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SERIES EDITOR FOREWORD

As Editors of the Palgrave Macmillan History of International Thought
series, we aim to publish the highest quality research on the intellectual,
conceptual, and disciplinary history of International Relations. The books in
the series assess the contribution that individual writers—academics, publi-
cists, and other significant figures—have made to the development of
thinking on international relations. Central to this task is the historical
reconstruction and interpretation that recovers the intellectual and social
milieu within which these authors were writing. Previous volumes in the
series have traced the course of traditions, their shifting grounds, or com-
mon questions, exploring heretofore neglected pathways of international
theory and providing new insight and refreshed context for established
approaches such as realism and liberalism. We hope that the series will
consolidate the historiographical turn that has taken place within academic
International Relations with the growth of interest in understanding both
the disciplinary history of the field and the history of international thought.
A critical concern of the series is the institutional and intellectual develop-
ment of the study of international relations as an academic pursuit. The
series is expressly pluralist and as such open to both critical and traditional
work, work that presents historical reconstruction or an interpretation of
the past, as well as genealogical studies that account for the possibilities and
constraints of present-day theories. The series is interdisciplinary in outlook,
embracing contributions from International Relations, International
History, Political Theory, Sociology, and Law.
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We are looking to publish manuscripts that explore the mutually consti-
tutive triangle of international relations, theory, and history. We take this to
mean at the very least an appreciation of the importance of history in the
theory of international relations, of theory in the history of international
relations, and also of international relations in the history of international
thought. In this last case, we hope that the series can become more broadly
intercultural, increasingly including scholarship from outside Europe and
North America as well as delving into the non-Western context of the
development of international relations theory, since we believe that too
much disciplinary history mirrors the Eurocentric character of our field.

Konstantinos Kostagiannis’ intellectual history of four seminal realist
thinkers is a valuable contribution to the debate on the history and theory
of realism in International Relations. The historiographical turn has, in part,
contributed to a renewed interest in exploring the roots of realist theory. As
Duncan Bell and others have recognized, we now have a much deeper and
nuanced understanding of realism compared to the caricatured depictions
of the past. Rather than a timeless tradition of essential thinkers stretching
from Athens to the present, we now have a variety of studies of specific
scholars that display the sophisticated and amorphous nature of those often
identified with the so-called realist tradition. The new literature on realism
has even contributed to a questioning of whether there is a singular realist
tradition. Kostagiannis engages with the realist tradition by considering
E.H. Carr, Hans Morgenthau, John Herz, and John Mearsheimer as mem-
bers of this illustrious tradition. He justifies their inclusion by making it
quite clear that each of these four members of the realist tradition are united
by the attention they all placed on the central concepts of power and the
nation-state.

Although Kostagiannis makes a strong case for examining the relation-
ship between the concepts of power and the nation-state in realist thinking
across the twentieth century and into the twenty-first century, he at the
same time recognizes that the four scholars he is examining did not all agree
on the meaning of these two central concepts. This is especially the case with
power, for although all realists consider the primacy of power they also have
very different understandings of this central concept. Kostagiannis argues
that power is an elusive and contested concept in realist writings. He
displays great care in unpacking the respective understandings that Carr,
Morgenthau, Herz, and Mearsheimer have of power. Kostagiannis argues
that the centrality of power is of profound importance for understanding
their respective conceptions of the nation-state and its ideological corollary,
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nationalism. In other words, he argues that there is a powerful interrelation
of the concepts of power and the nation-state, and much of the meaning of
the latter depends on getting the lasting concept of power correct.

Kostagiannis’ project is one of intellectual history whereby he traces the
evolution of the interrelation between the notions of power and nation-
state in realist thought. He pursues this project in a historiographically self-
conscious manner. He makes the argument that both text and context
matter. In this manner, Kostagiannis considers the intellectual background
of each thinker he examines as well as the historical context of the period
they were working. What emerges is a sophisticated account of realist theory
via the writings of Carr, Morgenthau, Herz, and Mearsheimer. This is
facilitated by a concerted focus on two enduring concepts: power and the
nation-state. In the difficult and tumultuous period that we are currently
living through, a new and engaging book on realism could not be more
timely.
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PREFACE

This book’s origins can be traced back to October 2001 when, as a first-year
undergraduate student at Panteion University, I enrolled for a course on the
history of the Balkans offered by Marilena Koppa. This was the first time, I
believe, when it clearly occurred tome that the national history in which I had
been schooled for more than a decade of primary and secondary education
was not a mere collection of objective facts. This grand narrative was revealed
to be only one amongst several—and often competing—interpretations of the
shared past of the peoples inhabiting this small peninsula. From that moment,
I became interested in the study of nationalism and its myths, as well as its
impact on international politics. I had the chance to get a better idea of the
latter through the courses on Greco-Turkish relations and protection of
minorities which were taught by Angelos Syrigos. As part of these courses
we visited the minorities on both sides of the border and thus got a first—
even if no doubt incomplete—impression of the impact of nationalism on
their lives.

The interest in realism would only come after the completion of my
undergraduate studies. During my undergraduate years, my view of realism
did not diverge much from its textbook representation as a state-centric and
essentially conservative approach. E.H. Carr’s Twenty Years’ Crisis made
quite an impression on me in that it did not exactly fit the idea I had about
realism, but it was, I thought, an exception. It was when I started a master’s
degree at the University of Edinburgh that my view of realism would
change. There, I had the chance to attend Seán Molloy’s classes on inter-
national relations theory. Seán’s emphasis on the study of original texts,
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rather than their textbook representations, triggered my interest in classical
realists and their scepticism towards nationalism. Seán became my supervi-
sor for the doctoral thesis which formed the basis for the book at hand. He
has been a knowledgeable mentor whose encouragement and support has
been essential not only for the completion of my thesis and the work
towards this book, but also for my overall academic development. His
generous advice and friendship throughout those years have been
invaluable.

I am also indebted to Vassilis Paipais for his insightful commentary on my
work, and especially on Morgenthau, as well as his patient advice. I am
thankful to Juliet Kaarbo, Richard Ned Lebow, and Andrew Neal who
engaged in-depth with the thesis which led to this book, and provided me
with extensive and thought-provoking commentary. This book has also
benefited at various stages from the feedback and suggestions of Dan
Kenealy, Lucian Ashworth, Xavier Guillaume, Jan Eichhorn, Nikos
Sotirakopoulos, Assem Dandashly, and Hylke Dijkstra. The participants of
the Politics and Culture in Europe research day at Maastricht University,
where I presented an early version of this book, offered valuable comments,
as did the participants of workshops and conferences where I previously
presented parts of the work. The department of political science at Maas-
tricht University has my gratitude for offering a reduction of teaching load
for the academic year 2016–2017, which allowed me to spend more time on
the book. My fellow inhabitants of the offices I shared at the universities of
Edinburgh and Maastricht have my gratitude for creating a pleasant work-
ing environment.

I am thankful to the editors of the Palgrave Macmillan History of Inter-
national Thought series, Brian Schmidt and David Long, for offering me the
opportunity to publish my book as part of the series and for kindly providing
the foreword. The anonymous reviewer offered insightful remarks and sug-
gestions. Chris Robinson provided helpful guidance in the early stages of the
book. I am thankful to Carol Ross as well as Namami Ghosh and Manjula
Sridhar for their assistance in copyediting the book. Any remaining mistakes,
needless to say, are my own. Special thanks should go to John Stegner, who
dealt with all my questions and requests promptly and patiently and to Rijo
George for his assistance during the production of the book.

The beginning and completion of this project would have been impos-
sible without the support of my family. My parents, Thanassis and Roula, to
whom this work is dedicated, have always been there for me and supported
me in all my choices. They have my deepest gratitude for all the patience
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they have shown in the last three decades. I would also like to thank my
brother Panagiotis for being a refreshing influence and for taking interest in
my work. Finally, I would like to express my heartfelt appreciation to Pigi
Chroni, whom I met in the second year of my doctoral studies—and who
patiently went through the references of the book to spot any mistakes that
might have slipped my attention. I am grateful for all the kindness that you
have shown me in these years and feel especially privileged to have you by
my side.

An earlier version of parts of Chap. 2 has been previously published by
Palgrave Macmillan:

“Mind the gap between nationalism and international relations: Power and
the nation-state in E.H. Carr’s realism.” International Politics 50, no.
6 (2013): 830–845 (© PalgraveMacmillan, a division ofMacmillan Publishers
Ltd 2013, republished with permission of Springer).

Maastricht
June 2017
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

It was in 1999, one decade after the fall of the Berlin Wall, that Colin Gray
attempted to defend realism against emerging tendencies in international
theory, and in so doing made special reference to the enduring legacy of
the realist tradition. Such a tradition, and more specifically classical realism,
he claimed, might have looked unattractive amidst the optimism which
prevailed in the wake of the Cold War. This, however, did not necessarily
make it any less accurate: “Much that is apparently boring and
old-fashioned happens also to be true, or true enough.”1 It is the eternal
truths of realism, he claimed, that can guide students of international
relations in their effort to avoid confusing what is ephemeral with what is
lasting.2 In this book, I seek to elucidate the interrelation of two concepts
central to realism, one of them ephemeral, and the other one lasting. The
lasting concept is that of power, while the ephemeral one is the nation-state.
But why, one might wonder, is this interrelation between power and the
nation-state one that is worth elucidating in the first place?

As I hope to establish through the pages of this introduction, the
centrality of the concept of power in realism can offer a starting point to
fruitfully trace the evolution of realist thought on the nation-state and its
ideological corollary, nationalism. With the second decade of the twenty-
first century ending, it becomes increasingly clear that the optimistic context
against which Gray voiced his spirited defence of realism has all but
disappeared. Far from being spent forces, the nation-state and nationalism
have displayed considerable resilience in the face of globalisation and

1© The Author(s) 2018
K. Kostagiannis, Realist Thought and the Nation-State, The Palgrave
Macmillan History of International Thought,
DOI 10.1007/978-3-319-59629-7_1



regional integration. The ghosts of nationalism have even displayed a resur-
gence in some places which until recently were thought to have put them to
rest. The relative neglect with which the phenomenon of nationalism has
been met in the domain of International Relations (IR) is, therefore, no
longer tenable.3 At the same time, realism, the theory that is commonly
associated most closely with the state in textbooks, seems to also have
weathered the challenges raised against it and remains one of the key
theories of international relations, especially in the bleaker post-9/11
world.4

APPROACHING NATIONS, NATION-STATES, AND NATIONALISM

I have already used terms such as “nation-state” and “nationalism” whose
meaning is not universally agreed. I also attached the epithet “ephemeral”
to the nation-state. This too is a claim that is not self-evident. I will therefore
start my discussion with a brief exposition of the way I understand those key
concepts in the present book. The definition of key terms like “nation” and
“nationalism”, the understanding of their nature, the establishment of the
relationship between them, and the question of whether they are distinctly
modern phenomena have all been central concerns in the study of nation-
alism as a distinct field of academic enquiry.5 Despite some early works in
the first half of the twentieth century, a “fully fledged literature on nation-
alism” took a while to develop and interest in the subject intensified only in
the 1960s and 1970s, triggered by decolonisation and the resulting prolif-
eration of states.6 There is now an extensive literature on nationalism but, as
is often the case with social sciences, “there are no neat definitions of the key
concepts”.7

One of the most vivid debates in the literature of nations and nationalism
is the one concerning the novelty of the phenomena. The dominant
approach is without doubt that of modernism, which claims that nations
and nationalism are inextricably linked to the advent of modernity.8 The
opposite view, the one advanced by ethnosymbolists, emphasises the cul-
tural continuities between the age of nationalism and previous times, and
questions the depth of the rift between traditional and modern societies.9

Ethnosymbolists are correct to point out the—often neglected by modern-
ists—usage of pre-existing cultural material by nationalism. It would be a
mistake, however, to underestimate the qualitative difference between tra-
ditional and modern societies.10 The “natural” communities, fixed social
roles, and certainty that characterised traditional societies are replaced by the
fluidity, social mobility, and uncertainty of modern societies. This transition
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engenders the need for a new form of collectivity, one that manages to both
transcend traditional collectivities and integrate them. The modern ideology
of nationalism, by appropriating the past as a national past and projecting the
nation on a continuum of past, present, and future, tries to address this
challenge.11 Ultimately, therefore, it is not the pre-existing cultural material
per se that matters but the way it is appropriated by modern societies.12 As
Ernest Gellner noted, it is irrelevant whether a nation has a genuine “navel”
that connects it to the past or whether it must invent one: what matters is
“the need for navels engendered by modernity”.13

Nationalism, then, is a distinctly modern phenomenon. When it comes
to defining it, one can start from the concept of a modern ideology broadly
understood as a system of ideas offering both explanatory statements about
the world and prescriptions about how it ought to be. The feature
distinguishing modern ideology from its traditional counterpart is that it
does not seek its explanations outside social reality, and is therefore secular
rather than metaphysical.14 Nationalism as an ideology thus contains both
descriptive and prescriptive elements: the world is divided into distinct
nations, loyalty to them should trump all other loyalties, and nations should
be politically independent.15 The core elements of the nationalist doctrine
are also evident in the way nations imagine themselves, as discussed in
Benedict Anderson’s widely cited definition. The nation, he explains, can
be understood as an “imagined political community—and imagined as both
inherently limited and sovereign”.16 Each member of such an “imagined
community” will never meet in person all its other members, but still
recognises them as such. The nation is imagined as “limited” since “no
nation imagines itself coterminous with mankind”, and as “sovereign”
because as a concept it emerged at the time of collapse of the dynastic
realm, when pluralism was replacing universalism and the sovereign state
was transforming into a symbol of freedom.17

This latter element of sovereignty that a nation aspires to brings in a final
and important distinction, that between the nation and the state. The two
concepts have been used interchangeably for some time, but are different as
the former refers to the cultural and the latter to the political realm.18

Nationalism, as Gellner nicely put it, might claim that the two are destined
for each other, but nations and states are contingencies and in reality “not
the same contingency”.19 The very coining of the term “nation-state”
therefore, as Walker Connor correctly suggested, “illustrated an appreciation
of the vital differences” between the two. As such, the term “was designed to
describe a territorial-political unit (a state) whose borders coincided or nearly
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coincided with the territorial distribution of a national group”.20 Such a
definition, however, if strictly applied would fail to fit the bill for most
existing states. I am therefore proposing to take a somewhat more flexible
approach to the term here, one that understands the nation-state as a
distinctly modern manifestation of the sovereign state, associated with
nationalism as its legitimising principle.21

APPROACHING REALISM(S)

When John Mearsheimer responded to his critics in an article titled
“The More Isms the Better”, he most probably did not have in mind
more real-isms.22 Recent scholarship by realists and about realists abounds
and there is now a marked proliferation of realisms. Apart from the tradi-
tional categories of “classical” and “structural” realisms, the debate between
“defensive” and “offensive” realists within the latter camp, or the introduc-
tion of “neoclassical” realism, there is a continuing process of invention and
reinvention of new categories of realism.23 As a result, the same realist can
be now classified under several, often overlapping, subcategories of real-
ism.24 Fortunately, the number of realist labels has not so far exceeded the
number of realists available for categorisation. The necessity to somehow
deal with what Robert Gilpin, rather modestly, described as the “richness”
of realist tradition has triggered two main responses.25

Both reactions can be traced back to the period following the publication
of Kenneth Waltz’s seminal Theory of International Politics and his self-
professed break with “classical realism”.26 One response was to try and distil
a set of core assumptions, common to all realists, which can form the basis of
a coherent realist tradition while glossing over the existing tensions.27

Various efforts to approach realism as a paradigm fall within this category.
The number of core assumptions identified might vary from just one,
namely power optimisation in the model forwarded by Bahman Fozouni,
to several as displayed in the efforts of John Vasquez, Jeffrey Legro and
Andrew Moravcsik, Robert Keohane, and others.28

The second response was originally identified with early criticisms of
neorealism such as the ones coming from Richard Ashley and
R.B.J. Walker, who emphasised the differences between the two schools
and, at least initially, represented a minority position.29 Robert Cox, for
instance, attempted to recover a historicist realist tradition as represented by
E.H. Carr and explore its affinities to critical theory as opposed to the gradual
transformation of American realism to what he called a “problem-solving
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theory”.30 Walker highlighted the tensions inherent in realism by focusing
on the distinction between historicism and structuralism and in a similar
fashion Ashley advocated a return to some of the insights offered by classical
realists as part of a model that “would more than surpass neorealism”.31

This tendency was continued in the early 2000s by a number of authors
that Brent Steele described as “reflexive realists”.32 What unites authors like
Anthony Lang, Richard Ned Lebow, and Michael Williams is their attempt
to shift focus from the explanatory theories offered by neorealism or neo-
classical realism and recover “classical realist principles of agency, prudence,
and the recognition of limitations”.33 One could add here the various
efforts in recent scholarship that aim at recovering important aspects of
the thought of classical realists, often in direct opposition to the main
premises that are represented by contemporary realists. Revisionist histori-
ography is not limited to realism but the latter is singled out as its main
beneficiary.34 Some of those efforts concentrated on reinvestigating
neglected insights in the works of realists that by now are considered as
classics. The renewed interest in realists like E.H. Carr, Hans
J. Morgenthau, and John Herz is an example of such efforts.35 Others are
focused on recovering the contribution of classical realists in the study of
specific themes. Here William Scheuerman’s work on realist visions of
global reform and Seán Molloy’s challenge of the paradigmatic reading of
realism come readily to mind.36 Finally, there are collective efforts that
combine both approaches.37

Revisionist scholarship on realism certainly managed to reinterpret real-
ism as “a sophisticated, albeit amorphous body of political thought”, as
Duncan Bell claims, but the recovery of this complexity comes at a cost.38 If
realism is indeed as amorphous as recent efforts have demonstrated and
there are “nearly as many realisms as realist protagonists”, as Guzzini would
have it, then the question arises whether it makes any sense to continue
applying the label at all.39 Indeed, some authors seem to believe that realism
is in fact too rich for its own good. The general label “realism”, they posit,
obscures so many differences that it would be preferable to abandon it
altogether or use its categories very cautiously and only as starting points.40

How are we then to approach realism?
The main argument in support of a paradigmatic reading of realism is

that “realism has become just one box in the typologies of the Inter-
Paradigm Debate”.41 As such, realism must be clearly demarcated to be
kept distinct from competing paradigms.42 This position is unsatisfactory.
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Guzzini’s claim that “all classical realists have travelled on institutionalist or
constructivism-inspired terrain” is indicative of the problems associated with
efforts to define realism so narrowly.43 The problem with this statement is
not primarily that Guzzini, anachronistically, caught the classical realists
trespassing on “enemy territory”. For the classical realists, themselves,
given the comparative novelty of constructivism and institutionalism in
IR, such a claim would have little meaning. The main problem is, rather,
the implications of such narrow definitions for any meaningful engagement
with IR theory.

Narrowing down realism to only a few core assumptions can only aggra-
vate the academic tribalism that is often deplored.44 David Lake aptly
summarised some of the pathologies associated with such an approach. In
their effort to identify “easily recognisable schools”, he claims, IR scholars
have to reduce subtlety and oversimplify; the need to innovate encourages
them to take extremist positions; they mistake traditions for theories and try
to pit them against each other; they are partial to evidence that supports
their own theories; and finally, they strive for intellectual hegemony.45

While Lake paints a particularly bleak and somewhat exaggerated image,
his remark that such tendencies “transform research traditions into insular
‘sects’ that eschew explanation in favour of theology” is revealing of the
implications of such an oversimplification for the sake of paradigmatic
rigidity.46 The result of such a process is a division of the discipline into
warring tribes that often talk past each other.47

A second, and related, problem is the encouragement of the tendency to
caricature traditions one is critical of. This applies to all traditions, and
realists for their part are not innocent of the practice as revisionist scholar-
ship on the first debate demonstrated.48 There are, of course, practical
reasons for the tendency to caricature, especially given the broad scope of
the discipline and the available literature. As Scheuerman observes, “critics
of realism have made things too easy for themselves by embracing a sim-
plistic and occasionally caricatured interpretation”.49 Given the amount of
existing literature illustrating the diversity of realist tradition, however, such
a position is untenable. Scheuerman is thus right to claim that, despite its
obvious practical merits, the replication of conventional wisdom is unsatis-
factory for “anyone who is committed to intellectual integrity”.50

For these reasons, I will try to engage with realists on their own merits
rather than subsuming them to a preconceived set of assumptions. That
said, I am also sceptical of the extreme manifestation of this way of
approaching realism—that is, the claim that the label is meaningless and it
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might be better to dispense with it altogether. In their paradigmatic man-
ifestation “isms” have certainly been problematic but they still facilitated
intellectual debate about theoretical assumptions and commitments.51 One
does not need to return to the rigidity of a paradigm to salvage the utility of
general labels such as “realism”. I instead propose to approach realism here
under a framework which allows for the use of the term whilst keeping intact
the diversity of the authors who belong to the school. This framework is
“family resemblance”.

In one of the responses to Legro and Moravcsik’s complaints about the
degeneration of the realist paradigm, Gunther Hellman remarked that what
realist scholars share is not a set of assumptions, but family resemblances as
defined by Ludwig Wittgenstein.52 For Wittgenstein, family resemblance
does not require a predetermined set of similarities since the latter can “crop
up and disappear”. Similarities form a “complicated network” and are
“overlapping and criss-crossing”. If one succumbs to the temptation of
drawing a boundary for the term one tries to define, it can only be valid
for “that special purpose” for which the definition was designed and corre-
sponds to.53 As such, family resemblance can be employed to signify that
“individuality and similarity can be thought of as useful surrogates for
generality and identity”.54 Some authors have already applied the concept
to realism in an effort to transcend the limits of a paradigmatic version.55

The flexibility inherent in such an approach allows for a study of different
realists which does not try to marginalise aspects of their thought that do
not fit with preconceived sets of assumptions. Furthermore, it allows for the
reoccurrence of core themes without having to limit them conceptually.

POWER AND THE NATION-STATE IN REALIST THOUGHT

Even within the approach which tries to distil core assumptions from
realism, the identification of such assumptions varies from author to author.
The examination of the core assumptions collected in paradigmatic readings
of realism reveals that power is central to all of them and state-centrism to
most.56 As such, both concepts are considered central for the realist intel-
lectual agenda for most of the relevant literature. In this part I claim that the
concepts themselves are often theorised insufficiently in an effort to fit
realism into a paradigmatic reading, and I examine how revisionist literature
has contributed in forming a more nuanced perspective. I look first at the
notion of power, since this is present in virtually all secondary readings of
realism, before engaging with the assumption of state-centrism.
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The concept of power has been associated with realism in IR for so long
that it is often interpreted as the exclusive domain of realism.57 For some
commentators it is precisely this centrality of power that accounts for the
very “continuity of the realist tradition”.58 Identifying power as the key
element of realism poses, however, a problem for the coherence of the
tradition due to the indeterminacy of the concept. Power is an essentially
contested concept and, while Ringmar’s insistence that IR scholars are
particularly prone to displaying a poor understanding of it based on intui-
tion might have somemerit, one must not jump at the conclusion that other
fields of political science have decisively managed to tackle the elusiveness
of power.59 A second problem arises with placing power alone at the core of
realism. Despite some authors’ lamentations that realism’s monopolisation
of power is preventing other scholars from developing alternative discourses
of power, the focus on power is not exclusive to realism.60 As such, having
not only an elusive concept at its core but also not uniquely so can bring to
question the distinctiveness and coherence of realism as a tradition.

The elusiveness of the concept of power often goes unnoticed in debates
about its role in realist thought. Most of the debate about realist concep-
tions of power, and indeed most paradigmatic representations, focuses on
the repetition of the idea that realists approach power in terms of material
capabilities, with a particular emphasis on military capabilities.61 Further-
more, it is often associated with Robert Dahl’s famous formulation that
“A has power over B to the extent that he can get B to do something
that B would not otherwise do”.62 Indeed, if one summarises realist
conceptualisations of power as “the ability of states to use material resources
to get others to do what they otherwise would not”, as Barnett and
Duvall do, the connection between realism and Dahl’s formulation seems
natural.63 Whilst the connection of realism to Dahl is somewhat inaccurate
and should not be overstated, the temptation to narrow down the
concept of power in realism is understandable.64 In fact, some realists
themselves have often contributed to this entrenchment by favouring
conceptualisations of power that focus exclusively on material capabilities
and their accurate measurement.65

The diversity of realist conceptualisations of power, however, has not
gone entirely unnoticed. Brian Schmidt, for instance, cautioned against
conceiving realist conceptualisations of power in a monolithic way that
does not do justice to the diversity of the tradition.66 Molloy discussed
the different conceptualisations of power in classical realists to demonstrate
that they do not fit the paradigmatic reading of realism and that power is not
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for all realists analogous to money or synonymous to coercion.67 And even
within the body of literature which claims that the dominant role of realist
conceptualisations of power should be challenged, it is recognised that
realists’ views on power often transcend the narrow interpretations normally
attributed to them.68

The second assumption commonly associated with realism is
state-centrism. Bell correctly observed that regardless of distinctions
between classical or structural realism, the school “is routinely defined in
terms of its state-centrism”.69 Indeed, one point often raised by critics of
realism is its tendency to take states as given.70 This is not to assume that
realists ignore the variety of forms that political units can take throughout
history. AsWaltz himself and several commentators of realism acknowledge,
units can take various forms ranging from empires or city-states to modern
states, but they are “like units” in that they diachronically perform similar
functions due to the external constraints imposed on them by anarchy.71 As
such, realism’s alleged state-centrism could be better defined as group-
centrism as Gilpin suggests.72 Of course, this preposition can also be chal-
lenged to the extent that it assumes that all units will behave in the same way
under a condition (anarchy) that is presumed to be static. Much of the
conversation about realism and the state has thus been concentrated around
questions about the validity of such a generalisation and whether it is
capable of effectively accounting for structural change.73 Under this light,
the criticism of realist state-centrism can be reformulated more realistically
to the criticism that realists tend to anachronistically universalise the expe-
rience of the modern state.

The alleged state-centrism of realism has gained some attention in revi-
sionist literature. Works by revisionist scholars contributed significantly in
recovering classical realist visions of the state, thereby challenging the dom-
inant approach. Molloy identified incompatibilities between conceptions of
the state as displayed in the works of Carr and Morgenthau and the para-
digmatic reading of state-centrism.74 Scheuerman engaged with a wide
range of classical realist authors in order to demonstrate that not only were
they sceptical about the nation-state but also embraced the prospect of
global reform.75 Bell observed that even for contemporary realists the state
should not be a core concept. What follows from assumptions of anarchy
and power, he claims, is not necessarily state-centrism but, rather,
sovereignty-centrism.76 To these efforts one can add the pioneering work
of John M. Hobson who tried to transfer the “second state debate” from
sociology to IR. Through his distinction between the domestic agential
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power of the state and its international agential power he offers an alternative
angle of the way the state is approached in realism. More specifically, he
claims that there is a sharp distinction between neorealists, who grant the
state very high domestic agential power but none internationally; and clas-
sical realists, who see domestic agential power as varying and allow the state
sufficient international agential power. This allows classical realism to engage
more seriously with the state whereas neorealism marginalises it.77

Both power and the state have, therefore, been the subjects of extensive
discussion in the literature about realism, both in its conventional variant
and in the efforts of revisionist scholars. By demonstrating the mostly
peripheral importance of state-centrism, revisionist scholarship has helped
demonstrate that Barry Buzan was right in claiming that it is power that is
probably the most persistent theme in realism. The precise relationship
between those two concepts, however, has not been directly addressed. At
the most basic level, Buzan’s claim that the state is important for realism
insofar as it “is the dominant wielder of power in the international system”

summarises the most obvious connection between the two concepts.78

Power can be understood as something that states possess and can exercise
“over” other states. Supremacy in terms of power accumulation can lead to
state adaptation which mostly accounts for transformations in the form of
political units.79 This view, however, presupposes a conception of power in
terms of capabilities as represented by the conventional view of realism.

The connection becomes much less clear when one considers the diver-
sity of realist conceptualisations of power. Hobson’s work, while persua-
sively making the case for different levels of international agential power of
the state between classical and structural realism, does not focus on the
conceptualisations of power underpinning the theories of the realists he
discusses.80 Molloy recovered the complexity of realist visions of both
power and the state but his primary focus is to demonstrate the difficulty
of accommodating realism within a paradigm and as such does not deal with
the connection between the two extensively.81 The most detailed account
of classical realism and the nation-state comes from the work of
Scheuerman. Not only does he focus on the nation-state specifically (rather
than the “state” in general), but he also identifies the importance of power
both for the successes and for the expected downfall of the nation-state, in
the work of classical realist authors.82 Scheuerman is mostly concerned with
demonstrating what classical realism has to offer in terms of discussions in
cosmopolitan theory and the potential of a world state. As such, while he
elucidates aspects of the connection between power and the nation-state, he
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does so without focusing on the variety of realist conceptualisations of
power. Secondly, given the focal point of global reformism in his work, he
does not examine any structural realists since their scepticism towards the
latter is grounded on a presumed perpetuity of international anarchy. The
connection between power and the nation-state thus remains largely
implicit or unidirectional in existing literature.

THE BOOK AT HAND: A PROJECT OF INTELLECTUAL HISTORY

In this book, I employ the diverse conceptualisations of power
found in realist authors as my starting point. The recovery of realist
conceptualisations of power is, I claim, an essential prerequisite if one aims
to understand how different realists have approached the nation-state. This
book is, then, a project of intellectual history which traces the evolution of
the interrelation between the notions of power and the nation-state in realist
thought. I focus on four key realists who are also representative of the
development from classical to structural realism. In the following lines, I
outline my approach to intellectual history and explain why I preferred to
focus on individual realist authors.

