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This reader is a quintessential collaborative effort between the two co-editors. For the first and second
editions, the co-editors suggested articles for inclusion, traced the sources, and rejected or accepted
them, defending choices to skeptical colleagues. In a flurry of e-mails in 2006, they repeated the process
for this new edition. It became apparent early in the process that the co-editors, while both international
relations scholars, read very different literatures. This book represents a product of that collaborative
process and is all the better for the differences.

The articles have been selected to meet several criteria. First, the collection is designed to augment
and amplify the core text, Essentials of International Relations, Fourth Edition, by Karen Mingst. The
chapters in this book follow those in the text. Second, the selections are purposefully eclectic; that is, key
theoretical articles are paired with contemporary pieces found in the popular literature. When possible,
articles have been chosen to reflect diverse theoretical perspectives and policy viewpoints. The articles
are also both readable and engaging to undergraduates. The co-editors struggled to maintain the in-
tegrity of the challenging pieces while making them accessible to undergraduates at a variety of col-
leges and universities.

Special thanks go to those individuals who provided reviews of this book and offered suggestions
and reflections based on teaching experience. Our product benefited greatly from these evaluations,
although had we included all the suggestions, the book would have been thousands of pages! Our W. W.
Norton editor, Ann Shin, orchestrated the process, reacting to our suggestions, mediating our differ-
ences, and keeping us “on task.” To her, we owe a special thanks. Mollie Eisenberg guided the manu-
script through the editing and production process, a very labor-intensive task. We also thank W. W.
Norton’s copyediting and production staff for their careful work on this book.
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In Essentials of International Relations, Karen Mingst introduces theories
and approaches used to study international relations. The readings in this sec-
tion complement that introduction.

Both historical analysis and philosophical discourse contribute to the study
of international relations. In his history of the Peloponnesian War, Thucydides
(c. 460 BCcE-c. 395 BCE) presents a classic realist/idealist dilemma in the Melian
dialogue. The leaders of Melos ponder the fate of the island, deciding whether to
fight their antagonists, the Athenians, or to rely on the gods and the enemy of
Athens, the Lacedaemonians (also known as Spartans), for their safety. In a
key work from philosophical discourse, the philosopher Immanuel Kant
(1724-1804) posited that a group of republican states with representative forms
of government that were accountable to their citizens would be able to form an
effective league of peace. That observation has generated a plethora of theoreti-
cal and empirical research known as the democratic peace debate, discussed in
more detail in Essentials of International Relations, Chapter 5.

Among the persistent debates in international relations is the controversy
over empire—whether an empire exists and why a state would seek to be an
empire. The collapse of the Soviet Union and the assertive response of the
George W. Bush administration to the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks
have spurred a lively debate on what some have called the new American em-
pire. By far the most influential theory of imperialism has been that of
V. I. Lenin (1870-1924), leader of the Russian Bolshevik Revolution and the
Soviet Union. Marxist theories have declined in popularity since the Soviet
collapse, but some readers may find that Lenin's 1916 analysis of the relation-
ship between the global spread of capital and imperial war retains some con-
temporary resonance. (See Mingst, Essentials, Chapter 3.)
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JACK SNYDER

ONE WORLD, RIVAL THEORIES

painful rounds of scrutiny as it tries to fig-

ure out what went wrong on Sept. 11, 2001.
The intelligence community faces radical re-
structuring; the military has made a sharp pivot
to face a new enemy; and a vast new federal
agency has blossomed to coordinate homeland
security. But did September 11 signal a failure of
theory on par with the failures of intelligence and
policy? Familiar theories about how the world
works still dominate academic debate. Instead of
radical change, academia has adjusted existing
theories to meet new realities. Has this approach
succeeded? Does international relations theory
still have something to tell policymakers?

Six years ago, political scientist Stephen M.
Walt published a much-cited survey of the field
in these pages (“One World, Many Theories,”
Spring 1998). He sketched out three dominant
approaches: realism, liberalism, and an updated
form of idealism called “constructivism.” Walt
argued that these theories shape both public dis-
course and policy analysis. Realism focuses on
the shifting distribution of power among states.
Liberalism highlights the rising number of
democracies and the turbulence of democratic
transitions. Idealism illuminates the changing
norms of sovereignty, human rights, and interna-
tional justice, as well as the increased potency of
religious ideas in politics.

The influence of these intellectual constructs
extends far beyond university classrooms and
tenure committees. Policymakers and public
commentators invoke elements of all these theo-
ries when articulating solutions to global secu-
rity dilemmas. President George W. Bush
promises to fight terror by spreading liberal
democracy to the Middle East and claims that

The U.S. government has endured several

From Foreign Policy (Nov./Dec. 2004): 53-62.

skeptics “who call themselves ‘realists’ . . . have
lost contact with a fundamental reality” that
“America is always more secure when freedom
is on the march.” Striking a more eclectic tone,
National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice, a
former Stanford University political science
professor, explains that the new Bush doctrine
is an amalgam of pragmatic realism and
Wilsonian liberal theory. During the recent pres-
idential campaign, Sen. John Kerry sounded re-
markably similar: “Our foreign policy has
achieved greatness,” he said, “only when it has
combined realism and idealism.”

