ed. Robert O. Keohane (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1986), 304; see also Robert Gilpin, “No One Loves a Political Realist,” Security Studies 
5:3 (1996): 6.

2. One can argue, building from realist assumptions, that bipolarity is more likely 
to lead to war than multipolarity, or vice versa; that a preponderance of power is sta-
bilizing, or destabilizing; that the decision to introduce force in a particular situation 
is wise, or reckless.
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3. Structural Realists, of course, renounce purpose, but it is a stubborn fact that 
content matters. It might make theory less “elegant” but to wish away reality is uto-
pianism, which realists of all stripes abhor.

4. Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan (New York: Penguin Classics, 1985/1651), 186.
5. John Maynard Keynes, “My Early Beliefs,” in Two Memoirs (London: Rupert 

Hart Davis, 1949), reprinted in The Collected Writings of John Maynard Keynes, ed. 
Elizabeth Johnson and Donald Moggridge (London: Macmillan, 1971–89) (hereafter 
CW), 10:447, 450.

6. George F. Kennan, Around the Cragged Hill: A Personal and Political Philoso-
phy (New York: Norton, 1993). As Niebuhr observes, “Man, being more than a natu
ral creature, is not interested merely in physical survival but in prestige and social 
approval.” Reinhold Niebuhr, The Children of Light and the Children of Darkness 
(1944), in Reinhold Niebuhr, Major Works on Religion and Politics, ed. Elisabeth Sif-
ton (New York: Library of America, 2015), 367.

7. For the definitive statement, see Robert Jervis, “Cooperation under the Security 
Dilemma,” World Politics 30:2 (1978): 167–214; note also John Herz, Political Real-
ism and Political Idealism: A Study in Theories and Realities (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1951), 3–4.

8. Of course, that was Renoir speaking as the character Octave. Renoir, as writer/
director, crafted a film with a witheringly condemning moral subtext that was easily 
recognized by audiences—and the movie was booed, banned, and for some time lost 
to history.

9. John Maynard Keynes, “The General Theory of Employment,” Quarterly 
Journal of Economics 51:2 (1937), CW, 14:122; Friedrich von Hayek, “The Use of 
Knowledge in Society,” American Economic Review 35:4 (1945): 519–30; see also 
Hayek, “The Pretence of Knowledge” (Nobel Memorial Lecture, December 11, 1974); 
Frank Knight, Risk, Uncertainty and Profit (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1971/1921), 241, 311.

10. Consider the power of “market sentiment” (what individuals think) in macro
economics. If, from a hypothetical menu of five policy choices, each of which was 
plausible from the perspective of economic theory, three of the choices were perceived 
to be unsustainable, those untethered beliefs (that is, market sentiment) would trig-
ger responses that would cause those policies to be unsustainable, solely for that rea-
son. Contrast that with air travel—the beliefs of a critical mass of nervous passengers 
will have no effect on whether or not a plane will crash.

11. For the text, I have followed Robert B. Strassler, ed., The Landmark Thucydides: 
A Comprehensive Guide to the Peloponnesian War (New York: Touchstone, 1998), 
which is a modest refinement of the translation by Richard Crawley, first published 
in 1874. It has been helpful to read and cross-reference some difficult or controver-
sial passages with a more recent translation, Jeremy Mynott, ed., Thucydides: The 
War of the Peloponnesians and the Athenians (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2013). The magisterial three-volume Simon Hornblower, A Commentary on 
Thucydides (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991, 1996, 2008) has been an invalu-
able resource. The secondary literature is, of course, enormous. I have been especially 
influenced by five well-known contributions: John H. Finley Jr., Thucydides (Ann 
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1963/1942); Jacqueline de Romilly, Thucydides 
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and Athenian Imperialism, trans. Philip Thody (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1963/1947); 
Hunter R. Rawlings, The Structure of Thucydides’ History (Princeton: Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 1981); W. Robert Connor, Thucydides (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1984); Jeffrey S. Rusten, ed., Oxford Readings in Classical Studies: Thucydides 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009).