In one of his early engagements with the problem of intellectual history,
Quentin Skinner identified two conflicting methods for approaching the
history of ideas and found them both wanting. On the one hand, the
historian of ideas can focus solely on the text itself in an effort to identify
universal meanings regardless of the historical or social context of its pro-
duction. Conversely, an approach which focuses on the context of a text’s
production, be it historical, social, or cultural, places more importance on
that context than on the text itself.83 The problem with intellectual history,
however, lies with the dualism inherent in ideas. Ideas can be “abstract and
universal” but at the same time, when uttered by a particular thinker they
also become “a specific occurrence which has a spatio-temporal location and
a social context”.84 While philosophers are interested in the first aspect of
ideas and historians in the second, the intellectual historian is in the
unenviable position of having to identify the via media between the two.85

Perhaps unsurprisingly, efforts to identify an ideal balance or provide the
“right”methodology for engaging with intellectual history, including Skin-
ner’s own contextualism, have not been conclusive.86 The attempt to adopt
the “right”methodology might, as KennethMinogue’s overview reveals, be
problematic in that it commits the intellectual historian to a philosophical
background that is not necessarily helpful in addressing the question set.87
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This, however, does not mean that the insights gained through such debates
should be ignored. The most honest position seems to me to be one
advocated in recent overviews of the debate: that “either a pure universalism
or a pure contextualism” should be rejected in favour of the middle ground
which allows for a more pluralistic view of politics.88 As such, any effort to
engage in intellectual history should be able to take into account both the
text and its context.89

I will thus consider both the intellectual background of each realist and
the context of the period in which they produced their work. I do not of
course claim to offer the only valid reading of the authors I am about to
discuss. When interpreting a text the reader “inevitably contributes some-
thing to a text that affects what he or she gets out of it”.90 The realists
examined here can be said to present a less acute problem than the one
discussed by David Welch, namely, that Thucydides is separated by modern
IR scholars not only by time but also by belonging to a different interpre-
tative community, but the core of the issue remains. While it is impossible
for the reader to extract the precise meaning of the text they study, aware-
ness of this limitation can help the reader to at least try to minimise the
projection of their own ideas upon the author under examination.91

The first aspect of the book thus entails a close examination of the
original writings and their background to recover the writers’ perspective.
Such an examination, however, does not merely aim to reconstruct
neglected aspects of the realists’ works. It also aims at critically evaluating
them and identifying their merits but also their limits, and their potential
contribution to current debates about power and the nation-state. For that
purpose, engagement with the secondary literature on those authors is as
important as the attention accorded to the original texts. The approach
followed in that context does not differ significantly from the “explicit
reliance upon the exercise of judgement” and the “scientifically imperfect
process of perception or intuition” that characterised what Hedley Bull
once described as the “classical approach”.92

I have not yet, however, explained why I decided to examine realism
through a set of representative thinkers. I have already discussed why, given
the limitations of paradigmatic approaches, an engagement with a catch-all
and oversimplified version of realism is to be rejected. Other ways to offer a
narrative of the discipline are “great debates” and the study of classic texts.
The first are problematic in that they are often historically inaccurate.
The second, based as it is on the study of individual texts, can only offer
snapshots of the development of the discipline and is not applicable to a
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project of intellectual history that is focused on the development of the
interplay between two key concepts.93 As such the only option left is to
follow the fourth strategy of engaging with individual authors rather than
paradigms or particular texts. This too is an imperfect approach since it is
“particularly predisposed to hagiography”.94 It is the only approach, how-
ever, that can be followed if one is to both keep the idea of a realist tradition,
even if in the broad sense previously outlined, and be attentive to the
diversity of that tradition. Furthermore, the problem of bias can be at least
somewhat mitigated through critical engagement with the original texts as
well as by considering critical debates in secondary literature. In the follow-
ing part I will explain which realists I selected and why preferred them over
other, sometimes more obvious, choices.

FOUR SEMINAL REALISTS

Before explaining my selection of four seminal realists, it is worth discussing
why I decided to discuss only four of them. Lucian Ashworth outlined
succinctly the limits of a maximalist endeavour which would entail the
study of a wide range of authors. Such an effort, he claims, “would give
only a cursory understanding of the various authors, while leaving no room
for discussing the influences on, and the contexts of, these authors”.95 Since
my aim is to recover the evolution of realist thought on the nation-state in
the past 70 years, the only way of allowing an in-depth engagement with the
topic is to restrict the range of realist authors discussed. Such a restriction is
also in line with the previously outlined premise that engagement with
intellectual history presupposes that adequate attention is paid to both the
texts and their context. Having established that in-depth engagement with a
limited range of authors is preferable to superficial engagement with a wide
range of authors, at least for a project of intellectual history, the question of
which authors needs to be addressed.

A set of three criteria was employed to identify the specific authors to
engage with. Similarly to the effort undertaken by Ashworth, the first
criterion is that the combination of their writings can reveal the develop-
ment of realism.96 As such, the authors selected should belong to different
strands of realism and be representative of different stages in its develop-
ment. The second criterion is one of importance. The realists under exam-
ination should be important figures who had considerable influence on the
development of the tradition. Attributes such as “importance” or “influ-
ence” of a certain author, however, are neither self-evident nor static in
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time. There are of course, realist authors whose status as seminal is demon-
strated by the profound impact of their work on the discipline as well as
from the continuous engagement with such work and the general acknowl-
edgement of that work as groundbreaking in the literature. There are,
however, others who, despite being neglected in contemporary discussions,
have been influential in earlier periods or have contributed key ideas that
then attained a life of their own in the discipline’s vernacular.97 A final,
third, criterion was employed in light of the effort to engage critically with
the thought of realists. The way they applied their theories to empirical cases
is not only indicative of the context in which those theories were developed,
but can also help reveal inconsistencies, flaws, or strengths that an engage-
ment with theoretical premises alone could not consider. As such, the third
criterion employed was whether realists applied their theory extensively in
order to either understand the policies of specific states or influence them
(or most commonly, both).

The authors I selected for this book are E.H. Carr, Hans Morgenthau,
John Herz, and John Mearsheimer. The importance of the first two needs
little justification. They have been described as “towering figures” in realism
and their work still triggers vivid debates.98 Mearsheimer is one of the most
important contemporary realists and his Tragedy of Great Power Politics is
often considered as a classic in the field.99 The case of Herz is probably the
least straightforward. Until recently, he was a relatively neglected figure
who did not get the same attention as Carr andMorgenthau in the revival of
classical realism.100 As such, he is often described as a secondary figure.101

There is, however, indication of a tendency to reconsider Herz’s importance
for the field and recover his insights regarding various, and often unex-
pected, aspects of international politics.102 In addition to the renewed
interest in Herz in recent literature, his importance for the purposes of the
present project is twofold. First, like all aforementioned realists, Herz placed
particular emphasis on understanding the nature of the nation-state as part
of one of his most influential works.103 Second, despite being approached as
a classical realist, Herz was less sceptical than other mid-century realists as
regards the turn to systems theory, and was willing to embrace some of its
aspects. He can thus be understood as encapsulating a moment of transition
between classical and structural realism, sharing elements with both worlds.

Perhaps the most obvious omission is the exclusion of Waltz. Booth
claimed in 2009 that Waltz was “the discipline’s commanding theorist of
the past half-century” and with this comment he certainly captured
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the sentiment of many more IR scholars.104 The reason for this exclusion is
that Waltz subscribed to a strict methodological commitment which
presupposed the analytical separation between a theory of international
politics and foreign policy. This is not to claim, as is often assumed, that
he neglected the latter; it has been demonstrated that this was clearly not the
case.105 It is, rather, Waltz’s insistence that the same theory cannot account
for both and that one needs two different theories which is problematic for
the purposes of this project.106 Due to this position, Waltz self-consciously
lacked the unified framework that the other realists examined here
employed in order to examine the policies pursued by certain countries.
Of course the fact that Waltz is not the subject of a separate chapter does
not imply that he can be overlooked. His impact on the study of interna-
tional relations is such that this would have been impossible. He rather
assumes the role that Ashworth assigned to “the other protagonists” in his
own project of intellectual history, namely, that they “appear, but in
supporting roles that underscore their connections to both the background
events and the main characters”.107 Waltz is indeed in the background both
in the shift from classical to structural realism and in the discussion of
Mearsheimer’s offensive realism.

OUTLINE OF THE BOOK

The book is divided into four main chapters, one for each of the realist
authors. The sequence of chapters is intended to track the development of
realism from its early formulation by Carr to Mearsheimer’s variant of
structural realism. The pattern followed corresponds broadly to the actual
sequence in which the most important works of the authors under exami-
nation appeared, with Carr’s Twenty Years’ Crisis appearing in 1939,
Morgenthau’s Politics Among Nations in 1948, Herz’s Political Realism
and Political Idealism in 1951, and Mearsheimer’s Tragedy of Great Power
Politics in 2001. It would have been, however, misleading to base the
organisation of the chapters solely on such a periodisation. With the partial
exception of Mearsheimer, who belongs to the present generation of real-
ists, all three remaining thinkers were intellectually active for roughly the
same period, that is, the middle of the twentieth century.108

Even if one excludes Carr, who both made his debut earlier and then
shifted his focus to history, the careers of Morgenthau and Herz were
largely overlapping. It is in their case that the focal point of the book as a
project of intellectual history plays a crucial role. While Morgenthau can be
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solidly placed within the traditional approach to international politics and he
vocally opposed the behavioural revolution, Herz was more open to new
approaches. As explained already, he can be better understood as a transi-
tional figure between classical and structural realism. Consequently, even
though Herz was a contemporary of Morgenthau, I decided to examine his
work after that of the two classical realists. In this way, his work serves as a
bridging point between early realists and Mearsheimer. It must be clarified
here that this order of authors, despite revealing some tendencies, does not
imply a linear progression.109 Despite, for instance, a gradual transition
from inductive and historical to more deductive approaches, the same
trajectory is not evident when it comes to the central concepts discussed.
As such, this quasi-chronological ordering of authors does not necessarily
imply that in every aspect of the examined realists’ thought there was a clear
progression to a predetermined endpoint.

Each chapter is organised into four main sections. In the first section,
I offer some information on the intellectual background and influences
of each author in order to put his work in context. Then, I proceed
to examine the role of power in his ontological and epistemological assump-
tions. The second section examines the author’s conceptualisations of
power, its nature, and the role it is expected to perform in his theory, as
well as its limits. In the third section, I examine the connection of
said conceptualisation of power to the concept of the nation-state. Finally,
in the fourth section I demonstrate how the realists under examination
applied their theory to analyse past or present foreign policies of specific
nation-states.

In the first chapter, I discuss the multifaceted and flexible con-
ceptualisation of power in the works of Carr and how it led to an account
that views the development of the nation-state through the interplay
between domestic and international factors. I examine how his historical
work on the Soviet Union exemplified the practical application of his theory.
In the second chapter, I discuss Morgenthau’s view of power as a psycho-
logical relationship and how he projected the animus dominandi to the
collective level to account for the nation-state. The empirical element
comprises the application of his theory retrospectively to Germany during
the two world wars and to American foreign policy during the second half of
the twentieth century. In the third chapter Herz is examined as a transi-
tional realist between classical and structural realism. I examine his under-
standing of power as a protean concept and its interplay with his account of
the territorial state. The empirical aspect focuses on his engagement with
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the foreign policies of Germany and the United States. In the fourth
chapter, I examine the role of power and the nation-state in Mearsheimer’s
offensive realism. His engagement with the foreign policy of the United
States is employed in order to illustrate both the consistency and the
limits of his theory. Finally, the conclusion discusses the implications of
the book for realism, and the conduct of realist foreign policy in an age
of nationalism.
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CHAPTER 2

The Three Facets of Power and the
Nation-State in the Realism of E. H. Carr

INTRODUCTION

Carr was once described as a “modern renaissance man” with an immense
range of interests and an enduring legacy as an international relations
theorist, a historian, a biographer, and a journalist—and a controversial
one at that.1 When it comes to his contribution to international relations
theory, the discussion is often focused on his Twenty Years’Crisis or—in the
case of more detailed studies—on his writings until 1951.2 After that, Carr is
considered as lost for international relations, since he then started working
on his History of Soviet Russia which occupied him for the next three
decades of his life. The neglect of this and other relevant works of Carr by
international relations scholars is hardly surprising. For the Soviet Union is
no more, and Carr’s preoccupation with it as an agent of change now seems
irrelevant.3 Yet when read with one eye fixed on Carr’s assumptions about
international politics, this later work reveals a considerable level of consis-
tency with respect to his understanding of international relations and the
cardinal factor that power represents, for domestic and international politics
alike.4 Themes that are so familiar to students of international relations—
such as the dialectics of power and morality and their uneasy compromise, as
well as the role of ideologies and purposeful thinking—underpin Carr’s
historical work just as they underpin his early work in international relations.

In the first part of this chapter, I explore the role of power in Carr’s
theory of international relations. First, I discuss the philosophical
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background of his work. There the figures of Karl Marx and Karl Mannheim
are of prominent importance. Carr embraced the sociology of knowledge
developed by Mannheim and integrated it into his peculiar dialectics of
power and morality. This move placed power at the heart of Carr’s episte-
mological and ontological assumptions. In the second part I explore Carr’s
conceptualisation of power, its nature, and its role. I claim that, rather than
representing a weakness of his theory, his fuzzy and multifaceted
conceptualisation of power allows for considerable flexibility by considering
both material and ideational aspects of power. I also explore the role of
morality as a factor that mediates power but is ultimately conditioned
upon it.

In the third part I examine the way Carr employed his understanding of
power in order to explain the rise, development, and eventual decline, as he
saw it, of the nation-state. The nation-state emerges from this analysis as a
political entity which reflects the interplay of all facets of power both
internationally and domestically. Carr’s historically nuanced account of
the nation-state and its transformations is solidly based upon his
conceptualisation of power and his views on the conditionality of thought.
His views about the political and moral bankruptcy of the nation-state and
the need to transcend it are also based on that framework. Finally, I examine
theHistory of Soviet Russia and the other works of Carr on the Soviet Union
under the light of the preceding analysis. I claim that the struggle between
the formal ideology of the Soviet Union and the realities of world politics, as
well as the uneasy steps to address the question of nationalism, represents
for Carr a clear manifestation of the complexities of politics and the uneasy
compromise between the forces of power and morality.

CARR’S THEORY OF INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS

The Philosophical Foundations of Carr’s Approach

E. H. Carr has attained an “iconic status” in the discipline of international
relations.5 The devastating onslaught against idealism he supposedly deliv-
ered with the publication of his Twenty Years’ Crisis during the first Great
Debate of the discipline probably played some role in achieving that status.
Recent scholarship might have questioned both the existence of the debate
itself and the devastation it caused on Carr’s targets, but his work retains its
attraction to scholars of international relations and is the subject of renewed
interest.6 As a result of this continued interest, the somewhat inconspicuous
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philosophical foundations of Carr’s theory of international relations have
been uncovered to a sufficient extent.7 From the beginning Carr was an
eclectic scholar, but two figures were prominent in his thought: Mannheim
and Marx.8

Mannheim’s sociology of knowledge is of crucial importance for under-
standing Carr’s philosophy. More than once, Carr recognised the influence
of Mannheim’s Ideology and Utopia on his own work.9 For Charles Jones,
Carr’s debt to Mannheim was substantial, extending not only to the rhe-
torical structure of the Twenty Years’ Crisis but also, and even more so, to
methodology. The conditionality of thought which is so prevalent in Carr’s
criticism of the utopians and is employed effectively to unmask the
rationalisation by the powers that be of their own position is a concept he
borrowed from Mannheim.10 The critical technique of the sociology of
knowledge was then twisted and displayed as the “realist” extreme opposite
to “utopia”, which allowed Carr to present his own position as
representing the middle ground between the two.11 There is no doubt
that Carr’s dialectical system was a tool that had powerful rhetorical effect.
But it was much more than that.

The identification of the sociology of knowledge with extreme realism
reveals a deeper concern. For Carr consistent realism leads to sterility and
should be balanced, thus necessitating the uneasy compromise between
reality and utopia.12 Similarly, the sociology of thought might be irreplace-
able in “unmasking” absolutes, but unless it proposes a “sort of middle
ground” it is at risk of degrading to an “intolerably negative relativism”.13

Carr’s identification of the sociology of knowledge with the one extreme of
his theory is not merely part of a rhetorical device. It rather indicates his
acute awareness of the further implications of the consistent application of
the method—that is, the omnipresent risk of relativism. The question is thus
to find a new “standard of value”, and as Carr examined the two possible
answers that Mannheim gave—“a nakedly pragmatical belief in power” and
a “supra-temporal Reason”—he ironically echoed the criticisms his own
approach received.14 Carr thus delegated the sociology of knowledge to the
one extreme of his dialectics because he was fully aware of the implications
of its consistent application.

Carr found in his dialectical system a mode of analysis that was to
underpin his work regardless of whether he wrote about international
relations, the philosophy of history, or the history of the Soviet Union. In
historical works such as hisHistory of Soviet Russia, Carr was also interested
in the interaction of reality and utopia, and the possible compromises
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between them. And it is in What Is History? that Carr employed a set of
dialectical opposites in approaching historiography and once more
suggested a middle approach.15 Perhaps unsurprisingly, as when dealing
with international relations, he also evoked the criticism of creating “false
oppositions”.16 The application of this mode of thought to international
relations constitutes, as Molloy demonstrated, the basis for a “positive
theory of IR”.17 Indeed, Carr’s efforts to make sense of international
relations and change in the works that followed the Twenty Years’ Crisis
were constantly informed by his anxiety to suggest ways of overcoming the
antithesis between the forces of morality and power.18

As such, Carr’s dialectics can be understood through his preference for
an inductive methodology which allowed him to eclectically borrow ele-
ments from different perspectives in order to tackle concrete problems
without resorting to deductive reasoning. A dialectical scheme such as the
one he employed was an essential vehicle for that flexibility.19 Given Carr’s
eclecticism, his dialectics is influenced by but not strictly modelled after
Marx or Hegel. Carr might have authored a biography of Marx and he was
positively inclined towards socialism, but he was no Marxist.20 His fascina-
tion was not with Marx the prophet of social transformation, but with Marx
the innovator in the development of tools to “uncover the sources of social
behaviour” and to dissect historical processes.21 As such, the dialectics of
Carr lacked the teleological aspect and sense of direction expressed in
Marxian dialectics.22 His was therefore an eclectic dialectical system which
“employed aspects of Hegelian, Marxist, and Jamesian methodologies, with
a Freudian twist”.23

At the heart thus of Carr’s theory lie on the one hand the application of
the sociology of thought in order to unmask the conditionality of purported
absolutes, and on the other hand a dialectical scheme which attempts to
identify compromises to practical problems in an effort to correct the
sterility of the former approach. Both elements are of crucial importance
for understanding the role played by power in Carr’s philosophical
assumptions.

Power in Carr’s Epistemology and Ontology

The sociology of knowledge employed by Carr placed power at the core of
his epistemology. What Carr heralded as one of the major achievements of
realism was its capacity to expose “the relative and pragmatic character of
thought itself ”.24 On the one hand, thought is relative because it is
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conditioned by circumstances of time and space, as well as by the interests of
the thinker.25 On the other hand, thought is also pragmatic because it
advances the thinker’s purposes. This is a quality of thought that is relatively
easy to spot in others, but rather difficult to discern in oneself.26 The aim of
the realist should be to use “the weapon of the relativity of thought” to
undermine the whole utopian structure and thus reveal that purportedly
moral absolutes are in fact mere self-serving rationalisations of the dominant
groups which allow them to maintain this dominance.27 The process of
thinking, therefore, but also morality as the outcome of that process, are
anchored to underlying realities of power whose exposure is the responsi-
bility of the realist scholar.28

This position has important ramifications for Carr’s theory. Mannheim
was worried about the potential of the sociology of knowledge to transform
politics into “a chaotic contest in annihilating opponents’ utopias” and
attempted to insulate its study by attributing a special role of apolitical
detachment to intellectuals.29 Carr, however, was not convinced by this
line of argument as he believed that analytical impartiality vanishes from the
very moment the intellectual decides to actively participate in political
debates.30 For Carr the neat separation of purpose and analysis, whilst
essential for the advancement of natural sciences, is unattainable in political
science. Unlike facts in the domain of natural science, political facts can be
changed if enough people are persuaded that such a change would be
desirable.31 The character of political science thus is always purposive, and
the dual role of the political scientist is both to reveal the underlying realities
of power and to try and “anticipate the ideal balance between utopia and
reality”.32

The second implication is that the conditionality of thought (and thus of
morality) upon power necessarily allocates to morality a secondary place in
Carr’s dialectics. His is a peculiar dialectics of power and morality, or reality
and utopia, and the uneasy but essential compromise between them that lies
at the heart of sound political thought.33 Whilst politics cannot be reduced
to power alone, it always requires power nevertheless. What differentiates an
administrative from a political issue is that the latter involves a conflict of
power.34 Morality, as the second element of Carr’s dialectical system, is also
essential for politics and plays a moderating role in relation to power. Yet the
only way for morality to succeed in that role is for it to be adequately
grounded on “some hegemony of power”.35 Morality remains the weak
part of the equation in such an understanding of international politics,
always dependent upon power and even more relative in international
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politics than it is in domestic.36 Power, consequently, plays a central role for
both the epistemological and the ontological foundations of Carr’s work.
The unequal relationship between power and morality in Carr’s dialectics,
however, makes his theory vulnerable to charges of relativism. In the
following part of the chapter, after examining the nature of power in
Carr’s theory of international relations, I will address the question of its
connection to morality and relativism in more detail.

CARR’S CONCEPTUALISATION OF POWER

The Multifaceted Nature of Power

For Carr the importance of power stems from the “dual character of
political society” which is based on two “conflicting aspects of human
nature”, namely self-assertion and solidarity. As a result, politics is always
going to be in flux and the best outcome one could hope for would be a
precarious compromise between power and morality.37 This part of Carr’s
work encapsulates assumptions about human nature that form an integral
part of his broader dialectical scheme.38 Such assumptions have been
interpreted as offering evidence for Carr’s predominantly realist orientation
and his similarity to other classical realists like Morgenthau.39 While Carr
did indeed ground his approach on some general observations about how
human societies operate, the connection with Morgenthau, and other
classical realists for that matter, should not be overstated.

Carr was not particularly concerned with exploring the animus
dominandi as an anthropological condition, and would have been at odds
with Morgenthau’s preference for the insulation of different spheres of
human activity for analytical purposes. For Carr any effort to study man in
isolation from society and the abstraction of the homo politicus as someone
who pursues power alone is a meaningless exercise.40 This insistence to
engage with all aspects of politics at the same time, and his tendency to
favour power over morality in his dialectics, certainly made him vulnerable
to Morgenthau’s criticism that he lacked a “transcendent point of view from
which [. . .] to appraise the phenomenon of power”.41 At the same time,
however, his emphasis on the study of man as a social being allowed him to
avoid the determinism often associated with realist visions that are
grounded on assumptions about human nature.

For Carr individual and society are mutually constitutive and this means
that such an “elusive entity” as human nature can only with difficulty be
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understood in terms other than “as a historical phenomenon shaped by
prevailing social conditions and conventions”.42 As such, it should be borne
in mind that when Carr grounded his approach to politics on human nature,
this represented the bare minimum of empirical observation about how
societies operate diachronically. His is a notion of human nature that is
flexible and unfixed.43 As such, as Charles Jones pointed out when exam-
ining his indebtedness to Mannheim, Carr differed significantly from “con-
tinuity realists” like Hans Morgenthau and Herbert Butterfield and their
ahistorical perspectives of human nature.44

Carr, then, grounded power loosely in a human nature which is mallea-
ble. His conceptualisation of power itself is equally flexible. He never
offered an explicit definition of power as such and thus the closest his reader
can get to his ideas about the essence of power is his analysis of its three
facets in the Twenty Years’ Crisis. Drawing from and adapting Bertrand
Russell, Carr presented three facets of power in international politics: mil-
itary power, economic power, and power over opinion.45 In the few lines
preceding his analysis of these facets he offered crucial information of his
understanding of power. First, “power is in its essence an indivisible whole”:
the three manifestations of power are thus employed “for purposes of
discussion” and are “closely interdependent”.46 As he maintained when
elaborating on each form of power, none of them can exist without the
others.

Carr went to great pains to dispel the identification of power with
military might. By insisting on the indivisibility of power he maintained
that it is an illusion to separate economics from politics.47 So far, the
distance between Carr and contemporary structural realists who tend to
conceptualise power in terms of (preferably measurable) material capabili-
ties does not look that great.48 It was, however, in discussing the third facet
of power that Carr went beyond his successors. Power over opinion, he
claimed, “is not less essential for political purposes” than the other two
forms of power.49 Power over opinion is inextricably woven into the other
two forms of power and follows them closely. An ideology of international
character thus remains ultimately impotent unless connected to national
power, and therefore propaganda is ineffective until it establishes clear
linkages with national military and economic power.50

There is, however, a limitation of power over opinion that is of crucial
importance. In contrast to military and economic power, when engaging
with ideational power we have to “remember that we are dealing no longer
with purely material factors, but with the thoughts and feelings of human
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beings”.51 Apart from the obvious issue of the potential discrepancy
between facts and propaganda, which deems futile any propaganda that
does not correspond at least to an extent to reality, it is the fact that human
beings “in the long run reject the doctrine that might makes right” which
imposes the most significant challenge to power over opinion.52 The need
for national propaganda to be camouflaged in the form of international
ideologies with broader appeal is for Carr the ultimate manifestation of this
limitation.53 Power over opinion, then, is the facet of power where it meets,
and is limited by, morality.

It must be clarified here that, given the focus of Carr in the Twenty Years’
Crisis, he examined primarily the importance of power for international
politics. It is not difficult to imagine that the three forms of power operating
at the international level can also be applied to domestic politics with slight
modifications, like substituting for military power the coercive functions of
the state. In fact, prior to examining power in the international domain Carr
focused on the nature of politics, where his main theme was the domestic
society and the coercion exercised by the state. Even when dealing with the
international level, he easily shifted from examples derived from domestic
politics to similar ones in international affairs.54 As will be shown subse-
quently, despite the differences between the domestic and the international
levels and the inapplicability of domestic analogy, for Carr the two are
closely interrelated and when examined historically their distinction
becomes blurry.55

In a generally well-informed review of Carr’s notion of power, Hirst
claims that the three facets of power discussed above are limited in that they
solely concentrate on a “capacity-outcome” conception of power. Such a
conception is agent-centric, quantifies power, identifies capacities post hoc
through outcomes and, finally, is largely outdated.56 While it is accurate that
in the discussion of the three facets Carr emphasised their importance for
national policies, his understanding of power was broader than that. For
instance his conception of international law as a meeting point of power and
ethics and as a function of the community of nations, despite anchoring law
to politics, is not easily reducible to a capacity-outcome view.57 As Barnett
and Duvall have shown in their taxonomy of power, Carr did not only see
the compulsive traits of power. He was also attentive to its institutional,
structural, and even discursive facets.58 As will be discussed in the third part
of the chapter, the three facets of power offered by Carr cannot be reduced
to an agent-centric “capacity-outcome” view that artificially separates devel-
opments in international politics from those at the domestic level.
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Power, Morality, and Change

Despite identifying power as the most important factor in international
relations, Carr was sceptical of any political endeavour founded on power
alone. Thus, in his Twenty Years’ Crisis after demolishing the utopian
structure, Carr turned against the realist sterility which contradicts the
very nature of politics as the field of the struggle and precarious reconcili-
ation of the forces of reality and utopia.59 Given, however, the primacy of
power in his theory, there remains the question of where Carr could look for
the utopian element that could complement realism. For several of his
commentators, Carr had nowhere to turn because of his moral relativism.

The unequal relation between power and morality has been debated ever
since Twenty Years’ Crisis was published. This was an issue that occupied
several of the first responses to the book raised by some of the “utopians”
Carr offended.60 The main characteristics, however, of much of the discus-
sion to follow Carr and his notion of power were foreshadowed by Mor-
genthau with his review of Carr’s works on international politics.
Morgenthau, after celebrating Carr’s efficacy in demolishing the utopian
structure of the nineteenth century, described his effort to synthesise power
and morality as the “Odyssey of a mind which has discovered the phenom-
enon of power and longs to transcend it”.61 For Morgenthau, Carr failed to
offer a satisfactory synthesis due to his relativistic conception of morality,
which led him back to power. Lacking a transcendent moral standard, Carr
ultimately becomes a “utopian of power”.62 Much of the ensuing debate
which surrounded Carr’s approach to power has been limited to examining
whether Carr was a relativist or not. Those favourably disposed towards
Carr tend to advocate that he never fully succumbed to relativism, whereas
those not so favourably disposed tend to repeat the verdict of relativism.63

Even in this more realistic of his works, The Twenty Years’ Crisis, Carr
compromised his relativism, as Wilson has shown, by accepting that on
occasion the interests of the dominant group do coincide with those of the
community as a whole and that, although never being too elaborate about
it, he did “smuggle ethical foundations” into his work.64 This view is
partially supported by Carr’s later works on history. When discussing the
role of the historian Carr claimed that “his aims and purpose will ultimately
be derived from values which have their source outside history”.65 There is
then a set of abstract ideas that one can refer to and that may constitute
“indispensable categories of thought”.66 They, however, not only represent
the bare minimum but also—and perhaps more importantly—are empty
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shells lacking a predetermined meaning. Meaning is only given to them
through their translation to concrete policies that are inevitably conditioned
by space and time.67 For Carr, thus, rather than looking in vain for extra-
historical standards with which to pass judgement on societies or historical
phenomena, it is much more meaningful to approach them “in their relation
to one another”.68 Such views reveal, as Scheuerman claims, that Carr was
perhaps more attentive to the complexities of modern morality than his
critics who were fixated on traditionalist notions of ethics. At the same time,
however, due to this attentiveness he often failed to ask “tough moral
questions”.69

As such, Carr’s mere recognition of the existence of an objective morality
cannot provide sufficient grounds to conclusively absolve him of relativism.70

When combined with his views about progress and change, however, it adds
credence to the view that his relativism was at least somewhat qualified. Carr
believed firmly in progress—not in a teleological sense that would imply an
uninterrupted line towards an end outside history but in “the progressive
development of human potentialities”.71 He saw progress as involving the
“transmission of acquired skills” through subsequent generations and as a
process heading “towards goals which can be defined only as we advance
towards them” in a history with no clear end in sight.72 This belief that even
in times that look desperate there are always going to be “new forces and
movements” under the surface so that humanity still progresses was Carr’s
own “unverifiable Utopia”.73 It is this optimistic side, as evidenced in his
belief that humanity was gradually moving towards genuine mass democracy
combined with his awareness of the risks of relativism, which according to
Howe signified that far from being a relativist himself, Carr actually pos-
sessed an “evolutionary theory of moral progress”.74

This emancipatory aspect of Carr’s thought has found favour amongst
scholars who often refer to his moral project in order to display his affinity
with critical theory.75 Such scholars, however, as Babík correctly observed,
tend to overcorrect towards the direction of critical theory.76 Carr’s prag-
matism should not be overlooked when dealing with his moral project
because it is precisely the realist side of his approach that can determine
which moral purposes are worth pursuing at any given time. The ends
towards which humanity strives arise within history, “not from some source
outside it”.77 As such, the task of the politician lies not only with identifying
which end is “morally or theoretically desirable” but also which part of this
moral purpose is politically feasible through the direction of “the forces
which exist in the world”.78 And, given the purposeful nature of political

38 2 THE THREE FACETS OF POWER AND THE NATION-STATE



thought, the task of the political thinker is to point towards the direction
where power and morality can be uneasily and temporarily reconciled.

This is precisely what Carr set out to do with the works that followed the
publication of the Twenty Years’ Crisis. It is in these works, starting with
Conditions of Peace, that the dialectical scheme of Carr fully materialised
through the advocacy of “systemic transformation through power to
achieve a moral end”.79 Carr’s complex views about historical development,
the interplay between power and morality, the attempt to strike workable
compromises between the two, and the dependence of values on conditions
of space and time are all on display in the way he tried to understand, and
ultimately transcend, the nation-state.

