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11

The first edition of International Politics appeared in 1973, and now, with the 
twelfth edition, it celebrates its 41st birthday. We are pleased that this reader has 
been so well received, and we hope instructors and students find the twelfth edition 

as useful as they have found the previous eleven.

new to thIs eDItIon
The twelfth edition retains the four major parts of the eleventh edition and contains  
57 selections, 14 of which are new. We cut 12 selections from the eleventh edition, mak-
ing the twelfth 25% new. One important organizational change was made from the 
eleventh edition: we consolidated the readings on globalization in Part III and added a 
subsection titled “Prescriptions for a Better Future.” But as always, the most important 
changes in this edition are in the new selections, this time for Parts II, III, and IV:

• In Part II, we added a reading on civil resistance and why it can work from a book by 
Erica Chenoweth and Maria Stephan and another by Kenneth Waltz on why Iranian 
acquisition of nuclear weapons would make the Middle East more stable.

• Part III contains three new readings, two by Dani Rodrik—one on the virtues of free 
trade and another on the changes in the world political economy to make it more just 
and stable. The third new selection is by Robert Wade on how to reform the world’s 
international financial structure to avoid repeated financial crises.

• The nine other new selections appear in Part IV. President Barack Obama lays out 
a new policy to deal with transnational terrorists like al Qaeda. Jon Western and 
Joshua Goldstein present a case for humanitarian intervention that is opposed by 
Benjamin Valentino, while Caroline Hartzell and Matthew Hoddie make an argu-
ment as to why power-sharing works well to help prevent civil wars from recurring. 
The article by David Victor and his co-authors shows how significant progress can 
be made in controlling the emissions of greenhouse gasses if we turn our attention 
away from carbon dioxide to other greenhouse gasses. Finally in the last subsection 
of the reader, we have included selections from the National Intelligence Council’s 
Global Trends 2030 report by Jonathan Kirshner on what to expect as U.S. economic 
power wanes, by Michael Cox on why we should not count the West and the United 
States out yet, and by Thomas Schelling who takes us through what a world without 
nuclear weapons looks like and why we might not want it.

Finally, we have tried to build into this twelfth edition, three clear debates. While all 
the selections present differing points of view, three sets in particular set up debates for the 
students that might be useful for classroom debating purposes: the Waltz vs. Sokolski de-
bate on Iranian nuclear weapons, the Western/Goldstein vs. Valentino debate on humani-
tarian intervention, and the Subramanian vs. Cox debate on the rising China challenge.

P r e f a C e
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 12 Preface

features
Originally, we put this reader together to help give the field of international relations 
greater focus and to bring to students the best articles we could find on the key theoreti-
cal concepts in the field. This accounts for the “enduring concepts” in the book’s subtitle. 
A few editions after the first, we then added a separate section on contemporary issues 
because of our view that these enduring concepts have more meaning for students when 
applied to salient contemporary issues. All subsequent editions have followed this basic 
philosophy of combining the best scholarship on theoretical perspectives with that on 
important contemporary problems.

In constructing the first edition, and in putting together all subsequent editions, in-
cluding this one, we have tried to create a reader that embodies four features:

• A selection of subjects that, while not exhaustively covering the field of international 
politics, nevertheless encompasses most of the essential topics that all of us teach in 
our introductory courses.

• Individual readings that are mainly analytical in content, that take issue with one an-
other, and that thereby introduce the student to the fundamental debates and points 
of view in the field.

• Editors’ introductions to each part that summarize the central concepts the student 
must master, that organize the central themes of each part, and that relate the read-
ings to one another.

• A book that can be used either as the core around which to design an introductory 
course or as the primary supplement to enrich an assigned text.

Since the first edition, the field of international relations has experienced a dramatic 
enrichment in the subjects studied and the quality of works published. Political economy 
came into its own as an important subfield in the 1970s. New and important works in 
the field of security studies appeared. The literature on cooperation among states flour-
ished in the early 1980s, and important studies about the environment began to appear in 
the mid-1980s. Feminist, post-modernist, and constructivist critiques of the mainstream 
made their appearance also. With the end of the Cold War, these new issues came to the 
fore: human rights, the tension between state sovereignty and the obligations of the in-
ternational community, the global environment, civil wars, failed states, nation-building, 
and, most recently, the search for new modes of global governance to deal with the col-
lective action problems that are increasingly pressing upon states. The growing diversity 
of the field has closely mirrored the actual developments in international relations.

Consequently, as for the previous editions, in fashioning the twelfth, we have kept 
in mind both the new developments in world politics and the literature that has accom-
panied them. Central to this edition, though, as for the other eleven, is our belief that 
the realm of international politics differs fundamentally from that of domestic politics. 
Therefore, we have continued to put both the developments and the literature in the con-
text of the patterns that still remain valid for understanding the differences between poli-
tics in an anarchic environment and politics that takes place under a government.
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suPPlements
Pearson is pleased to offer several resources to qualified adopters of International Politics 
and their students that will make teaching and learning from this book even more effec-
tive and enjoyable. Several of the supplements for this book are available at the Instruc-
tor Resource Center (IRC), an online hub that allows instructors to quickly download 
book-specific supplements. Please visit the IRC at www.pearsonglobaleditions.com/Art 
to register for access.

Instructor’s Manual/Test Bank This resource includes learning objectives, reading guides, 
multiple-choice questions, true/false questions, and essay questions for each chapter. 
Available exclusively on the IRC.

Longman Atlas of World Issues From population and political systems to energy use and 
women’s rights, the Longman Atlas of World Issues features full-color thematic maps 
that examine the forces shaping the world. Featuring maps from the latest edition of The 
Penguin State of the World Atlas, this excerpt includes critical thinking exercises to pro-
mote a deeper understanding of how geography affects many global issues.

Goode’s World Atlas First published by Rand McNally in 1923, Goode’s World Atlas 
has set the standard for college reference atlases. It features hundreds of physical, politi-
cal, and thematic maps as well as graphs, tables, and a pronouncing index.

The Penguin Dictionary of International Relations This indispensable reference by Gra-
ham Evans and Jeffrey Newnham includes hundreds of cross-referenced entries on the 
enduring and emerging theories, concepts, and events that are shaping the academic disci-
pline of international relations and today’s world politics.