International relations theory also shapes
and informs the thinking of the public intellectu-
als who translate and disseminate academic
ideas. During the summer of 2004, for example,
two influential framers of neoconservative
thought, columnist Charles Krauthammer and
political scientist Francis Fukuyama, collided
over the implications of these conceptual para-
digms for U.S. policy in Iraq. Backing the Bush
administration’s Middle East policy, Krautham-
mer argued for an assertive amalgam of liberal-
ism and realism, which he called “democratic
realism.” Fukuyama claimed that Krautham-
mer’s faith in the use of force and the feasibility
of democratic change in Iraq blinds him to the
war’s lack of legitimacy, a failing that “hurts both
the realist part of our agenda, by diminishing
our actual power, and the idealist portion of it,
by undercutting our appeal as the embodiment
of certain ideas and values.”

Indeed, when realism, liberalism, and ideal-
ism enter the policymaking arena and public de-
bate, they can sometimes become intellectual
window dressing for simplistic worldviews.
Properly understood, however, their policy im-
plications are subtle and multifaceted. Realism
instills a pragmatic appreciation of the role of
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power but also warns that states will suffer
if they overreach. Liberalism highlights the
cooperative potential of mature democracies,
especially when working together through effec-
tive institutions, but it also notes democracies’
tendency to crusade against tyrannies and the
propensity of emerging democracies to collapse
into violent ethnic turmoil. Idealism stresses
that a consensus on values must underpin any
stable political order, yet it also recognizes
that forging such a consensus often requires an
ideological struggle with the potential for con-
flict.

Each theory offers a filter for looking at a
complicated picture. As such, they help explain
the assumptions behind political rhetoric about
foreign policy. Even more important, the theo-
ries act as a powerful check on each other.
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Deployed effectively, they reveal the weaknesses
in arguments that can lead to misguided poli-
cies.

Is Realism Still Realistic?

At realism’s core is the belief that international
affairs is a struggle for power among self-
interested states. Although some of realism’s lead-
ing lights, notably the late University of Chicago
political scientist Hans J. Morgenthau, are
deeply pessimistic about human nature, it is not
a theory of despair. Clearsighted states can miti-
gate the causes of war by finding ways to reduce
the danger they pose to each other. Nor is realism
necessarily amoral; its advocates emphasize
that a ruthless pragmatism about power can
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actually yield a more peaceful world, if not an
ideal one.

In liberal democracies, realism is the theory
that everyone loves to hate. Developed largely by
European émigrés at the end of World War II,
realism claimed to be an antidote to the naive
belief that international institutions and law alone
can preserve peace, a misconception that this new
generation of scholars believed had paved the way
to war. In recent decades, the realist approach has
been most fully articulated by U.S. theorists, but it
still has broad appeal outside the United States as
well. The influential writer and editor Josef Joffe
articulately comments on Germany’s strong realist
traditions. (Mindful of the overwhelming impor-
tance of U.S. power to Europe’s development,
Joffe once called the United States “Europe’s paci-
fier.”) China’s current foreign policy is grounded in
realist ideas that date back millennia. As China
modernizes its economy and enters international
institutions such as the World Trade Organization,
it behaves in a way that realists understand well:
developing its military slowly but surely as its eco-
nomic power grows, and avoiding a confrontation
with superior U.S. forces.

Realism gets some things right about the post-
9/11 world. The continued centrality of military
strength and the persistence of conflict, even in
this age of global economic interdependence,
does not surprise realists. The theory’s most obvi-
ous success is its ability to explain the United
States’ forceful military response to the Septem-
ber 11 terrorist attacks. When a state grows vastly
more powerful than any opponent, realists expect
that it will eventually use that power to expand
its sphere of domination, whether for security,
wealth, or other motives. The United States em-
ployed its military power in what some deemed
an imperial fashion in large part because it could.

It is harder for the normally state-centric real-
ists to explain why the world’s only superpower
announced a war against al Qaeda, a nonstate ter-
rorist organization. How can realist theory ac-
count for the importance of powerful and violent
individuals in a world of states? Realists point out
that the central battles in the “war on terror” have

been fought against two states (Afghanistan and
Iraq), and that states, not the United Nations or
Human Rights Watch, have led the fight against
terrorism.

Even if realists acknowledge the importance
of nonstate actors as a challenge to their assump-
tions, the theory still has important things to say
about the behavior and motivations of these
groups. The realist scholar Robert A. Pape, for ex-
ample, has argued that suicide terrorism can be a
rational, realistic strategy for the leadership of
national liberation movements seeking to expel
democratic powers that occupy their homelands.
Other scholars apply standard theories of conflict
in anarchy to explain ethnic conflict in collapsed
states. Insights from political realism—a pro-
found and wide-ranging intellectual tradition
rooted in the enduring philosophy of Thucydides,
Niccold Machiavelli, and Thomas Hobbes—are
hardly rendered obsolete because some nonstate
groups are now able to resort to violence.