POWER AND THE RISE AND FALL OF THE NATION-STATE

Power and the Transformations of the Nation-State

From early on Carr displayed keen interest in the phenomenon of
nationalism and its relation to power. Despite an initial sympathy for
self-determination when his “liberal principles were still intact”, he soon
developed a deep-rooted scepticism about the role of nationalism in inter-
national politics.80 This scepticism was to become a constant feature of his
analysis of nationalism.81 Writing under the pseudonym John Hallett whilst
still working for the Foreign Office in 1933, Carr cast doubts not only on
the viability of nationalism but also on the compatibility of its premises with
the very survival of civilisation.82 Neither can one easily miss the irony with
which he adorned the displays of nationalist symbolism in his travelogue of
Warsaw, when, for example, he concluded after encountering a statue of
Chopin that “a certain mutual antipathy can be detected between patriotism
and taste”.83 His main concern regarding the nation-state, however, was
not the questionable aesthetic value of its symbolism, but its equally ques-
tionable potential to survive as the main unit of power in the future.84 Carr
touched upon this problem in the thirties and returned to it in the last pages
of the Twenty Years’ Crisis where he considered problems such as the
optimum size of units of power, the historically conditioned character of
national states, and the tendency towards integration—problems which are
clearly anticipating the arguments that followed in his subsequent work.85

Indeed, amidst the Second World War, Carr went on to publish two
other major contributions to international relations,Conditions of Peace and
Nationalism and After. His account in those works is attentive not only to

POWER AND THE RISE AND FALL OF THE NATION-STATE 39



international factors but also to developments at the domestic level—or to
follow Evans, it transplants the same core assumptions into a different level
of analysis.86 In dividing modern international relations into “three partly
overlapping periods, marked by widely differing views of the nation as a
political entity”, Carr provided a systematic account of the transformations
of the post-medieval state.87 This transformation was displayed in terms of
the interplay between the three facets of power both domestically and
internationally, but also through the closely associated prevailing ideas and
notions of international morality. In the first period, the modern nation-
state gradually emerged from the ruins of the “medieval unity of empire and
church”.88 Political power was centralised to the person of the monarch and
economic power, in the form of mercantilism, worked alongside it to
consolidate the nation-state through imposing uniformity domestically
and expanding its markets through war externally. The purpose of these
policies was “to augment the power of the state” but at the same time they
were consistent national policies, for the nation was still identified with its
rulers.89

The second period, starting from the end of the Congress of Vienna and
lasting until the outbreak of the Great War, was characterised by a remark-
able compromise between political nationalism and economic internation-
alism. Political power passed to the middle classes and the tendency of the
previous period “in asserting the claim of the nation to statehood” was
further intensified. At the same time laissez-faire economics, based on the
expansion of the pie associated with industrial production, replaced mer-
cantilism as the dominant credo. The level of economic interdependence
achieved, however, lay for Carr not with the infallibility of liberalism but
with British economic and political supremacy throughout the nineteenth
century. It was the opening of the British market and the concentration of
financial services in London that allowed this delicate system to operate in a
relatively impartial manner which obscured the close interconnection
between political and economic power.90

It is with this second period that the element of ideational power became
increasingly important. The passing of political power domestically to the
middle classes signified a crucial transition that Carr called the
“democratisation” of the nation. At the level of ideas, the identification of
the nation with the “people” gave nations a “popular connotation” and the
personification of the nation replaced the person of the monarch in inter-
national relations as a necessary convenience. This move, according to Carr,
was of profound psychological importance since henceforth human traits
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and behaviours were to be collectively attributed to nations.91 As long as the
fragile compromise of the nineteenth century persisted, however, the impli-
cations of this transition were not fully felt. When British economic and
political supremacy crumbled, the system which was founded upon it started
disintegrating.92 The new nationalism of the twentieth century would
operate against an entirely new background.

The nation-state of the second period, serving the aspirations of the
middle classes, could comfortably be accommodated with economic
interdependence through its limited functions and the artificial separation
of political from economic aspirations.93 The transition from middle-class
democracy to mass democracy, or the “socialisation” of the nation, brought
about a radical transformation of its character. The newly founded political
power of the masses meant that their economic considerations such as social
welfare gained in prominence.94 As such, the third period was characterised
by the alliance between nationalism and socialism which re-established the
unity between politics and economics. The main prerogative was now the
welfare of the members of the nation-state and the augmentation of its
power, and the world economy of the second period was replaced by the
increasingly protectionist national economies of the interbellum.95 Interna-
tionally, an idea which originated in Western Europe expanded globally
through the proliferation of independent nation-states as a result of the
application of the principle of self-determination and the benefits expected
in terms of economic nationalism and industrialisation.96

In Carr’s account of nationalism, thus, the concept of the nation changed
to reflect shifting access to political power domestically, but at the same time
was in close interplay with international power as witnessed by the elaborate
system maintained under British supremacy. His analysis also reveals the
increasing importance of ideational power in the form of nationalism and its
impact on the international system and the moral edifice it supported. Any
sense of international community that existed during the first two periods
was based on a common framework shared between sovereigns initially, and
middle classes later. In the age of socialised nations and exclusive national-
ism, however, this framework vanished.97 Henceforth the wars between
nation-states were characterised by an unprecedented ferocity since the
target was now the whole nation. The purpose of war was also transformed
to a means of securing economic benefits for the victor and inflicting
economic pressure on the defeated. Finally, the very way in which modern
democratically accountable statesmen conducted and understood their
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obligations had changed, the ultimate obligation being towards one’s own
people and not towards an international society.98

What emerged from that “climax” of nationalism, then, was an ideology
that gradually became so powerful as to undermine the foundations of
international morality and ultimately determine the way that power itself
was understood and employed. This final phase in the development of
nationalism illustrates the implications of both the indivisibility of power
and the continuous interaction between its different facets. The description
of propaganda in the Twenty Years’ Crisis as a modern weapon, and the
prerequisites for its effective use, bears remarkable resemblance to the social
setting of the third period of nationalism. Although power over opinion is
old enough in itself, its impact in modern politics depends upon the increase
in political participation that mass democracy allowed.99 Yet this character-
istic is only peculiar to the modern nation-state after its third period, and
thus historically conditioned. At least one manifestation of power, then, is in
fact determined in its present and particularly potent form by nationalism,
demonstrating the power that an idea that becomes entrenched can convey.
This is not to assume that a successful ideology can indeed substitute for
power in its complexity. For the value of Carr’s insistence on the indivisi-
bility of power is precisely that the other two forms of power impose
restraints on the operation of the third. This allowed him to make the
claim that the burdens imposed on the modern nation-state by develop-
ments in the fields of military and economic power would eventually signal
the end of the age of nationalism.

Moving Beyond the Nation-State

For Carr no political unit is to be conceived as a category outside history;
and neither are the forms of political organisation. “The structure of society
at any given time and place”, he claimed, “as well as the prevailing theories
and beliefs about it, are largely governed by the way in which the material
needs of the society are met”.100 The question is, ultimately, whether a form
of social organisation can meet those needs. In Carr’s view the nation-state
was increasingly incapable of so doing. He believed there was a clear
tendency in the fields of military and economic power that would eventually
make the nation-state, and particularly a small one, incapable of performing
its main functions.101 Matched with the moral bankruptcy of nationalism,
these tendencies created for Carr the necessity to contemplate ways of
transcending the nation-state.
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Mechanised warfare demanded the backing of enormous industrial capa-
bilities, in which small nation-states could not hope to follow the great
powers. Even though small nations still stood a chance to play a role in the
outcome of confrontations as late as the Great War, by 1940 their resistance
had “no more than a nuisance value”.102 The option of neutrality was also
closed, since the great powers realised that it was more convenient to violate
it than to give their opponents a possible advantage. Small states, in
response, tended to surrender their neutrality voluntarily by relying more
and more on the military capabilities of great powers to ensure their
defence.103 As for the limitations imposed by economic power, Carr
claimed it played a more important role than military power, even though
its importance was often neglected due to the outdated belief that the
nineteenth-century division between politics and economics was natural.
He emphasised the point that at a time when modern industrial conditions
in fact deemed concentrations of economic power inevitable, the world was
becoming politically even more fragmented, thus accumulating economic
problems and insecurity. Put simply, the small nation-state could no longer
provide the level of prosperity expected by its population.104

Carr, like other mid-century realists, observed a paradox in that the world
was becoming even more politically fragmented while the realities of power
rendered the nation-state obsolete.105 For Carr the problem lay with the
application of Wilsonian principles in the aftermath of the Great War. By
applying the principle of self-determination uncritically, the peacemakers
created a whole number of small independent nation-states at the exact
moment when the independence of small units was becoming more nom-
inal than real. Here the conditionality of thought that Carr employed in his
analysis is of crucial importance. For the identification of the principle of
self-determination with that of nationality, although corresponding to the
circumstances prevailing in Western Europe where the two were identical,
was completely irrelevant to the situation in lands hitherto ruled by multi-
national empires. The main error thus of the peacemakers was their failure
to realise that a moral principle becomes inapplicable when regarded as
absolute and isolated from the political context which created it.106 The
transplantation of nationalism to “new and unfamiliar soils”, where the
European traditions could no longer limit it to the same extent, had
catastrophic consequences.107

For Carr, however, the moral challenge facing nationalism was not
limited to its inapplicability to societies outside of its birthplace. There was
a more fundamental issue at stake. Insofar as nationalism in its climax
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signified the “exaltation of the nation over the individual as an end in itself ”,
it was morally problematic.108 Rights such as freedom and equality could
only be meaningful, according to Carr, for individuals and could only be
approached as metaphors, and dangerous ones at that, when applied to
nation-states.109 As some commentators have noted, Carr indeed
overlapped with critical theory in his quest to discover a new moral frame-
work upon which a new international society could be built.110 Yet to claim,
like Hobson does, that in his effort to transcend the nation-state Carr
“ascribed a full autonomy to global moral norms”, and that it was the
“realities of global morality rather than global power” that would shape
the new international order, is to underplay the significance of both his
realism and the dialectics of power and morality.111

Even in his most ambitious blueprints, Carr’s emphasis on the centrality
of power never vanished. What partially triggered the moral attack on
nationalism, he claimed, was precisely the failure of the nation-state to
adequately provide for the security and welfare of its citizens.112 The forces,
then, which brought about the nation-state in its socialised form were still
active; what had changed was the capacity of the nation-state to address
their demands.113 In his quest to identify ways to meet those demands, Carr
embraced functionalism as the way forward. But his was not functionalism
with a global reach, as advocated by Mitrany.114 He cautioned against the
“sentimental and empty universalism” implied in a world state and gravi-
tated towards regionalism which he deemed more “practical and work-
able”.115 His preference for regional integration stemmed from his belief
that the realities of power would ultimately determine the form of the unit
of organisation to replace the nation-state, in the same way they had
previously conditioned the development of the latter.116

CARR’S “SHOWCASE” OF REALISM: THE SOVIET UNION

Carr and the History of the Soviet Union: Some Preliminary Remarks

Russia played a cardinal role in Carr’s intellectual development even before
he became interested in the historical significance of the Bolshevik Revolu-
tion. It was his involvement with nineteenth-century Russian literature
during his career as a diplomat that made him attentive to the relativity of
thought and the challenge towards the liberal moral framework that orig-
inated from those “outside the charmed circle”.117 According to his auto-
biographical sketch, his interest shifted to what was happening in Russia

44 2 THE THREE FACETS OF POWER AND THE NATION-STATE



with its entry into the Second World War and the dramatic change from the
impotence of 1917.118 The outcome of Carr’s involvement with the Soviet
Union was a massive work, not restricted to the several volumes of his
History but including several other essays and books.

In a period as polarised as the Cold War, Carr’s mode of thought and his
insistence to avoid moral judgements when writing history gained him
several criticisms. A notable and often repeated criticism was that his deter-
minist view of history resulted in his siding with the victors.119 Carr certainly
once claimed that “what was, is right” but this does not automatically imply
that his determinism was unqualified.120 Carr was not an ardent determinist
and this becomes apparent in his handling of determinism in What Is
History?.121 What he was sceptical of was the theoretically conceivable
(but ultimately unhelpful for a historian) engagement with what might
have been if things had taken another course, especially with respect to
recent events.122 Haslam’s description of this attitude as a “deep-seated
fatalism” closely related to Carr’s brand of realism is therefore more
fitting.123

Carr’s attitude towards the Soviet Union changed through time—natu-
rally, according to his own standards of historiography.124 Davies, who
collaborated with him in the writing of the Foundations of Planned Econ-
omy, described Carr’s changing attitudes towards the Soviet Union as
attitudes which eventually crystallised in the general assessment of “a great
achievement and a historical turning-point” from 1941 on.125 This is not to
assume, as several critics have done, that Carr viewed the Soviet Union as
offering an alternative to Western capitalism which the West should emu-
late. Despite his faith in planned economy as expressed in The New Society,
Carr was aware of the peculiarity of the Russian case and faced the Soviet
achievements rather as a challenge that the Western world ought to
answer.126 As some of his commentators had already noticed, the motive
behind his interest in the Soviet Union was not the projection of the Soviet
experiment as a successful utopia. He rather, and similarly to his previous
endeavours, saw the Soviet Union as a showcase of the necessary blending
of utopia and reality in politics, as demonstrated by a state that gradually
abandoned its initial revolutionary rhetoric and became normalised.127 In
the following sections I focus on the traces of Carr’s peculiar realism with
respect to the development of the Soviet Union and its attitude towards
nationalism.
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Utopia and Reality: The Soviet Union and the World

After capturing power, the initial impulse of the Bolsheviks with respect to
foreign affairs was to treat their condition as the first step to a world
revolution. Thus, their first moves were the issuing of the “peace decree”
and the publication of the secret treaties concluded by the previous gov-
ernment, thereby intending to demonstrate both their contempt towards
traditional diplomacy and their self-image as a force substituting class divi-
sions for national ones. Since the decree failed to evoke any reaction in
Western governments, it gave way to a foreign policy that Carr saw as “dual
and in some respects self-contradictory”, that is, the simultaneous effort to
negotiate with capitalist governments and thus ensure the survival of the
Soviet state and overthrow them and spread the revolution.128 The ten-
dency towards normalisation can be traced back to that first period when
the instinct of survival forced the Bolsheviks to contemplate a series of
ideological concessions such as maintaining the authority of the state and
behaving as one.129 Yet the adjustment to the realities of international
politics was a very gradual process and at the first stages the Soviet Union
suffered the consequences of its dual policy.

The first test case appeared within the first year of the establishment of
the new regime. The first priority of the Bolsheviks was to conclude peace
with Germany and although an armistice was signed at Brest-Litovsk as early
as December 1917, the Soviets stalled while waiting for the German prole-
tariat to rise. After some weeks of negotiations the German generals,
unimpressed by Trotsky’s formula of “no peace no war”, resumed opera-
tions and advanced towards Petrograd. Facing elimination, the new regime
finally accepted terms even harsher than those initially proposed and peace
was secured in February 1918. This failure, however, increased the feeling
of vulnerability and helplessness of the new regime and resulted in a hasty
rebuilding of a tactical army that ideally ought to have been abolished.130

Relations with Germany represent a classical example of the dual policy
followed by the Soviet Union. In the aftermath of Brest-Litovsk the Bol-
sheviks found themselves negotiating with the German government and at
the same time inciting revolutionary activity to overthrow it, a contradiction
only obscured by the increasing ineffectiveness of German authorities dur-
ing the collapse of 1918. Bolsheviks saw Germany through a “haze of
ideological preconceptions” and heavily misjudged its politics. Yet only a
year after the failed communist rising of 1919 in Germany, Lenin could
speak of a natural alliance between the latter and Russia.131
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An explicit demonstration of the gradual normalisation of the Soviet
government is given by the way Carr approached the Comintern. The
Comintern had already attracted Carr’s attention in the 1930s as evidenced
by some of his early works after his appointment at Aberystwyth.132 This
attention was retained undiminished until the time of his death, with two of
his works on the subject published posthumously.133 Through Carr’s var-
ious engagements with the Comintern, the reader observes the gradual
fading of an organisation initially aiming at coordinating the various com-
munist parties towards the expected world revolution.134 This initial aim
was pursued in the first years of the new regime, when Lenin and the early
Bolshevik leadership considered the survival of the Soviet Union as insepara-
ble from the success of the world revolution.135 The world revolution was not
forthcoming, but despite this, the new regime survived. Having reached its
peak of activity between 1919 and 1924, the Comintern was now detrimental
to the establishment of—essential for reconstruction—relations with the
capitalist countries.136 As the Soviet Union entered the 1930s with the
doctrine of “socialism in one country” already consolidated, the prospect of
world revolution was not only distant but also increasingly annoying for the
Soviet leadership. The introduction byHitler of “an ideological foreign policy
based on anti-communism” allowed the Soviet Union to resurrect the Com-
intern and employ it against Germany, hence transforming the organisation
from an embarrassment to an asset.137 Thus, the Comintern, after its seventh
congress in 1935, was already simply identifying its aims with the foreign
policy of the Soviet Union.138 Carr’s overview of the Spanish Civil War is
indicative of the new tendency. A party with a marginal—if any—role before
the war, the Spanish Communist Party, gained gradually in importance and
participation in government because of the increasing dependency of the
Spanish republican government upon Soviet aid. This process, for Carr,
“seemed to have less and less to do with communism”; communism was
now employed as a façade for the forwarding of the Soviet foreign policy.139

This is not to assume that the Soviet regime could ever entirely abandon
its aspirations for world revolution. Carr observed that from such an early
stage as the allied intervention, the ideological element of world revolution
in Soviet foreign policy was intensified yet informed by “the interest of
national self-preservation”.140 For Carr, this precarious balance, although
gradually leaning towards the side of normalisation, would never stop
haunting Soviet politics. He thus described the dilemma faced by the Soviet
leadership during the Sino-Soviet schism as the persistent original dilemma
between beliefs in international socialism and national interest, ultimately
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between revolutionary principles and reality.141 Consequently, Carr viewed
the Soviet Union as an exemplification of the constant interaction between
the forces of utopia and reality that is the very “stuff of politics”. The balance
between the ideal and the institution will always be an uneasy one, as the
Soviet case demonstrated.142

Ideologies and Power: Communism and Nationalism

The leadership of the Soviet Union, then, from quite early on had to adapt
to the realities of power in order to ensure its survival. What is also of
particular interest, given Carr’s approach to ideational power, is the inter-
play between the ideologies of communism and nationalism in Soviet
policy. The Marxist programme which was officially embraced by the Bol-
sheviks upon their ascendance to power aimed at achieving international
socialism and was thus incompatible with nationalism. It would therefore
require a great deal of ideological flexibility to reconcile the two competing
ideologies. The way that the Soviet doctrine of self-determination was
developed by Lenin to reconcile the nationalism which was emerging
from the ruins of a formerly multinational empire with the socialism of the
Bolshevik programme is an indicative example of the necessary blending of
utopia with reality in Carr’s thought.143

Despite the variety of nationalities it encompassed, prerevolutionary
Russia offered limited opportunities for active national agitation. Local
elites—as the most likely bearers of nationalism—not only enjoyed a
privileged position within the Russian administration, but Tsarist authority
also protected them from the revolutionary potential of their respective
peoples. The disintegration of this centralised system which followed the
revolution allowed for the removal of the fabric of common interests that
hitherto had held the periphery anchored to the centre. The case of a
permanent breakup like in Austria-Hungary was averted, according to
Carr, due to two peculiarities of Russia. The first was the predominance of
the Great Russian population vis-à-vis the other nationalities; the second
was the summoning of nationalism as a force eventually reinforcing bolshe-
vism. Carr credited this paradoxical achievement to Lenin who “recognised
the revolutionary factors in nationalism, and had foreseen that the only safe
course would be to welcome and harness the torrent”.144 Thus, by devel-
oping a “conditional and dynamic” doctrine of self-determination
allowing for secession, the Bolsheviks could go through the civil war with
considerable advantages over their “White” opponents. Russian patriotism
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was easily evoked against forces supported by foreign powers, and the
connection of nationalism with social reform resulted in the support of the
agricultural population whose nationalism was mainly characterised by
economic grievances. The “Whites” on the contrary represented the old
Russian tradition, not only hostile to social reforms but also to concessions
towards nationalities. Hence the Bolsheviks by way of recognising the right
to secede in a period when no one had the power to keep the state united,
proved to be more flexible and capable of “making a virtue of a necessity”
than their opponents.145

The description of the process of disintegration and reintegration of the
Russian Empire is presented in a way that echoes the assumptions Carr
outlined in his previous works on nationalism. Thus, the success of each
nationalism is viewed as dependent upon its roots and social base and,
equally importantly, upon the regional power setting. Poland and Finland
are presented as the only two nations that possessed from the outset a native
ruling class capable of both leading the national movement and running the
nation once independence was gained. Furthermore, they both enjoyed
substantial German support in their early steps and thus their forceful
reintegration into the Soviet Union was precluded.146 Ukraine and White
Russia on the contrary accounted for a quite different story. In the first, the
nationalism of the peasantry, which constituted the majority of the popu-
lace, maintained mainly anti-Jewish and anti-Polish characteristics. Further-
more, economic interdependence with Russia was much closer than in the
cases of Finland or Poland. As a result, the national movement of Ukraine
was mainly evoked by a small group of intellectuals without broad popular
support, and was never consolidated. Its leaders, when faced with pressure
from Petrograd, turned first to the French, then to the Germans, and finally
to the Poles for support. This final move was to remove any popular support
that remained for the national movement, since it evoked hostility towards
Polish landowners. Bolshevik rule was thus re-established by 1921.147 The
brief survival of the Transcaucasian Republics until 1920, suggested Carr,
was maintained only with foreign support which allowed them to fill the
power vacuum left by the collapse of Russia. Once that support was with-
drawn, however, the Soviet Union was quick to re-establish control over
them.148

What one can infer from Carr’s account is the close interdependence
between the eventual success of a nationalist endeavour and the realities of
domestic and international power. He observed that the Bolshevik regimes
established in several of the republics after their secession would not be able
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to succeed without the support of Moscow. But so did their opponents. The
ultimate issue was thus not one of independence but whether the depen-
dence would be on Moscow or on a western capital.149 The underlying
argument here is the same as in the Conditions of Peace and Nationalism
and After, although clearer since illuminated by practical examples. The
realities of power and its regional distribution imposed limits to the inde-
pendence of small units, to the extent of determining their very survival qua
independent units. Furthermore, the principle of self-determination had for
Carr a very limited applicability in regions east of Vienna, and was contin-
gent upon the existence of a set of preconditions that were similar to those
inWestern Europe. When, for example, the Soviet Union developed its own
variant of nationalism, Carr was hesitant to liken it to the exclusivist nation-
alism of the third period and preferred instead to approach it as a qualita-
tively different phenomenon.150

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Power, then, informed Carr’s assumptions about what constitutes the
“political”, and thus can be traced in almost all his works including those
that are classified as historical. It is the fact that power lies at the core of
Carr’s methodology and his epistemological and ontological assumptions
which allows it to underpin consistently such a diverse set of works. The
implicit, multifaceted, and elusive conceptualisation of power that Carr
developed in the Twenty Years’ Crisis is an important factor for this consis-
tency. The three facets of power, distinct from each other yet inescapably
woven into each other, allowed Carr to employ his conceptualisation in
order to investigate complicated social phenomena such as ideologies,
whose analysis would not fit in a conventional understanding of power in
terms of material capabilities. This flexibility allowed him to offer a compel-
ling account of the historical development of the nation-state.

His was an account that saw the nation-state emerging in the wake of the
collapse of the medieval order and transforming gradually to adapt to new
political and economic conditions. Themain factor behind the transformations
of the nation-state was the interplay between domestic and international
power. The strength of Carr’s approach was that he realised that the nation-
state was not a static entity. Its character changed to reflect the increased access
to political power of new social strata until it encompassed the whole of society.
The same was also true of economics, with the nation-state transforming to
adapt to new economic conditions and to accommodate the demands of those
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who wielded political power. Nationalism, as the ideological corollary of the
nation-state, also transformed to reflect changes in the field of power. Yet ideas
have a power of their own and as long as they keep corresponding to the
underlying social conditions this power is going to be potent.

Carr’s views on the conditionality of thought and morality allowed him
to see the nation-state as a historically and geographically conditioned
entity. He, however, never saw power as the only factor that determines
political life, although probably he saw it as the most important. He
approached nationalism as an ideology that attempted to strike a balance
between power and morality, but such a balance can only be precarious.
When realities in the field of international power challenged the defensibility
of the nation-state both economically and politically, nationalism too, Carr
thought, would become bankrupt. Its moral bankruptcy had already been
demonstrated when in its third phase it eliminated any surviving notion of
international morality. This belief led Carr, consistently with his insistence that
a compromise between power and morality is an essential condition for sound
political life, to contemplate ways to realistically transcend the nation-state.

Given his belief that sound political thought lay in providing a blueprint
for balancing, albeit temporarily and uneasily, reality and utopia, it is no
surprise that Carr always tried to identify possible solutions. Of course,
diagnosing is always easier than prescribing a treatment and as Haslam
correctly noted Carr was often “too eager to prescribe”.151 It is under the
lens of the balance between the irreconcilable forces of utopia and reality
that Carr’s History of Soviet Russia remains particularly important for inter-
national relations theory. For it clearly displays the process of normalisation
a revolutionary power has to undergo if it hopes to survive, while struggling
to retain something of the utopia that gave rise to it. The experiment that
Carr hoped might suggest possible ways out of the crisis, or challenge the
Western world to find new ways out, failed. Carr’s volumes, however,
remain as an excellent demonstration of his understanding of power and
its functions, the restraints it imposes on ideals, and the compromises
reached in order to accommodate the ideal with reality.
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CHAPTER 3

Hans Morgenthau’s Realism: Power
as the Nemesis of the Nation-State

INTRODUCTION

Hans Morgenthau has probably enjoyed the lion’s share in the revival of
classical realism in revisionist literature.1 In this chapter I focus on the role
played by power in Morgenthau’s approach to politics as tragedy, and its
connection to the nation-state. I begin by putting Morgenthau’s theory of
international relations into the context of the critique of rationalism that he
first launched with Scientific Man vs. Power Politics. There is a tendency in
recent literature to uncover Morgenthau’s hidden motivations and intellec-
tual roots, which the author apparently camouflaged appropriately to make
his ideas appealing to his new audience after he settled in America.2 While
mindful of such contributions, I will here primarily approachMorgenthau on
his own terms, not least because hidden motives are rather hard to verify.
Morgenthau’s eclecticism allowed him to draw from a broad range of
sources to create his version of realism. From this range, the pre-rationalist
thought which Morgenthau described as encapsulating the “eternal truths”
of politics is of cardinal importance. Firstly, it provides him with a clear
distinction between different spheres of human activity, exemplified by the
distinction between the transcendental and the actual that is central for his
moral project. Secondly, it offers Morgenthau the core assumptions he
employed about the nature of man and politics, namely, the awareness of
the tragic element in human nature and the recognition that power politics is
an inalienable element of social life. The association of power with human
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nature forms the core of Morgenthau’s ontology and underpins his procla-
mation that interest defined as power is the “timeless key concept” in
politics. Power has, however, a role to play in his epistemology too. It is its
identification as the “central concept” of politics which helps delineate the
borders of the field and establish the autonomy of politics.

In the second part of the chapter, I examine the functions performed by
Morgenthau’s definition of power as a psychological relationship before
moving to the limitations of power. For Morgenthau, unlimited power
drives are prevented not only due to the mediating role of morality, but
also due to power itself, and particularly the operation of the balance of
power. The latter is not understood in solely a mechanistic way but rather as
a concept that requires a common moral framework, such as that of the
nineteenth century, to be effective. It was the disintegration of this frame-
work in the age of nationalism that posed a significant burden on elements
that had traditionally limited power.

In the third part, thus, I claim that although mindful of the limitations
and the historical character of the nation-state, and despite his assumption
that the nation-state was becoming obsolete, Morgenthau was faced with a
dead end since the state is expected to cover important functions in his
theory. Firstly, it provides the framework through which the animus
dominandi is transferred from the individual to the collective level. Sec-
ondly, it provides Morgenthau with the concept around which to anchor his
notions of interest and power. The role of nationalism as the ideological
corollary of the nation-state permeates the fields of power and morality. I
conclude this part with a discussion of the limits imposed upon the nation-
state and nationalism by power in general and by power in the nuclear age—
which led Morgenthau to start contemplating the idea of a world state.
Finally, I examine the application of Morgenthau’s approach in the case of
the foreign policies of Germany in the first half of the twentieth century and
that of the United States during the Cold War.

MORGENTHAU’S THEORY OF INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS

A Critique of Rationalist Philosophy

With Scientific Man vs. Power Politics Morgenthau launched a fierce criti-
cism against the rationalist philosophy of the last three centuries and its
fundamental assumptions. He claimed rationalism, as the backbone of
modern political thought, to be fundamentally flawed.3 It is flawed
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ontologically since “rationalism has misunderstood the nature of man, the
nature of the social world, and the nature of reason itself ”.4 It is also flawed
epistemologically, since its blind belief in the scientific approach offers
neither a full understanding of nor a remedy for the problems of the social
world. The anthropological assumptions of rationalism suggest that reason
can be used to understand both man and the world and thus bridge the gap
between knowledge and action.5 This assumption has profound implica-
tions, for it presupposes a false identification of natural and social worlds
under reason in the form of causality. The outcome was the modelling of
social sciences after the more advanced natural sciences, emulating their
methods. Morgenthau treated the result as one of failure not only because
the social world is essentially different from the natural world, but also
because even in the natural sciences the previously accepted degree of
certainty was gradually undermined.6 Morgenthau’s issue with rationalism
was thus that its “scientific dogmatism” failed to grasp the real attributes of
human nature, a sentiment he shared with contemporary American realists
or even with some non-American non-realists like Michael Oakeshott.7

Liberal international relations theory, as the modern embodiment of
rationalism, suffers from the same vices. By combining the experience of
its domestic success and the philosophy of rationalism, liberalism
approaches international politics through the domestic analogy. Thus,
international politics is no longer seen as a domain defined by the struggle
for survival and power as was the case in pre-rationalist systems of thought.
Since states are modelled after individuals in domestic politics, international
relations are to be governed by the same rationalist principles. The predom-
inance of economics and trade over politics and the harmony of interests
over the struggle for power leads to a system of thought that negates politics
and replaces political conflicts with mere technical issues.8

Yet, rationalism is not only flawed philosophically. It also displays a lack
of historical perspective. Even if rationalism’s philosophical premises are not
flawed per se, they do not correspond to the experience of contemporary
politics. Taken as they are out of their original historical context and treated
as eternal truths, they are ultimately irrelevant to reality. Thus, a philosophy
originating in the clash between the rising middle classes and the feudal
state, and mirroring the interests of the former, continues to inform a world
that has long since departed from this setting.9 In the resulting question of
where modernity should find inspiration to overcome the deficiencies of
rationalism, Morgenthau turned to the pre-rationalist philosophies, which
he often contrasted to rationalist assumptions.10
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The Return to Pre-modern Verities: Politics as Tragedy

According to Morgenthau’s verdict, the liberals have been “forgetful of the
historic relativity of all political thought”.11 Yet for Morgenthau, not all
political thought was to be treated as historically relative.12 For political
science presupposes the “existence and accessibility of objective general
truth”, and the continued relevance of classical texts demonstrates their
ability to transcend their historical context and express that truth.13 Mor-
genthau, thus, while denying universality to liberal values, was anxious to
dispel any notion of relativism such as the one he criticised Carr for
displaying.14 Hence, in his quest to identify the eternal truths of politics,
Morgenthau turned to the wisdom of pre-rationalist philosophy, a philos-
ophy he often invoked to challenge rationalism. This attachment to
pre-rationalism is neither superficial nor, as Christoph Frei suggests, a
mere act of camouflaging his real philosophical roots.15

Pre-rationalism is, on the one hand, employed to demonstrate the clear
distinction between different spheres of human activity. Liberalism conflates
politics, ethics, and science, implying that a political action is ethically
justified insofar as it follows a scientific solution. By contrast, pre-rationalist
philosophy treats the convergence of politics and ethics as a goal to be
reached through virtue.16 What is more important, the moral criticism of
politics in pre-rationalism relies on a clearly conceived and distinct notion of
ethics. Thus, it denies the moral value of power politics without denying the
existence of power politics altogether as does liberalism.17 This very distinc-
tion between the transcendent and the actual, which can never be overcome
due to human imperfection, is philosophically rooted in Plato and Aris-
totle.18 Said notions of distinct ethics and virtue, along with the principle
of prudence that will be familiar to his readers, are explicit demonstrations of
the impact on Morgenthau of the pre-rationalist tradition.19

On the other hand, it is with respect to the very nature of both man and
politics that this philosophy offers the eternal verities Morgenthau sought.
The first truth of pre-rationalist philosophy is the awareness of the tragic
element in human nature. The understanding of the existence of irrecon-
cilable forces like evil and good, reason and passion, peace and war, and the
inconclusive struggle between them; the experience of transformation of
good intentions into evil deeds; and the glaring gap between man’s under-
standing and the enigmas of the world are all experiences that manifest the
tragic element in human nature.20 This emphasis on tragedy is for some
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scholars inspired by Nietzsche.21 Yet, as I have argued elsewhere in more
detail, this position is problematic because it underestimates the extent to
which Morgenthau’s work displayed affinity with both the form and, more
crucially, the ethics of pre-modern approaches to tragedy.22

The second truth, also manifesting the tragic element of human nature
and deriving from this very nature, regards the nature of politics. Power
politics is an irreducible element of social life, rooted in the lust for power,
which is inherent in all human beings. Therefore, power is inseparable from
politics, the latter being essentially always power politics.23 This prevalence
of power and its association with human nature not only derives from the
tragic element of that nature but also reinforces it, since each human being is
both “the exponent and victim of that force”.24 This final contribution of
the pre-rationalist mode of thought is, for Morgenthau, the point where the
re-interpretation of politics should begin. It also forms the core around
which his own assumptions about the nature of politics are crystallised.