Research and Writing in International Relations With current and detailed coverage on 
how to start research in the discipline’s major subfields, this brief and affordable guide 
offers step-by-step guidance and the essential resources needed to compose political sci-
ence papers that go beyond description and into systematic and sophisticated inquiry. 
This text focuses on areas where students often need help—finding a topic, developing a 
question, reviewing the literature, designing research, and last, writing the paper.

aCknowleDgments
In putting together this and previous editions, we received excellent advice from the 
following colleagues, whom we would like to thank for the time and care they took: 
Jonathan Acuff, St. Anselm College;  Linda S. Adams, Baylor University;  David G. 
Becker, Dartmouth College;  Andrew Bennett, Georgetown University;  Patrick Bratton,  
Hawaii Pacific University;  Chelsea Brown, Southern Methodist University;  James A.  
Caporaso, University of Washington;  Erica Chenoweth, Wesleyan University;  Timothy 
M. Cole, University of Maine;  Jane Cramer, University of Oregon;  David Edelstein, 
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Georgetown University;  Joseph Foudy, Hunter College;  Sonia Gardenas, Trinity College;  
Robert C. Gray, Franklin & Marshall College;  Robert J. Griffiths, University of North 
Carolina at Greensboro;  Maia Hallward, Kennesaw State University;  James Hentz, 
 Virginia Military Institute;  David Houghton, University of Central Florida;  Benjamin 
Judkins, University of Utah;  Sean Kay, Ohio Wesleyan University;  Mary  McCarthy, 
Drake University;  Timothy McKeown, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill;  
James A. Mitchell, California State University, Northridge;  Ronald Mitchell,  University 
of Oregon;  Layna Mosley, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill;  Mueni W. Muiu, 
Winston-Salem State University;  Kathy L. Powers, Pennsylvania State  University;  Philip 
Schrodt, University of Kansas;  Randall Schweller, The Ohio State University;  Margaret 
E. Scranton, University of Arkansas at Little Rock;  Roslin Simowitz,  University of Texas 
at Arlington; Veronica Ward, Utah State University;  Ken Wise, Creighton University; 
and Jeremy Youde, University of Minnesota at Duluth.
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 Development Studies–Jaipur, for their contributions to the Global Edition.
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P a r t

I

Unlike domestic politics, international politics takes place in an arena that has no central 
governing body. From this central fact flow important consequences for the behavior of 
states. In Part 1, we explore three of them: the role that principles and morality can and 
should play in statecraft; the effects that anarchy has on how states view and relate to 
one another; and the ways that the harsher edges of anarchy can be mitigated, even if not 
wholly removed.

aPProaches to statecraft
Citizens, students, and scholars alike often take up the study of international politics 
because they want their country to behave in as principled a way as possible. But they 
soon discover that principle and power, morality and statecraft do not easily mix. Why 
should this be? Is it inevitable? Can and should states seek to do good in the world? Will 
they endanger themselves and harm others if they try? These are timeless questions, hav-
ing been asked by observers of international politics in nearly every previous era. They, 
therefore, make a good starting point for thinking about the nature of international poli-
tics and the choices states face in our era.

In his history of the Peloponnesian War, the Greek historian Thucydides made the 
first, and perhaps the most famous, statement about the relation between the preroga-
tives of power and the dictates of morality. In the Melian dialogue, he argued that “the 
strong do what they have the power to do and the weak accept what they have to accept” 
(more frequently stated as “the strong do what they can and the weak suffer what they 
must”). For Thucydides considerations of power reigned supreme in international politics 
and were the key to understanding why the war between Athens and Sparta began in the 
first place. At root, he argued: “what made war inevitable was the growth of Athenian 
power and the fear which this caused in Sparta.” Fearing that Athens’ power was grow-
ing more quickly than its own, Sparta launched a preventive war to stop Athens from 
becoming too powerful. Herein lies the first written insight that changes in relative power 
positions among states, in this case “city-states,” can be a cause of war. The forceful-
ness with which he argued for the “power politics” view of international relations makes 

Effects of Anarchy over 
States’ Behavior
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 16  16 Part I Effects of Anarchy over States’ Behavior

Thucydides the first “realist” theorist of international politics. But Ian Hurd shows that 
in some if not all international systems legitimacy plays a powerful role in generating and 
modifying power.

Hans J. Morgenthau, a leading twentieth-century theorist of international relations, 
also takes the “power politics” position. He argues that universal standards of moral-
ity cannot be an invariable guide to statecraft because there is an “ineluctable tension 
between the moral command and the requirements of successful political action.” Rather 
than base statecraft on morality, Morgenthau argues that state actors must think and act 
in terms of power and must do whatever it takes to defend the national interests of their 
state. J. Ann Tickner, commenting on the primacy of power in Morgenthau’s writings, 
explains that what he considers to be a realistic description of international politics is only 
a picture of the past and therefore not a prediction about the future, and proposes what 
she considers to be a feminist alternative. A world in which state actors think of power in 
terms of collective empowerment, not in terms of leverage over one another, could pro-
duce more cooperative outcomes and pose fewer conflicts between the dictates of moral-
ity and the power of self-interest.

anarchy: PercePtIons and effects
Even those who argue that morality should play a large role in statecraft acknowledge that 
international politics is not like domestic politics. In the latter, there is government; in the 
former, there is none. As a consequence, no agency exists above the individual states with 
authority and power to make laws and settle disputes. States can make commitments and 
treaties, but no sovereign power ensures compliance and punishes deviations. This—the 
absence of a supreme power—is what is meant by the anarchic environment of interna-
tional politics. Anarchy is therefore said to constitute a state of war: When all else fails, 
force is the ultima ratio—the final and legitimate arbiter of disputes among states.

The state of war does not mean that every nation is constantly at the brink of war or 
actually at war with other nations. Most countries, though, do feel threatened by some 
states at some time, and every state has experienced periods of intense insecurity. No 
two contiguous states, moreover, have had a history of close, friendly relations uninter-
rupted by severe tension if not outright war. Because a nation cannot look to a supreme 
body to enforce laws, nor count on other nations for constant aid and support, it must 
rely on its own efforts, particularly for defense against attack. Coexistence in an anar-
chic environment thus requires self-help. The psychological outlook that self-help breeds 
is best described by a saying common among British statesmen since Lord Palmerston: 
“Great Britain has no permanent enemies or permanent friends, she has only permanent 
interests.”

Although states must provide the wherewithal to achieve their own ends, they do not 
always reach their foreign policy goals. The goals may be grandiose; the means available, 
meager. The goals may be attainable; the means selected, inappropriate. But even if the 
goals are realistic and the means both available and appropriate, a state can be frustrated 
in pursuit of its ends. The reason is simple but fundamental to an understanding of inter-
national politics: What one state does will inevitably impinge on some other states—on 
some beneficially, but on others adversely. What one state desires, another may covet. 
What one thinks its just due, another may find threatening. Steps that a state takes to 
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achieve its goals may be rendered useless by the countersteps others take. No state, there-
fore, can afford to disregard the effects its actions will have on other nations’ behavior. 
In this sense, state behavior is contingent: What one state does is dependent in part upon 
what others do. Mutual dependence means that each must take the others into account.

Mutual dependence affects nothing more powerfully than it does security—the meas-
ures states take to protect their territory. Like other foreign policy goals, the security of 
one state is contingent upon the behavior of other states. Herein lies the security dilemma 
to which each state is subject: In its efforts to preserve or enhance its own security, one 
state can take measures that decrease the security of other states and cause them to take 
countermeasures that neutralize the actions of the first state and that may even menace it.  
The first state may feel impelled to take further actions, provoking additional counter-
measures . . . and so forth. The security dilemma means that an action—reaction spiral 
can occur between two states or among several of them, forcing each to spend ever larger 
sums on arms to be no more secure than before. All will run faster merely to stay where 
they are.

