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Realism, Neorealism and the
Study of World Politics

ROBERT O. KEOHANE

WORLD POLITICS today is a matter of life and death—not just
for soldiers or citizens caught in the path of war, but for the
whole human race. Nuclear holocaust remains a continual threat. At a
less apocalyptic level, world politics has a daily impact on the lives of
people throughout the globe: political forces and decisions affect patterns
of international trade, investment, and production. Whether OPEC oil
will be cheap or dear; whether China will export textiles to the United
States; how many Americans will work in the auto industry: all depend
as much on political decisions as on patterns of comparative costs and
efficiencies.

The complexities of security in a nuclear age, and of economic viability
in an era of interdependence and rapid technological change, have created
demands by policymakers for expertise on a myriad of international po-
litical issues. Thousands of experts, in and out of governments around
the world, analyze the relative military forces of the superpowers, fluc-
tuations in supply and demand in oil markets, or shifts in international
patterns of comparative advantage. These observers interpret the signif-
icance of changes in policies of governments and nongovernmental actors
such as transnational corporations and international organizations, and
they seek to determine their impact—on Soviet or American security,
Saudi or Mexican oil revenues, inflation in the United States, or the
viability of high-tech industry in Europe.

Little of this immense application of brainpower to world affairs takes
any explicit account of theories about world politics. Indeed, a naive

Note: For comments on earlier drafts of this essay 1 am indebted to Nannerl O. Keohane,
Andy Moravcsik, Joseph S. Nye, John Gerard Ruggie, and Howard Silverman.
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observer might conclude that all of the relevant theories come from other
disciplines: physics, laser engineering, petroleum geology, electronics, the
economics of comparative advantage or exchange-rate determination.
Foundations and governments display little interest in supporting theo-
retical work in international relations, compared with their zest for
“policy-relevant” research or the incorporation into international relations
of findings from other fields.

In view of this widespread lack of interest, the reader may well ask:
“Why should I care about theoretical debates among scholars of inter-
national relations? If I want to understand world politics or make policy,
shouldn’t 1 devote my efforts directly to studying nuclear deterrence,
OPEC, or the international financial system?” In other words, is the
enterprise represented by this volume—abstract discussion of theoretical
issues in international relations—relevant to the practical tasks of inter-
preting the world and seeking to change it? Does the theory of inter-
national relations have implications for practice? Should it be studied by
practitioners or by those who seek to become policymakers in the future?

The contributors to this volume believe that theory does have impli-
cations for practice and that it should be studied by those who seek to
influence events. In the first section of this introductory essay I present
my reasons for holding such beliefs. After making my argument, I will
turn to the issues raised by the tradition of political realism and its
contemporary offshoot, “neorealism” and then conclude with a brief
overview of the contributions that constitute this volume.

1. THEORY AND PRACTICE IN INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS

One reason for an aspiring practitioner to learn international relations
theory would be to absorb valuable maxims or propositions that would
prove useful in specific situations. If the conditions for applicability of
these maxims are sufficiently well understood, and if the practitioner
knows enough history to be able to place them in context, they can
furnish useful guides to the interpretation of events. Even a limited, partial
theory—with only a few propositions and a number of interpretive
guides—-can be useful. For instance, the realist theory of the balance of
power, discussed by Waltz, could have alerted American policymakers in
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the 1950s (who were excessively imbued with an ideological view of
world politics) to the likelihood of an eventual Sino-Soviet split. Realist
maxims would have counseled the United States to be in a position to
make an alliance, or at least an accommodation, when feasible, with the
weaker Chinese to counterbalance the Soviet Union—as Henry Kissinger
and Richard Nixon eventually did.

Theory can therefore be useful: it is often better than unconscious
adherence to the prejudices of the day. Nevertheless, it is necessary for
any practitioner using international relations theory to remain skeptical;
indeed, the more seriously the maxims are taken, the more important is
the task of critical analysis. If the maxims apply only under certain
conditions, or if the theory underlying them is fundamentally erroneous
in its understanding of the forces affecting cooperation and discord, peace
and war, they will be dangerously misleading. For example, the popular
maxim in Western foreign policy after World War 1I, that appeasement
(making concessions to others’ demands) should be avoided since it breeds
aggression, is by no means universally valid. Whether making concessions
to others’ demands breeds aggression depends, among other things, on
the nature of the demands, the capabilities of the demander, and the
willingness of the responding power to use force effectively, in a sustained
way, as an alternative to making concessions. A policy of appeasement,
disastrous when pursued by Britain and France toward Hitler, would not
necessarily have been inappropriate for those two countries in their
relations with Egypt in the mid-1950s or even for the United States in
its relations with North Vietnam in the 1960s.