Ontology, Epistemology, and Power

Inspired by the pre-rationalist tradition, but also drawing eclectically from a
variety of modern sources, Morgenthau understood power in terms of
human nature.25 The central anthropological assumption that informs this
understanding is that the lust for power or the animus dominandi is an
inalienable element of human nature.26 The lust for power, thus, is an
existential condition of human beings, generated by their futile efforts to
overcome their loneliness since love is unable to succeed in that goal. The
tragic element of human existence is that power is equally powerless in
accomplishing that goal.27 This inability of the urge to dominate to be
satisfied reflects the limits of the human experience. As is the case with
other spheres of human activity like ethics, where human beings are able to
recognise good but are unable to achieve it in its totality, so human
imperfectability foils the achievement of omnipotence.28 It is this
imperfectability, deriving from what Bell calls Morgenthau’s “metaphysi-
cal” and “theological claims” about human nature, that dooms the power
drives of men to frustration.29 What reinforces this tragic element is the
evilness of all politics—for every political action is rooted in the inherent lust
for power and selfishness of human beings. Thus, the political man is
eventually trapped in a precarious balance between the opposing but ines-
capable “perennial poles” of evil and ethics.30 The inescapability of the urge
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to dominate plays in Morgenthau’s theory a significant role with respect
both to his ontological and to his epistemological assumptions.

Firstly, he considered power and especially the concept of interest
defined in terms of power to be the main characteristic of domestic and
international politics alike.31 The fact that interest defined as power is the
timeless key concept of politics, “an objective category which is universally
valid”, does not, however, imply that its meaning is “fixed once and for all”.
Different circumstances lead to different attitudes to power in various
periods in history. Political science, while demonstrating the central role
of power, is to adapt its emphasis accordingly.32 Given his explicit renunci-
ation of the scientific approach and his agreement with Weber for that
matter, Morgenthau’s claim to objectivity seems paradoxical. He overcame
the value-determinacy problem raised by Weber by means of modifying
Schmitt’s notion of “the political” so as to incorporate his anthropological
assumption. If the essence of politics is reduced to a simple, elemental in
human nature urge, then there is at least one value that all statesmen share:
the choice between survival or peril.33

Secondly, power offers political science with the “central concept” that is
essential to delineate the borders of the field and establish its independence.
Morgenthau employed the analogy with economics and its central concept
of “interest defined as wealth” to describe the similar functions of “interest
defined as power” for political science.34 The autonomy of the political
sphere is an important analytical tool Morgenthau borrowed from Weber.
As such, it serves the methodological purpose of distinguishing different
spheres of human activities as ideal types that can in turn be analysed in
isolation.35

This central concept has, however, profound epistemological implica-
tions beyond the mere independence of the political sphere. It also provides
political science with “a rational outline” of politics, having distinguished
the timeless features of politics apart from the circumstantial. This enables
not only the comprehensive understanding of political action irrespective of
historical or geographical conditions but also offers a stepping stone for
meaningful political action.36 Far from thus being just a mere analytical
convenience, the identification of power with the central concept of an
autonomous political sphere fulfils an important role in the normative side
of Morgenthau’s theory. It is thus also a “moral and political project”.37

Finally, power, lying at the core of Morgenthau’s political philosophy
allows for a better understanding of his notion of rationality. Despite the
ferocity of his attack against rationalism Morgenthau maintained that the
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faculties of reason are essential for sound politics. Although Morgenthau’s
early writings were influenced by anti-enlightenment figures, their impact is
often exaggerated and the process of his intellectual development
neglected.38 Hence, his attack on rationalism does not imply an embrace
of irrationality.39 For Morgenthau reason is indispensable for politics insofar
as it ameliorates the destructiveness of power, yet this reason is not the
scientific one of rationalism.40 It is reason in the form of political intuition
rather than the deductive reason of positivism that has the primacy. It is this
intuition of the platonic philosopher-king that allows for the reintroduction
of reason into politics by reconnecting the transcendental to the actual in
line with Morgenthau’s metaphysics.41

MORGENTHAU’S CONCEPTUALISATION OF POWER

Power in International Politics: Its Nature and Role

Morgenthau’s analysis of international politics is founded upon a definition
of power as a form of “psychological relationship”. Power can thus be
defined as “control over the minds and actions” of others.42 Since the
concept of power is treated as being dependent upon the political and
cultural context, it might entail any social relationship, insofar as it estab-
lishes or maintains that control.43 The spectrum, therefore, of power may
cover all the range of possible relationships between physical violence and
love.44 The fact, however, that power might approximate physical violence
does not imply that it can be identified with it. For political power is
essentially a psychological relationship. Armed strength may indeed be the
most important element of political power as long as it remains a potenti-
ality. When the threat of the use of force in international politics material-
ises, we are no longer in the domain of political power but in that of military
power as naked force.45 This emphasis on the psychological character of
power helps also to distinguish the essence of power from its elements. The
latter represent merely the components of national power; and while ideally
they should be added in any assessment of relative power, such a calculation
is impossible.46 The wayMorgenthau thus approached power presupposes a
clear distinction between political and military power. A further distinction
is that between power and influence, the first being founded upon compul-
sion and the latter upon persuasion.47 Thus, both the psychological element
and that of compulsion are central in Morgenthau’s understanding of
power.
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Unlike Carr who offered an inexplicit conceptualisation, Morgenthau
was more attentive to defining power. His concept, however, maintained
some fuzziness despite the important functions it performed in his theory.48

Williams correctly observes that in Morgenthau’s theory “power and inter-
est are actually remarkably flexible and indeterminate concepts”.49 This
conception of power allows for the establishment of politics as an “indeter-
minate sphere”, whose limitless nature encompasses both destructive and
creative possibilities. At the very same time, the clear distinction between
“power as defining the political” and other forms of power helps insulate the
political sphere from other social spheres and their respective notions of
interest and power.50 Finally, the exclusion of violence from his notion of
power is essential for insulating the political sphere from its most dangerous
potential, the intrusion of physical violence.51

Consequently, the struggle for power plays a central role in
Morgenthau’s political theory since its existence is the enabling factor for
an action to be considered as “political”.52 Power might be sought after to
achieve various objectives and, in this sense, it is a “means to the nation’s
ends”. Since it is selected as the appropriate means, however, power also
becomes an end in itself, at least temporarily.53 Based on the concept of the
struggle of power as defining politics, Morgenthau claimed that “all political
phenomena can be reduced to one of three basic types”.54 Having defined
the nature of political power and isolated its role in politics Morgenthau
then proceeded to employ this role to support a threefold typology of
policies. It should be noted that, despite the somewhat misleading language
in Politics Among Nations, Morgenthau’s typology is not intended to apply
to international politics alone, but instead encapsulates an independent
logic of political power.55

Since a “political policy” that would imply an abdication from power is
out of question, the three patterns of policies are the following. Firstly, a
policy of the status quo is one that aims at maintaining power. The party
that advocates such a policy aims at keeping the distribution of power as it
is, with only minor adjustments that do not affect the relative strength of
the parties involved.56 Secondly, a policy of imperialism is one that aims
at increasing power and thus altering the existing distribution of power.
For Morgenthau, it should be noted, “imperialism” is a catch-all concept
that aims at describing any policy whose purpose is to overthrow the
existing balance of power. Thus, this policy includes not only empire-
building but also policies that aim at local preponderance.57 Finally,
the policy of prestige is one that aims at displaying power, a policy that
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might be pursued in itself but most commonly has the objective of
supporting either of the two previous policies.58

Order and Chaos: Limitations of Power

The assumption that power constitutes the core of politics has far-reaching
implications. Followed without qualifications, this assumption would ulti-
mately imply that international relations correspond to a state of complete
anarchy and unlimited power drives.59 Aspirations towards power are thus
restrained in two partially overlapping ways: the first lies within the domain
of power and is the mechanism of the balance of power, and the second is
the role of those elements inherently opposed to power such as morality
and law.

The balance of power is for Morgenthau a necessary corollary of any
social order which encompasses several autonomous units.60 As such, it is
bound to also operate in an international system comprising independent
political units. The binary purpose of all equilibria is “to maintain the
stability of the system without destroying the multiplicity of the elements
comprising it”.61 International society cannot be different since its main
elements are multiple and mutually antagonistic nations that struggle for
power.62 The operational principle of the balance of power is that every
time the equilibrium is threatened by a nation or group of nations, other
nations will try to restore it. Thus, the system is inherently unstable and
precarious, since the relative power of the parts is not fixed.63 Another
feature of the power of states that jeopardises the normal functioning of the
balance of power is its immeasurability.64 Statesmen should be able to
calculate the power of friends and foes alike in order for the balance to
operate effectively, yet this is virtually impossible.65

Although Morgenthau’s vocabulary gives an occasionally scientific guise
to the balance of power, for the concept to be workable it must also rest on
an equally important “moral consensus”.66 For its cardinal role in most
realist approaches cannot be justified in terms of its explanatory force alone.
As Bell explains, the concept is not essential for the “core-determining
structure of realism” and power politics are certainly imaginable without
balancing. The concept can instead be treated as a “peripheral” one, a
prescription to avert the “mortal dangers” that an unqualified quest for
power would bring to pass.67 As such, the function of the balance of power
is dependent not only upon the capability of the parties involved to exercise it,

MORGENTHAU’S CONCEPTUALISATION OF POWER 73



but also on whether the dominant moral system of any given historical period
is one which can accommodate its exercise.

This assumption seems to be at odds with Morgenthau’s mechanistic
vocabulary of the balance of power. Yet this contradiction can be over-
come if one considers the fact that Morgenthau, as noted by Little, in fact
incorporated two different but interconnected dynamics of balance of
power in his system. The first dynamic is the one which stems from
balance of power as a universal phenomenon that is an inalienable ele-
ment of a pluralistic society, and includes the aforementioned perils.
Even that dynamic cannot be treated as a principle of engineering but
rather as an ideal type in the Weberian sense.68 The second dynamic is
related to the “self-conscious attempts to ‘regulate and restrain’ the
power drives” thus minimising their potentially catastrophic escala-
tion.69 It is mainly this second dynamic, thus, that by embodying a
normative prerogative can limit significantly the dangers of an unmiti-
gated quest for power.

Indeed, the fact that the balance of power was more successful in the
previous centuries than in the twentieth is attributed by Morgenthau to the
parallel operation of a universal moral code that institutionalised such a
balance.70 The moral consensus between the European states of the eigh-
teenth century and the sense that they belonged to the same community
allowed them to develop restraints and establish rules in the conduct of
politics that preserved “the overall stability of the European republic”.71

Even the mechanistic vocabulary of the period, borrowed from the natural
sciences and intended to give to the balance of power a rationalist outlook,
became internalised. Despite being only a “serviceable metaphor”, as
Molloy puts it, the balance of power became associated with qualities it
never actually possessed, thus obscuring how essential a common moral
framework was for its operation.72

Morality, Morgenthau claimed, plays an important role in international
politics (albeit one that should not be overestimated), since the revolt of the
human mind against power is “as universal as the aspiration for power
itself ”.73 Moral values thus limit the extremities of power politics, since
they prevent statesmen from considering some means and ends as less
ethically justifiable than others.74 The model period for Morgenthau was
that of aristocratic rule in Europe, when the balance of power operated at its
full effectiveness. At that time, diplomats and statesmen shared a universal
moral code that imposed rules for political action.75 The dual shift from
aristocratic to democratic responsibility, and from universal ethical

74 3 POWER AS THE NEMESIS OF THE NATION-STATE



standards to those prescribed by nationalism, would have a profound impact
on the restraining role of morality.

POWER, THE NATION-STATE, AND NATIONALISM

The Nation-State as the Current Mode of Political Organisation

Concepts such as “national interest” or “national power” are central in
Morgenthau’s understanding of international politics. As such, before
engaging with the relation between power and the nation-state in his
thought it is important to clarify how he approached the “nation”.
Throughout his works Morgenthau used the terms “nation” and “nation-
state” interchangeably without always drawing a clear distinction between
the two. This is not to suggest that Morgenthau was negligent of the
differences between a state and a nation, but rather—and similarly to Carr
for that matter—that he conceived the two as identical only insofar as the
age of nationalism is concerned.76 The nation-state performs two main
functions in Morgenthau’s theory, both of which are important in order
to connect power to international relations.

The first important function of the nation-state, for Morgenthau, is the
bridging of the central concept of the lust for power with international
politics. For the animus dominandi is an anthropological assumption meant
to describe an inalienable element of human nature, and thus in principle is
applicable only to individuals. It is essential then to identify a process by
which the longing for power is transferred from the individual to the
collectivity, in this case the nation-state.77 Societies have developed a
whole array of rules and institutions which constrain the power drives of
individuals either through channelling them to activities that are harmless
for society or through their suppression. Thus, only a small fraction of the
population wields power, with its “great mass” reduced to being the object
of power.78 The way for those frustrated individual power drives to find
satisfaction, as explained by Morgenthau in one of his passages where the
influence of Freud is most evident, is to be projected at the international
level where they are identified “with the power drives of the nation”.79 This
identification is not only accepted, but also actively encouraged, and even
glorified, by society.80 Modern societies especially, with their particularistic
ethics, give a moral guise to such an identification. And what has “magnified
enormously the frustration of individual power drives” in modernity is the
increased marginalisation and insecurity of the individual as well as the
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“atomization of Western society in general”.81 This relationship is crucial
for understanding the increased ferocity so characteristic of modern foreign
policies as, for Morgenthau, the emotional intensity of identification with
the nation is clearly proportional to the instability of a society and the
insecurity of its members.82

The second function is that the nation-state, as the main form of political
organisation, provides Morgenthau with the concept to which he can
anchor in a comprehensible way his core concepts of power and interest.
Yet the fact that the nation-state is currently the central political conglom-
eration around which power and interest revolve does not imply that it is
either “the last word in politics” or an eternal category outside history. For
Morgenthau interest is indeed the timeless essence of politics but its con-
nection to the nation is a product of history, as is the nation-state itself.
Thus, for as long as the nation-state remains the prevalent mode of political
organisation, it is national interest that counts.83 Consequently, it is the
notion of “interest defined as power” that occupies the cardinal role in
Morgenthau’s theory, the national character of this interest being histori-
cally conditioned.

Despite these reservations, the way Morgenthau chose to employ the
nation-state as a means for bringing his core concepts to the foreground
reveals some problems with his approach. Morgenthau’s approach is philo-
sophically grounded on a distinction between the transcendental and the
actual.84 When he claimed that abstract universal moral principles are not
applicable to the actions of states before they are “given concrete content
and have been related to political situations by society”, Morgenthau seem-
ingly assigned the national interest with the function of giving concrete
meaning to transcendental moral principles as noted by Pin-Fat.85 The
result, she claims, is that the nation-state is turned into a “mystical entity
that has alchemical powers of transmuting the transcendent into the
actual”.86 Pin-Fat is somewhat exaggerating the case, as Morgenthau was
quite sensitive to the issue of the historical conditionality of the nation-
state.87 Her criticism, however, reveals a more general ambiguity in
Morgenthau’s thought, one which tied his notion of morality to the polit-
ical unit.88

Power, Morality, and Nationalism

Nationalism, as the ideological corollary of the nation-state, plays a signif-
icant role in modern politics forMorgenthau. First, it influences significantly
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the perception of national character, which is one of the main elements of
national power. Second, it has a disintegrating effect on international
morality.89 The eternal category of politics is, however, power and as such
even nationalism and the nation-state are ultimately imperilled by modern
developments in its domain.

Morgenthau clustered together several components of national power
ranging from geography, resources, and industrial capacity to human factors
both quantitative and qualitative.90 Of the latter, it is “national morale” and
“national character”, he claimed, that “stand out both for their elusiveness”
from the perspective of rational calculation “and for their permanent and
often decisive influence” in determining how much a nation weighs “into
the scales of international politics”.91 Morgenthau considered the existence
of a national character that differentiates nations qualitatively as an “incon-
testable” fact, and he also considered such national character resilient to
change. This essentialist view, which allowed Morgenthau to draw parallels
between the furor teutonicus of the time of Tacitus and the ferocity of the
Wehrmacht, is—needless to say—not as incontestable as he thought it to
be.92 ForMorgenthau, national character might be resilient to change but is
also elusive, and this poses significant problems for the rational calculation
of national power. When nationalism enters the picture the situation dete-
riorates further. Nationalism commits a fallacy of single factor by explaining
national power predominantly in terms of national character. In so doing, it
leads to the blind worship of national character and the “overestimation of
the qualities of one’s own nation”.93

The most important role, however, that nationalism plays in interna-
tional politics can be found in its corruption of universal morality.
Morgenthau’s moral critique of nationalism was concentrated against the
“universalistic” nationalism of the twentieth century rather than the “lib-
eral” nationalism of the nineteenth.94 For Morgenthau, the emergence of
nationalism after the French Revolution was not problematic per se. The
aim of liberal nationalism of the nineteenth century, which he saw in a more
positive light, was to liberate nations from alien domination. The same
rights were recognised for all nations and, consequently, “there was room
for as many nationalisms as there were nations”which wanted a state of their
own.95 The French Revolution signalled the merger of individual and
collective liberty, and associated democracy with nationalism. In the eyes
of liberal nationalists, therefore, the advancement of nationalism could only
lead to a better and more just world order.96 “There could be no enmity”, it
seemed, “among free nations who were united in a solidarity of individual
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and collective self-interest against the enemies of anybody’s freedom”.97

This was not, however, how things were to unfold in the twentieth century.
The new nationalism which became dominant on the eve of the Second

World War was qualitatively different from the old one. The only thing the
two shared was the focus on the nation as “the ultimate point of reference
for political loyalties and actions”.98 This “nationalistic universalism”,
alongside the replacement of aristocratic responsibility by the democratic
version, led to a “far-reaching dissolution” of the moral code which had
limited foreign policy from the seventeenth to the nineteenth century.99

Once nationalism was triumphant, its spirit, contrary to the hopes of its
liberal advocates, proved to be not one of universalism and humanitarianism
but one of particularism and exclusion.100 The supranational ethical stan-
dards that had characterised aristocratic diplomacy stood no chance against
the moral pressure which modern nation-states can exert on their mem-
bers.101 At the same time, however, human beings remain too attached to
the notion of universal morality to abandon it with ease. Their way out of
this dilemma is to pour their “national ethics into the now almost empty
bottle of universal ethics” and claim universal recognition for the moral
standards of their nation.102 The culmination of this process is the transfor-
mation of nationalism into a political religion which leads nations to face
each other in the international scene with crusading fervour.103 Such a
moral code cannot limit in any meaningful way the foreign policy of the
nation. On the contrary, instead of restraining the struggle for power it can
amplify it, to sometimes terrifying proportions.104 Nationalism has a similar
impact on another safeguard against the struggle for power, public opinion.
World public opinion can only operate under the universal moral standards
that nationalism deprived it of, and thus when nations appeal to the public
opinion they make appeal to something non-existent.105

The distinction between a good variant of nationalism and a bad one,
which is employed here by Morgenthau, has been—and remains—one of
the most persistent themes in the study of nationalism and had indeed
already appeared in the nineteenth century.106 At the time Morgenthau
was writing, it had already been adapted by Hans Kohn to his influential
distinction between civic and ethnic nationalism.107 Morgenthau’s critique,
which isolates only the modern variant of nationalism as representing a
profound threat for international morality, is also revealing of his scepticism
about the role of democracy in the rational formation of national interest.
The fact that Morgenthau was at odds with democracy was spotted early by
Oakeshott, but it was in the case of mass democracy and its close association
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with nationalism that he saw the greatest risk.108 The parallels with Carr’s
association of nationalism with mass democracy in the age of the “socialised
nation” are clear here. Unlike Carr’s approach, however, for Morgenthau
the rise of nationalistic universalism is not associated with developments in
economic power and the demands for welfare.

Nationalism thus presented modern man with a formidable challenge
since it distorted the view of power, it undermined the functions of the
balance of power, and it incapacitated the restrictive role morality had
always played vis-à-vis power politics. Morgenthau’s moral critique of
nationalism is compelling and appeared much earlier than his critique of
the viability of the nation-state in terms of power. Yet at the same time his
notion of morality is bound to the state, which he perceived as the sole
remaining guardian of a moral space in a world now lacking a universal
moral standard.109 Thus, the only option remaining to Morgenthau
appeared to be nostalgia for an older, more orderly world.

Indeed, for a period in his intellectual life Morgenthau, like Schmitt,
appears to have oriented himself backward, looking to an era that had all but
disappeared.110 Lacking any optimism about the prospects of modern
international morality, he called repeatedly for a return to something akin
to the aristocratic diplomacy of early modern Europe, and its concomitant
balance of power.111 Despite his apparent difficulty in disassociating himself
from this idealised past, it would be a mistake to assume that Morgenthau’s
views remained unchanged, when his career was to span decades of evolving
insight.112 Hence Morgenthau’s insights in the 1960s can hardly be
described as backward-looking given his favourable treatment of Mitrany’s
functionalism and the “qualified optimism” that characterised his contem-
plation of a world state in the time of nuclear warfare, as will be discussed
next.113

Power as the Nemesis of the Nation-State

Notwithstanding the peculiar relation between nationalism and power and
the latter’s glorification by the former, the shifting realities of the second
half of the twentieth century led Morgenthau to the assumption that both
nationalism and the nation-state had had their day. As I will explain in this
part, Morgenthau came to believe that—while nationalism is checked by
power in any case—the nuclear age would render nation-states obsolete.

The way power checks nationalism in general becomes evident through
what Louis Snyder summarised as Morgenthau’s “A–B–C paradox”.114

POWER, THE NATION-STATE, AND NATIONALISM 79



Taken to its logical conclusion, nationalism becomes a mechanism for
splintering political units into disconnected shards, and will thus lead to
infinitely finer groupings. The disintegration of the old European empires in
the aftermath of the Great War offers a first-rate example. If the principle of
nationalism was evoked by the nations that emerged from that disintegra-
tion, nothing was to stop populations within those nations from invoking
the principle in turn, and so on in a process of further fragmentation.
Morgenthau here presented a problem similar to that discussed by Gellner
in his seminal study on nationalism, namely, that the number of potential
nationalisms exceeds by far the number of available viable states to accom-
modate them.115 Which factor, then, prevents this tendency for further
disintegration? Working against it is not any logic of nationalism itself, but
the competing arrangements of power and interests both within and
between nations.116 Power thus plays an important role in limiting nation-
alism’s potential for a chain reaction that would lead to continuously
shrinking states.

This equilibrium between nationalism’s push towards anarchy and
the countering work of power, however, becomes redundant with the
advent of the nuclear age. With the development of nuclear weapons the
viability of the nation-state itself is brought into question. The potential
deployment of such weapons renders the nation-state incapable of
performing its most basic protective functions.117 Given these irreversible
changes in technology and the concurrent economic trends, Morgenthau
saw the need for a new sort of political structure better suited to address such
challenges. He was reaching past the nation-state to a supranational unit. A
mere shift in scale from nationalism at the level of the nation-state to that of a
regional conglomeration would not suffice. He therefore thought necessary
both the transcending of the nation-state and the devising of a new ordering
principle that would supersede the anarchic propensity of nationalism.118

This shifting attitude reveals how Morgenthau’s initially conservative
view that looked nostalgically to the revival of the old diplomacy of his
model period was gradually replaced by an embrace of the possibility of
change.119 That shift did not happen instantaneously: Morgenthau strug-
gled with the nuclear dilemma throughout the Cold War and did not always
suggest the same way around it. By the early 1960s, however, he was already
gravitating towards advocacy of a world state.120 Morgenthau’s thought
certainly displayed inconsistencies due to his effort to maintain public
relevance, but also due to the radical change signalled by the advent of
nuclear weapons.121 At the same time, however, one should not overlook
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the continuity in his scepticism about the nation-state. He highlighted the
moral shortcomings of the nation-state and its particularistic morality from
an early stage with the publication of Scientific Man vs. Power Politics.122

And his advocacy of a world state as the way to secure humanity’s survival
was certainly, as I have discussed elsewhere more extensively, in agreement
with his minimalistic ethics of necessity.123

TRAGEDIES THAT WERE AND TRAGEDIES THAT MIGHT BE:
GERMANY AND THE UNITED STATES

Preliminary Remarks: Morgenthau in Transit from Germany
to America

Like several other émigré scholars who played an important role in the early
years of realism in the United States, Morgenthau was a German Jew fleeing
the rise of Nazism.124 This traumatic experience had a significant impact on
the development of his ideas, as did the encounter with an intellectual
environment very different from the one he was accustomed to in Europe.
Whether it was his German background or his experience in the United
States that played a greater role in shaping Morgenthau’s thought is still
debated, but he clearly managed to synthesise insights from both in his
theoretical reflections.125 He also discussed the foreign policies of those two
countries; he frequently referred to Germany’s historical experiences and in
some cases used them as a cautionary tale for his adopted home.126 It was
the foreign policy of the United States, however, that was to receive most of
his attention for the better part of three decades. In his effort to engage with
and influence this policy, Morgenthau would find himself eventually
transformed from “would-be insider to critical outsider”.127

Unlike Carr, Morgenthau never attempted to find a medium ground
between the soviet system and liberal democracy. His preference for his
adopted country over its Cold War rival was unequivocal. He certainly had
his misgivings about American politics, but at the same time he saw several
of its attributes, including its social setting, in a positive light. Morgenthau
often made positive references to the “national greatness” of the United
States and even appealed to American exceptionalism, albeit not uncriti-
cally.128 Consequently, for Morgenthau, it was imperative to defend “an
imperfect American civilization from the threat of an even worse Soviet
one”.129 The importance for Morgenthau of influencing the foreign policy
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of the United States should not be underestimated. Indeed, as Craig has
shown, when the dilemma between public relevance and philosophical
consistency arose, Morgenthau tended to resolve it in favour of the for-
mer.130 Not that Morgenthau always managed to have a decisive influence
in the shape that foreign policy eventually took. In his efforts to “speak truth
to power” he often found himself a dissident, fundamentally at odds with
the path American foreign policy was taking.131 He was, nonetheless, a
deeply interested participant in the foreign policy of his adopted country,
and over the course of the years endeavoured to apply his realism to its
workings. It is to the impact of realism on his reflections on both his native
and his adopted homeland that I now turn.

Rationalism’s Encounter with Power Politics

Morgenthau’s thinking about the limits of the enlightenment can be illus-
trated with reference to his account of the rise of Nazism in Germany as well
as his engagement with the political landscape he found in the United
States. In a passage echoing his Scientific Man vs. Power Politics Morgen-
thau discussed the tragedy of the German Jews.132 With their majority
belonging to the middle classes they embraced not only the philosophy
and institutions of liberalism, but also its fundamental flaws. Consequently,
they failed to realise—similarly to the liberals in Scientific Man—that their
emancipation was a result of the rise of the middle class and that the liberal
philosophy did not represent eternal verities but was dependent upon the
predominance of that class. When thus the middle class in Germany col-
lapsed in the aftermath of the First World War, they could not grasp the
profound social implications, namely, the rise of Nazism.133

The rise of Nazism could only be understood for Morgenthau as a
reaction to the “economic, social and moral collapse of the German middle
classes”.134 The radicalisation of the former middle classes did not follow
the Marxist assumptions of an embrace of communism, which for Morgen-
thau was a political philosophy that shared the same rational outline with
liberalism.135 What emerged from the demise of Weimar Germany was,
instead, a political doctrine that represented the negation of this rational
outline and indeed of the very traditions of Western civilisation. In contrast
to liberalism and communism that were coherent political philosophies
matching the aspirations of particular social groups (middle and working
classes, respectively), Nazism tried to appeal to all groups and thus lacked
coherence. This incoherence, however, mattered little as Nazism was not a
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political philosophy in the traditional sense of a rational system. Quite the
contrary, it was “essentially anti-intellectualist and irrationalist”.136 As such,
its claims demanded acceptance through authority and precluded critical
scrutiny: it was, in short, more of a political religion.137

The sharp contrast with rationalism is also pronounced in Nazism’s
attitude towards power. If rationalism erred in its deprecation of the role
of power, Nazism moved to the opposite extreme by worshiping power.138

This move had dire consequences both domestically and internationally. As
discussed earlier, for Morgenthau all modern societies suppress the individ-
ual power drives of their members and encourage their projection to the
nation-state through the Freudian defence mechanisms of identification and
displacement. The rise of Nazism was an extreme manifestation of this
phenomenon. The factors that Morgenthau blamed for the increase in the
intensity of identification with the nation, such as personal insecurity and
social disintegration, were in Germany on the eve of Nazism “more highly
developed than anywhere else”.139 Through the racial doctrine it espoused,
Nazism eliminated the distinction between domestic and international pol-
itics and provided the newly proletarised lower middle classes with “lower
races to look down upon and foreign enemies to feel superior to and
conquer”.140 The consequences were disastrous. Its moral compass broken,
Germany surrendered unreservedly to the immanence of power and
embarked on a quest for power that knew no restraints either domestically
or internationally. The immediate outcome was the fall of Germany, a fall
that demonstrated most clearly the crucial importance of moral constraints,
and especially of prudence, in limiting the power drives of nations.141

It is no coincidence that Morgenthau penned Scientific Man vs. Power
Politics within the first decade of his settlement in the United States. At this
stage in his career, he was going through “a deep cultural shock from his
move from Europe to the United States and was still haunted by the trauma
of his European experiences”.142 The book represented an effort to chal-
lenge the same positivism Morgenthau had previously encountered in
Weimar Germany and which he considered partially responsible for the
political apathy that contributed—amongst other things—to the rise of
Nazism.143 The problem of rationalism’s misreading of the nature of politics
was accentuated by American exceptionality. The fact that the rise of the
middle classes was almost unchallenged in America led to the identification
of power politics with aristocracy and the fallacy of treating power politics as
a “historical accident”. For Morgenthau, there was no other country in the
Western world more strongly convinced of the feasibility of a foreign policy
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devoid of the struggle for power than the United States.144 There was
indeed a “historical accident” at play for Morgenthau, but it was hardly
the identification of politics with power. The accident in question was
instead the historical context underlying the uniqueness of the United
States. The first aspect of this accident was the great distance separating
America from European politics, and the second the fact that the United
States expanded without opposition throughout the nineteenth century.
This dual accident was then artificially disassociated from the circumstances
that gave rise to it and misidentified as some sort of “destiny”.145 Such a
misreading aggravated the risks facing foreign policy in an age of nation-
states, as I discuss next.