At the heart of the security dilemma are these two constraints: the inherent difficulty 
in distinguishing between offensive and defensive postures, and the inability of one state 
to believe or trust that another state’s present pacific intentions will remain so. The capa-
bility to defend can also provide the capability to attack. In adding to its arms, state A 
may know that its aim is defensive, that its intentions are peaceful, and therefore that it 
has no aggressive designs on state B. In a world where states must look to themselves for 
protection, however, B will examine A’s actions carefully and suspiciously. B may think 
that A will attack it when A’s arms become powerful enough and that A’s protestations of 
friendship are designed to lull it into lowering its guard. But even if B believes A’s actions 
are not directed against it, B cannot assume that A’s intentions will remain peaceful. 
Anarchy makes it impossible for A to bind itself to continuing to respect B’s interests in 
the future. B must allow for the possibility that what A can do to it, A sometime might 
do. The need to assess capabilities along with intentions, or, the equivalent, to allow for 
a change in intentions, makes state actors profoundly conservative. They prefer to err on 
the side of safety, to have too much rather than too little. Because security is the basis of 
existence and the prerequisite for the achievement of all other goals, state actors must be 
acutely sensitive to the security actions of others. The security dilemma thus means that 
state actors cannot risk not reacting to the security actions of other states, but that in so 
reacting they can produce circumstances that leave them worse off than before.

The anarchic environment of international politics, then, allows every state to be the 
final judge of its own interests, but requires that each provide the means to attain them. 
Because the absence of a central authority permits wars to occur, security considerations 
become paramount. Because of the effects of the security dilemma, efforts of state leaders 
to protect their peoples can lead to severe tension and war even when all parties sincerely 
desire peace. Two states, or two groups of states, each satisfied with the status quo and 
seeking only security, may not be able to achieve it. Conflicts and wars with no economic 
or ideological basis can occur. The outbreak of war, therefore, does not necessarily mean 
that some or all states seek expansion, or that humans have an innate drive for power. 
That states go to war when none of them wants to, however, does not imply that they 
never seek war. The security dilemma may explain some wars; it does not explain all 
wars. States often do experience conflicts of interest over trade, real estate, ideology, and 

 Part I Effects of Anarchy over States’ Behavior 17
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 18  18 Part I Effects of Anarchy over States’ Behavior

prestige. For example, when someone asked Francis I what differences led to his constant 
wars with Charles V, he replied: “None whatever. We agree perfectly. We both want con-
trol of Italy!” (Cited in Frederick L. Schuman, International Politics, 7th ed., New York, 
1953, p. 283.) If states cannot obtain what they want by blackmail, bribery, or threats, 
they may resort to war. Wars can occur when no one wants them; wars usually do occur 
when someone wants them.

Realists argue that even under propitious circumstances, international cooperation 
is difficult to achieve because in anarchy, states are often more concerned with relative 
advantages than with absolute gains. That is, because international politics is a self-help 
system in which each state must be prepared to rely on its own resources and strength 
to further its interests, national leaders often seek to become more powerful than their 
potential adversaries. Cooperation is then made difficult not only by the fear that others 
will cheat and fail to live up to their agreements, but also by the perceived need to gain a 
superior position. The reason is not that state actors are concerned with status, but that 
they fear that arrangements that benefit all, but provide greater benefits to others than to 
them, will render their country vulnerable to pressure and coercion in the future.

Kenneth N. Waltz develops the above points more fully by analyzing the differences 
between hierarchic (domestic) and anarchic (international) political systems. He shows why 
the distribution of capabilities (the relative power positions of states) in anarchic systems is 
so important and lays out the ways in which political behavior differs in hierarchic and anar-
chic systems. Anarchy, the security dilemma, and conflicts of interest make international 
politics difficult, unpleasant, and dangerous. But James Fearon shows that if states were fully 
rational and informed, wars should not occur because both sides would prefer a peaceful 
compromise to the identical settlement that actually was reached after mutually-costly fight-
ing. The test of war is necessary not because of the conflict of interest itself, but because in 
the absence of an international authority states cannot commit themselves to living up to 
their agreements and cannot credibly reveal their intentions and capabilities to others.

In an anarchic condition, however, the question to ask may not be, “Why does war 
occur?” but rather “Why does war not occur more frequently than it does?” Instead of 
asking “Why do states not cooperate more to achieve common interests?” we should ask 
“Given anarchy and the security dilemma, how is it that states are able to cooperate at 
all?” Anarchy and the security dilemma do not produce their effects automatically, and it 
is not self-evident that states are power maximizers. Thus, Alexander Wendt argues that 
Waltz and other realists have missed the extent to which the unpleasant patterns they 
describe are “socially constructed”—that is, they stem from the actors’ beliefs, percep-
tions, and interpretations of others’ behavior. If national leaders believe that anarchy 
requires an assertive stance that endangers others, conflict will be generated. But if they 
think they have more freedom of action and do not take the hostility of others for granted, 
they may be able to create more peaceful relationships. In this view, structure (anarchy) 
does not determine state action; agency (human decision) does.

coPIng wIth anarchy
Even realists note that conflict and warfare are not constant characteristics of  international 
politics. Most states remain at peace with most others most of the time. State actors have 
developed a number of ways of coping with anarchy; of gaining more than a modicum of 
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security; of regulating their competition with other states; and of  developing patterns that 
contain, but do not eliminate, the dangers of aggression.

Kenneth A. Oye shows that even if anarchy and the security dilemma inhibit coopera-
tion, they do not prevent it. A number of conditions and national strategies can make it 
easier for states to achieve common ends. Cooperation is usually easier if there are a small 
number of actors. Not only can each more carefully observe the others, but all actors 
know that their impact on the system is great enough so that if they fail to cooperate with 
others, joint enterprises are likely to fail. Furthermore, when the number of actors is large, 
there may be mechanisms and institutions that group them together, thereby reproducing 
some of the advantages of small numbers.

The conditions actors face also influence their fates. The barriers of anarchy are 
more likely to be overcome when actors have long time horizons, when even success-
fully exploiting others produces an outcome that is only a little better than mutual 
 cooperation, when being exploited by others is only slightly worse than mutual nonco-
operation, and when mutual cooperation is much better than unrestricted competition. 
Under such circumstances, states are particularly likely to undertake contingent strategies 
such as tit-for-tat. That is, they will cooperate with others if others do likewise and refuse 
to cooperate if others have refused to cooperate with them.

The conditions that actors face are also affected by how severely the security dilemma, 
discussed above, operates. Robert Jervis shows that the extent to which states can make 
themselves more secure without menacing others depends in large part on whether offen-
sive postures can be distinguished from defensive ones and whether the offense is believed 
to be more efficacious than the defense. In a world where defense is thought to be easier 
than offense, the security dilemma is mitigated and, consequently, states are more secure 
and the hard edge of anarchy is softened. The reverse is true if offense is thought to be 
easier: the security dilemma operates powerfully, and, consequently, states are less secure 
and the effects of anarchy cut deeply.