Practitioners cannot judge the validity of theories offered to them, or
the conditions under which theoretical maxims might apply, without
studying theory. It may appear, however, that practitioners could avoid
the pitfalls of misguided or misapplied theory simply by shunning theory
altogether; and indeed, most commentators on international relations
avoid explicit discussion of theories of world politics. Yet to purge oneself
of all traces of theory would be impossible, since even our intuitions
about world politics are deeply affected by how the subject has been
thought about in the past. For over 2000 years, thinkers have sought to
understand, more or less systematically, the most basic questions of world
politics: the sources of discord and of war and the conditions of coop-
eration and of peace. As Keynes said in another context, practitioners
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are prisoners of “academic scribblers;” whose views of reality profoundly
affect the contemporary actions of practical people. The choice for prac-
titioners is not between being influenced by theory or examining each
case ‘“‘on its merits”: it is rather between being aware of the theoretical
basis for one’s interpretation and action, and being unaware of it.

Even if one could eradicate theory from one’s mind, it would be self-
defeating to try. No one can cope with the complexities of world politics
without the aid either of a theory or of implicit assumptions and prop-
ositions that substitute, however poorly, for theory. Reality has to be
ordered into categories, and relationships drawn between events. To prefer
atheoretical activity over theoretically informed practice would be to seek
to be guided by an unexamined jumble of prejudices, yielding conclusions
that may not logically follow from the assumptions, rather than by beliefs
based on systematic attempts to specify one’s assumptions and to derive
and test propositions.

The inescapability of theory in studying world politics suggests a
second reason for exploring what are labeled here political realism and
neorealism. Whatever one’s conclusion about the value of contemporary
neorealism for the analysis of world politics in our time, it is important
to understand realism and neorealism because of their widespread ac-
ceptance in contemporary scholarship and in policy circles. Political re-
alism is deeply embedded in Western thought. Without understanding
it, we can neither understand nor criticize our own tradition of thinking
about international relations. Nor could we hope to change either our
thinking or our practice. All people who are interested in having a
sustained professional impact on world affairs should study international
relations theory at some time, if only to examine prevailing assumptions
and evaluate the basic propositions that they might otherwise take for
granted.

The danger that one will become the prisoner of unstated assumptions
is rendered particularly acute by the value-laden nature of international
relations theory. This does not mean that observers simply see what they
want to see: on the contrary, virtually all serious students of world politics
view it as a highly imperfect realm of action in which wrongdoing is
common and unimaginable evil is threatened. Nevertheless, it is hard to
doubt that scholars’ values, and their own personal experiences and
temperaments, affect which aspects of world politics they emphasize and
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how strenuously, or desperately, they search for ways to mitigate the
injustice and cruelty that is so evident. For this reason, as well as those
mentioned above, interpretations of world politics need to be scrutinized
critically—a task for which a certain degree of sophistication about the
subject is essential.

An objection could be raised to the above argument. If a theory
provides sufficiently accurate guidance about cause—effect relationships,
and if its propositions about these relationships remain valid over time
and under different conditions, practitioners may not need to study it
deeply. They can learn its major theorems without being too concerned
about how they were derived, or about the range of their theoretical
application. A structural engineer, engaged in building bridges, can as-
sume the validity of Newtonian physics and can apply its propositions
without being able to derive them from basic premises. It is of no concern
to the engineer that this same assumption would be terribly misleading
for a scientist trying to understand black holes in outer space or the
behavior of quarks at the subatomic level. Similarly, if the theories of
world politics on which policymakers and commentators rely provided
powerful, value-free explanations of outcomes in world politics, which
were sure to remain valid throughout the time-horizon of policymakers,
it would be unnecessary for interpreters of contemporary world politics
to concern themselves with theoretical controversies. The methodological
presuppositions of international political theories would be of no more
concern to practitioners than are investigations of quarks or black holes
to the bridge-building engineer.

But theories of world politics are not at all like those of physics. No
careful analyst believes that our theories of world politics have attained
either the explanatory quality or the practical usefulness of Newton’s
system, much less of quantum mechanics; and there is general skepticism
that they will ever approximate the rigor and accuracy even of seven-
teenth-century physics. Furthermore, since both world politics and our
values keep changing, there is no guarantee that even a well-tested theory
will remain valid in the future. Each proposition of any theory of world
politics should therefore be scrutinized carefully to ascertain the range
of its applicability, its robustness under different conditions, and the
likelihood of its being overtaken by events.

What this suggests sounds paradoxical. The problematic character of