The Perils of Nationalistic Universalism

As we have already seen, Morgenthau distinguished between two variants of
nationalism: a benign, liberal one and one that was aggressive and bore the
traits of a political religion, which he called “nationalistic universalism”. It
was the latter with its moral blindness and lack of restraint that posed the
biggest threat for international politics. To begin with, and consistently with
Morgenthau’s “tragic vision of politics”, nationalistic universalism attains a
self-defeating quality and threatens the foreign policies of the states that
succumb to such a toxic ideology.146 The quintessential example Morgen-
thau employed to illustrate this case was Germany. The fall of Germany
twice in the span of three decades was in part attributed by Morgenthau to a
“fatal weakness of the German national character”, namely, the lack of
moderation.147 The war efforts of both Wilhelm II and Hitler were
characterised by this lack of moderation which failed to appreciate what
was possible and what was not, and thus led to the destruction of German
power.148 The muddy waters of “national character” aside, for Morgenthau
the case of Germany in the Second World War was also a typical—if not the
archetypical—example of nationalistic universalism. In no other moment in
modern history, he claimed, was the suffocation of the individual within the
state and the resulting identification with the nation as complete as it was in
Nazi Germany. And nowhere else had it been so forcefully translated into
international aggression.149 And yet, for Morgenthau, the difference
between Nazism and the nationalism displayed by other great powers was
not one of kind but one of intensity.150 As the world was entering the Cold
War, Morgenthau feared that the two emerging superpowers were far from
immune from nationalistic universalism themselves.
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The United States was in a better starting position as its increased social
mobility allowed for improvements in the lot of the masses and thus tended
to mitigate the intensity of identification with the nation. There were,
however, worrying tendencies like the increased external insecurity and
atomisation of societies which for Morgenthau could only strengthen such
an identification.151 The danger was further aggravated by an American
exceptionalism that imbued the foreign policy of the United States with a
very strong moralistic tone. The problem with such a tendency was that it
made American foreign policy prone to succumbing to nationalistic univer-
salism. Echoing his account in the “Twilight of International Morality”,
Morgenthau highlighted the risks of appealing to universal moral principles
when formulating foreign policy. Given that international society is less
integrated than the domestic one, such principles cannot have a concrete
meaning: either they are too ambiguous to guide political action or they
merely represent the projection of particularistic values as universal ones.
There was thus a real danger in the context of the Cold War for the United
States’ foreign policy to degenerate into a moral crusade that aspired to
impose the same (that is, its own) moral standards upon humankind.152

When it came to the foe of the United States in this confrontation,
Morgenthau was somewhat ambiguous. On the one hand, he suggested
that the Soviet Union wasmore vulnerable to nationalistic universalism than
the United States as its population faced more frustrations and insecurities
and as such was more likely to identify with the nation more intensely.153

He also clearly treated bolshevism as a political religion with the aim of
reshaping the world according to its own philosophy and way of life. The
result was a rift in the Western civilisation between two opposing world-
views, which also coincided with a political conflict between two competing
superpowers.154 On the other hand, Morgenthau’s portrayal of the Soviet
Union and its foreign policy did not match the image of an ideologically
driven state. For Morgenthau, the leadership of the Soviet Union was not
motivated by the desire to spread communism throughout the world. The
ideology of communism was rather employed as a rationalisation for an
imperialist foreign policy.155 As Cox has accurately pointed out, except for
an alarmist interlude in the late 1950s, Morgenthau believed that
Washington was not faced with “a state led by revolutionary dreamers”
but with a state whose leadership seemed to know—and follow—the lessons
of realism quite well.156

The main task therefore for policymakers in the United States was to
accurately discern what the competition with the Soviet Union was truly
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about. This was no easy task and Morgenthau feared that some distinctively
American patterns of thought would inhibit its completion. The tendency of
the public in the United States to interpret foreign affairs in moral terms that
either idealised or demonised external actors, combined with a tendency to
take Russian propaganda too seriously and with the ambiguity of the concept
of communism itself, made the disentanglement of Russian imperialism
from communism rather difficult.157 And the risk emanating from the failure
to appraise the situation correctly would be no other than the degeneration
of American foreign policy into crusading nationalism.158 Morgenthau saw
the potential for the United States to succumb to the fallacies of nationalism,
and frequently castigated policymakers for falling prey to such fallacies
through their embrace of a misguided belief in American omnipotence in
conjunction with underestimation of the Soviet Union.159

The elevation of anti-communism to the dominant objective of Ameri-
can foreign policy meant for Morgenthau that policymakers were more
often than not failing in their appreciation of the real issue at stake.160

“There was a time, not much more than a decade ago”, he noted in the
early 1970s, “when we took the communist dogma much more seriously as
a guide to policy than did, for instance, Stalin.”161 For Morgenthau several
of the mistakes of the foreign policy of the United States, including the
disastrous war in Vietnam—which he fiercely opposed—were the result of
an inability to distinguish between different kinds of communism.162 There
was a crucial difference, Morgenthau insisted, between communism as
representing Russian imperialism and communism as an anti-colonial move-
ment.163 The former ought to be confronted as it directly challenged the
national interests of the United States, but this was not necessarily the case
with the latter. What was then needed, he claimed, was a differential
approach which would allow the evaluation of different types of commu-
nism according to their impact on the national interest of the United
States.164 Morgenthau’s engagement with the foreign policy of the United
States was thus underpinned by an effort to support the “ideological decon-
tamination of foreign policy” and thus avert the descent into crusading
nationalism which threatened to undo American power.165

CONCLUDING REMARKS

The main objective of this chapter was to uncover the importance of power
inMorgenthau’s theory of international relations. The centrality of power in
his work is inseparable from an understanding of politics as tragedy which
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follows from a critique of rationalism as being unable to trace the essence of
the nature of human beings or politics. Based on the anthropological
assumption of a lust for power and the tragedy of its inescapability, Mor-
genthau placed power at the core of his theory. Drawing thus eclectically
from a wide range of both “pre-rationalist” and modern sources, Morgen-
thau developed a conceptualisation of power that is explicit and narrow and
therefore constitutes and insulates the political sphere. As such, power
permeates his theory both ontologically and epistemologically. Morgenthau
formed a strict analytical framework within which he placed power as the
core of politics which is separated by other spheres of human activity like
morality. This approach contrasts that of Carr with his different theoretical
background and dialectical understanding of politics.

The different backgrounds of Carr and Morgenthau account largely for
their significant differences in approaching the nation-state as the main
“unit” of power in modernity and nationalism as its ideological corollary.
Carr’s wide range of interests paired with his flexible conceptualisation of
power allowed him to offer a nuanced understanding of the nation-state and
its development in terms of shifts in the domestic and international distri-
bution of power. Morgenthau’s account, on the other hand, is less elaborate
and mainly intuitive since he never focused on the historical development of
the nation-state or paid attention to its careful conceptualisation for that
matter. Furthermore, the state plays a central role in Morgenthau’s effort to
translate his animus dominandi to international politics meaningfully and in
overcoming the division between the transcendental and the actual. Carr’s
flexible understanding of a power that is disassociated from human nature
and his dialectical view of politics (as opposed to Morgenthau’s distinct
spheres of human activity) allowed him to avoid such shortcomings. Yet
despite their profound differences there are also striking similarities to be
found in the two realists’ approaches of the nation-state.

First and foremost, neither of them treated the nation-state as an objec-
tive category outside history. Nor did they see the nation-state as an ossified,
eternal “power unit”. Morgenthau’s tragedy was that his intuitive under-
standing of the nation and his restrictive methodology did not allow him to
elaborate adequately on its historical development and thus effectively
disassociate a historically conditioned notion from a theory that purported
to capture timeless elements of politics. This, however, does not imply that
Morgenthau was not mindful of the limitations power imposed on the
nation-state and nationalism as its ideological corollary. In fact, he too
identified the nation-state as an unfixed manifestation of power. And,
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despite holding very different assumptions from Carr about morality, he too
was acutely aware of the risk posed by any notion of international society
which is anchored to the premises of nationalism.
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CHAPTER 4

John Herz and Realism’s Moment
of Transition

INTRODUCTION

I begin this chapter with an examination of John Herz’s approach to
international politics. Mindful of the limits of both traditional and positivist
approaches, he favoured the median way of the study of structures and
systems. At the same time, however, his analysis was more flexible than that
of neorealists. As such, Herz can be approached as a realist who cannot be
placed comfortably within either classical or structural realism.1 His efforts
to make sense of international politics revolved around the concept for
which he is—rightly—most known, the security dilemma. Ontologically,
Herz approached power as rooted to the security dilemma. By grounding
power on a social condition, he avoided some of the pitfalls usually associ-
ated with conceptualisations of power deriving from human nature. Epis-
temologically, Herz’s encounter with the two ideo-typical reactions of the
human mind to the realisation of the dilemma, namely, realism and ideal-
ism, led him to an attempted synthesis of the two. The resulting “realist
liberalism” comprises an effort to utilise the knowledge attained by realism
about the centrality of the security and power dilemma, while avoiding the
fatalism implied in such a realisation.

In the second part, I discuss the nature and role of power in his theory.
By conceiving power broadly as the possession of means of security or the
perception of such a possession, Herz offered a broad account of power
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which can accommodate the different needs resulting from different histor-
ical settings. The importance he attributed to the impact of technological
developments is indicative of this malleability since what counted as
strength in the pre-atomic age could become a liability in the atomic age.
As such, for Herz power, while maintaining its essence, needs constant
re-evaluation and redefinition. While he dismissed the naivety of the idealist
belief that one can get rid of the struggle for power once and for all, he also
castigated the extreme realism that degenerates to an apology of power
politics. Herz refused to subscribe to the most pessimistic reading of the
security dilemma, and focused on awareness of its existence as the first step
in a conscious effort to mitigate the struggle for power. It is under this light
that he examined the importance of the balance of power in the classical
international system.

In the third part I examine the interrelation between power and the
nation-state. For Herz the form a political unit takes depends on its capacity
to address the security dilemma. Herz exposed the relationship between
power and the form of the political unit as a dialogical one. On the one
hand, technological developments make available new weapons that render
existing political units vulnerable and might lead to their replacement. The
territorial state, for example, emerged as the new unit of impermeability
after the gunpowder revolution. On the other hand, however, the very way
power is understood and employed in international relations changes as
soon as the new structure is established. Given his emphasis on military
technology it is no surprise that Herz was particularly alarmed by the
development of nuclear weapons, to the extent that for a period he antic-
ipated the demise of the territorial state. His worst fears, however, did not
materialise, and territorial states survived. Herz modified his account by
somewhat de-emphasising military power and integrating more elements in
the functions performed by the nation-state. In so doing, I believe, he
offered a more accurate image of the condition of the nation-state. Finally,
I examine how the main tenets of Herz’s theory are displayed in his analysis
of Nazi Germany and the United States. Herz approached Nazism as the
exemplification of the extreme, power-glorifying realism that sound politics
must try to avoid. Such realism is indifferent to any efforts of accommoda-
tion. It is exactly this realism that ought to be avoided in the context of the
Cold War. Herz genuinely believed that mutual fear could be mitigated by
common effort. His approach to American foreign policy was thus
characterised by an effort to raise awareness of the security dilemma on
the other side so that conscious efforts could be made for its mitigation.
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HERZ’S THEORY OF INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS

Herz and International Relations: Intellectual Curiosity
and Methodological Pluralism

One of the most recognisable characteristics of Herz was what Karis
described as an extraordinary breadth and depth of academic interests,
indicative of which was his early habit of attending classes in a variety of
faculties thanks to the free tuition of universities in Germany.2 This example
was but an early demonstration of an intellectual curiosity that was to stay
with Herz for the better part of half a century. Most accounts of Herz’s
career in the relevant literature offer vivid illustrations of his intellectual
odyssey right from its beginnings when he studied international law with
Kelsen, through his engagement with international relations and compara-
tive politics, to his plea for establishing an interdisciplinary field of “survival
research” in his final years.3

As a result of his broad reach, in his works on international politics Herz
was always willing to take seriously and engage with fields as diverse as—to
name but a few—zoology, psychology, social anthropology, international
law, criminology, and Lorenz’s studies on aggression. Such a breadth of
interests, however, was not without its risks. While reviewing the Nation-
State and the Crisis of World Politics Thompson claimed that one of the main
reasons preventing Herz from being considered a first-rank scholar in interna-
tional relations was precisely the fact that he did not “devote himself unreserv-
edly” to the field.4 This diversity, nonetheless, clearly contributed to both the
richness of his insights and his characteristic methodological pluralism.

Given this immense diversity of interests, then, it is no wonder that Herz
demonstrated a remarkable openness in his approach to international pol-
itics, of which his methodological pluralism is indicative. A peculiar trait of
this pluralism was Herz’s attempt to synthesise his German intellectual
heritage of a theoretical and historical tradition with the empirical and
pragmatic political science that he encountered in America.5 In formulating
his own approach Herz actively sought to take the best elements from both
worlds.6 As such Lebow is right to observe that although Herz never wrote
about the Greeks, he had the mindset of one, at least as regards his
preference for the “middle way”.7 Although Lebow has in mind here the
median way between realism and idealism, his comment is also applicable to
Herz’s methodology. His position in the debate between traditionalism and
positivism is indicative of this approach.
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In International Politics in the Atomic Age Herz briefly contrasted two
opposite extreme approaches on methodology, clarifying he was dealing
with them as ideal types that do not appear frequently in their pure form,
and found them both wanting.8 The “abstract” approach, in its effort to
generalise and deduce patterns, is at risk of reducing international relations
to “typology or phenomenology”.9 Further risks are associated with its
“scientific” incarnation that Herz examined in his later work. He was thus
also sceptical of the scientific approach to international relations, which in
neglecting that political science is problem-oriented expends itself in accu-
mulating and analysing data for its own sake. The results of such an
approach are often trivial or irrelevant and do not always add more to our
understanding of a concrete situation than the intuition offered by tradi-
tionalists.10 Traditionalists on the other hand, are more appreciative of the
special historical, cultural, and other particular characteristics of each con-
crete case, but as a result tend to err in the opposite direction. In the
universe of the “overconcrete” or “historical” approach, generalisation is
impossible since international politics is conceived as a continuous “flux of
changing concrete situations” where “everything [. . .] is always new and
incomparable, and nothing whatsoever repeats itself ”.11 For Herz this
position is also unsatisfying since any meaningful study of international
politics must be able to attain at least some level of generalisation.

What for Herz constitutes the middle way of engaging theoretically with
situations that might be in flux but are stable enough so as not to represent
merely “fleeting events” is the study of structures and systems.12 He was
thus much closer to Waltz’s structural realism than were other classical
realists, a point he also made when he claimed that their approaches are
not incompatible, in response to Ashley’s interpretation of his work.13 Yet
he was not willing to accept the structural approach unconditionally. For
Herz, theoretical model-building is valid insofar as its models are “distillates
from life” rather than “products of abstract speculation”, an assertion that
would place him at odds with Waltz’s heavily deductive approach.14 A
further caveat is the risk of ossification of the approach, whereupon the
student of international relations views structures and systems as static when
in fact they are constantly changing. Apart from the obvious danger in terms
of a theory’s validity, when parallels are drawn between dissimilar situations
and are used to infer standards of action the results can be “deadly”.
Constant re-evaluation of the framework is therefore essential if a structural
approach is to be workable.15
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Herz’s methodological pluralism, his openness to interdisciplinary
approaches, and his preference for the middle way between different epis-
temological positions informed consistently his efforts to make sense of
international relations. More than any other realist perhaps, Herz concen-
trated his efforts around a reccurring problem that he struggled with from
early on and that was to form the core of his political philosophy. This
problem was, as Karis reminds us, his “obsession” with survival: “His most
influential concept, the ‘security dilemma’, was defined in answer to the
question, ‘why have we been slaughtering each other on end?’” he notes by
quoting Herz’s autobiography, which tellingly is titled Vom €Uberleben—
“of survival”.16

Survival in an Irrational World: The Ontology of the “Security
and Power Dilemma”

Herz believed we inhabit an irrational world that is home to a fundamental
antagonism between the need for cooperation and the inescapability of
conflict.17 Both elements are central to Herz’s ontological assumptions
about social life. On the one hand, human beings are fully aware that their
survival depends upon fellow human beings. On the other hand, awareness
of their vulnerability vis-à-vis the very same persons they rely upon for their
survival gives rise to mistrust and hostility.18 This paradox of cooperation
and conflict, both equally necessary for survival, gives rise to the security
dilemma.

Faced then with a constant threat to their survival, human beings—or
groups for that matter—are locked in a perpetual struggle to attain more
power as a means of security. Where the “dilemmatic” element of the
concept enters is that this effort creates insecurity to others who in turn
embark upon a similar effort to accumulate power.19 What makes the
security dilemma such a core concept for Herz’s ontology is the perpetual
character and the inescapability implied in it once the process is initiated.
Once human competition for security begins, a vicious circle is entered
whereby full security, while never fully attainable, increases the necessity
for further accumulation of power.20 The centrality then of power in Herz’s
ontology depends upon its role as a means of overcoming the security
dilemma.

By competing for and securing power individuals or groups are merely
trying to address this perennial problem. Although representing only one of
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the possible reactions to the security dilemma, power plays so important a
role in Herz’s theory of international politics, that he often did not
distinguish between the two and instead referred to them collectively as
the “security and power dilemma”. That said, Herz was not willing to
ascribe to power properties of a pass-partout which could unlock all secrets
of social life. Indeed, he was very cautious not to base his theory of interna-
tional politics upon such “unproved” and “metaphysical” foundations as
assumptions about human nature.21 Here the contrast with Morgenthau is
glaring, and Herz identified the animus dominandi as one of the main
weaknesses of the former’s theory.22 He made sure to clarify his own position
time and again: “The condition that concerns us”, he maintained, “is not an
anthropological or biological, but a social one”.23 Consequently there can be
no “innate power instinct” as such: the quest for power simply stems from the
instinct of self-preservation that is activated by the security dilemma.24

By removing the power drive from the rather flimsy and unverifiable
foundations of human nature and founding it upon a social condition, Herz
succeeded not only in covering his “ontological flanks” so to speak, but also
in disassociating realism from a fatalistic worldview.25 As Sylvest correctly
points out, social structures might be solid but they are not as unchangeable
as human nature.26 Such a move thus implies far more increased possibilities
of accommodation and understanding between competing powers.27 It also
allows for the occasional prevalence of power-alien elements such as eco-
nomic interests or moral and religious circumstances, which Herz interest-
ingly calls “a-political”, in the formulation and execution of policies “from
time to time”.28 It does not, however, imply a complete marginalisation of
power in his theory of international relations.

After the qualification that power does not a priori define international
relations for Herz is taken into account, one must still arrive at the conclu-
sion that it retains an important role for his realism. Thus the fact that
“power, in modern international relations, has been the ultimate means of
deciding issues” becomes an inevitable outcome from the moment power
“has entered the field at all”.29 The account here is evolutionary: power
competition among states marginalises power-alien considerations in the
same way economic motivations marginalise non-economic ones domesti-
cally.30 Herz implied a historical transition whereby power gained signifi-
cantly in importance for international politics. The importance he ascribed
to the specific notion of power that arises from the territorial character of the
modern state, that is, national power, gives a clear indication of when that
transition occurred. It was national power that enabled nations to assert

108 4 JOHN HERZ AND REALISM’S MOMENT OF TRANSITION



themselves against the world and that “became the chief instrument of
so-called power politics”.31

Hence the centrality of power in Herz’s ontology is conditional upon an
understanding that firstly it stems from the main theme, which is the
“security dilemma”, and, secondly that its character and role shift according
to the historical context. This conditionality by no means reduces its impor-
tance, however, since for Herz as long as the international system is based
upon territorial units, the compulsion it exerts upon them means that not
one of them can abandon power politics in favour of other considerations
without increasing its vulnerability and thus reducing its chances of
survival.32

On Epistemology: The “Security Dilemma” and Political Thought

If power, through its close connection to the security dilemma, plays an
important role in Herz’s ontology, through the very same connection it
plays an equally important role in his epistemology. For Herz, it is the very
irrationality of the world and its apparent conflict with human reason that
gives rise to all political thought.33 Thus he anchored the two ideo-typical
theories of political realism and political idealism to the reaction of the
human mind to the realisation of the “security and power dilemma”.

For Herz the conventional distinction between political idealism and
political realism as representative systems of “what ought to be” versus
“what is”, respectively, is unsatisfactory.34 Instead, he understands both
approaches as two extreme attitudes towards the security and power
dilemma. On the one hand, political realism recognises the implications of
this basic condition and understands politics as “fundamentally determined
by the struggle for power”.35 Although this is an ontological statement it
has important epistemological implications. Having identified the centrality
of power, political realism then often falls prey to a single-factor fallacy and
disregards all other factors that might be at work alongside or against
power.36

Political idealism, on the other hand, is ultimately unsatisfied by the mere
examination of the political phenomena that derive from the security and
power dilemma.37 It seeks to transcend them and connect the ideal with
reality either by claiming the potential for future realisation of the ideal or by
claiming that the ideal is actually being realised in the present.38 In the first
case, political idealism fulfils a revolutionary function whereby it rationalises
the interests of the oppressed groups. In the latter, it idealises the status quo
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and justifies the predominance of the powers that be.39 Here the similarities
with the conditionality of thought discussed by Carr are striking, and
certainly Herz was aware of the work of Mannheim.40

Another commonality with Carr is Herz’s preferred type of political
thought, which he called “realist liberalism”. Very much like the dialectics
of utopia and reality in Carr, Herz’s own approach is trying to synthesise the
best elements of the two worlds.41 Sound political thought should aim to
avoid both the naivety of idealism and the fatalism of realism. As such,
the epistemology of “realist liberalism” should be firmly based on the
“utilisation, without compromise or euphemism, of any and all knowledge
of political realism”.42 Realist observations of the security and power
element in human societies constitute the “facts”, the hard ground upon
which political thought can be built. They also delineate the limits of the
attainable by highlighting the restraints imposed by those facts upon human
action.43 At the same time, ethical guidance can only be given by accepting
the main advantage of political idealism, namely, the “realisation [. . .] that
man can act”.44

Realist liberalism then does not represent a mere combination of ele-
ments from political idealism and political realism. More importantly, it
represents the dialectical synthesis that follows from the “thesis” of the
first and its contradiction by the “antithesis” of the second.45 This synthesis
lies also at the basis of Herz’s notion of rationality in a world that is, as
already noted, far from rational. Herz understood idealist rationalism not
merely as a belief in “reason” but rather as a blind belief in the reconcilability
of the opposing instincts of pity and survival. Since, however, for Herz
rationality is not inherent in the world, sound political thought should
begin with the assumption that “rationality is morality to be aimed at”.46

The recognition of rationalism as a normative rather than epistemological
position should be matched by the acceptance of the “realist facts” as the
raw material which creates the preconditions for whatever rationality can be
attainable.47

HERZ’S CONCEPTUALISATION OF POWER

The Protean Nature of Power in International Relations

Given the primacy of the security dilemma in Herz’s theory of international
relations, it follows that whatever importance power holds in such a theory
can only be derivative. As such, his conceptualisation of power is anchored

110 4 JOHN HERZ AND REALISM’S MOMENT OF TRANSITION



to the security dilemma. Having rejected the assumptions about an innate
power drive in human nature, Herz treated the struggle for power as a
means to satisfy the need for security, thereby paving the way for contem-
porary realism. Power then, to begin with, is to be understood as the
possession of means of living and of weapons that can be used to safeguard
one’s own life and secure the possession of said means.48 This intimate
connection between power and security is echoed in his later assessment of
the “power of protection” as the main source of legitimacy for any given
political unit.49 The closest that he offered to a notion of the essence of
power is its broad understanding as the possession of means of protection,
or the perception of such possession.

The latter relates to the importance he attributed to the subjective
element of power in line with what Sylvest calls Herz’s “perspectivism”

or—anachronistically—constructivism.50 Writing three decades after the
publication of Political Realism and Political Idealism Herz described
power as “the most fundamental but also most elusive of realist concepts”.51

One element of this elusiveness that concerned Herz right from the begin-
ning was the importance of non-material forms of power, namely, prestige.
He made sure to include the subjective element of prestige alongside the
otherwise brief and basic formulation of power he offered in his earlier work.
There, he described the element of prestige as equally important to those of
military and economic power, since its possession “confers power upon its
possessor”, irrespective of the fact that it might not reflect actual power.52

Morgenthau too paid attention to the same element, while cautioning on
the perils of not only downplaying but also overplaying one’s own power
through prestige policy.53

Herz’s conceptualisation of power, however, is not exhausted in its
understanding as material capabilities or even in the perception of the
existence or lack thereof. For him the importance of the subjective element
goes beyond its role in the calculation—or miscalculation as the case might
be—of power. It affects the very core of our understanding of power itself.
Unlike geography, population, or the armed forces of a nation-state that are
verifiable “givens”, its power cannot be treated as such because the estima-
tion of this power is totally dependent upon the actor’s interpretation. That
power and power relations thus are understood as givens is a result of actors’
or observers’ perceptions of reality.54 In fact, Herz claimed, power is a
metaphor and as such it is “in the eyes of the beholder”.55 And the vision
of the beholder differs “according to historical memories or cultural or
social traditions”.56
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This final statement is revealing of one of the main characteristics of
Herz’s notion of power: the components of power cannot be conceived to
be independent of conditions of space and time. This, as stated already,
applies to the subjective element of power. Herz, indeed, claimed that
prestige or image-making gained so much in importance during the Cold
War compared to previous eras that it came to account for fully “half of
‘power politics’”.57 It also applies to the material or objective element of
power. For Herz the traditional notion of power could be used as a standard
of comparison between different units because it was “measurable, to some
extent, graded, and calculable”.58 The elements of national power in this
traditional understanding could be “added up” to allow for an estimate of
the cumulative power of a nation-state. They do not differ much from those
presented by Morgenthau for the same purpose and include “size, location,
configuration of territory, quantitative and qualitative aspects of population,
economic and above all industrial development, and [. . .] military strength,
actual as well as potential”.59

This measurability of power, however, resulted from the particular histor-
ical setting that gave birth to the classical international system. Power, in its
current understanding as capabilities, is but a derivative concept that takes its
meaning from the underlying structure of territoriality. It is only through this
structure which established the modern state as the main impenetrable unit
that “these capabilities can be made use of in international politics”.60 Once
this structure withered away, as Herz believed to be the case with the rise of
bipolarity and the development of thermonuclear weapons, the very concept
of power would be bound to lose its traditional meaning.61 While before the
development of the new weapons it still seemed reasonable to understand
power as “something radiating from one centre [. . .] until it finds an equi-
librium with that of similar geographically anchored units” as per Russell, in
the atomic age power could bypass the hard shell of the territorial unit and
destroy power “from centre to centre”.62 As such, the development of the
new weapons represented a far more radical change than the emergence of
bipolarity because at its heart lay a paradoxical condition: power, both
traditional and atomic, would become at the same time both an asset and a
liability. Possession of traditional factors of power such as the level of
industrialisation or location, as well as nuclear weapons themselves, would
render their holder more vulnerable than with their absence, and power
would become synonymous with impotence.63 The implication for the con-
cept of power itself, as traditionally understood, would be an urgent need for
its redefinition since it would now be rendered meaningless.
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Similarly to Morgenthau, Herz displayed scepticism about the prospects
of humanity’s survival in the face of developments in nuclear warfare. To be
fair to him, however, writing in the late 1950s he was merely trying to
capture the uncertainty of a transitional age and outline prospects for the
future. As such, his assessment that with the development of nuclear
weapons power equals impotence belongs to the sphere not of prediction
but of identification of tendencies that might ormight notmaterialise. After
reviewing extensively the risks involved in conceptions of deterrence at the
time, he concluded that the main characteristic of the transitional period
was an unprecedented uncertainty that rendered any redefinition of con-
cepts almost impossible. For him the only meaningful way to approach
international structure and politics would be to accept the precarious coex-
istence of two contradictory realities: on the one hand the traditional or
“preatomic” power relations whereby old concepts partially retain their
validity and on the other hand the “constellation in which permeability
[. . .] is the underlying condition”.64 The paradoxical outcome is a situation
in which power is “‘measurable’ and ‘comparable’, and no longer measur-
able and absolute, all at the same time”.65

Despite being merely the outline of a tendency, Herz’s approach to
power in this case provides us with a good indication on his view of the
concept as essentially protean in its character. Nuclear weapons aside, the
emergence of bipolarity offered for Herz a clear example of how historical
development calls for a constant re-evaluation of central concepts.
Paraphrasing Marx, Herz emphasised time and again that developments at
the level of international relations “constitute a superstructure over the
developments of the means of destruction”.66 Herz had always been
concerned with the impact of technological developments on international
politics and human survival generally, as recent works by Sylvest and
Scheuerman demonstrate.67 He emphasised particularly the role of military
technology when accounting for changes in the international system.68 His
analysis on the emergence of the territorial state in place of the medieval unit
thus was centred on the role of gunpowder, and his assertion that the
prospects were bleak for the nation-state was equally based on the develop-
ments that rendered permeable the hard shell of nation-states.69 As a
consequence—and notwithstanding the nuclear weapons that render the
measurability of power “doubtful as such”—the increased complexity and
sheer number of factors to be taken into account when calculating power
has increased so much and so rapidly during modernity that any effort to
calculate power is even more complex than it used to be. This increasing
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uncertainty which followed rapid technological developments, with the
addition of the subjective element of power, made the measurability of
power in the bipolar world precarious.70

Here Herz’s realism lies somewhere between classical realism and neo-
realism. For even though the essence of power as the bare minimum of
means of security remains unchanged in Herz’s theory, the same does not
apply to the form of power. The latter is in constant flux throughout history
and reflects changes in the international system. This fluidity of both power
and the international system distinguishes Herz’s approach from later incar-
nations of structural realism despite their similarities. For Herz power
cannot be fungible because it does not possess the same external traits at
any given time. Yet for neorealism, trying to model a theory of international
relations after microeconomics, power is expected to play the role of money
and thus be fungible, at least to some extent.71 The important difference is
not one of degree: despite the differences between various neorealists they
would agree with Herz that to measure power accurately is a daunting
endeavour.72 The main difference is rather a qualitative one: Herz’s power
is in flux and in need of constant re-evaluation, in line with his warning of
the risk of ossification associated with structural approaches. Hence,
whereas for neorealism power is something static, for Herz’s variant of
realism this is not the case.