Most strikingly, it appears that democracies may never have gone to war against 
each other. This is not to say, as Woodrow Wilson did, that democracies are inherently 
peaceful. They seem to fight as many wars as do dictatorships. But, as Michael W. Doyle 
shows, they do not fight each other. If this is correct—and, of course, both the evidence 
and the reasons are open to dispute—it implies that anarchy and the security dilemma do 
not prevent peaceful and even harmonious relations among states that share certain com-
mon values and beliefs.

Democracies are relatively recent developments. For a longer period of time, two 
specific devices—international law and diplomacy—have proved useful in resolving con-
flicts among states. Although not enforced by a world government, international law can 
provide norms for behavior and mechanisms for settling disputes. The effectiveness of 
international law derives from the willingness of states to observe it. Its power extends no 
further than the disposition of states “to agree to agree.” Where less than vital interests 
are at stake, state actors may accept settlements that are not entirely satisfactory because 
they think the precedents or principles justify the compromises made. Much of interna-
tional law reflects a consensus among states on what is of equal benefit to all, as, for 
example, the rules regulating international communications. Diplomacy, too, can facili-
tate cooperation and resolve disputes. If diplomacy is skillful, and the legitimate interests 
of the parties in dispute are taken into account, understandings can often be reached on 
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issues that might otherwise lead to war. These points and others are explored more fully 
by Stanley Hoffmann and Hans J. Morgenthau.

National leaders use these two traditional tools within a balance-of-power system. 
Much maligned by President Wilson and his followers and misunderstood by many oth-
ers, balance of power refers to the way in which stability is achieved through the con-
flicting efforts of individual states, whether or not any or all of them deliberately pursue 
that goal. Just as Adam Smith argued that if every individual pursued his or her own 
self-interest, the interaction of individual egoisms would enhance national wealth, so 
international relations theorists have argued that even if every state seeks power at the 
expense of the others, no one state will likely dominate. In both cases a general good can 
be the unintended product of selfish individual actions. Moreover, even if most states 
desire only to keep what they have, their own interests dictate that they band together to 
resist any state or coalition of states that threatens to dominate them.

The balance-of-power system is likely to prevent any one state’s acquiring hegemony. 
It will not, however, benefit all states equally nor maintain the peace permanently. 
Rewards will be unequal because of inequalities in power and expertise. Wars will occur 
because they are one means by which states can preserve what they have or acquire what 
they covet. Small states may even be eliminated by their more powerful neighbors. The 
international system will be unstable, however, only if states flock to what they think is 
the strongest side. What is called bandwagoning or the domino theory argues that the 
international system is precarious because successful aggression will attract many follow-
ers, either out of fear or out of a desire to share the spoils of victory. Stephen M. Walt dis-
agrees, drawing on balance-of-power theory and historical evidence to argue that, rather 
than bandwagoning, under most conditions states balance against emerging threats. They 
do not throw in their lot with the stronger side. Instead, they join with others to prevent 
any state from becoming so strong that it could dominate the system.

Power balancing is a strategy followed by individual states acting on their own. 
Other ways of coping with anarchy, which may supplement or exist alongside this 
impulse, are more explicitly collective. David C. Kang shows that before Western influ-
ences impinged, East Asian politics did not conform to either bandwagoning or balanc-
ing or indeed to other standard views of how states in anarchy “should” behave. Instead 
they adopted a hierarchical order under a Chinese leadership that was based as much on 
cultural legitimacy as on military or economic power. In other circumstances, regimes 
and institutions can help overcome anarchy and facilitate cooperation. When states 
agree on the principles, rules, and norms that should govern behavior, they can often 
ameliorate the security dilemma and increase the scope for cooperation. Institutions may 
not only embody common understandings but, as Robert O. Keohane argues, they can 
also help states work toward mutually desired outcomes by providing a framework for 
long-run agreements, making it easier for each state to see whether others are living up to 
their promises, and increasing the costs the state will pay if it cheats. In the final section 
of this reader we will discuss how institutions can contribute to global governance under 
current conditions.
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21

1Approaches to  
Statecraft

the Melian dialogue Thucydides

Next summer Alcibiades sailed to Argos with twenty ships and seized 300 Argive 
citizens who were still suspected of being pro-Spartan. These were put by the 
Athenians into the nearby islands under Athenian control.

The Athenians also made an expedition against the island of Melos. They had thirty 
of their own ships, six from Chios, and two from Lesbos; 1,200 hoplites, 300 archers, and 
twenty mounted archers, all from Athens; and about 1,500 hoplites from the allies and 
the islanders.

The Melians are a colony from Sparta. They had refused to join the Athenian empire 
like the other islanders, and at first had remained neutral without helping either side; but 
afterwards, when the Athenians had brought force to bear on them by laying waste their 
land, they had become open enemies of Athens.

Now the generals Cleomedes, the son of Lycomedes, and Tisias, the son of 
Tisimachus, encamped with the above force in Melian territory and, before doing any 
harm to the land, first of all sent representatives to negotiate. The Melians did not invite 
these representatives to speak before the people, but asked them to make the statement 
for which they had come in front of the governing body and the few. The Athenian repre-
sentatives then spoke as follows:

‘So we are not to speak before the people, no doubt in case the mass of the people 
should hear once and for all and without interruption an argument from us which is both 
persuasive and incontrovertible, and should so be led astray. This, we realize, is your 
motive in bringing us here to speak before the few. Now suppose that you who sit here 
should make assurance doubly sure. Suppose that you, too, should refrain from dealing 
with every point in detail in a set speech, and should instead interrupt us whenever we say 
something controversial and deal with that before going on to the next point? Tell us first 
whether you approve of this suggestion of ours.’

The Council of the Melians replied as follows:
‘No one can object to each of us putting forward our own views in a calm atmos-

phere. That is perfectly reasonable. What is scarcely consistent with such a proposal is 
the present threat, indeed the certainty, of your making war on us. We see that you have 
come prepared to judge the argument yourselves, and that the likely end of it all will be 
either war, if we prove that we are in the right, and so refuse to surrender, or else slavery.’

Thucydides, “The Melian Dialogue” from History of the Peloponnesian War, translated by Rex Warner, 1954, 
pp. 400–408. Translation copyright © Rex Warner, 1954. Reproduced by permission of Penguin Books Ltd, 
Penguin Books, Ltd. (UK).
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Athenians: If you are going to spend the time in enumerating your suspicions about 
the future, or if you have met here for any other reason except to look the facts in the face 
and on the basis of these facts to consider how you can save your city from destruction, 
there is no point in our going on with this discussion. If, however, you will do as we sug-
gest, then we will speak on.

