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Chapter 6: Realism  

 Realism has significantly influenced both the theory and practice of world politics. 

 Outside the academy, realism has a much longer history in the work of classical political 

theorists such as Thucydides, Machiavelli, Hobbes, and Rousseau. 

 The unifying theme around which all realist thinking converges is that states find themselves 

in the condition of anarchy such that their security cannot be taken for granted. 

 Statism, survival, and self-help are three core elements of the realist tradition. 

 There is a lack of consensus as to whether we can meaningfully speak about realism as a 

single coherent theory. 

 There are good reasons for delineating different types of realism. 

 Structural realism divides into two camps: those who argue that states are security 

maximizers (neorealism), and those who argue that states are power maximizers (offensive 

realism). 

 Neoclassical realists bring individual and unit variation back into the theory. 

 Statism is a central assumption of realism. This involves two claims. First, the state is the pre-

eminent actor in worldpolitics. Second, state sovereignty signifies the existence of an 

independent political community, one that has juridical authority over its territory. 

 Key criticism: statism is flawed on both empirical grounds (challenges to state power from 

‘above’ and ‘below’) and normative grounds (the inability of sovereign states to respond to 

collective global problems such as famine, environmental degradation, and human rights 

abuses). 

 Survival is the primary objective of all states; this is the supreme national interest to which 

all political leaders must adhere. 

 Key criticism: are there no limits to what actions a state can take in the name of necessity? 

 Self-help: no other state or international institution can be relied on to guarantee a state’s 

survival. 

 Key criticism: self-help is not an inevitable consequence of the absence of a world 

government; it is a logic that states have selected. Moreover, there are examples where 

states have preferred collective security systems, or forms of regional security communities, 

in preference to self-help. 

 