The Role (and Limits) of Power in Politics

For Herz, then, so long as the security dilemma is not resolved, power is
going to lie at the core of politics. The fatal problem with political idealism
is, as mentioned already, the belief that the struggle for power can be
abandoned in favour of a new, ideal order. The identification of power as
a means of overcoming the security dilemmameant for Herz that those who
attempt to abandon the struggle for power unilaterally increase their vul-
nerability vis-à-vis others.73 Whenever thus an idealist project manages to
overcome a pre-existing order, its success is going to be short-lived. For in
conditions of insecurity and struggle for power, the only way it can survive is
on a power basis.74 As a result, once new rules and institutions are in place,
they are doomed to be corrupted by those very phenomena they sought to
overcome. This is the tragedy of idealism and Herz noted that history is
riddled with abortive efforts to create a better world, the examples of the
French and Russian revolutions being typical of how an internationalist
movement degenerates to self-serving national policies.75
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Realist cynicism is born out of disillusionment with the fate of such
efforts, but it does not fare any better in addressing the problems of social
life. While political realism can understand the constraints the security and
power dilemma imposes on human action better than idealism can, it “fails
to gain the minds of men for any length of time”.76 At best, realism simply
neglects everything apart from power considerations and becomes fatalistic;
at worst it glorifies power and its paraphernalia such as war, aggressive
nationalism, and imperialism.77 Herz realised that in the field of interna-
tional relations the observations of realism carry more weight than in
domestic politics because of the prevailing conditions of international anar-
chy. Here, the refuge of an overarching authority that might control the
power of the dominant members of the group is absent as are the various
institutionalised checks and balances of domestic politics.78 The logical
conclusion of such a realisation would be that the struggle for power in
international relations is endless and unchecked, a conclusion often arrived
at by structural realists of the offensive variant.79 For Herz, however, this
view is not justified by historical experience. Despite differences with
domestic politics, international anarchy has not always been unconditional,
the struggle for power has often been limited, and the security dilemma
mitigated.80

In his early formulation of realist liberalismHerz opted for the minimalist
mediating factor of the balance of power and its modified variant of collec-
tive security. He recognised the existence of other mitigating factors such as
international law or ideologies of unity but was very sceptical about their
potential to inform realist liberalism in the context of modern international
relations.81 A self-conscious system of balance of power, like the one that
flourished in Europe until the nineteenth century, was based on the belief of
those participating in it that they shared an interest in maintaining a system
comprising a plurality of political units. Such a system represented for
Herz a middle way between “individualism” and the “general interest”
of preventing a single power from dominating the system.82 With the
advent of bipolarity Herz came to believe this system could no longer
perform its limiting functions, as will be discussed in the following section.
Yet one particular aspect of his analysis remained crucial for his under-
standing of efforts to mitigate power competition: his treatment of the
balance of power as a conscious effort, informed by an understanding of a
general interest.

In periods of history when the balance of power was almost an accidental
outcome of the existence of a system comprising multiple units, like that of
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the ancient Greek city-states or of the Hellenistic kingdoms, units
succumbed to an “undiluted ‘power and security dilemma’” and thus failed
to “break the vicious circle and to pursue any policy of mitigation and
restraint, relying instead on the pure principles of power politics in the
narrower sense”.83 The lack of realisation that the maintenance of a pluralist
system guaranteed the continued survival of its units eventually led to the
inability to check Rome and avert its hegemony.84 And, conversely, aware-
ness of the fact that there is a common interest in sustaining a system that
allows for the coexistence of independent units permits the security
dilemma to at least be alleviated through conscious effort.

It is this aspect of Herz’s thought that for Wheeler distinguishes his
notion of the security dilemma from the more pessimistic one forwarded
by Butterfield, namely, the belief that by comprehending its dynamics,
actors “can act upon this knowledge to promote mutual security”.85 In an
era when the two superpowers faced each other with unprecedented suspi-
cion and with the survival of humanity at risk, his plea to policymakers to
approach the nature of the conflict in a detached way, realise the true nature
of the conflict and the common interests in avoiding nuclear war, and to
“put oneself into the other’s place” aimed at offering a way to mediate the
security dilemma.86 As mentioned in the previous section, the centrality of
power for Herz lay with its importance as a means of addressing the security
dilemma. As such, the limitation of the struggle for power ultimately relies
on how successful efforts to mitigate the security dilemma are going
to be. Herz often displayed a “guarded optimism”, to borrow Stirk’s
expression, towards the possibility of somewhat mitigating the security
dilemma through a combination of conscious effort and technological
developments.87

POWER, TECHNOLOGY, AND THE NATION-STATE

The Nation-State as the Unit of Power

In his quasi-autobiographical introduction to the Nation-State and the
Crisis of World Politics, Herz reflected on his main objectives in his early
engagement with international politics. One of the issues that troubled him
was why the security and power dilemma played such a prominent role in
the relations between units that were “in their respective historical setting
[. . .] the highest ones, that is, not subordinate to any higher authority”.88

The second issue was related to the character of those units: “What accounts
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in history for the emergence of the great variety of units which are, in
different periods, the highest ones?”89 From the very way the questions
are framed some first conclusions about the way he tried to tackle the
problem can be inferred. Herz was going to approach the nation-state as a
“unit” of security, and he was going to approach it as a historical unit.90

For Herz the formation of political units results from the effort to strike a
compromise between the two opposing forces of cooperation and insecurity
in human societies. Human beings, he noted, feel more secure in groups,
and particularly so in groups that appear as “natural”. Competition within
the group does not disappear totally but there is at least a degree of solidarity
especially when the security of the group is threatened by other groups. As
such, the tendency of human beings to organise themselves in social groups
cannot eradicate the struggle for survival which is now projected at the level
of the group.91 Here, despite their differences in what constitutes the roots
of the struggle for power, Herz employed a similar mechanism of projection
to Morgenthau.92 The same condition applies to all groups but in the
particular case of the state it becomes much more acute due to fact that,
being the highest unit, it “cannot rely on any higher authority” for purposes
of security.93

The form of the political unit is determined primarily by its capacity to
offer protection to its members, both internally and externally.94 What
allowed nation-states to perform this function, and what thus for Herz
constituted the main underlying structure of the modern international
system, was “territoriality”. It was the organisation of the state on a terri-
torial basis with “impermeable”, defensible boundaries that turned it into
the basic political unit.95 Herz’s account of the evolution of the territorial
unit is a historical one. As when examining power, his main focus was on
technological development and in particular the development of military
technology. In his account, the territorial state emerged in the aftermath of
the “gunpowder revolution” and from the rubble of the previous “unit of
impermeability”, the medieval castle, which had become vulnerable and
unable to fulfil its protective function any longer.96 Technological progress,
then, determines what sort of political unit will emerge next by rendering
previous forms of organisation indefensible and thus obsolete. This can be
illustrated clearly by the factors that Herz considered more important for
explaining the transition to the modern international system.

In the medieval setting, the combination of a common set of values and
the lack of destructive weapons provided for the minimum of internal and
external security essential for the survival of the system.97 The medieval
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system, however, was challenged by the collapse of the previous moral order
and the emergence of new weapons. In Herz’s variant of “strategic deter-
minism”, major revolutions in military technology can challenge the whole
“‘superstructure’ of economic, social, and political relationships” by
undermining the foundations of the “units of protection”, and certainly
the gunpowder revolution was one of these.98 The collapse of the medieval
order was followed by a period of insecurity and turmoil which was
characterised by internal and external conflict amongst the various units.
The character of the new units to emerge was not predetermined but would
depend on the outcome of this conflict.

It was thus a question of which of the rulers engaged in the conflict could
most effectively exploit this newly acquired military power and how far
could they extend their control through the use of such power.99 Here
the ability to employ the new technological means for the dual purpose of
internal pacification and external protection proved crucial. The rulers of
the emerging territorial states were able to accomplish the first task by
employing power in order to remove the last remnants of feudal power
and dissolve the obsolete units of impermeability such as castles and fortified
cities domestically.100 At the same time, lining the borders with fortifica-
tions, controlled and manned by the centralised government, formed the
new “hard shell” of the territorial unit which afforded it increased protec-
tion from external interference.101 The two processes developed in parallel
and reinforced each other: external forces that would otherwise aid some of
the pockets of resistance found it increasingly difficult to do so due to the
newly formed hard shell.102 By the end of the seventeenth century the
territorial unit had been consolidated as the main political unit. Power,
then, mostly military but also economic—through the increased ability of
the territorial rulers to fund their efforts through the newly emerged money
economy instead of relying on their vassals103—played a major role in
forging the territorial unit.

The relation between power and the nature of the political unit, how-
ever, is not one-directional. In Herz’s approach they exist in a dialogical
relationship that is determined by their close connection to the question of
security and how it is best addressed in a given historical setting. Where the
dialogical element becomes apparent is in the changing conception of
power after the territorial unit is established as the main form of political
organisation. Herz observed that the use of concepts such as “power” or
“sovereignty” often obscures the fact that they are intimately related to
territoriality and are in fact derivative of it.104 As mentioned in the previous
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part, for his variant of structuralism territoriality is the underlying structure
and once it is consolidated, the form of power and the very way its functions
in international politics are understood is bound to change. The main
change the emergence of the territorial state brought to power was through
the process of centralisation.

In contrast to the pre-modern system where power was “diffused among
various power-holders with jurisdiction over the one and same group of
people”, power was now centrally organised and had become measur-
able.105 This particular understanding of power could not be employed in
international relations without reference to “something pre-existing,
namely, the territorial state itself ”.106 In an international system where
international anarchy “has not always been complete”, the establishment
of the territorial unit, largely immune from external interference, is the
factor which granted power an increased role.107 For it was only through
the purposeful use of power, after the collapse of medieval unity, that
international anarchy could be mitigated to some extent. The balance of
power as a conscious attempt to prevent hegemony from materialising, as
exemplified in the classical modern system, was significantly different from
the coincidental balance of power in bygone ages. What differentiated it was
a combination of material conditions, such as an adequate number of great
powers of similar capabilities and the existence of an insular holder of the
balance, and dynastic diplomacy.108 The latter, free from “‘power-alien’
influences, could devote itself to balancing policies as to a cool and detached
game of chess”.109

This close interaction between territoriality and the newly found power
of the territorial state is on display in Herz’s account of the institutions
associated with the modern international system. His account of the devel-
opment of the concept of sovereignty is one of conflict between empire and
territorial rulers resolved in favour of the latter due to their ability to employ
power to pacify and defend their domains.110 Similarly, the substitution of
modern international law for “natural law” is examined as an attempt to
regulate relations between sovereign nations, which reflect the underlying
structure of territoriality.111 The principle of legitimacy, as well as the
nationalism that followed it and that further contributed in stabilising the
system, both required the defensible units established by territoriality in
order to flourish.112

Even the community character of the European system with its principles
of limited war and non-conquest was tied to the territorial character of the
units. Despite the fact that this community was restricted to the continent of
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Europe itself while allowing European powers to pursue imperialistic goals
overseas, its essence was not merely ideological for Herz. He noticed that
the impermissibility of conquest was extended beyond Europe as soon as
territoriality expanded and similar, impermeable units were formed
elsewhere.113

Consequently, in Herz’s theory it is not only power that is in flux due to
changing conditions, as mentioned in the previous part, but also the inter-
national system itself as well as its underlying structure and its units. In the
case of the modern international system, it is the very structure of territo-
riality that for Herz gave it its peculiar characteristics. The success of the
territorial state lay in its ability to offer a satisfactory answer to the question
of security. Political units, however, are always historical units, replaced by
other forms of organisation when they can no longer perform their basic
functions. Herz, often by drawing parallels to how previous political units
gradually disappeared, was sceptical about the potential of the modern state
in the twentieth century.

The Demise of the Territorial State?

When discussing Herz’s account of the challenges facing the nation-state
and its foundation of territoriality, it should be borne in mind that Herz
returned to the question of the nation-state several times in the course of his
career, often reconsidering or reframing earlier assertions. As such, a degree
of inconsistency is to be expected, especially given the fact that his area of
interests expanded significantly in the decades that followed, to encompass a
notion of security that incorporated environmental factors, welfare, demo-
graphics, and development. What remained constant in his analysis of the
nation-state, however, was its binary conceptualisation as a unit of protec-
tion and cooperation. It is with respect to those closely interconnected
themes that the core of his examination of the limits of the nation-state
can be exposed.

Given the emphasis that Herz placed on developments in—mainly
military—technology for the emergence of the territorial state as the unit
of protection, it is no surprise that in his early engagement with the nation-
state it was this particular field that attracted his attention. His account of
the “demise” of the territorial state was mainly focused on developments
that were undermining its foundations of territoriality and the imperme-
ability associated with it.114 Similarly to Carr, he examined a series of
factors that from the nineteenth century on increasingly allowed for the
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impermeability of the territorial states to be bypassed. The development of
economic warfare and the increased effectiveness of blockades, ideological
penetration, and air warfare were all factors that, although not decisive in
the two world wars, enabled competing units to penetrate each other’s hard
shell in a way that was impossible under the classical system.115 By the First
World War it was becoming apparent that small nation-states were increas-
ingly incapable of defending themselves and in the aftermath of the Second
World War even some of the great powers “qua territorial states, were on
the way to becoming obsolete”.116

Despite the importance of those challenges, however, territoriality could
still be salvaged. Surprisingly for a realist, Herz saw collective security in a
positive light despite the abortive effort of the League of Nations. In an era
when the balance of power was disrupted and territorial states were becom-
ing increasingly vulnerable, a system of collective security appeared to him a
plausible solution and Herz oriented some of his early efforts in proposing
ways to make it workable.117 The organisation of the post-war world on the
basis of bipolarity, characterised by an ideological split between the two
sides and the existence of nuclear weapons, signified for Herz the loss of
whatever hopes there might have been for a genuine collective security
system.118 The very rise of bipolarity, however, could also be interpreted
as an effort to safeguard territoriality by extending the hard shell of defen-
sibility to the level of the bloc. Bipolarity was seen by Herz as representing
the culmination of tendencies of extending the territorial state to ameliorate
the effects of economic interdependence and the increased vulnerability to
military technology.119 The most radical challenge to the territorial system
thus lay not with the rise of bipolarity but with the development of nuclear
warfare which happened to coincide with it.

Although initially not overly alarmist about the role of nuclear weapons,
Herz came by the late 1950s to believe that their development signified a
revolution with potentially similar consequences for the nation-state as the
gunpowder revolution had had for the medieval unit of protection.120

Whereas under bipolarity old concepts of power and sovereignty needed
to be readjusted in order to be maintained, the nuclear revolution signalled
the need for their radical reinvention since it undermined their very foun-
dation of territoriality. The problem was not only that the hard shell of the
states could now be penetrated vertically with much more destructive means
than previously. A much graver implication was that nuclear weapons could
potentially signal the obliteration of the dialogical relationship between
power and territoriality and its replacement by a paradox. Instead of
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conferring security to its holder, power in this arrangement created vulner-
ability.121 The outcome is the transition from the mitigated security
dilemma of the classical system to the unmitigated and absolute security
dilemma of the bipolar world.122

Considering the fact that power, and nuclear power in particular, could
no longer play its protective function, Herz proposed a short-term “holding
operation” plan based on mutual accommodation of the superpowers and
advocated a “realistic universalist” approach as a long-term goal based on
the common interest of all humanity in survival.123 The latter would for the
first time override national interests and power competition which could
serve the territorial states well but proved unable to provide any protection
in face of nuclear annihilation.124 Such an approach would involve nation-
states realising the primacy of their common interest in survival and either
delegating their nuclear weapons to a supranational authority or disman-
tling them. This in turn would allow them to regain part of their protective
functions and continue to exist as territorial units, albeit no longer as
“ultimate units of control”.125

For this universalism to stand any chance, however, nation-states ought
to abandon particularistic values that traditionally worked against it, namely,
what Herz called “exclusivist nationalism”.126 The necessity of such a move
despite the resistance to be expected was, at least for Herz, clear and it relied
on the way he understood the connection between allegiance to a political
unit and the protective functions this unit could accomplish.127 Since the
nation-state could no longer offer the minimum of protection required,
continued attachment to nationalism was merely an exercise in futility.
Paradoxically, for the nation-state to survive it ought to abandon its ideo-
logical corollary. A decade later, Herz had to return to the question of the
nation-state in an effort to address its apparent resilience and a series of
trends that were moving in exactly the opposite direction from universalism
towards a “new territoriality”.128

The first factor that contributed to this outcome lay with the
“unavailability of force” in the bipolar world. The superpowers proved to
be more interested in maintaining their spheres of influence and the status
quo and, despite not relinquishing their nuclear weapons, they kept them
only as a final resort. The result was not only that nuclear power became
“unavailable”, so too did conventional power due to the risk of escala-
tion.129 Ironically, this stabilisation was in part due to the fact that some
of the ideas Herz discussed in his earlier plan for a “holding operation”
actually materialised.130 The shortcoming of his long-term outline lay with
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the fact that “holding operation” was a necessary but not sufficient condi-
tion for universalism. In reality, when the risk of a nuclear holocaust moved
to the background, nation-states did not feel particularly compelled to
contemplate more radical solutions.

Operating parallel to the developments in the field of power were other
forces that contributed to the retrenchment of nation-states. Old-style
empires, founded upon imperialistic policies that aimed at securing self-
sufficiency and established on the basis of military superiority and the
absence of nationalism among the colonised people, were by then crum-
bling. This development was brought about by a combination of techno-
logical developments, which rendered reliance on raw materials less
important for survival, and the rise of nationalism in the former colonies.131

Through the close association of legitimacy with the fulfilment of the main
functions of the state and the impact of technological development, Herz
managed to provide an interesting account of the qualitative difference
between defensive nationalism and the aggressive version that preceded
it. Nationalism proved very effective in marshalling the power of the nation
when faced with an existential threat. The cases of Israel and Vietnam
demonstrated its potency even when faced with superior power. At the
same time, however, it could not be employed for purposes of conquest,
firstly, because it would meet fierce resistance from a hostile and equally
nationalistic population, and, secondly, because through modernisation and
economic development the protective functions of a unit could be more
easily fulfilled without the need for territorial expansion.132

For Herz, then, the nation-state had secured its existence and retained its
position as the main political unit “providing group identity, protection and
welfare”.133 Herz of course was mindful that not all new nation-states were
well-placed to fulfil their main functions.134 He was also mindful of the fact
that despite its survival, the nation-state could not return to the territoriality
of old. The reason he talked about a “new territoriality” was the perpetu-
ation of what he initially conceived as a transitional stage, that is, the
coexistence of permeability and impenetrability.135 This permeability was
referring not only to nuclear weapons or air power but also to the newly
available means of indirect penetration that technology facilitated. Addi-
tionally, states had to “assert themselves in an environment of vastly and
rapidly increasing technological, economic, and general interrelationships of a
shrinking world”.136 This reformulation of his position on the nation-state
may appear as inconsistent with his classical work on territoriality. By
de-emphasising the role of military power, however, Herz managed to offer
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a more nuanced account of the nation-state and the challenges it faced, but
that still remained close to his broad conceptualisation of power outlined in
the previous part.

REALIST LIBERALISM AND FOREIGN AFFAIRS: NAZI GERMANY

AND THE UNITED STATES

Herz never produced a monograph on the history of a single nation in the
way Carr did, or an extensive commentary like Morgenthau’s engagement
with American foreign policy. Having been uprooted from Germany due to
the rise of Nazism and never fully assimilated in the American intellectual
tradition, he remained at odds with both worlds. Yet, as Puglierin notes, this
distance allowed him to approach both his native homeland and his adopted
one in a detached and critical way.137 In his engagement with German and
American politics the main threads of his thought are on display: the need to
balance between and avoid the excesses of extreme realism and idealism, and
the necessity of conscious effort to mitigate the security dilemma.

From the beginning of his career Herz tried to make sense of Nazism and
its implications for domestic and international politics. On the one hand, his
study of Nazi doctrines of international law alerted Herz to the limitations
of Kelsen’s theory of pure law and contributed to his shift towards a more
politically oriented interpretation of international law.138 On the other
hand, however, the gradual evolution of those doctrines from the initial
“natural law” theory when Germany was in need of reasserting legal parity
with the rest of European powers to the “racial law” corresponding to the
era of assimilation of territories with German population signified for Herz
something more than the mere manipulation of law as a justification for
German foreign policy. The tendency in the development of German
international law was for him clear, and nodded to the eventual prevalence
of a view which would maintain only the “realistic parts of the theory” and
achieve consistency with Nazi worldviews in embracing a dogma which
accounts for the very negation of international law and its replacement by
continuous conflict.139 Here Herz, like Morgenthau for that matter, had in
mind the extreme realism that goes beyond the realisation of the role of
power to its glorification, a realism that was exemplified by Nazi
Germany.140

Herz later confirmed these insights and broadened them to cover every
aspect of life in Nazi Germany. Faced with economic and social problems
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similar to those of other Western societies, Nazism opted for the “easy
solution” of “always cutting the Gordian knot”: in essence the solution
amounted to non-solution but mere evasion of the problem by relapsing to
pre-civilisational means of resolution through force.141 From the series of
contradictions that Herz examined alongside their resolution by Nazism in
terms of naked power, perhaps the most relevant to the question of the
nation-state is that of international order. At a time when the territorial state
was faced with increasing interdependence the main problem was the
reconciliation of the need for integration with the maintenance of cultural
autonomy. The two opposite answers in post-war Germany were either
extreme nationalism or pacifist internationalism, and Nazism by initially
posing as a champion of anti-imperialism and equality among nations
seemingly accommodated both. In reality, however, as its racial doctrine
had implied from early on, Nazism demonstrated contempt for all tradi-
tional aspects of international politics that had been used to limit the
struggle for power. In a world composed according to Nazism of “superior”
and “inferior” races the only option with which other powers were left was
either continuous struggle or acceptance of Nazi domination.142

For Herz, the quest had always been to avoid precisely this extreme
realism and the ensuing unlimited struggle for power. In the conditions of
the Cold War with its two superpowers “armed with conflicting ideologies
and annihilating weapons”, this quest was to become imperative.143 His
efforts to propose ways to mitigate the security dilemma in such a setting
(such as the plan for “holding operation” discussed in the previous section),
so as to ensure human survival, constantly informed his engagement with
American foreign policy for the duration of the Cold War (and beyond).
The main problem with détente, which Herz advocated as a means to limit
the insecurity on both sides of the conflict, was that it superficially resem-
bled the very appeasement that had failed to prevent the SecondWorldWar.
Herz’s answer to the problem is particularly interesting since, contrary to
Carr and due to the closer attention he paid to Nazism, he had fully realised
the risk posed by Hitler and was in no need of learning the “lessons of
Munich”.144

After outlining his plan for “holding operation” Herz had to defend it by
means of dispelling the parallels between appeasement and détente. The
world of the Cold War, he maintained, was essentially different than Europe
in the 1930s; and the Soviet Union unlike Nazi Germany was a power more
interested in maintaining the status quo. For Herz, the charges of appease-
ment levelled by extremists on both sides posed a greater risk to international
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security than the actual steps taken by the two superpowers for mutual
accommodation.145 The situation was aggravated by the increased impor-
tance of the security dilemma in conditions of ideological polarisation.
Writing in the early 1970s he observed that the almost symmetrical views
of the other side as expansionist, advocated by extremists, were misleading,
and that it was actually more possible that both sides were “defensive-
minded”. The way he chose to illustrate this statement was crucial. By
presenting the Soviet viewpoint he asked whether by expanding to Eastern
Europe, a “much invaded country” was seeing this expansion as merely the
establishment of a defensive zone “particularly when the Americans
engaged in what looked to them as encirclement”.146 Here Herz was
actively trying to raise awareness of the security dilemma and its implications
and to persuade his audience to pause and “put themselves in the other
fellow’s shoes”—or more precisely “in Moscow’s shoes”.147 Having
realised the implications of the security dilemma the two superpowers
could actively try to mitigate it through détente.

It was with this mitigation of the security dilemma through conscious
effort in mind that Herz was particularly critical of the disregard for inter-
national law often to be found in American policies. In a series of letters to
the editor of the New York Times, he made the case that “more or less
clandestine operations” like those orchestrated by American intelligence
services in order to undermine or remove unfriendly governments were in
violation of the most basic rules of modern international law.148 The rules
Herz had in mind were those creating the framework for a minimum of
coexistence between territorial states, namely, the “inviolability of their
territories in peacetime and of non-interference”.149 Of course during the
Cold War this attitude still entailed the risk of escalation in a crisis and
eventually nuclear annihilation, as Herz claimed when discussing the inva-
sion of Grenada.150 For him, however, the problem was more fundamental.
In a time when international cooperation and mutual understanding was
increasingly essential for survival given the global problems now facing
humanity, the United States seemed to be moving closer to unilateral
policies.

Herz thus maintained his criticism of post-Cold War American policy in
terms of disregarding international law and institutions and abstaining from
cooperation in facing environmental challenges.151 He, moreover, saw
American policy as unenlightened in terms of traditional security concerns.
With the collapse of the Soviet Union, the United States as the only
remaining superpower no longer faced any credible threat to its security.
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This new environment allowed in principle for the possibility of taking steps
to alleviate the security dilemma of other powers, but this never
materialised. On the contrary, American foreign policy was characterised
by a series of decisions that intensified the security dilemma in others. This
attitude culminated in the “war on terror” during the Bush administration
which turned several countries into potential targets for pre-emptive strikes.
Herz, however, observed that the tendency was clear even in earlier deci-
sions such as the maintenance of NATO despite its apparent uselessness in
the new environment and the choice to expand it eastwards which further
intensified the security dilemma of Russia.152 Such an orientation, for Herz,
signified a return to the same extreme realism he was so desperately trying to
avert by devising realist liberalism in the first place.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Herz’s attempt to appraise power and the nation-state is founded upon the
central role the security dilemma plays in his theory. It is the security
dilemma that lies at the root of the struggle for power. Herz here differs
from both Carr and Morgenthau. In contrast to Carr who merely observed
that power is there, Herz tried to ground his account of power somewhere.
In contrast to Morgenthau, he picked a social condition instead of an
anthropological one as the main cause for the struggle for power. When it
comes to his conceptualisation of power, his identification of elements of
power is reminiscent of that offered by Morgenthau. His understanding of
power and its role, however, as being in flux and his emphasis on the need to
constantly redefine is much more radical than not only Morgenthau’s but
also Carr’s flexible conceptualisation.

Herz, like Carr and Morgenthau, saw the nation-state as a historically
conditioned political unit whose existence is closely connected to power.
His account of revolutions in military technology and their impact on the
defensive functions of the state is far more detailed than those offered by the
other two realists examined so far. It represents, however, one of the main
weaknesses of his approach in that he tended to overemphasise this single
factor. By taking into account factors such as the potency of nationalism and
the need of the nation-state to provide for the welfare of its citizens Herz’s
later revisiting of the nation-state is more nuanced than his initial account.
He also moved closer to Carr’s interpretation that incorporated all the
aforementioned aspects, albeit with a more basic discussion of military
power. Since Herz’s reformulation aimed at accounting for the survival of
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the nation-state, the discussion of the elements that contributed to its
resilience are better framed than in Carr who believed it to be on its way
out. The two accounts can be largely seen as complementary.

Herz, while conventionally classified as a classical realist, could more
accurately be described as a transitional figure who belonged to both the
classical and the structural realist worlds. His adamant removal of power
from human nature, the emphasis on the security dilemma as a social
condition, and his appreciation of structural approaches are all elements
that connect him to structural realism, and in particular the defensive
realism of Waltz. At the same time, however, his insistence on the constant
re-evaluation of concepts, and the perception that systems and structures are
in constant flux, does not allow for his classification as a structural realist
either. Perhaps the most telling characteristic of his approach that distin-
guishes him from structural realists and offensive realists in particular is his
refusal to subscribe to the most pessimistic implications of the security
dilemma. His insistence on what constitutes sound political thought, and
the need to balance reality and utopia—a similarity with Carr that was
promptly noted in the relevant literature—allowed him to contemplate
and actively promote ways to mitigate the security dilemma. Mearsheimer,
as will be discussed subsequently, followed the security dilemma to its most
pessimistic implications, as would have the ideo-typical realism that Herz
tried to avoid.
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CHAPTER 5

Nationalism and the Nation-State in Structural
Realism: John Mearsheimer’s Offensive

Realism

INTRODUCTION

If Herz represented a transitional version of realism which displayed elements
of both traditional and structural approaches, with the emergence of Waltz’s
neorealism the transition to a purely structural theory of international rela-
tions was completed. In his effort to create a parsimonious and elegant
structural theory, however, Waltz had to “retreat from the real”, as Molloy
put it, and he disassociated his theory from foreign policy which would need a
separate theory.1 John Mearsheimer’s offensive realism represents an attempt
to overcome the gap between international structure and foreign policy by
providing a unifying framework which claims to be able to account for state
behaviour while preserving the main features of Waltz’s structural approach.

In the first part of the chapter, I examine the foundations ofMearsheimer’s
approach. He remains generally faithful to the structural framework devel-
oped by Waltz but he draws different conclusions from it. Where Waltz saw
security maximisers, Mearsheimer sees power maximisers. He further mod-
ifies the framework to include a rational actor assumption which he claims is
enabling him to transcend the gap between foreign policy and international
structure. As regards Mearsheimer’s faithfulness to structural realism, it has
profound implications on the role power plays in his theory. Epistemologi-
cally, his theory is neatly separated from power in a way alien to the reflexivity
displayed by realists examined thus far. Ontologically, power remains of
paramount importance but since it is expected to play a role analogous to
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money its conceptualisation must be narrow. Mearsheimer’s claim that his
modification of structural realism can help to account for state behaviour and
can be employed to both predict and prescribe creates a significant tension in
his theory. This tension underlies Mearsheimer’s efforts to engage with the
foreign policy of the United States.

In the second part of this chapter I exploreMearsheimer’s conceptualisation
of power. This is particularly narrow, as one would expect from the function
power is expected to perform in his theory. More specifically, his notion of
power is reduced strictly to material capabilities of which military power, and
land power in particular, are deemed to be the most important. When it comes
to the limits of power, offensive realism’s image of states striving to achieve
hegemony becomes significantly watered down. Apart from structural con-
straints and nuclear weapons, Mearsheimer introduces the stopping power of
water as a qualifier of offensive realism. The result is a moderated version of
offensive realism wherein great powers become satisfied when attaining
regional hegemony.

Mearsheimer’s engagement with the nation-state is examined in the third
part. Despite treating the modern state as a billiard ball, he is attentive to the
historical developments that brought about its emergence. The primary focus
is on the role of military power. Mearsheimer, however, also attributes to
nationalism an important role in the establishment and expansion of the
nation-state. In this part, therefore, I also examine how his approach to
nationalism tries to strike a balance between being a structural theory and a
phenomenon that, being ideological in nature and belonging to the domestic
domain, should lie outside the scope of said theory. The third part ends with a
discussion ofMearsheimer’s thoughts on the prospects of the nation-state and
the possibility of taming nationalism. Finally, I critically assess Mearsheimer’s
approach as illustrated by his analysis of American foreign policy. I examine his
analysis of that policy until the end of Cold War and his efforts to project its
trajectory to the future, as well as his engagement, as a public intellectual, in
the debates about its formulation after his predictions failed to materialise.