Melians: It is natural and understandable that people who are placed as we are 
should have recourse to all kinds of arguments and different points of view. However, 
you are right in saying that we are met together here to discuss the safety of our country 
and, if you will have it so, the discussion shall proceed on the lines that you have laid 
down.

Athenians: Then we on our side will use no fine phrases saying, for example, that 
we have a right to our empire because we defeated the Persians, or that we have come 
against you now because of the injuries you have done us—a great mass of words that 
nobody would believe. And we ask you on your side not to imagine that you will influ-
ence us by saying that you, though a colony of Sparta, have not joined Sparta in the war, 
or that you have never done us any harm. Instead we recommend that you should try to 
get what it is possible for you to get, taking into consideration what we both really do 
think; since you know as well as we do that, when these matters are discussed by practi-
cal people, the standard of justice depends on the equality of power to compel and that 
in fact the strong do what they have the power to do and the weak accept what they have 
to accept.

Melians: Then in our view (since you force us to leave justice out of account and to 
confine ourselves to self-interest)—in our view it is at any rate useful that you should not 
destroy a principle that is to the general good of all men—namely, that in the case of all 
who fall into danger there should be such a thing as fair play and just dealing, and that 
such people should be allowed to use and to profit by arguments that fall short of a math-
ematical accuracy. And this is a principle which affects you as much as anybody, since 
your own fall would be visited by the most terrible vengeance and would be an example 
to the world.

Athenians: As for us, even assuming that our empire does come to an end, we are 
not despondent about what would happen next. One is not so much frightened of being 
conquered by a power which rules over others, as Sparta does (not that we are concerned 
with Sparta now), as of what would happen if a ruling power is attacked and defeated by 
its own subjects. So far as this point is concerned, you can leave it to us to face the risks 
involved. What we shall do now is to show you that it is for the good of our own empire 
that we are here and that it is for the preservation of your city that we shall say what we 
are going to say. We do not want any trouble in bringing you into our empire, and we 
want you to be spared for the good both of yourselves and of ourselves.

Melians: And how could it be just as good for us to be the slaves as for you to be the 
masters?

Athenians: You, by giving in, would save yourselves from disaster; we, by not destroy-
ing you, would be able to profit from you.

Melians: So you would not agree to our being neutral, friends instead of enemies, but 
allies of neither side?

Athenians: No, because it is not so much your hostility that injures us; it is rather the 
case that, if we were on friendly terms with you, our subjects would regard that as a sign 
of weakness in us, whereas your hatred is evidence of our power.
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Melians: Is that your subjects’ idea of fair play—that no distinction should be made 
between people who are quite unconnected with you and people who are mostly your 
own colonists or else rebels whom you have conquered?

Athenians: So far as right and wrong are concerned they think that there is no dif-
ference between the two, that those who still preserve their independence do so because 
they are strong, and that if we fail to attack them it is because we are afraid. So that by 
conquering you we shall increase not only the size but the security of our empire. We rule 
the sea and you are islanders, and weaker islanders too than the others; it is therefore 
particularly important that you should not escape.

Melians: But do you think there is no security for you in what we suggest? For here 
again, since you will not let us mention justice, but tell us to give in to your interests, we, 
too, must tell you what our interests are and, if yours and ours happen to coincide, we 
must try to persuade you of the fact. Is it not certain that you will make enemies of all 
states who are at present neutral, when they see what is happening here and naturally 
conclude that in course of time you will attack them too? Does not this mean that you 
are strengthening the enemies you have already and are forcing others to become your 
enemies even against their intentions and their inclinations?

Athenians: As a matter of fact we are not so much frightened of states on the conti-
nent. They have their liberty, and this means that it will be a long time before they begin to 
take precautions against us. We are more concerned about islanders like yourselves, who 
are still unsubdued, or subjects who have already become embittered by the constraint 
which our empire imposes on them. These are the people who are most likely to act in a 
reckless manner and to bring themselves and us, too, into the most obvious danger.

Melians: Then surely, if such hazards are taken by you to keep your empire and by 
your subjects to escape from it, we who are still free would show ourselves great cowards 
and weaklings if we failed to face everything that comes rather than submit to slavery.

Athenians: No, not if you are sensible. This is no fair fight, with honour on one side 
and shame on the other. It is rather a question of saving your lives and not resisting those 
who are far too strong for you.

Melians: Yet we know that in war fortune sometimes makes the odds more level than 
could be expected from the difference in numbers of the two sides. And if we surrender, 
then all our hope is lost at once, whereas, so long as we remain in action, there is still a 
hope that we may yet stand upright.

Athenians: Hope, that comforter in danger! If one already has solid advantages to fall 
back upon, one can indulge in hope. It may do harm, but will not destroy one. But hope 
is by nature an expensive commodity, and those who are risking their all on one cast find 
out what it means only when they are already ruined; it never fails them in the period 
when such a knowledge would enable them to take precautions. Do not let this happen 
to you, you who are weak and whose fate depends on a single movement of the scale. 
And do not be like those people who, as so commonly happens, miss the chance of saving 
themselves in a human and practical way, and, when every clear and distinct hope has left 
them in their adversity, turn to what is blind and vague, to prophecies and oracles and 
such things which by encouraging hope lead men to ruin.

Melians: It is difficult, and you may be sure that we know it, for us to oppose your 
power and fortune, unless the terms be equal. Nevertheless we trust that the gods will 
give us fortune as good as yours, because we are standing for what is right against what 
is wrong; and as for what we lack in power, we trust that it will be made up for by our 
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alliance with the Spartans, who are bound, if for no other reason, then for honour’s sake, 
and because we are their kinsmen, to come to our help. Our confidence, therefore, is not 
so entirely irrational as you think.

Athenians: So far as the favour of the gods is concerned, we think we have as much 
right to that as you have. Our aims and our actions are perfectly consistent with the 
beliefs men hold about the gods and with the principles which govern their own conduct. 
Our opinion of the gods and our knowledge of men lead us to conclude that it is a general 
and necessary law of nature to rule whatever one can. This is not a law that we made our-
selves, nor were we the first to act upon it when it was made. We found it already in exist-
ence, and we shall leave it to exist forever among those who come after us. We are merely 
acting in accordance with it, and we know that you or anybody else with the same power 
as ours would be acting in precisely the same way. And therefore, so far as the gods are 
concerned, we see no good reason why we should fear to be at a disadvantage. But with 
regard to your views about Sparta and your confidence that she, out of a sense of honour, 
will come to your aid, we must say that we congratulate you on your simplicity but do 
not envy you your folly. In matters that concern themselves or their own constitution 
the Spartans are quite remarkably good; as for their relations with others, that is a long 
story, but it can be expressed shortly and clearly by saying that of all people we know the 
Spartans are most conspicuous for believing that what they like doing is honourable and 
what suits their interests is just. And this kind of attitude is not going to be of much help 
to you in your absurd quest for safety at the moment.

Melians: But this is the very point where we can feel most sure. Their own self-interest 
will make them refuse to betray their own colonists, the Melians, for that would mean 
losing the confidence of their friends among the Hellenes and doing good to their enemies.