Post-9/11 developments seem to undercut one
of realism’s core concepts: the balance of power.
Standard realist doctrine predicts that weaker
states will ally to protect themselves from stronger
ones and thereby form and reform a balance of
power. So, when Germany unified in the late 19th
century and became Europe’s leading military and
industrial power, Russia and France (and later,
Britain) soon aligned to counter its power. Yet no
combination of states or other powers can chal-
lenge the United States militarily, and no balanc-
ing coalition is imminent. Realists are scrambling
to find a way to fill this hole in the center of their
theory. Some theorists speculate that the United
States’ geographic distance and its relatively be-
nign intentions have tempered the balancing in-
stinct. Second-tier powers tend to worry more
about their immediate neighbors and even see the
United States as a helpful source of stability in re-
gions such as East Asia. Other scholars insist that
armed resistance by U.S. foes in Iraq, Afghani-
stan, and elsewhere, and foot-dragging by its for-
mal allies actually constitute the beginnings of
balancing against U.S. hegemony. The United
States’ strained relations with Europe offer am-



biguous evidence: French and German opposition
to recent U.S. policies could be seen as classic bal-
ancing, but they do not resist U.S. dominance mil-
itarily. Instead, these states have tried to
undermine U.S. moral legitimacy and constrain
the superpower in a web of multilateral institu-
tions and treaty regimes—not what standard real-
ist theory predicts.

These conceptual difficulties notwithstanding,
realism is alive, well, and creatively reassessing
how its root principles relate to the post-9/11
world. Despite changing configurations of power,
realists remain steadfast in stressing that policy
must be based on positions of real strength, not on
either empty bravado or hopeful illusions about a
world without conflict. In the run-up to the recent
Iraq war, several prominent realists signed a pub-
lic letter criticizing what they perceived as an ex-
ercise in American hubris. And in the continuing
aftermath of that war, many prominent thinkers
called for a return to realism. A group of scholars
and public intellectuals (myself included) even
formed the Coalition for a Realistic Foreign Pol-
icy, which calls for a more modest and prudent
approach. Its statement of principles argues that
“the move toward empire must be halted imme-
diately.” The coalition, though politically diverse,
is largely inspired by realist theory. Its member-
ship of seemingly odd bedfellows—including
former Democratic Sen. Gary Hart and Scott Mc-
Connell, the executive editor of the American
Conservative magazine—illustrates the power of
international relations theory to cut through of-
ten ephemeral political labels and carry debate to
the underlying assumptions.

The Divided House of Liberalism

The liberal school of international relations the-
ory, whose most famous proponents were Ger-
man philosopher Immanuel Kant and U.S.
President Woodrow Wilson, contends that real-
ism has a stunted vision that cannot account for
progress in relations between nations. Liberals
foresee a slow but inexorable journey away from
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the anarchic world the realists envision, as trade
and finance forge ties between nations, and
democratic norms spread. Because elected lead-
ers are accountable to the people (who bear the
burdens of war), liberals expect that democracies
will not attack each other and will regard each
other’s regimes as legitimate and nonthreatening.
Many liberals also believe that the rule of law and
transparency of democratic processes make it
easier to sustain international cooperation, espe-
cially when these practices are enshrined in mul-
tilateral institutions.

Liberalism has such a powerful presence that
the entire U.S. political spectrum, from neocon-
servatives to human rights advocates, assumes it
as largely self-evident. Outside the United States,
as well, the liberal view that only elected govern-
ments are legitimate and politically reliable has
taken hold. So it is no surprise that liberal themes
are constantly invoked as a response to today’s
security dilemmas. But the last several years
have also produced a fierce tug-of-war between
disparate strains of liberal thought. Supporters
and critics of the Bush administration, in partic-
ular, have emphasized very different elements of
the liberal canon.

For its part, the Bush administration high-
lights democracy promotion while largely turn-
ing its back on the international institutions that
most liberal theorists champion. The U.S. Na-
tional Security Strategy of September 2002, fa-
mous for its support of preventive war, also
dwells on the need to promote democracy as a
means of fighting terrorism and promoting
peace. The Millennium Challenge program allo-
cates part of U.S. foreign aid according to how
well countries improve their performance on sev-
eral measures of democratization and the rule of
law. The White House’s steadfast support for pro-
moting democracy in the Middle East—even with
turmoil in Iraq and rising anti-Americanism in
the Arab world—demonstrates liberalism’s emo-
tional and rhetorical power.

In many respects, liberalism’s claim to be a
wise policy guide has plenty of hard data behind
it. During the last two decades, the proposition