MEARSHEIMER’S THEORY OF INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS

Foundations of Offensive Realism

There is a marked difference between John Mearsheimer’s philosophical
background and that of the classical realists and Herz examined in the
previous chapters. While the aforementioned realists occasionally commented
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on each other’s works and exchanged views, the formulation of their respec-
tive variants of realism was by and large independent from each other.
Mearsheimer, belonging to a later—the third according to Vasquez—gener-
ation of realists, is both aware of and has engaged with the work of classical
realists as well as that of the founding father of neorealism, Kenneth Waltz.2

As such, his variant of realism is primarily founded upon earlier realists, in
contrast to the variety of intellectual backgrounds that influenced the realists
examined so far.

Mearsheimer’s early career was in the US military and he obtained his first
degree fromWest Point in 1970. Before leaving in 1975, he had already spent
a decade in the service of themilitary, a decade which was concurrent with the
Vietnam War. This experience played a crucial role in the formation of
Mearsheimer’s views on American foreign policy towards the developing
world and his scepticism towards adventurism there, his early thinking
about the use of military force, as well as a better grasp of the role militaries
play in contemporary societies.3 Before turning his attention to international
relations theory Mearsheimer published works on strategy with a particular
emphasis on deterrence.4 Although he initially did not self-identify as a realist,
Mearsheimer soon became one and he unreservedly lists Kenneth Waltz as
the most important realist to have influenced him.5 Mearsheimer developed
his own variant of realism, offensive realism, gradually with its definitive
statement being The Tragedy of Great Power Politics. Elements of his theory,
however, were already visible in earlier works.6 Mearsheimer’s offensive
realism superficially appears as a synthesis of the theoretical framework devel-
oped by Waltz and the logical conclusions of “classical” realism.7 He agrees
with the starting assumptions of Waltz and as such he is clear that his theory is
a structural one, very much like Waltz’s neorealism.8

Where he disagrees with Waltz, however, is in the conclusions he draws
from said assumptions and most importantly the answer to the question of
whether states act as power or as security maximisers. He believes contra
Waltz that states seek to increase their power and traces his claim back to
Morgenthau’s variant of classical realism. More precisely, Mearsheimer’s
reading of classical realism is one according to which states are inherently
aggressive, since they are “naturally endowed with Type A personalities”.9

Consistent with such a reading, Morgenthau is classified as an offensive realist
since the animus dominandi is interpreted to be automatically applicable to
states.10 Despite being in agreement, however, with what he considers to be
the logical conclusions of classical realism,Mearsheimer does not subscribe to
an explanation that is founded upon assumptions about human nature.11
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While disagreeing with the “benign world” of Waltz’s defensive realism
Mearsheimer remains attached to the former’s theoretical framework.12 He
makes, however, a significant modification to this framework in that he is
willing to engage with the historical record in an effort to validate his theory.
The structural theory of Waltz was intended as a highly abstract theory that
shied away from accounting for foreign policy, which needed a separate
theory. As a result, those defensive realists drawing on Waltz and aiming at
offering comprehensive accounts of state behaviour, like Snyder and Van
Evera, had to develop a “unit-level component” to supplement their theories
of international relations.13 Despite also drawing heavily on Waltz’s neoreal-
ism,Mearsheimer is willing to apply his theory to real-world problemswithout
feeling obligated to develop a separate theory to account for unit-level factors.
He sets out to achieve the unity between systemic and unit-level analysis by
introducing an assumption of rationality to his theoretical framework.

The major differentiation then of Mearsheimer’s framework from that of
Waltz and his followers is the inclusion of state rationality as the fifth and
final of his “bedrock assumptions”.14 Such an addition, he claims, allows
realist theories to account not only for outcomes but also for state behav-
iour. By delegating misguided calculations to the level of the exceptional,
such a realist theory would not need a separate theory of foreign policy to
account for state behaviour. Instead, domestic considerations would have
little if any role in influencing the making of foreign policy. The remaining
few cases where “domestic pathologies lead states to act in suboptimal
ways” can be explained away as anomalies to the theory.15

Of course a side effect of such a choice, that Mearsheimer is fully aware of
and critics have been quick to exploit, is the fact that his theory becomes
vulnerable to criticisms both in its own terms and for its verifiability vis-à-vis
the historical record, a problem that Waltz never had to face.16 In summary,
Mearsheimer’s realism is influenced profoundly by this core theoretical com-
mitment to structural realism and its modification to include the rational actor
assumption. The way this framework affects the conceptualisation of power in
Mearsheimer’s realism will be examined first through the examination of his
epistemology and then through the ensuing ontological assumptions.

Power Vacuum: Mearsheimer’s Epistemology

Mearsheimer has indicated that he has a preference for elegant and simple
theories and he believes realism to be such a theory.17 Theories, he main-
tains, are essential tools for simplifying complex realities. In fact, the more
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complex the reality one tries to comprehend is, the greater the need for a
“mental map” which helps to simplify it by isolating the most important
forces at play.18 As such, theories are of necessity simplifications of reality
whose explanatory power is restricted by the fact that some of the omitted
factors can occasionally influence state behaviour. A few such “anomalies”,
however, constitute part of the “price to pay for simplifying reality” and
should not pose a significant problem to a theory’s overall credibility.
Of course, when a theory faces too many anomalies then its foundations
are undermined since it cannot adequately explain reality.19

This interpretation of theory as a mental map of reality which should then
be verified in the “laboratory” of the real world represents an epistemolog-
ical commitment to positivism that resonates little with the approaches
discussed so far.20 The notion of power has been central for those realists’
epistemological assumptions, whether through the importance of the soci-
ology of knowledge in Carr, the separation of spheres for analytical purposes
in Morgenthau, or the fundamental motivation behind political thought in
Herz. Mearsheimer, despite his scepticism towards a particular brand of
positivism that he calls “simplistic hypothesis testing”, remains committed
to a positivist methodology according to which a theory should comprise
clearly defined variables and the examination of the causal connection
between them, and should be ultimately falsifiable.21 Such a theory is
epistemologically impenetrable to power and as a result is missing not
only part of the complexity of the phenomenon of power, but also the
self-awareness that previous realists carried.

This disassociation of power from realist epistemology means that it is no
longer possible for the observer to be mindful of, and as a result also
guarded about, the ways in which different aspects of power influence the
very process of theorising. By claiming objectivity, as Barkin points out, the
contemporary realist analyst is deviating from the classical realist call for
reflexivity and succumbs to exactly the same fallacy that Morgenthau attrib-
uted to idealism in Scientific Man vs. Power Politics.22 Barkin is correct in
that sense to conclude that classical realism “to the extent that it explicitly
won the first debate, implicitly lost the second”.23 In Mearsheimer’s posi-
tivist epistemology power does not enter the field of theory formation at all.
The theorist has to develop a set of clear and sound assumptions, define
their key concepts, and identify causal mechanisms. The theory can then be
tested against the facts and “yield unambiguous predictions”.24

A sound theory then is one that at the same time is able to describe,
predict, and prescribe.25 There is, however, an important problem with this
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purported unity between prediction and prescription. As several authors
have noted, contemporary realists, includingMearsheimer, are often at odds
with the policies followed by American administrations and do not hesitate
to express their opposition to them in an effort to influence the public
discourse.26 Yet their effort to influence policy is fundamentally opposed
to their positivist epistemology which presupposes a neat separation
between object and subject of analysis.27 The problem with Mearsheimer’s
theory then is that it cannot overcome the incompatibility between predic-
tive and prescriptive approaches. The former, being pattern-focused and
based on self-replicating systems, leave no space for agency and “serve to
obviate politics” while the latter, being problem-focused, emphasise con-
tingency and the resulting necessity to be prudent both when making policy
recommendations and when analysing power.28 This reflexivity, so charac-
teristic of classical realism, cannot be reconciled with an approach that
claims to be predictive.29 In such a theory of international relations,
power is of necessity restricted to the sphere of ontology, where it is
expected to play the role of currency.

On Power and Ontology: A Currency for International Relations?

For Mearsheimer, as for all other realists examined, power “lies at the heart
of international politics”.30 The Tragedy of Great Power Politics is structured
around questions regarding this key concept and deriving from the episte-
mological commitments mentioned above. More specifically, for
Mearsheimer a theory that has isolated power as its central concept must
be able to explain why states seek power in the first place and how much
power they want. Furthermore, it must be able to define power clearly and
to offer a list of indicators that can be measured to rank individual states and
estimate the distribution of power between them. Finally, a clear definition
of power is required for the patterns of state behaviour to be more easily
identified.31

Consistent with his epistemological commitment to structural realism,
Mearsheimer founds his theory on a set of bedrock assumptions. Despite
being formed deductively, those assumptions differ from Waltz’s efforts in
one important aspect. Whereas for Waltz the bedrock assumptions of a
theory are of necessity radical simplifications which convey “a false impres-
sion of the world”, Mearsheimer rejects this approach.32 For him theories
should be based on sound assumptions that offer “reasonably accurate
representations” of important factors for international politics.33 Apart
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from the assumption of state rationality that has already been mentioned,
Mearsheimer’s set of assumptions comprises the following: international
anarchy, possession of offensive capabilities by states, uncertainty of inten-
tions, and survival as the main motivation of states.34

Although if treated in isolation these assumptions do not explain why
states seek to maximise power, their combination, Mearsheimer maintains,
makes a persuasive case for why great powers will struggle for power and aim
for hegemony.35 As regards the first part of the argument—that is, the
reasons why states seek power in the first place—Mearsheimer’s logic does
not differ significantly from that of other structural realists. The possession of
offensive capabilities by states, combined with uncertainty about other states’
intentions, and the existence of international anarchy, means that states fear
each other and try to accumulate power to ensure their survival.36 The
identification of fear as the main factor behind states’ motivation to strive
for power is a plausible conclusion that can be logically drawn by the combi-
nation of Mearsheimer’s bedrock assumptions. To claim, as Pashakhanlou
does, that the centrality of fear amounts to the introduction of a “psycholog-
ical unit-level variable”which undermines his theory, would be to put too fine
a point to a narrow understanding of fear which Mearsheimer does not seem
to share.37 The answer, however, that Mearsheimer provides to the question
of how much power states want is more controversial.

Despite beginning from a set of assumptions that are very similar to those
entertained by defensive realists, Mearsheimer reaches the exactly opposite
conclusion.38 For him, given the extremely high stakes in competition
between states, the uncertainty over other states’ intentions, and the
unpredictability of future developments in the distribution of power, states
can only behave as relative power maximisers.39 The discrepancy thus
between offensive and defensive realism, as Snyder correctly observes, is
not attributable to disagreements about the constraints imposed by the
international system as one would expect from structural theories, but to
different interpretations of a “unit-level factor”, that is, the amount of
security states seek.40 Snyder is further correct to point out that
Mearsheimer’s marshalling of Herz’s formulation of the security dilemma
as reflecting “the basic logic of offensive realism” and as implying that “the
best defence is a good offence” is misplaced.41 The problem with
Mearsheimer’s reading of the security dilemma is not only that Herz
understood its implications differently. It is also that since in Mearsheimer’s
theory all states are “revisionist and believe (correctly) that others are too”,

MEARSHEIMER’S THEORY OF INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS 145



there is no room left for any effort to address hypothetical threats and thus
the “dilemmatic” element of the security dilemma is eliminated.42

The final role that power plays in Mearsheimer’s ontology is related to
the importance he attributes to its accurate definition and measurement.
Building on the analogy with economics, he claims that power is the
equivalent of money in the realm of international politics: “Power is the
currency of great-power politics and states compete for it among them-
selves.”43 The analogy to money implies that in the same way that utility
maximisation is “expressed and measured in terms of money” so is “the
national interest (security) [. . .] in terms of (relative) power”.44 The neces-
sity to treat power like money stems from the expectation that power can be
used as an indicator that can be measured and that allows states to be
ranked.45 Mearsheimer’s notion of power resonates well with such a view.
The development of “good indicators of power” is important for the
accurate appreciation of “the power levels of individual states”.46 With
such tools in hand the observer may then perform ranking operations to
determine whether states qualify as great powers. Identification of the great
powers, and especially their number, can in turn be utilised to assess the
distribution of power and polarity of the system.47

MEARSHEIMER’S CONCEPTUALISATION OF POWER

The Nature of Power

Since power is expected to play the role of currency in Mearsheimer’s
theory, it has to be measurable and as such a narrow definition of the
concept is warranted. He thus proceeds to approach power in terms of
material capabilities, or “tangible assets [. . .] that each great power con-
trols”.48 Mearsheimer is echoing—albeit distantly—Carr’s facets of power
when he distinguishes between two forms of power that are interconnected
but cannot be equated.49 He differs, however, from Carr in some important
aspects, the first of which is that he establishes a clear hierarchy between the
two forms of power. It is military power that counts most in Mearsheimer’s
theory, and among its various ingredients it is land power that is of para-
mount importance.50 The reason why naval, aerial, or even nuclear power
can only play a supplementary role is that land forces are indispensable for
“conquering and controlling land, which is the supreme political objective
in a world of territorial states”.51 This overemphasis on military might and
particularly land power, despite being logically solid, offers little if any
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flexibility when dealing with other forms of exercising power or power
maximisation beyond the scope of territorial conquest, as Toft correctly
observes.52

The second form of power, latent power, “refers to the socio-economic
ingredients that go into building military power”.53 Among the various
elements of latent power Mearsheimer distinguishes population size and
wealth as being the most important. And since a large population is a
necessary but not sufficient condition for generating significant amounts
of wealth, Mearsheimer opts for using “wealth alone to measure potential
power”.54 Given that whatever importance latent power holds is condi-
tional upon its ability to be translated to military power, Mearsheimer
rejects indicators of wealth such as the GNP which might be misleading.55

Instead, he emphasises the importance of identifying indicators that can
capture “a state’s mobilisable wealth and its level of technological develop-
ment”.56 Here Mearsheimer makes a point that recalls Herz, regarding the
role of historical conditions in the measurement of power.57

A second important difference with Carr’s facets of power is that
Mearsheimer does not allow for ideational power in his formula. For him,
any realist conceptualisation of power must of necessity emphasise its mate-
rial aspects. Ideologies are indeed included in the list of non-security goals
that states can pursue insofar as they do not require the state to act against
its national interest, that is, the pursuit of relative power.58 Mearsheimer
clarified that non-material aspects of power are of no consequence for his
version of realism, when challenged by Ken Booth on the grounds that
several of his “idealists” were actually attentive to the role of power.59 In his
response to Booth’s commentary, Mearsheimer maintained that authors
who focus primarily on the power of ideas differ “fundamentally [. . .]
from how realists understand this concept. Realists focus mainly on material
power, be it economic or military [. . .]”.60 This position is unsurprising
given the function that power is expected to play in his theory of interna-
tional relations and the necessity for it to be measurable.

The function of power as currency also explains Mearsheimer’s inclina-
tion to favour a “traditional” power-as-capabilities approach to more recent
developments in the discussion about power such as Dahl’s notion of power
as being relational.61 This is not to suggest that he neglects such discussions.
When appraising power and its role, Mearsheimer begins with a discussion
of the distinction between power-as-outcomes and power-as-capabilities
approaches. He disagrees with approaches that conflate assets with out-
comes since the two are qualitatively different: the former only cover
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material capabilities and the latter add to the equation non-material factors
that often affect outcomes.62 For Mearsheimer power cannot be equated
with outcomes.

Firstly, an outcome-centred approach would deem any effort “to assess
the balance of power before a conflict” futile because the assessment could
be performed only after the conflict was resolved in one way or another.63 If
this were the case, it would pose significant problems for any theory of
international relations based on the assumption of the state as a rational
actor, such as Mearsheimer’s. Secondly, he raises the point that a
conceptualisation of power based on outcomes would imply that the side
that prevails in any given conflict is always the most powerful one. This is,
however, not always the case, as demonstrated by, for example, the defeat of
the United States in Vietnam and that of Napoleonic France in Russia.
Finally, since power represents means and outcomes ends, their identifica-
tion would deem any distinction between means and ends meaningless.64

Limits of Power

Given that Mearsheimer’s states can be secure only when they have attained
hegemony, his vision of international politics seems superficially to be one of
continuous and unlimited competition between states. Yet, as Snyder cor-
rectly points out, the implications of his theory are watered down if one
takes into account the various qualifiers that he integrates into it.65 What
limits the quest for power in offensive realism, however, is not morality as in
the case of classical realists. Morality does not play a prominent role in
Mearsheimer’s theory.66 It can—and should—only be taken into consider-
ation when a state has the luxury to do so, namely, when it does not conflict
with “balance-of-power logic”.67 The fact that it is often employed to justify
a selected foreign policy is considered by Mearsheimer as convenient
masking of realistically formed policies.68 With morality taken out of the
equation, what remains to moderate the quest for power is mainly structural
and geopolitical forces.

Although in Mearsheimer’s theory states have, in principle, no motiva-
tion to limit their quest for power they are not “mindless aggressors”
striving endlessly to dominate the system.69 The states in his theory in
addition to being power maximisers are also rational calculators and as
such they soon figure out that their behaviour should match their capabil-
ities lest they find themselves in a position worse than the one they began
in. As a result states calculate carefully the perceived costs and benefits of
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every action and pursue it only if the latter outweigh the former.70 The
degree of moderation they show is therefore the result of an accurate (to the
extent possible) evaluation of the external constraints imposed on their
quest for power.

The first such constraint comes from the international system itself and
more specifically from the distribution of power. Its importance lies with the
way it influences the levels of fear and balancing behaviour. The more
asymmetries there are in the distribution of power, the more unstable a
system is, and the more great powers fear each other. Mearsheimer ranks
possible systems from the more stable bipolar system to the most unstable,
the unbalanced multipolar system, with balanced multipolarity somewhere
in between.71 The reading of the distribution of power can help states to
modify their behaviour accordingly and anticipate whether other states are
more likely to balance or pass the buck. An accurate reading thus should be
enough in most cases to persuade a potential hegemon that the costs of
attempting to dominate the system are far greater than the slim chances of
success.

The expected counterbalancing that any such potential hegemon will
face from worried great powers is further aggravated by an important
geopolitical factor. The predominance of land power in Mearsheimer’s
theory means that in order for such power to be employed effectively, a
state should be able to project it when necessary. For Mearsheimer, this
prospect is severely limited by the stopping power of large bodies of water
that hinder the capacity of great powers to attack each other with land
forces.72 The inclusion of a geopolitical variable helps Mearsheimer to
better account for cases of insular powers as well as the operation of regional
systems that could otherwise be treated as anomalies to his theory, but at the
cost of making his overall theoretical framework somewhat more blurry.73

The final limitation to a power achieving hegemony is nuclear weapons.
Mearsheimer sets a high threshold for hegemony: a power that attains this
position must in essence be “the only great power in the system” with any
other powers being unable to seriously challenge it.74 In the age of nuclear
weapons, because of their immense destructive capability, attaining hege-
mony would require the dominant state in the system to establish a clear
advantage either by monopolising the possession of nuclear weapons or by
establishing a refined defence system that would neutralise an opponent’s
arsenal. Given, however, that such a development is unlikely, Mearsheimer
believes that effectively no global hegemony is attainable.75

MEARSHEIMER’S CONCEPTUALISATION OF POWER 149



Consequently, the best result one state can hope to achieve is regional
hegemony and maintenance of this position by preventing other regional
hegemons from emerging.76 The latter point is, however, as Layne noted,
logically problematic. If regional hegemony is the best possible position
attainable and the stopping power of water prevents global hegemony from
materialising, then a regional hegemon should not be seriously worried
about a peer emerging in another region of the world since the stopping
power of water would also apply to them.77

POWER AND THE FORMATION OF THE NATION-STATE

Nationalism and the Nation-State in Offensive Realism

Mearsheimer’s view of the state comes very close to the one offered by
Legro and Moravcsik in their paradigmatic reading of realism.78 Since his
theory is a structural one, the domestic setting of each particular state is of
no significant consequence for its behaviour. As such, states cannot be
meaningfully differentiated by anything other than their relative power, at
least for the purposes of a theory of international relations. “In essence”,
maintains Mearsheimer, “great powers are like billiard balls that vary only in
size.”79 As happens often with billiard balls, their direction and their colli-
sions are determined by factors other than themselves. In the case of
Mearsheimer’s billiard balls the external factor that compels states to act
in a specific way is international anarchy. It follows that in his version of
realism it is not the state that is the central element. What realism requires,
he maintains, is not the state itself but the existence of international anarchy.
As long as the structure of the international system is anarchic it will impose
constraints upon whichever political unit happens to be the prevalent form
of political organisation in any given period.80

It is clear then that when Mearsheimer approaches the states as the main
actors in international relations he does not engage with the notion of the
state as encompassing an eternal category outside history. Although the idea
that the main political units change throughout history is present in earlier
works, Mearsheimer started placing particular attention on the emergence
of the modern state in recent, and largely still ongoing, research.81 In his
recent work he pays attention to the transition from a “stateless” Europe in
the fifteenth century, to the emergence of the dynastic state and its eventual
replacement by the nation-state.82 Mearsheimer cites Charles Tilly approv-
ingly and attributes the prevalence of the state as a form of political
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organisation to its superiority over the other political units of the time.
Consistently with the core assumptions of offensive realism about power,
the crucial advantage for the emerging state was provided by its efficiency in
translating latent to military power vis-à-vis the various alternative units
such as the city-states of Italy.83 As a result the prevalence of the state in
Europe was largely determined by its competence “on the battlefield”.84

Here, Mearsheimer’s narrative does not differ significantly from that of
other realists as regards the interplay between power and the emergence
of the modern state, and bears a particular resemblance to Herz’s emphasis
on military power and the rise of the territorial state.

Power politics thus is the first of the “two main driving forces” which led
to the establishment of the modern state system. The second one, surpris-
ingly for a structural theory, is nationalism.85 For Mearsheimer, the dynastic
state might well have been more effective than its competitors in marshal-
ling power, but it did not enjoy the loyalty of its population. When nation-
alism came to the forefront, however, in the aftermath of the French
Revolution, the allegiance of the population to the state could be
marshalled and employed as a “huge force multiplier”. The success of
France’s national armies quickly led its neighbours to adopt nationalism
themselves and by “the early twentieth century, every state in Europe was
effectively a nation-state”.86 Mearsheimer’s narrative here is based solidly
on the predominance of military power and the idea of state socialisation.
States adapt to new circumstances and adopt successful behaviour in order
to improve their odds of survival.87 This view of nationalism is common
amongst neorealist theorists who provided accounts of the phenomenon
and on whose worksMearsheimer draws, such as Posen and Van Evera.88 As
Kadercan correctly observes, however, such a linear interpretation fails to
explain why states, instead of happily embracing such a handy power
multiplier, actually tried to strangle nationalism in its cradle.89

There is, however, a further problem—or, more accurately, two
interconnected problems—with the importance Mearsheimer attributes to
nationalism. Nationalism is a phenomenon of ideological nature, and
Mearsheimer recognises it as such.90 The fact then that he singles it out as
one of the crucial factors that led to the prevalence of the nation-state might
prove problematic for his theory. First, the importance attributed to nation-
alism would imply the introduction of an ideational element of power in a
theory whose understanding of power is claimed to be materialistic. Second,
an ideology is of necessity a factor that influences states at the domestic level
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and as such it should not be able to alter state behaviour significantly. In the
following section, I evaluate the way in which Mearsheimer addresses those
challenges.

Nationalism and Power Politics

Since Mearsheimer has repeatedly treated nationalism as an ideology and
claims that the “nation-state system is largely the product of the inter-play
between nationalism and power politics”,91 the first problem that needs to
be addressed is whether by granting such an important role to nationalism
he undermines his explicitly materialistic theory by reintroducing an ele-
ment of ideational power. After all, not only has he excluded the power of
ideas from his framework but he approaches ideologies in general as
non-security goals that are lower in the hierarchy of state goals than survival.
This point has been made by critics of Mearsheimer who claim that he is not
faithful to the model he developed, in maintaining the importance of
nationalism, that is, of an ideology.92

Yet for Mearsheimer, nationalism is not any ideology. When he discusses
the hierarchy of state goals he makes special reference to goals that are
complementary to the pursuit of power and tellingly lists national unifica-
tion amongst them.93 As long as an ideology is compatible with the pre-
mises of offensive realism, there is no problem with a state pursuing it. And
in Mearsheimer’s view, as his later engagement with the topic demon-
strated, nationalism is the ideology par excellence in terms of compatibility
with realism. This compatibility is attributed byMearsheimer to the fact that
nationalism and realism share core assumptions at the foundational level,
namely, that they are both particularistic and both focused on the state and
survival.94 The marriage of the state to the nation in the late eighteenth
century had profound implications for both. Those nations that were asso-
ciated with a state by the time of the transition to popular sovereignty had to
worry about the survival of their respective state since the fates of the two
were now interwoven. And those that did not possess their own state
acquired a powerful incentive to aspire to one, to ensure their survival.95

The reason for nations’ preference for their own state is explained by the
impact of nationalism in the functioning of a state. Drawing from relevant
literature in the field of nationalism studies, Mearsheimer observes that the
nation-state is much more intrusive than its predecessor as regards the lives
of its members. The process of cultural homogenisation, while making sense
for the nation-state for both economic and military reasons, poses a fatal

152 5 NATIONALISM AND THE NATION-STATE IN STRUCTURAL REALISM



threat to minority nations.96 As Gellner put it in a similar argument, even
“urban, commercialised and literate”minorities that would otherwise thrive in
conditions of modernity have a particularly strong incentive to want their own
political unit as they “are destined for ethnic cleansing” if they do not.97 The
risk of assimilation or even annihilation is then forMearsheimer what triggered
nations to have a strong preference for their own state and also led to the
expansion of the nation-state globally through the process of decolonisation.98

Mearsheimer seems to approach in a similar fashion the second potential
problem, the importance he attributes to nationalism as a domestic force in
an otherwise structural theory. The problem is aptly summarised by Oren
who, when discussing the conflict between prediction and prescription in
Mearsheimer’s approach, claims that Mearsheimer introduces an “error
term” in his theory. The error term is a factor excluded from the theory—
here, domestic politics—that occasionally accounts for foreign policy. In
such situations the realist scholar should “expose the error and try to
minimise it”.99 What is empirically problematic about Mearsheimer’s
approach is, for Oren, the fact that the domestic “error term” seems to be
accounting for the rule rather than the anomalies in American foreign
policy.100 Mearsheimer for his part certainly approached nationalism as a
domestic factor in one of his early engagements with international relations
theory, in the immediate wake of the Cold War. There he claimed that
domestic factors are not of equal importance to structural constraints in
explaining the stability of post-1945 Europe. And the most important of
such factors, “hyper-nationalism”, was by and large a consequence of
security competition rather than its cause.101 Writing a decade later, despite
adding the qualifier that domestic factors limit the ability of offensive
realism—or any structural theory for that matter—to accurately predict in
detail when and how often conflict will occur, he maintained their second-
ary importance. Focusing on structural factors alone, he claimed, “should
tell us a lot about the origins of great-power war”.102

His treatment of nationalism as a domestic factor notwithstanding,
Mearsheimer’s approach to nationalism can get him beyond the “error
term” as a result of the close interconnectedness he identifies between it
and realism. There is certainly a degree of compatibility between national-
ism, as Mearsheimer approaches it, and his variant of realism. After all, his
treatment of nationalism as a power multiplier can easily be, at least in
theory, accommodated with his approach to power as material capabilities.
Employing nationalism allows states not only to build mass armies but also
to mobilise their citizens to maintain such armies and provide them with
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resources. Even the non-material aspect of the increased motivation and
thus reliability displayed by national armies can be accommodated in
Mearsheimer’s existing notion of power since he allows for a qualitative
element in assessing military forces.103

The main problem with Mearsheimer’s approach to nationalism is there-
fore not one of logical consistency as the incorporation of nationalism does
not undermine the main logic of his theory. Mearsheimer, however, goes
beyond this interpretation of nationalism and attributes to it even more
importance, and in so doing he seems to be dealing with nationalism as an
ad hoc qualifier of offensive realism. After discussing the interplay between
power politics and nationalism in his most recent engagement with the
topic, Mearsheimer moves on to discuss the ways in which nationalism has
impacted upon “aspects of international politics that are of central impor-
tance to realism’s intellectual agenda”.104 In so doing, he is awarding to
nationalism a transformative role which is inconsistent with the function it
could possibly perform in a structural theory. When discussing the impact of
nationalism on the character of war, Mearsheimer observes that conflicts
between states in the age of nationalism tend to escalate quickly to the
absolute form described by Clausewitz, in contrast to the limited war that
dominated the early modern European system. With a limited war to attain
limited aims being out of the question, states have less of an incentive to
start one. Furthermore, nationalism makes it now very difficult “for the
victor to occupy the vanquished state”.105 Ironically here, despite his dis-
regard for ideational power, Mearsheimer seems to be more attentive than
Carr to the potency of nationalism as an ideology when faced with oppo-
nents who possess superior power.106 Despite his bias towards land power,
Mearsheimer’s account alongside Herz’s modified views are better than
earlier realists’ efforts at capturing the resilience of nationalism when
employed for defensive purposes as well as its limits when marshalled for
offence. This conclusion, however, would mean that conquest does not
after all pay as much as Mearsheimer originally assumed, or at least not in
the age of nationalism.107

Of course offensive realism is a general theory that cannot be expected to
illuminate everything and Mearsheimer is clear that often non-structural
factors influence state behaviour. For the theory to operate smoothly,
however, these anomalies should be rare exceptions. Yet there is hardly an
instance in which Mearsheimer, when engaging with foreign affairs, has not
cautioned against—and most likely rightly so—attempts to engage in social
engineering abroad, or in conquest, on the grounds of the resistance to be
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expected from nationalism.108 Furthermore, when discussing the possibility
of transcending the state, Mearsheimer is connecting its survival in the
foreseeable future to the appeal of nationalism and its glorification of the
state.109 In claiming that nationalism not only influences the likelihood of
war alongside structural factors, but also that it is connected to the resilience
of the state as a form of political organisation, Mearsheimer does eventually
allow a non-structural factor to further qualify the main premises of offen-
sive realism.

Taming the Nation-State?

From the preceding discussion it is clear that Mearsheimer does not display
the same deep-rooted scepticism towards nationalism as his mid-twentieth
century predecessors. Neither does he share the same anxiety so typical of
Herz andMorgenthau about the future survival of not only the nation-state
but also humanity itself in the face of nuclear weapons. The nation-state
seems to have weathered some of the challenges that earlier generations of
realists anticipated and, for Mearsheimer, it does not seem to be going
anywhere in the foreseeable future. As a result, he does not try to devise a
blueprint for transcending the nation-state as earlier realists did. For
Mearsheimer, the key question is not how to go beyond the nation-state
but how to tame it for the period in which it is going to remain the
dominant form of political organisation.