Athenians: You seem to forget that if one follows one’s self-interest one wants to be 
safe, whereas the path of justice and honour involves one in danger. And, where danger is 
concerned, the Spartans are not, as a rule, very venturesome.

Melians: But we think that they would even endanger themselves for our sake and 
count the risk more worth taking than in the case of others, because we are so close to the 
Peloponnese that they could operate more easily, and because they can depend on us more 
than on others, since we are of the same race and share the same feelings.

Athenians: Goodwill shown by the party that is asking for help does not mean secu-
rity for the prospective ally. What is looked for is a positive preponderance of power in 
action. And the Spartans pay attention to this point even more than others do. Certainly 
they distrust their own native resources so much that when they attack a neighbour they 
bring a great army of allies with them. It is hardly likely therefore that, while we are in 
control of the sea, they will cross over to an island.

Melians: But they still might send others. The Cretan sea is a wide one, and it is harder 
for those who control it to intercept others than for those who want to slip through to 
do so safely. And even if they were to fail in this, they would turn against your own land 
and against those of your allies left unvisited by Brasidas. So, instead of troubling about 
a country which has nothing to do with you, you will find trouble nearer home, among 
your allies, and in your own country.

Athenians: It is a possibility, something that has in fact happened before. It may hap-
pen in your case, but you are well aware that the Athenians have never yet relinquished a 
single siege operation through fear of others. But we are somewhat shocked to find that, 
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though you announced your intention of discussing how you could preserve yourselves, 
in all this talk you have said absolutely nothing which could justify a man in thinking that 
he could be preserved. Your chief points are concerned with what you hope may happen 
in the future, while your actual resources are too scanty to give you a chance of survival 
against the forces that are opposed to you at this moment. You will therefore be showing 
an extraordinary lack of common sense if, after you have asked us to retire from this meet-
ing, you still fail to reach a conclusion wiser than anything you have mentioned so far. Do 
not be led astray by a false sense of honour—a thing which often brings men to ruin when 
they are faced with an obvious danger that somehow affects their pride. For in many cases 
men have still been able to see the dangers ahead of them, but this thing called dishonour, 
this word, by its own force of seduction, has drawn them into a state where they have sur-
rendered to an idea, while in fact they have fallen voluntarily into irrevocable disaster, in 
dishonour that is all the more dishonourable because it has come to them from their own 
folly rather than their misfortune. You, if you take the right view, will be careful to avoid 
this. You will see that there is nothing disgraceful in giving way to the greatest city in Hel-
las when she is offering you such reasonable terms—alliance on a tribute-paying basis and 
liberty to enjoy your own property. And, when you are allowed to choose between war 
and safety, you will not be so insensitively arrogant as to make the wrong choice. This is 
the safe rule—to stand up to one’s equals, to behave with deference towards one’s superi-
ors, and to treat one’s inferiors with moderation. Think it over again, then, when we have 
withdrawn from the meeting, and let this be a point that constantly recurs to your minds—
that you are discussing the fate of your country, that you have only one country, and that 
its future for good or ill depends on this one single decision which you are going to make.

The Athenians then withdrew from the discussion. The Melians, left to themselves, 
reached a conclusion which was much the same as they had indicated in their previous 
replies. Their answer was as follows:

‘Our decision, Athenians, is just the same as it was at first. We are not prepared to 
give up in a short moment the liberty which our city has enjoyed from its foundation for 
700 years. We put our trust in the fortune that the gods will send and which has saved us 
up to now, and in the help of men—that is, of the Spartans; and so we shall try to save 
ourselves. But we invite you to allow us to be friends of yours and enemies to neither 
side, to make a treaty which shall be agreeable to both you and us, and so to leave our 
country.’

The Melians made this reply, and the Athenians, just as they were breaking off the 
discussion, said:

‘Well, at any rate, judging from this decision of yours, you seem to us quite unique 
in your ability to consider the future as something more certain than what is before your 
eyes, and to see uncertainties as realities, simply because you would like them to be so. As 
you have staked most on and trusted most in Spartans, luck, and hopes, so in all these you 
will find yourselves most completely deluded.’

The Athenian representatives then went back to the army, and the Athenian generals, 
finding that the Melians would not submit, immediately commenced hostilities and built a 
wall completely round the city of Melos, dividing the work out among the various states. 
Later they left behind a garrison of some of their own and some allied troops to blockade 
the place by land and sea, and with the greater part of their army returned home. The 
force left behind stayed on and continued with the siege.
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About the same time the Argives invaded Phliasia and were ambushed by the 
Phliasians and the exiles from Argos, losing about eighty men.

Then, too, the Athenians at Pylos captured a great quantity of plunder from Spartan 
territory. Not even after this did the Spartans renounce the treaty and make war, but they 
issued a proclamation saying that any of their people who wished to do so were free to 
make raids on the Athenians. The Corinthians also made some attacks on the Athenians 
because of private quarrels of their own, but the rest of the Peloponnesians stayed quiet.

Meanwhile the Melians made a night attack and captured the part of the Athenian 
lines opposite the market-place. They killed some of the troops, and then, after bringing 
in corn and everything else useful that they could lay their hands on, retired again and 
made no further move, while the Athenians took measures to make their blockade more 
efficient in future. So the summer came to an end.

In the following winter the Spartans planned to invade the territory of Argos, but 
when the sacrifices for crossing the frontier turned out unfavourably, they gave up 
the expedition. The fact that they had intended to invade made the Argives suspect 
certain people in their city, some of whom they arrested, though others succeeded in 
escaping.

About this same time the Melians again captured another part of the Athenian lines 
where there were only a few of the garrison on guard. As a result of this, another force 
came out afterwards from Athens under the command of Philocrates, the son of Demeas. 
Siege operations were now carried on vigorously and, as there was also some treachery 
from inside, the Melians surrendered unconditionally to the Athenians, who put to death 
all the men of military age whom they took, and sold the women and children as slaves. 
Melos itself they took over for themselves, sending out later a colony of 500 men.

Legitimacy in International Politics ian hurd

What motivates states to follow international norms, rules, and commitments? All 
social systems must confront what we might call the problem of social  control—
that is, how to get actors to comply with society’s rules—but the problem is 

particularly acute for international relations, because the international social system does 
not possess an overarching center of political power to enforce rules. . . .

Consider three generic reasons why an actor might obey a rule: (1) because the actor 
fears the punishment of rule enforcers, (2) because the actor sees the rule in its own self-
interest, and (3) because the actor feels the rule is legitimate and ought to be obeyed. The 
trait distinguishing the superior from the subordinate is different in each case. In the first, 
it is asymmetry of physical capacity; in the second, a particular distribution of incentives; 
and in the third, a normative structure of status and legitimacy. . . . These devices recur 

in combination across all social systems where rules exist to influence behavior, ranging 
from the governing of children in the classroom, to the internal structure of organized 
crime syndicates, to the international system of states. Where rules or norms exist, com-
pliance with them may be achieved by one or a combination of these devices. Studies 
of domestic political sociology rotate around them, with scholars arguing variously for 
making one of the three devices foundational or combining them in assorted ways. It is 
generally seen as natural that a social system may exhibit each at different moments or 
locations.