12. See, for example, Peter Hunt, “Thucydides on the First Ten Years of the War 
(Archidamian War),” in The Oxford Handbook of Thucydides, ed. Ryan K. Balot, Sara 
Forsdyke, and Edith Foster (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), and many of the 
contributions to that volume.

13. Donald Kagan, The Outbreak of the Peloponnesian War (Ithaca: Cornell Uni-
versity Press, 1969).

14. Kagan, Outbreak, 269 (quote), 285, 287, 306–7.
15. G. E. M. de Ste. Croix, The Origins of the Peloponnesian War (Ithaca: Cornell 

University Press, 1972), 65 (quote), 67–68, 70, 101, 290. The Corinthians do seem 
essential to the origins of the war. As Hans Van Wees notes, from 460, Athens’s prin-
cipal enemy was Corinth, not Sparta. “Thucydides on Early Greek History,” in Oxford 
Handbook, ed. Balot, Forsdyke, and Foster, 53.

16. W. Robert Connor, “Scale Matters: Compression, Expansion and Vividness in 
Thucydides,” in Oxford Handbook, ed. Balot, Forsdyke, and Foster, 215; Here, notably, 
Kagan and de Ste. Croix are in full agreement—Thucydides downplayed the decree—
though Kagan sees this as an error on Thucydides’ part, while de Ste. Croix finds the 
lack of emphasis appropriate. Kagan, Outbreak of the Peloponnesian War, 251, 267, 
269, 374; de Ste. Croix, Origins of the Peloponnesian War, 213–14, 251–52, 256. See 
also S. N. Jaffe, Thucydides on the Outbreak of War: Character and Contest (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2017), 8. Thucydides tended to downplay the role of eco-
nomic factors in general (see, for example, De Romilly, Thucydides and Athenian 
Imperialism, 72–73). Lisa Kallet argues against this conventional wisdom in studies 
that attempt to draw out the sinews of finance latent in the work, but of course she 
nevertheless shares the hard-to-refute consensus that Thucydides marginalized the 
Megarian Decree. Lisa Kallet-Marx, Money, Expense and Naval Power in Thucydides’ 
History 1–5.24 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993); Lisa Kallet, Money 
and the Corrosion of Power in Thucydides: The Sicilian Expedition and Its Aftermath 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001).

17. For IR scholars, then, Thucydides’ argument and presentation are what matter, 
not the details of this ancient conflict or dissenting perspectives from his position. For 
example, we can’t know with certainty the trajectory of Athenian power in mid- to 
late fifth century BC, but we do know for sure that Thucydides believed it was on the 
rise and was the underlying cause of the war.

18. Jacqueline de Romilly, The Mind of Thucydides, trans. Elizabeth Rawlings, ed. 
Hunter Rawlings and Jeffrey Rusten (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2012/1967), 3, 
see also 2, 4, 47–48; Thomas Hobbes, The English Works of Thomas Hobbes, Volume 
VIII, ed. Sir William Molesworth (London: John Born, 1843), vii, xii.

19. On the central role of such Thucydidean choices, see, for example, Tim 
Rood, Thucydides: Narrative and Explanation (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998); 
David Gribble, “Narrator Interventions in Thucydides,” Journal of Hellenic Studies 
118 (1998): 41–67; and Rawlings, Structure, 50–51. The relative omniscience of the 
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narrator cannot but inform the way in which events are described in retrospect; not 
surprisingly, “Thucydides draws on hindsight, his knowledge of the outcome, to inter-
pret and shape the history that produced this outcome.” Kurt A. Raaflaub, “Ktema es 
aiei: Thucydides’ Concept of ‘Learning through History’ and Its Realization in His 
Work,” in Thucydides between History and Literature, ed. Antonis Tsakmakis and 
Melina Tamiolaki (Boston/Berlin: De Gruyter, 2013), 12; see also Jonas Grethelein, 
“The Presence of the Past in Thucydides,” also in Thucydides between History and 
Literature, ed. Tsakmakis and Tamiolaki, 91.

