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                                                                                                2.2 Three Schools of International Relations Theory

                                                                2.2.1 Viewpoint I: Realism

                                
                    Realism is the oldest and arguably most lasting current in international relations thinking. 


Its basic ideas have remained unchanged and have not been affected by time, international 
 systems or development. Therefore it can be said that realism itself is more a school of 
 thought than a theory. From the realist school of thought several theories branch out that base 
 their ideas upon it. The basic core assumption in the realist school of thought is that human 
 nature is egoistic and power-seeking but that individuals also seek ‘groups’ that have similar 
 interests and similar views as to how to enhance them. This assumption strongly influences 
 the first definition of a Great Power that will be examined, that outlined by Jack S Levy in 


‘Alliance Formation and War behaviour – An analysis of the Great Powers 1495-1975’. 


Even if we live today in a globalised world, the international system retains some ‘old 
 features’ – states are independent entities with diverse interests and have no guarantees that 
 other states will act benignly toward them or even stick to their commitments. As Kenneth 
 Waltz has stated, world politics is a ‘self-help system’, in which states seek to maintain and 
 insofar as it is possible expand their power and in which they are concerned about their power 
 relative to others as well as about their own welfare.49  


The classic realist solution to this problem of anarchy is to concentrate power in the 
 hands of a single authority and to hope that this despot will prove a partial exception to the 
 rule that men are bad and should be regarded with distrust.50 Such a solution remains largely 
 hypothetical at the national scale, and impossible to realise on a global scale. Hence the 
 realist school of thought is very pessimistic about the prospects of eliminating war and 
 conflicts in the world.51  


49 Waltz, p.64 


50 Wight, p.66 


51 Stephen M. Walt, ‘International relations: One world, many theories’, Foreign Policy, No.10, Special edition: 


frontiers of knowledge, spring 1998, p.31 


Table 2.1 Realist school of thought in international relations 


 Classical realism  Sub-schools - Neorealism  Specific theories – 
 Balance of power, 


Human affairs are seen to be 
 based on groupism, egoism 


Authors  Machiavelli, Morgenthau  Waltz, Grieco  Waltz, Mearsheimer, 
 Jervis,  


There are a number of more specific theories springing from the realist school of thought 
 which give a more nuanced picture of realist thinking. There are some small but significant 
 differences within this school of thought. The main differences between Classical realism, 
 neorealism and certain more specific theories are summarised in table 2.1.  


52 William C. Wohlforth, ‘Realism and foreign policy’, pp.32-48 in Steve Smith, Amelia Hadfield and Tim 
Dunne (eds.), Foreign policy- theories, actors, cases, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008, p.34 


One important difference is the conceptual split between defensive and offensive realist 
 stands. These two lines of thought inside the realist school fundamentally disagree over 
 whether the anarchic nature of the international system causes states to want to preserve the 
 status quo, as defensive realists argue, or to want to maximise relative power, as offensive 
 realists believe.53    


The defensive realists like Kenneth Waltz and Jack Snyder ‘assumed that states have 
 little intrinsic interest in military conquest and argued that the cost of expansion generally 
 outweighed the benefits. Accordingly, they maintained that great power wars occurred 
 largely because domestic groups fostered exaggerated perceptions of threat and an excessive 
 faith in the efficacy of military power.’54 Waltz has argued that system-level theories, such as 
 the one he developed in his Theory of International Politics, cannot explain specific unit-level 
 behaviour, but only general system-level outcomes and aggregate state behaviour. Structural 
 realism can explain why balances of power repeatedly occur, or why no state has ever 
 achieved world-wide hegemony, but it cannot explain why one state balances or fails to 
 balance a specific threat.55


This is a claim that the offensive realists argue against. ‘If a structural realist theory of 
 foreign policy can explain anything, it should be able to explain the behaviour of states 
 during war. Therefore, if offensive realism can explain why states expand their political 
 objectives during war better than defensive realism, it has passed an important test for the 
 utility of the theory.’56 The offensive realist theorists like Mearsheimer, Labs and Zakaria 
 argue that anarchy encourages all states to try to maximise their relative strength simply 
 because no state can ever be sure when a truly revisionist power might emerge.57 


This split is indeed a significant one from the point of view of the nature and aims of 
 Great Powers. On the one hand defensive realism argues for preferring the status quo and on 
 the other hand offensive realism argues in favour of the war-proneness of great powers. The 
 split itself is perhaps not so new or fresh as it looks at first glance. Some trace the first realist 
 writings back to Thucydides’ analysis of the origins of the Peloponnesian War where the rise 
 of Athens threatened Sparta. This analysis backs the idea that states should be aggressive to 
 safeguard and maintain their interests and positions already gained. However, another author 
 53 Eric J. Labs, ‘Beyond victory: Offensive realism and the expansion of war aims’ Security studies ,1997 vol. 6, 
 iss. 4, p.4 


54 Walt, p.37 


55 Labs, p.5, footnote 14 


56 Labs, p.5 


57 Walt, p.37. 


also often named as one of the fathers of the realist school, Niccolo Machiavelli in sixteenth 
 century Italy, argued for the importance of military power (equivalent to the modern day 
 balance of power)  to maintain the status quo. By looking at history, it is clear that at some 
 times some great power states act in an aggressive manner in order to expand their power, 
 while at others great powers cooperate in order to avoid conflict and unrest.  


This debate also shows clearly some of the weaknesses of the basic realist thinking, with 
 its emphasis on the power aspirations and war proneness of states in unfettered competition 
 with each other. The absence of alternatives to defensive and offensive positions does not 
 allow space for the analysis of progress and change. The world has changed considerably 
 since the early analysis of realism. States have changed fundamentally from total 
 authoritarianism to functioning democracy, from full sovereignty to interdependence and 
 integration and naturally there are also states somewhere in between. That is not to say that 
 realist thinking would have disappeared or would be irrelevant in the study of today’s foreign 
 relations, but the methods of realism, war and state centrism, are not as evident today as they 
 have been in the past. Even if self interest still plays a big role in international relations, it is 
 not any more only the self interest of states. Many other actors are involved like individuals, 
 NGOs, transnational companies etc.  


The arrival of neorealism on the scene of international relations at the end of the 1970s 
 can be seen and understood very much in the framework of US-Soviet relations.58 The 
 dominance of neorealism can therefore be put down to the dominance of the Cold War 
 bipolar world where the adversaries were the Soviet Union and the United States. This central 
 feature of international relations during the Cold War has also left very deep marks on 
 today’s analysis of Russian foreign policy and understanding of the world. As Ted Hopf has 
 observed: ‘Instead of figuring out how to deter nuclear war or how to encourage a more 
 amicable relation with Moscow or thinking of an alternative way of understanding how the 
 world works, the central issue became managing an unavoidable enmity.’59  


58 Ted Hopf, ‘Introduction: Russian Identity and Foreign Policy After the Cold War’, in Ted Hopf (ed.) 
Understanding of Russian Foreign Policy, Philadelphia:  Pennsylvania State University Press, 1999, pp. 1-13, 
p.3 59 Hopf, p.4 
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