In international relations studies, talking about compliance secured by either coer-
cion or self-interest is uncontroversial, and well-developed  bodies of literature—falling 
roughly into the neorealist and rationalist-neoliberal schools, respectively—elaborate 
each of these notions. However, the idea that states’ compliance with international 
rules is a function of the legitimacy of the rules or of their source gets less attention; 
and when it is attended to, scholars generally fail to spell out the process by which it 
operates. . . .

There is no obvious reason, either theoretical or empirical, why the study of the inter-
national system should be limited to only two of these three mechanisms and that to do 
so means missing significant features of the system. This should be a matter of empirical 
study, not assumption. . . .

Legitimacy, as I use it here, refers to the normative belief by an actor that a rule or 
institution ought to be obeyed. It is a subjective quality, relational between actor and 
institution, and defined by the actor’s perception of the institution. The actor’s perception 
may come from the substance of the rule or from the procedure or source by which it was 
constituted. Such a perception affects behavior because it is internalized by the actor and 
helps to define how the actor sees its interests. . . .

Seeing the international system as governed by institutions of legitimate authority 
opens several very interesting avenues for research, three of which I will sketch here. First, 
what is the process by which a particular norm, rule, or institution comes to be seen as 
legitimate? States are somewhat discriminating in which rules they accept as legitimate 
(although they are not completely free agents in this regard), and so not all potential 
norms are internalized. Much more could be known about how a given norm comes to 
be accepted or not. For instance, could we say that the international market has recently 
become legitimate and so authoritative in this sense? This direction is suggested by recent 
work on how elements of the international economy have become “disembedded” from 
domestic political control. A related puzzle, much discussed in studies of domestic institu-
tions, particularly courts, is how a political institution might alter its behavior in order 
to make itself more authoritative (and thus effective). Two international institutions, the 
International Court of Justice and the UN Security Council, seem quite aware that their 
present actions have consequences for their future legitimacy and that their legitimacy 
affects their power and effectiveness. These two areas, international courts and interna-
tional markets, are fertile ground for the further study of legitimacy and legitimation of 
international institutions. Moreover, because the process of legitimation is never mon-
olithic, the legitimation of these institutions has generated counteractive delegitimizing 
efforts. In the case of the Security Council [from 1992 to 2011], Libya  .  .  . pursued a 
determined strategy to delegitimize the UN sanctions against it by portraying the council 
as unrepresentative of the will of the wider international community.
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in combination across all social systems where rules exist to influence behavior, ranging 
from the governing of children in the classroom, to the internal structure of organized 
crime syndicates, to the international system of states. Where rules or norms exist, com-
pliance with them may be achieved by one or a combination of these devices. Studies 
of domestic political sociology rotate around them, with scholars arguing variously for 
making one of the three devices foundational or combining them in assorted ways. It is 
generally seen as natural that a social system may exhibit each at different moments or 
locations.

In international relations studies, talking about compliance secured by either coer-
cion or self-interest is uncontroversial, and well-developed  bodies of literature—falling 
roughly into the neorealist and rationalist-neoliberal schools, respectively—elaborate 
each of these notions. However, the idea that states’ compliance with international 
rules is a function of the legitimacy of the rules or of their source gets less attention; 
and when it is attended to, scholars generally fail to spell out the process by which it 
operates. . . .

There is no obvious reason, either theoretical or empirical, why the study of the inter-
national system should be limited to only two of these three mechanisms and that to do 
so means missing significant features of the system. This should be a matter of empirical 
study, not assumption. . . .

Legitimacy, as I use it here, refers to the normative belief by an actor that a rule or 
institution ought to be obeyed. It is a subjective quality, relational between actor and 
institution, and defined by the actor’s perception of the institution. The actor’s perception 
may come from the substance of the rule or from the procedure or source by which it was 
constituted. Such a perception affects behavior because it is internalized by the actor and 
helps to define how the actor sees its interests. . . .

Seeing the international system as governed by institutions of legitimate authority 
opens several very interesting avenues for research, three of which I will sketch here. First, 
what is the process by which a particular norm, rule, or institution comes to be seen as 
legitimate? States are somewhat discriminating in which rules they accept as legitimate 
(although they are not completely free agents in this regard), and so not all potential 
norms are internalized. Much more could be known about how a given norm comes to 
be accepted or not. For instance, could we say that the international market has recently 
become legitimate and so authoritative in this sense? This direction is suggested by recent 
work on how elements of the international economy have become “disembedded” from 
domestic political control. A related puzzle, much discussed in studies of domestic institu-
tions, particularly courts, is how a political institution might alter its behavior in order 
to make itself more authoritative (and thus effective). Two international institutions, the 
International Court of Justice and the UN Security Council, seem quite aware that their 
present actions have consequences for their future legitimacy and that their legitimacy 
affects their power and effectiveness. These two areas, international courts and interna-
tional markets, are fertile ground for the further study of legitimacy and legitimation of 
international institutions. Moreover, because the process of legitimation is never mon-
olithic, the legitimation of these institutions has generated counteractive delegitimizing 
efforts. In the case of the Security Council [from 1992 to 2011], Libya  .  .  . pursued a 
determined strategy to delegitimize the UN sanctions against it by portraying the council 
as unrepresentative of the will of the wider international community.
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The legitimacy pull of the UN Security Council can be demonstrated by Japan’s 
response to sanctions on North Korea in 1994. While the UN Security Council was con-
sidering imposing sanctions on North Korea for its surreptitious nuclear program, Japan 
expressed its opposition to sanctions both publicly and in informal consultations with 
the Security Council. An essential element in any sanctions program would have been 
to forbid the remittances of Koreans living in Japan back to North Korea; these remit-
tances accounted for between $600 million and $1.8 billion of North Korea’s annual 
gross national product of $20 billion. For this and other reasons, Japan opposed strong 
sanctions and worked hard to delay, diminish, or defeat the proposal. Yet at the same 
time, the Japanese government publicly stated that notwithstanding its opposition, it 
would abide by the final decision of the council.1 On the one hand, given the legal status 
of Security Council resolutions one might expect nothing less than full compliance by 
member states. But on the other, and more realistically, this is a strong sign that Japan 
accepted the legitimacy of a Security Council decision, even with a medium probabil-
ity of an adverse outcome, and even without formal Japanese presence in the delibera-
tions of the council.2 This strong, public, and a priori commitment to the rule of law in 
international affairs may have been motivated by a desire to appear a “good community 
member” (and so improve Japan’s case for permanent membership in a reformed Security 
Council) or by an actual normative commitment to the rules as they are. In either case, 
Japan was conscious that the international community holds Security Council decisions as 
legitimate and sees compliance with them as the duty of a good international citizen. This 
has been particularly true since the late 1980s with the increase in consensus and consul-
tations in the Security Council.