20. Tobias Joho, “Thucydides, Epic, and Tragedy,” in Oxford Handbook, ed. Balot, 
Forsdyke, and Foster, 591.

21. Compare Thucydides: “With references to the speeches . . . ​some I heard 
myself, others I got from various quarters; it was in all cases difficult to carry them 
word for word in one’s memory, so my habit has been to make the speakers say 
what was in my opinion demanded of them by various occasions, of course adher-
ing as closely as possible to the general sense of what they really said” (1.22.2), with 
Tolstoy: “I remembered an old story for the Caucasus, part of which I saw, part of 
which I heard from witnesses, and part of which I imagined to myself.” Leo Tolstoy, 
Hadji Murat, trans. Richard Pevear and Larissa Volokhonsky (New York: Vintage, 
2009/1904), 4.

22. As de Romilly describes: “Thucydides provided the two main speeches 
of Nicias and Alcibiades. . . . ​These are of course not the exact words of the actual 
speeches, but even so, one feels that the speakers are present, not only from the argu-
ments that each would advance, but also from the two personalities, from their tones, 
their temperaments, and their aspirations.” Jacqueline de Romilly, The Life of Alcibi-
ades: Dangerous Ambition and the Betrayal of Athens, trans. Elizabeth Trapnell Raw-
lings (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2019/1995), 62.

23. A documentary, even one committed to truth and objectivity (and there is every 
reason to believe Thucydides was), makes foundational narrative and stylistic choices, 
conforms to the structure of storytelling, and necessarily and inescapably imposes a 
point of view. Consider two documentaries made about a strike, each with every frame 
of film honest and true. One might dwell on individual workers and their impoverish-
ment, their sickly children, and diminishing life prospects, and show the factory’s board 
of directors at a distance, arriving in a fleet of limousines to discuss strategy. The other 
might dwell on the distress of the company’s founder and his kind, supportive spouse 
as they struggle to keep the factory in business, anguished at layoffs made necessary by 
the competitive pressures and technological change that have squeezed the firm to the 
breaking point, and linger on the faceless crowds of angry mobs throwing rocks at the 
windows of their homes. Each documentary would be equally “true”; but each would 
offer radically different perspectives on the same events.

24. Finley, Thucydides, 139, 142 (quote).
25. In this context, it is wise to recall the firm admonition above that exploring clas-

sical realism, not canonizing specific thinkers, is and remains the focus of this study. 
Thucydides is not realism; Realism is not Thucydides. It is nevertheless breathtaking 
the range of insights that this one ancient text has to offer students of Classical Realism.

26. As Mynott notes, the massacre at Hysiac is “one of the many brief references 
to acts of brutality in war” (War of the Peloponnesians, 77).
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27. This despite the fact that Athens, with impressive modulation, offered Corcyra 
only a defensive alliance, a measure designed to contain Corinthian power without 
unnecessarily provoking Sparta. On this point, see Jaffe, The Outbreak of War, 52.

28. See, for example, Robert Gilpin, War and Change in World Politics (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1981); as well as G. John Ikenberry, ed., Power, Order and 
Change in World Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014) and the lit
erature cited in note 1 of chapter 6, and the second half of chapter 3 more generally.

29. For more on this critique, see James Lee, “Did Thucydides Believe in 
Thucydides’ Trap? The History of the Peloponnesian War and Its Relevance to U.S.-
China Relations,” Journal of Chinese Political Science 24:1 (2019): 67–86.

30. Hornblower argues that the “clear echo” at 1.33.3 is “decisive against attempts” 
to dispute this conclusion. Commentary, 1:78; see also pp. 65, 133.

31. On shifting alliances and endless political combinations, especially as described 
in Books V and VIII, see Geoffrey Hawthorn, Thucydides on Politics: Back to the Pre
sent (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014); Robin Seager, “After the Peace of 
Nicias: Diplomacy and Policy, 421–416 B.C.,” Classical Quarterly 26:2 (1976): 249–69; 
and Cinzia Bearzot, “Mantenia, Decelia, and the Inter-war Years (421–413 BCE),” in 
Oxford Handbook, ed. Balot, Forsdyke, and Foster. On the fluid and complex jockeying 
in Book VIII, see, for example, de Romilly, Life of Alcibiades, chap. 7.

32. This is the central thesis of Jaffe, The Outbreak of War (“the national charac-
ters of Athens and Sparta are essential for understanding the war’s outbreak,” p. 11; 
“Thucydides’ Peloponnesian War is ultimately a contest between the rival characters 
of Athens and Sparta,” p. 159). Mark Fisher and Kinch Hoekstra remind readers how 
the theme of national character weaves its way throughout the entire narrative, and 
how these differences across communities “influenced how their members interpreted 
and pursued their interests” (“Thucydides and the Politics of Necessity,” in Oxford 
Handbook, ed. Balot, Forsdyke, and Foster, 378); see also Ellen G. Millender, “Sparta 
and the Crisis of the Peloponnesian League in Thucydides’ History,” also in Oxford 
Handbook: “Through the four speeches delivered at the meetings of the Spartan 
Assembly and the Peloponnesian League, Thucydides explored the national charac-
ter of Athens and Sparta,” illustrating the clash between “two vastly different types 
of society” (81).

33. Jeffrey S. Rusten, ed., Thucydides: The Peloponnesian War, Book II (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 212.

34. As noted above, the concept of uncertainty (as distinct from actuarial risk) is 
central to Classical Realism, and one that has received greater attention more gener-
ally in the wake of the global financial crisis. The crucial differences between these 
two concepts for understanding (or failing to understand) world politics is elaborated 
in chapter 2. For an important illustration of some of the analytical stakes in play 
with this distinction, see Frank H. Knight, “ ‘What Is Truth’ in Economics?” Journal 
of Political Economy 48:1 (1940): 1–32.

35. Emily Greenwood, “Thucydides on the Sicilian Expedition,” in Oxford Hand-
book, ed. Balot, Forsdyke, and Foster, 168.

36. Hornblower, Commentary, 1:478; see also Rusten, Peloponnesian War, 191, 
and Gregory Crane, Thucydides and the Ancient Simplicity: The Limits of Political 
Realism (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998), 53.
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37. The Thracians “sacked the houses and the temples and butchered the inhabit-
ants, sparing neither youth nor age but killing all they fell in with, one after the other, 
children and women, and even beasts of burden, and whatever living creatures they 
saw” (7.29.4). “Everywhere confusion reigned and death in all its shapes; and in par
ticular they attacked a boy’s school, the largest that there was in the place, into which 
the children had just gone, and massacred them all” (7.29.5). See also Connor, “Scale 
Matters,” 219 (quote).

38. As Connor notes, “since Melos was not of great strategic significance, some-
thing else must account for the attention it receives” (“Scale Matters,” 213).

39. Mynott, War of the Peloponnesians, 47.
40. The Melians were annihilated—all the men were executed, the women and 

children sold into slavery, and the island repopulated. In the earlier episode a large 
group of those deemed responsible faced summary execution but the broader popu-
lation was largely spared. For Hornblower, “it is important that the Melians, unlike 
the Mytilenians, are not reprieved” (Commentary, 3:225); see also W. Liebeschuetz, 
“The Structure and Function of the Melian Dialogue,” Journal of Hellenic Studies 88 
(1968): 73, 74, and Bearzot, “The Interwar Years,” 155.

41. “The correctness of his foresight concerning the war became better known 
after his death” (2.65.6).