A second area for further research is the role of power (material and ideological) in 
making an institution legitimate. It is well known that the process of internalizing commu-
nity norms is rife with considerations of power, both in determining what norms exist in 
the community and which norms a particular actor might latch on to, but at the same time 
this process is different from simple coercion. Power is involved in creating the realm of 
the apparently “normal” as well as in reproducing and challenging its hegemony through 
ideology and institutions. Here, my only aim has been to make the case that legitimate 
authority exists in international relations and show what difference this makes, not delve 
into the process by which an institution became legitimate. This second task is important 
and requires extending the application of writers like Antonio Gramsci, Michel Foucault, 
and Pierre Bourdieu to international relations.

Finally, what happens in the international setting to the safeguards we generally 
expect of our governing institutions, such as representativeness and accountability? If 
international institutions can be authoritative, how do we make them accountable? Cer-
tain international institutions, such as the UN, are already recognized as sufficiently gov-
ernmental that they are expected to be somewhat democratic, but international democracy 
and accountability will have to be much more widely promoted once we recognize that 
any institution that is accepted as legitimate stands in a position of authority over states 
and thus exercises power. 

notes
 1. New York Times, 3 June 1994. A1.
 2. New York Times, 9 June 1994, A1.
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six Principles of Political realism 
hans J. MorgenThau

1. Political realism believes that politics, like society in general, is governed by objective 
laws that have their roots in human nature. In order to improve society it is first necessary 
to understand the laws by which society lives. The  operation of these laws being impervi-
ous to our preferences, men will  challenge them only as the risk of failure.

Realism, believing as it does in the objectivity of the laws of politics, must also believe 
in the possibility of developing a rational theory that reflects, however imperfectly and 
one-sidedly, these objective laws. It believes also, then, in the possibility of distinguishing 
in politics between truth and opinion—between what is true objectively and rationally, 
supported by evidence and illuminated by reason, and what is only a subjective judgment, 
divorced from the facts as they are and informed by prejudice and wishful thinking.

Human nature, in which the laws of politics have their roots, has not changed since the 
classical philosophies of China, India, and Greece endeavored to discover these laws. Hence, 
novelty is not necessarily a virtue in political theory, nor is old age a defect. The fact that a 
theory of politics, if there be such a theory, has never been heard of before tends to create a 
presumption against, rather than in favor of, its soundness. Conversely, the fact that a theory 
of politics was developed hundreds or even thousands of years ago—as was the theory of the 
balance of power—does not create a presumption that it must be outmoded and obsolete. . . .

For realism, theory consists in ascertaining facts and giving them meaning through 
reason. It assumes that the character of a foreign policy can be ascertained only through 
the examination of the political acts performed and of the foreseeable consequences of 
these acts. Thus we can find out what statesmen have actually done, and from the fore-
seeable consequences of their acts we can surmise what their objectives might have been.

Yet examination of the facts is not enough. To give meaning to the factual raw mate-
rial of foreign policy, we must approach political reality with a kind of rational outline, 
a map that suggests to us the possible meanings of foreign policy. In other words, we put 
ourselves in the position of a statesman who must meet a certain problem of foreign policy 
under certain circumstances, and we ask ourselves what the rational alternatives are from 
which a statesman may choose who must meet this problem under these circumstances 
(presuming always that he acts in a rational manner), and which of these rational alterna-
tives this particular statesman, acting under these circumstances, is likely to choose. It is 
the testing of this rational hypothesis against the actual facts and their consequences that 
gives theoretical meaning to the facts of international politics.

2. The main signpost that helps political realism to find its way through the landscape 
of international politics is the concept of interest defined in terms of power. This concept 
provides the link between reason trying to understand international politics and the facts 
to be understood. It sets politics as an autonomous sphere of action and understanding 
apart from other spheres, such as economics (understood in terms of interest defined 
as wealth), ethics, aesthetics, or religion. Without such a concept a theory of politics, 
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international or domestic, would be altogether impossible, for without it we could not 
distinguish between political and nonpolitical facts, nor could we bring at least a measure 
of systematic order to the political sphere.

We assume that statesmen think and act in terms of interest defined as power, and 
the evidence of history bears that assumption out. That assumption allows us to retrace 
and anticipate, as it were, the steps a statesman—past, present, or future—has taken or 
will take on the political scene. We look over his shoulder when he writes his dispatches; 
we listen in on his conversation with other statesmen; we read and anticipate his very 
thoughts. Thinking in terms of interest defined as power, we think as he does, and as dis-
interested observers we understand his thoughts and actions perhaps better than he, the 
actor on the political scene, does himself.

The concept of interest defined as power imposes intellectual discipline upon the 
observer, infuses rational order into the subject matter of politics, and thus makes the 
theoretical understanding of politics possible. On the side of the actor, it provides for 
rational discipline in action and creates that astounding continuity in foreign policy which 
makes American, British, or Russian foreign policy appear as an intelligible, rational con-
tinuum, by and large consistent within itself, regardless of the different motives, prefer-
ences, and intellectual and moral qualities of successive statesmen. A realist theory of 
international politics, then, will guard against two popular fallacies: the concern with 
motives and the concern with ideological preferences.

To search for the clue to foreign policy exclusively in the motives of statesmen is both 
futile and deceptive. It is futile because motives are the most illusive of psychological data, 
distorted as they are, frequently beyond recognition, by the interests and emotions of 
actor and observer alike. Do we really know what our own motives are? And what do we 
know of the motives of others?

Yet even if we had access to the real motives of statesmen, that knowledge would help 
us little in understanding foreign policies, and might well lead us astray. It is true that the 
knowledge of the statesman’s motives may give us one among many clues as to what the 
direction of his foreign policy might be. It cannot give us, however, the one clue by which 
to predict his foreign policies. History shows no exact and necessary correlation between 
the quality of motives and the quality of foreign policy. This is true in both moral and 
political terms.

We cannot conclude from the good intentions of a statesman that his  foreign policies 
will be either morally praiseworthy or politically successful. Judging his motives, we can say 
that he will not intentionally pursue policies that are morally wrong, but we can say nothing 
about the probability of their success. If we want to know the moral and political qualities of 
his actions, we must know them, not his motives. How often have statesmen been motivated 
by the desire to improve the world, and ended by making it worse? And how often have they 
sought one goal and ended by achieving something they neither expected nor desired?. . . 

A realist theory of international politics will also avoid the other popular fallacy of 
equating the foreign policies of a statesman with his philosophic or political sympathies, 
and of deducing the former from the latter. Statesmen, especially under contemporary 
conditions, may well make a habit of presenting their foreign policies in terms of their 
philosophic and political sympathies in order to gain popular support for them. Yet they 
will distinguish with Lincoln between their “official duty,” which is to think and act in 
terms of the national interest, and their “personal wish,” which is to see their own moral 
values and political principles realized throughout the world. Political realism does not 
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