42. In contrast, Thucydides lauds Pericles for his ability “to have rightly gauged 
the power of his country” (2.65.5).

43. This was a mistake they would make more than once. The tide at Pylos turned 
again in Athens’s favor, and Sparta sent emissaries to negotiate, but again the Athenians 
“kept grasping at more, and dismissed envoy after envoy” (4.41.4). On the importance of 
this episode, and Thucydides’ emphasis on this point, see De Romilly, Thucydides and 
Athenian Imperialism, 172–76, 322, 327; Rawlings, Structure, 229–30.

44. As Felix Wasserman argued, “It is particularly important to keep in mind that 
the Melian Dialogue was written by an author and for a public who could read it as 
a prelude to the Sicilian Expedition, and, indirectly, to the final catastrophe.” In their 
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gods for salvation. Felix Martin Wasserman, “The Melian Dialogue,” Transactions and 
Proceedings of the American Philological Association 78 (1947): 30, 35 (quote); Raw-
lings, Structure, 245–46; Hornblower, Commentary, 3:217. As Liebeschuetz notes, 
at Melos, the Athenians were “bullying and arrogant . . . ​boundlessly self-confident, 
lacking humility even towards the gods.” The parallels are inescapable: “An Athenian 
reader could hardly fail to diagnose a case of hybris and therefore to recognize in the 
following account of the Sicilian expedition and of subsequent events, the unfolding 
of inevitable retribution” (“The Structure and Function of the Melian Dialogue,” 76).

45. The reader “quickly realizes that Thucydides himself favors the views of 
Nicias.” Hans-Peter Stahl, “Speeches and the Course of Events in Books Six and Seven 
of Thucydides,” in Oxford Readings, ed. Rusten, 346 (quote), 352; see also John H. 
Finley Jr., Three Essays on Thucydides (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1967), 147.

46. Hunter R. Rawlings III, “Writing History Implicitly through Refined Structur-
ing,” in Oxford Handbook, ed. Balot, Forsdyke, and Foster, 206.
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47. Hobbes, Leviathan, 185; see also, for example, Theodore Christov, Before 
Anarchy: Hobbes and His Critics in Modern International Thought (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2015), 123.

48. Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince, trans. Harvey Mansfield (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1998/1531); Niccolò Machiavelli, Discourses on Livy, trans. Harvey 
Mansfield and Nathan Taco (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996/1532). For 
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xvi–xix, 246, 249–51; Isaiah Berlin, “The Originality of Machiavelli” (1972), reprinted 
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York: Norton, 1996), chaps. 2 and 3, and David Boucher, Political Theories of Interna-
tional Relations (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), chaps. 5–7.

51. Hobbes, Leviathan, 161, 225, 226 (quotes), see also p. 184 on inevitable con-
flicts of interest; Machiavelli, Discourses, 5, 123, 125 (quotes).
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such emphasis. Our power of Prediction is so slight, our knowledge of remote con-
sequences so uncertain, that it is seldom wise to sacrifice a present benefit for a 
doubtful advantage in the future.” John Maynard Keynes, “The Political Doctrines 
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in war.” Carl von Clausewitz, On War, ed. and trans. Michael Howard and Peter Paret, 
with essays by Paret, Howard, and Brodie, and commentary by Brodie (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1976), 85. Leo Tolstoy, War and Peace, trans. Constance 
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(80), as politics always continues; moreover, gesturing at the limits to the utility of 
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Books, 1977), 12, 146.
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Peace (New York: Macmillan, 1943), a book that Carr himself would later accurately 
describe as “highly utopian” and “pretty feeble”; E. H. Carr, “An Autobiography,” in 
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a note on the t y pe

this book has been composed in Miller, a Scotch Roman 
typeface designed by Matthew Carter and first released by  
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developed for The Papers of Thomas Jefferson in the 1940s  
by C. H. Griffith and P. J. Conkwright and reinterpreted in  
digital form by Carter in 2003.

Pleasant Jefferson (“P. J.”) Conkwright (1905–1986) was 
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