In his evaluation of nationalism, Mearsheimer approaches the phenom-
enon macro-historically. Although in the short term nationalism—and the
dissolution of multinational states and irredentism that come with it—
increases instability and the likelihood of war, in the long term it can
increase the prospects of peace. Since nationalism makes the success of
conquest less likely, the more “pure nation-states” there are the less likely
they are to fight over minorities or attempt to conquer each other.110 His
commentary during the conflicts in the Balkans, where Mearsheimer
suggested redrawing borders and transferring populations so that homoge-
neous entities are created, makes clear that this idea had been with him long
before it was crystallised theoretically.111 What Carr once deplored as the
“mass sacrifice of human beings to the idol of nationalism” is for
Mearsheimer a necessary evil in order to avoid further conflict.112

This rather benign view of nationalism bears a superficial resemblance to
the liberal nationalism of the nineteenth century discussed by Carr, Mor-
genthau, and Herz. Mearsheimer, however, unlike liberal nationalists, is
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aware of the darker side of nationalism, or “ugly hyper-nationalism” as he
prefers to call it. This form of nationalism, similarly to Morgenthau’s
nationalistic universalism, is born out of the belief that other nations “are
both inferior and threatening”.113 For him, however, hyper-nationalism
does not represent a distinct phase in the development of nationalism but
rather a possible transformation of benign nationalism. Mearsheimer iden-
tifies security concerns and the resulting sense of vulnerability as one of the
main reasons behind the emergence of hyper-nationalism. An additional
reason is the tendency of governments to cultivate nationalism in an effort
to marshal support for their security policies.114 The risks of hyper-
nationalism, however, are not sufficient reason for Mearsheimer to contem-
plate ways to go beyond nationalism and the nation-state.

As regards the state, he does not believe that the present or foreseeable
developments in the field of power are threatening its existence. Even if the
state is replaced by another entity in the future, there will be no significant
difference in their behaviour as long as the international system remains
anarchic. The only development in the international system that could
possibly challenge the explanatory power of realism is, for Mearsheimer,
the establishment of a hierarchical system.115 When it comes to nationalism,
despite his generally positive view of the phenomenon, Mearsheimer
believes that some moderation is required in order to limit the possibility
of its degeneration to hyper-nationalism. Back in 1990 he suggested two
ways to achieve that end. His first suggestion on the moderation of nation-
alism is one that resonates well with his theory. The development of small
professional armies and reliance on “high-technology military organisa-
tions”, such as those that normally accompany the acquisition of nuclear
weapons, should be able to reduce the need for mass armies and the
cultivation of nationalist sentiments associated with them.116

The second proposal was somewhat more ambitious since it involved
nothing less than the “teaching of honest national history” on the part of
the elites.117 What remained unaddressed in this proposal was why, given
the emphasis Mearsheimer places on nationalism as a power multiplier,
governing elites would voluntarily dispense with such a useful tool. In his
later work Mearsheimer seems to be retreating from this suggestion when
he claims that although nationalism is a potent force and “a major cause of
war”, its myths are of only secondary if not tertiary importance. It is foreign
policy behaviour that causes nationalist myths and not the other way
around.118 As such, elites can still safely engage in nationalist myth-making
without risking too much. This reversal, however, appears strange given the
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emphasis that Mearsheimer places even in his recent work on how nation-
alist myths help nation-states forge identities and motivate their citizens to
make sacrifices.119

MEARSHEIMER AND AMERICAN FOREIGN POLICY

US Foreign Policy Until 1989: A Showcase for Offensive Realism?

According to the premises of offensive realism outlined in the previous
sections, the ideal American policy should be one of establishing regional
hegemony in the Western Hemisphere and then, since global hegemony is
unattainable, making sure that no other regional hegemon emerges by
acting as an offshore balancer. For Mearsheimer, this is the course that the
United States followed up to the end of the Cold War. His engagement
with this period demonstrates clearly not only how he approaches the
workings of the international system but also how he understands the
interplay between domestic factors and nationalism.

For Mearsheimer, after its establishment and for the duration of the
nineteenth century the United States acted according to the theory of
offensive realism and attempted to establish regional hegemony. It pursued
this aim by following consistently two interconnected policies: on the one
hand it sought to expand territorially and on the other it tried to limit the
influence of European powers in the Western Hemisphere.120 For
Mearsheimer, there was no need for the United States to occupy the
whole of North America for security reasons, since Canada and Mexico
were not powerful enough to pose a serious threat. The fact that the United
States restrained from attempting to assimilate those states is explained by
Mearsheimer in terms of the difficulties that nationalism puts in the way of
conquest.121 After the United States achieved hegemony in the Western
Hemisphere its main purpose, according to offensive realism, would be to
ensure that no neighbouring state formed an alliance with an overseas great
power, as well as working to prevent regional hegemons from emerging in
other parts of the world.

Although in its initial decades the United States had no power to imple-
ment the Monroe Doctrine, the European colonial empires were dissolved
due to the disintegrating influence of nationalism. Further efforts by
European powers to intervene in America, such as French and German
involvement in Mexico or the Soviet alliance with Cuba, were met with
hostility by the United States and every effort was made to contain them.122
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As regards the role of the United States as an offshore balancer,
Mearsheimer believes that in that case too US practice vindicates his theory.
Although inclined to pass the buck to local powers to balance against a
potential hegemon, the United States did not hesitate to actively intervene
when the local powers proved insufficient to this purpose. As such, the
United States intervened in Europe when the entente powers failed to
check Germany in the First World War, again in the Second World War
for the same reasons, and once more during the Cold War since no
European power could check the Soviet Union. Similarly, in Asia, the
United States tried to first prevent Japan from gaining hegemony when a
Soviet Union defeat at the hands of Germany was a distinct possibility, and
subsequently to contain the Soviet Union after no significant power was left
to check it.123

Mearsheimer’s overview of the foreign policy of the United States for the
better part of the past two centuries as being essentially realistic contrasts
with the views of mid-twentieth century realists. Realists such as Morgen-
thau and Kennan were often critical of what they considered to be the
surrender of American foreign policy to idealism.124 Mearsheimer accepts
that the society of the United States is characterised by a “deep-seated sense
of optimism and moralism”.125 He thinks, however, that the real influence
liberal principles had on American foreign policy rarely went beyond rhe-
toric. He thus disagrees with Kennan’s criticism and claims that there is a
marked gap between liberal rhetoric and realist practices in American for-
eign policy. What might occasionally obscure the gap is that realist policies
do not always conflict with liberal values and as such can easily be explained
away by reference to moral principles alone. And when there is conflict
between the pursued policies and liberal values, “spin doctors” can be
trusted to invent a story which rationalises the policy.126

Of course, Mearsheimer’s engagement with the historical record and his
claim that it vindicates his theory can be—and has been—challenged on
various grounds. One of the most common challenges to Mearsheimer’s
engagement with American foreign policy, and one that was raised quite
early, relates to his insistence that the United States has not tried and will
not try to reach towards global hegemony. Layne raised the issue in his
review of The Tragedy of Great Power Politics. Although he agrees with
Mearsheimer that the United States should try to be an offshore balancer, he
claims that it actually entertained hegemonic aspirations even before the end
of the Second World War and that the foundations for American primacy
were laid already from the 1950s before it was actually achieved in 1990.127
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As will be discussed in the following section, Mearsheimer in his later
engagements with the topic came closer to Layne’s position that the United
States is enjoying primacy in the current international system. The reverse
point, that the United States has underused its power for the better part of
the twentieth century, was raised by May.128

Competing interpretations of historical periods are unlikely to pose a
serious threat to any engagement with history that does not seriously distort
the historical record. When it comes to his commentary on ongoing debates
about American foreign policy, however, Mearsheimer’s approach faces
more challenges. It is one thing to claim retrospectively that a theory can
account for state behaviour in the past and it is quite another to claim that it
can accurately predict future behaviour. Mearsheimer claimed both for
offensive realism and as a result his engagement with post-Cold War Amer-
ican foreign policy found his predictions to be at odds with the policies that
were actually followed. In his effort to offer advice on such issues
Mearsheimer found himself much closer to the classical realists’ arguments
about the perils of moral crusading and the influence of domestic factors
than his structural approach would comfortably allow.

After the Cold War: The Conflict Between Prediction and Prescription

In the decade following the end of the Cold War, Mearsheimer examined
the likely courses of American foreign policy for the years to come. He
concluded that the most likely scenario would be for the United States to
replicate the approach it had followed in the past, that of an offshore
balancer. Given that the threat of the Soviet Union was now gone,
Mearsheimer expected the United States to gradually withdraw from
both Europe and Asia, and pass the buck to the great powers of those
regions in the hope that they would balance each other.129 If regional
powers failed to follow through and a potential regional hegemon
emerged amongst them, then the United States would be expected to
intervene to prevent that power from dominating the regional system. As
such, the more significant worry for the United States seemed to be
China’s economic rise, which—if continued unchecked—would lead to
the accumulation of unprecedented latent power.130 The alternative of
pursuing global hegemony seemed to Mearsheimer to be out of the
question: there was “hardly any evidence”, he claimed in the final pages
of The Tragedy of Great Power Politics “that the United States is about to
take a stab at establishing global hegemony”.131 In the years that followed
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the publication of the book, Mearsheimer found himself claiming that this
is precisely what the United States has ended up doing.

One year after the 9/11 terrorist attacks, Mearsheimer wrote an article
about the Bush administration’s response and noted some disturbing devel-
opments. In its anxiety to make the United States secure again, he claimed,
the administration seemed to be contemplating a quest for global hege-
mony. He warned that an effort to use American military might to forge an
empire, even if a benign one, would not only be unrealistic but also more
likely to aggravate the risk of terrorism. He was particularly critical of any
attempt to remove unfriendly governments abroad and promote democ-
racy, and warned that nationalism and the difficulties of social engineering
are huge impediments for such efforts.132 This line of argument was
repeated consistently by Mearsheimer as the United States was preparing
to invade Iraq. He insisted time and again that the war was unnecessary
since Iraq lacked the capability to pursue regional aspirations and even if it
did make the attempt, it could be easily contained.133 He also tried to
expose what he considered as the militant Wilsonianism of neoconserva-
tives, a mixture of idealism and a blind belief in power, which neglected the
difficulties imposed by nationalism on efforts to impose friendly political
systems on other countries.134 In his criticism of the pursued policy he was
not alone. Indeed, most prominent realists also opposed the war in Iraq.135

Mearsheimer’s persistent opposition to the war in Iraq, as well as his
analysis thereof, is revealing of the tension between prediction and prescrip-
tion outlined in the first part of this chapter. His advice is consistent with
what his theory would require the United States to do, but the foreign
policy the country followed is at variance with that theory.136 Neither was
the war in Iraq an isolated case that could be claimed as an anomaly. As
Mearsheimer noted in 2011, since the end of the Cold War, the United
States found itself in war “two out of every three years” by pursuing the
erroneous policy of making the most of the “unipolar moment” to embark
on an imperial project and export democracy.137 This policy, which found
the United States entangled in prolonged and largely unwinnable conflicts
in Afghanistan and Iraq, was not restricted to neoconservatives.
Mearsheimer believes that the quest for global domination was also pur-
sued, albeit more cautiously, by the Clinton administration. And he identi-
fied the same tendency for “liberal imperialism” or “liberal hegemony” in
the policies of Obama’s administration. Despite some positive comments on
the deal with Iran about its nuclear weapons, Mearsheimer considers the
foreign policy pursued by Obama as fundamentally misguided. The direct
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involvement of the United States in Libya, as well as the subtler involvement
in Syria, and the effort to integrate Ukraine with the West despite Russian
concerns of encirclement, are all for Mearsheimer worrying signals of a
foreign policy that is still attuned towards social engineering and the spread-
ing of liberal values.138

For Mearsheimer the policymakers in Washington can still afford to act
foolishly in the international arena because the United States enjoys an
unprecedented predominance which is unlikely to be challenged in the
near future.139 As such, when he is chastising the hubris of the “indispensable
nation”,140 he is not doing so with the sense of urgency that characterised
earlier realists during the fierce competition of the Cold War. In fact, for
Mearsheimer, even considering the potential for extreme human and eco-
nomic costs, the biggest risk from American folly is not losing its position in
the world but rather the undermining of democracy at home.141Mearsheimer
identified lying, and in particular fearmongering, as particularly perilous for
domestic policy since it reveals a disturbing contempt for the public on the
part of leadership, which can easily spill over to national issues.142 This is for
Mearsheimer part of a broader issue: in its quest for global hegemony, and by
remaining constantly in a state of war or in anticipation of war, the United
States is gradually becoming a “national-security state”. Such a development,
he claims, erodes the inherent checks and balances that were built into
American democracy and challenges the very principles that lie at the core
of liberal order.143 In that respect, Mearsheimer’s efforts appear—to an
extent—similar to Williams’s reading of mid-twentieth century realism as an
effort to insulate rather than undermine American liberalism.144

As such, for Mearsheimer, the primacy of the United States allows it to
behave in a strategically unwise way without risking much, at least in
terms of the balance of power. This primacy, however, does not explain
why the United States does not simply return to offshore balancing
as Mearsheimer’s theory predicts. In trying to explain this behaviour
Mearsheimer developed arguments that invariably focus on domestic factors.
Be it the influence of the Israel Lobby, the ideology of elites, or their inability
to select the right strategy from the toolkit, Mearsheimer’s explanation is
based on developments within the United States itself rather than systemic
constraints.145 Of course, the past 25 years might be one of those anomalies
that offensive realism cannot explain adequately, albeit a rather long one. In
the meanwhile, however, Mearsheimer’s insightful commentary on the inter-
play between American foreign policy and domestic factors seems to be doing
justice to Snyder’s call to abandon parsimony in order to reclaim realism.146
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CONCLUDING REMARKS

Mearsheimer’s offensive realism represents an effort to reconnect Waltz’s
structural theory to reality by accounting for foreign policy while
maintaining intact the core assumptions and parsimony of the theory.
Consistently with such an approach, Mearsheimer offers a clearly stated
and narrow definition of power which is expected to perform the role of
currency in international relations. Compared to the realists examined so
far, he offers the most rigid conceptualisation of power. This clarity is also
evident in his account of the emergence of the nation-state, which is
predominantly focused on the impact of military power. Nationalism, the
ideological corollary of the nation-state, can be accommodated with such an
approach inasmuch as it is dealt with as a power multiplier.

Yet the balance that Mearsheimer attempts to form between his struc-
tural theory, the development of the nation-states, and the role of nation-
alism remains uneasy. Through his writings nationalism not only acquires a
transformative role in the international system, it is also identified as a key
factor behind the survival of the state in the foreseeable future and as a
limiting factor to the premise of offensive realism that conquest generally
pays. Nationalism then appears to be moderating the implications of his
theory in a way that a non-structural force should not be able to. Neither is
nationalism the only qualifier that Mearsheimer integrates into his theory.
Beyond the stopping power of water that played a moderating role even in
the initial formulation of the theory, Mearsheimer’s engagement with
American foreign policy as a public intellectual seems to be increasingly
taking into account domestic factors such as pressure groups, ideological
commitments, or miscalculations.

It is this engagement of Mearsheimer with American foreign policy that
is most illustrative of the tension between prediction and prescription in his
theory. In his effort to influence the policy of the United States and change
its direction, Mearsheimer echoed the criticisms raised by mid-century
realists. Back in 1990, Waltz warned that the addition of “elements of
practical importance” would signify the relapse from neorealism to realism:
“The rich variety and wondrous complexity of international life would be
reclaimed at the price of extinguishing theory”.147 In his effort to under-
stand why the United States actually followed policies not accounted for by
his model, Mearsheimer had to take seriously non-structural factors and in
so doing recovered some of the wondrous complexity that was lost with the
advent of Waltz’s neorealism.
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tory series, Institute of International Studies, University of California,
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Davison for LobeLog, 18 January 2017, accessed from https://lobelog.
com/bacevich-and-mearsheimer-on-u-s-policy-in-the-middle-east/
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Conventional Deterrence (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1983); John
Mearsheimer, Liddell Hart and the Weight of History (London:
Brassey’s, 1988).

5. Mearsheimer, “Conversations in International Relations (Part I),” p. 109.
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particular his critical biography of Liddell Hart. Peter Toft, “John
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NOTES 163

http://www.theory-talks.org/2012/06/theory-talk-49.html
http://www.theory-talks.org/2012/06/theory-talk-49.html
https://lobelog.com/bacevich-and-mearsheimer-on-u-s-policy-in-the-middle-east/
https://lobelog.com/bacevich-and-mearsheimer-on-u-s-policy-in-the-middle-east/


their own theory of international politics”. John Mearsheimer, The Tragedy
of Great Power Politics (New York: Norton, 2001), pp. 18–19.

8. Mearsheimer, “Conversations in International Relations (Part I),” p. 110;
Mearsheimer, Tragedy of Great Power Politics, p. 21.

9. Mearsheimer, Tragedy of Great Power Politics, pp. 17–22; p. 21.
10. For the claim that for Morgenthau the lust for power is hardwired in states

see Mearsheimer, Tragedy of Great Power Politics, p. 19. ForMorgenthau as
an offensive realist see John Mearsheimer, “The False Promise of Interna-
tional Institutions,” International Security 19, no. 3 (1995): p. 12 f. 27.

11. Mearsheimer, “Conversations in International Relations (Part I),” p. 110.
12. As Molloy points out, Mearsheimer’s reformulation of realism “possesses

the language of classical Realism but is still dependent upon Neorealist
categories for ‘theoretical’ validation”. Molloy, Hidden History of
Realism, p. 132.

13. John Mearsheimer, “Realists as Idealists,” Security Studies 20, no.
3 (2011): p. 426.

14. Mearsheimer, Tragedy of Great Power Politics, p. 31.
15. John Mearsheimer, “Reckless States and Realism,” International Relations

23, no. 2 (2009): pp. 244–246.
16. See, for instance, his comment that “In effect, Waltz has created an escape

hatch in his theory that mine does not have” in Mearsheimer, “Conversa-
tions in International Relations (Part I),” p. 112. Theoretical challenges to
Mearsheimer are discussed throughout the present and the following sec-
tion. As regards his engagement with the historical record, Snyder
suggested that Mearsheimer’s selection of case studies consisted of “as
aggressive a collection of states as could be imagined” leave his theory
vulnerable to “a suspicion of selection bias”. Glenn Snyder, “Mearsheimer’s
World—Offensive Realism and the Struggle for Security: A Review Essay,”
International Security 27, no. 1 (2002): p. 161. An edited volume on
history and neorealism has sought to engage with the historical record in
order to challenge realists’ claims that their theories are vindicated by
history. Despite some of the contributors’ tendency to engage with a
catch-all realism that is often reduced to the power maxims of the Melian
dialogue, the volume includes some insightful engagement with the cases
that Mearsheimer covered in The Tragedy of Great Power Politics as well as
cases that he omitted. Schroeder examined the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries in an effort to demonstrate that both struggle for power and a
quest for order stemmed from the structure of anarchy and that it would be
fallacious to concentrate only on the former: Paul Schroeder, “Not Even in
the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries: Power and Order in the Early

164 5 NATIONALISM AND THE NATION-STATE IN STRUCTURAL REALISM



Modern Era,” in History and Neorealism, eds. Ernest May et al. (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010). As regards the cases that
Mearsheimer omitted, Samuel Williamson examined the case of Austria-
Hungary before the Great War and claimed that without taking into
account the domestic situation, the steps taken towards the war could not
be fully accounted for, and even if it were so then defensive realism seemed
to offer a more plausible explanation for Austro-Hungarian foreign policy
than Mearsheimer’s theory: Samuel Williamson, “Austria-Hungary and the
Coming of the First World War,” inHistory and Neorealism, eds. May et al.
Apart from the essays that discussed US foreign policy and which I will
discuss later, contributions by Steiner, Ferguson, Welch Larson and Shev-
chenko, and Haslam in the same volume engage with great powers that
Mearsheimer discussed like Nazi Germany, the United Kingdom, and the
Soviet Union. The policy of Japan seems to be particularly troubling for
Mearsheimer since as an insular state it should be expected to act as an
offshore balancer. Its case is discussed in Michael Barnhart, “Domestic
Politics, Interservice Impasse, and Japan’s Decisions for War,” in History
and Neorealism, eds. May et al.; Jonathan Haslam, “John Mearsheimer’s
‘Elementary Geometry of Power’: Euclidean Moment or an Intellectual
Blind Alley?,” in History and Neorealism, eds. May et al., pp. 324–325;
Toft, “Offensive Realist Between Geopolitics and Power,” p. 395.

17. Mearsheimer, “Conversations in International Relations (Part I),” p. 107.
18. John Mearsheimer and Stephen Walt, “Leaving Theory Behind: Why

Simplistic Hypothesis Testing is Bad for International Relations,”
European Journal of International Relations 19, no. 3 (2013): p. 435.

19. Mearsheimer, Tragedy of Great Power Politics, pp. 10–11. The role of
anomalies, or “error terms” as Oren describes them, becomes problematic
for Mearsheimer according to critics, because they occur often enough to
undermine the theory’s soundness. See Oren, “Unrealism of Contempo-
rary Realism,” pp. 288–289. For a collection of such anomalies and a very
good, albeit somewhat combative, overall criticism of Mearsheimer’s the-
ory that parallels Oren’s in some respects see also Haslam, “John
Mearsheimer’s ‘Elementary Geometry of Power’,” passim.

20. Mearsheimer, Tragedy of Great Power Politics p. 8.
21. On the variant of positivism to which Mearsheimer subscribes as well as the

main characteristics of theory and theory-testing see Mearsheimer and
Walt, “Leaving Theory Behind,” pp. 431–435.

22. Samuel Barkin, “Realism, Prediction, and Foreign Policy,” Foreign Policy
Analysis 5, no. 3 (2009): pp. 233–246.

23. Ibid. p. 237.
24. Mearsheimer and Walt, “Leaving Theory Behind,” p. 432.
25. Mearsheimer, Tragedy of Great Power Politics, pp. 8–12.

NOTES 165



26. Oren, “Unrealism of Contemporary Realism,” pp. 283–290; Barkin,
“Realism, Prediction, and Foreign Policy,” pp. 233–246; Rodger
A. Payne, “Neorealists as Critical Theorists: The Purpose of Foreign Policy
Debate,” Perspectives on Politics 5, no. 3 (2007): pp. 503–514.

27. This separation would mean not only that prediction alone would make
prescription unnecessary but also that prescription is meaningless since the
observer’s wishes cannot influence the object of their analysis. See Oren,
“Unrealism of Contemporary Realism,” pp. 286–290.

28. Barkin, “Realism, Prediction, and Foreign Policy,” pp. 237–242.
29. Ibid. pp. 242–245.
30. Mearsheimer, Tragedy of Great Power Politics, p. 55.
31. Ibid. pp. 12–14.
32. Waltz, “Realist Thought and Neorealist Theory,” p. 27.
33. Mearsheimer, Tragedy of Great Power Politics, p. 30. Mearsheimer further

clarifies his position on why theories should be based on realistic assump-
tions when favouring the epistemology of scientific realism over that of
instrumentalism: Mearsheimer and Walt, “Leaving Theory Behind,”
pp. 432–434.

34. Mearsheimer, Tragedy of Great Power Politics, pp. 30–32.
35. Ibid. pp. 29–30.
36. Ibid. pp. 32, 42–43.
37. Pashakhanlou understands fear as an emotion and claims that its use would

be incompatible with a “materialist and systemic theory” such as offensive
realism. Arash Heydarian Pashakhanlou, “Back to the Drawing Board: A
Critique of Offensive Realism,” International Relations 27, no. 2 (2013):
p. 207. Given, however, the fact that Mearsheimer assumes state rationality
and often uses the term “fear” to signify “worry” it would be fallacious to
assume that he understands fear so narrowly. Besides, a “scared” state
would still have to rationally evaluate the situation and formulate its policy
accordingly without being compelled to respond in the instinctive manner
implied by Pashakhanlou’s psychological reading of fear. For a more
nuanced discussion of fear in realism see Neta Crawford, “Human Nature
and World Politics: Rethinking ‘Man’,” International Relations 23, no.
2 (2009): pp. 271–288.

38. Snyder, “Mearsheimer’s World,” p. 154; Toft, “Offensive Realist Between
Geopolitics and Power,” p. 390.

39. Mearsheimer, Tragedy of Great Power Politics, pp. 32–35.
40. Snyder, “Mearsheimer’s World,” pp. 154–155.
41. Mearsheimer, Tragedy of Great Power Politics, p. 35, 36.
42. Snyder “Mearsheimer’s World,” pp. 155–156. Booth and Wheeler raise a

similar point when they claim that “Mearsheimer replaced any dilemma of
interpretation with a rule of fatalism, and abolished any dilemma of

166 5 NATIONALISM AND THE NATION-STATE IN STRUCTURAL REALISM



response by a rule of offensive potential”: Ken Booth and Nicholas
Wheeler, The Security Dilemma: Fear, Cooperation and Trust in World
Politics (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), p. 35.

43. Mearsheimer, Tragedy of Great Power Politics, p. 12.
44. Guzzini, “The Enduring Dilemmas of Realism in International

Relations,” p. 539.
45. Ibid. pp. 537–540.
46. Mearsheimer, Tragedy of Great Power Politics, p. 12.
47. Ibid. p. 12.
48. Ibid. p. 55, p. 57.
49. Ibid. p. 55.
50. Ibid. pp. 55–56.
51. Ibid. p. 86; pp. 83–114, 128–133. This view is hardly surprising given that

Mearsheimer claims that conquest actually pays and helps augment the
aggressor’s power: Ibid. pp. 148–151. Also in Snyder, “Mearsheimer’s
World,” p. 153. It should be noted, however, that in later works
Mearsheimer, although maintaining that conquest generally pays, adds a
qualifier about the age of nationalism. This I discuss in more detail later.

52. Toft traces Mearsheimer’s “preoccupation with military power and espe-
cially with land power” to his earlier engagement with strategy and deter-
rence. Toft, “Offensive Realist Between Geopolitics and Power,” p. 384.

53. Mearsheimer, Tragedy of Great Power Politics, p. 55.
54. Ibid. pp. 60–62.
55. For Mearsheimer wealth forms the foundations of military power but

cannot always be translated neatly to it. The reasons for what he calls the
“gap between latent and military power” are diminishing returns, differ-
ences in efficiency, and differences in the type of military forces that each
great power chooses to develop with the wealth available. Ibid. pp. 67–82.

56. Ibid. p. 62.
57. It must be noted, however, that Mearsheimer’s proposition is anchored on

the assumption that power is ultimately measurable and that the observer
should modify their indicators according to the historical context. Herz’s
views, as mentioned already, are more radical in that he believes the very
measurability of power to be historically conditioned.

58. According to Mearsheimer, states do occasionally pursue such goals but
“offensive realism has little to say about them”—unless of course their
pursuit conflicts with “balance-of-power logic” in which case it is trumped
by security considerations. Mearsheimer, Tragedy of Great Power
Politics, p. 46.

NOTES 167



59. Booth’s comment was part of his contribution to the discussion about
Mearsheimer’s 2004 Carr Memorial Lecture. Ken Booth, “Offensive Real-
ists, Tolerant Realists and Real Realists,” International Relations 19, no.
3 (2005): pp. 350–354.

60. Mearsheimer, “The More Isms the Better,” p. 356.
61. According to Baldwin, who strongly supports Dahl’s view of power, the

shift from traditional “elements of national power” approaches that under-
stood power as a “property concept” to approaches understanding it as a
relational one, as advocated by Dahl, “constituted a revolution in power
analysis”. Baldwin, “Power and International Relations,” pp. 274–275.

62. Mearsheimer, Tragedy of Great Power Politics, p. 58.
63. Ibid. p. 60.
64. Ibid. pp. 57–60.
65. Snyder, “Mearsheimer’s World,” p. 153.
66. Realism is a “fundamentally amoral theory” as he claimed in his Theory

Talks interview in 2012: Mearsheimer, “Power as the Currency,” p. 8.
67. Mearsheimer, Tragedy of Great Power Politics, p. 47. Mearsheimer offered a

further elaboration on this idea in his Carr Memorial Lecture. There, in a
rather simplistic reading of Carr’s dialectics, he claims that Carr might have
been exaggerating the conflict between morality and power given the fact
that states sometimes can pursue both goals simultaneously. Additionally,
moral goals might be pursued when they are not seriously affecting the
logic of realism. But when the two are in conflict, power considerations will
trump everything else. John Mearsheimer, “E.H Carr vs Idealism,” Inter-
national Relations 19, no. 2, (2005): pp. 142–143.

68. Ibid: 143; Mearsheimer, Tragedy of Great Power Politics, pp. 25–27. Such
lies, employed when there is a contrast between liberal values and realist
policies, or “liberal lies”, are considered by Mearsheimer relatively harmless
compared to fearmongering and strategic cover-ups that can seriously
misfire. John Mearsheimer, Why Leaders Lie: The Truth About Lying in
International Politics (London: Duckworth Overlook, 2011),
pp. 81–86, p. 101.

69. Mearsheimer, Tragedy of Great Power Politics, p. 37.
70. Ibid. pp. 37–40.
71. Ibid. pp. 337–347.
72. Ibid. pp. 114–128.
73. Toft claims that with the introduction of location Mearsheimer creates an

ambiguity in the levels of analysis that makes his theory very hard to
challenge on his own terms: “Only if the theory fails at both the regional
and system-wide level is the theory in serious trouble.” A connected prob-
lem is that due to the lack of a hierarchy between location and the distri-
bution of power “both variables can individually account for the empirical

168 5 NATIONALISM AND THE NATION-STATE IN STRUCTURAL REALISM



outcomes” and as such location can supplement the distribution of power
for cases that would otherwise be “obvious anomalies”. Toft, “Offensive
realist between geopolitics and power,” pp. 393–394. While Toft is right
that this modification allows Mearsheimer more flexibility, his second
argument contradicts his own claim in the same article that “although
location plays an important role [. . .] this variable is wholly subordinate
to the structural balance of power variable since different power constella-
tions determine the impact of location”. Ibid. p. 389. In fact, the latter
claim seems to be closer to Mearsheimer’s position since he deals with the
stopping power of water as being important only when facing a defending
great power, and one that is not distracted for that matter. Mearsheimer,
Tragedy of Great Power Politics, pp. 114–119.

74. Mearsheimer, Tragedy of Great Power Politics, p. 40.
75. Ibid. pp. 128–133 and pp. 224–232 where he claims that despite the

unlikelihood of attaining nuclear superiority, great powers will still try to
attain it.

76. Ibid. pp. 41–42.
77. Christopher Layne, “The ‘Poster Child for Offensive Realism’: America as a

Global Hegemon,” Security Studies 12, no. 2 (2002): pp. 126–127.
78. Legro and Moravcsik, “Is Anybody Still a Realist?,” pp. 12–13.
79. Mearsheimer, Tragedy of Great Power Politics, p. 18.
80. Ibid. p. 365.
81. Apart from the Tragedy of Great Power Politics mentioned already,

Mearsheimer examined in his earlier “False Promise” article how feudal
political units behaved vis-à-vis realist assumptions. Even though his main
focus was to make the case for realism being a timeless theory, it is clear
from his discussion that he was mindful of the various macro-historical
transformations of political units. See Mearsheimer, “False Promise of
International Institutions,” pp. 44–46. More recently, Mearsheimer
presented a paper at the Yale Workshop for International Relations in
which he engages with realism and nationalism. The paper represents his
“preliminary thinking on the subject” and is cited here with the author’s
permission: JohnMearsheimer, “Kissing Cousins: Nationalism and Realism,”
Prepared for Yale Workshop of International Relations, 5 May 2011.
Accessed, 03 May 2017. Available from mearsheimer.uchicago.edu/recent.
html

82. Mearsheimer, “Kissing Cousins,” pp. 15–16.
83. Ibid. pp. 17–18.
84. Ibid. p. 17; see also indicatively the more extensive discussion by Tilly:

Charles Tilly, Coercion, Capital, and European States, AD 990–1990
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1990), pp. 76–84.

85. Mearsheimer, “Kissing Cousins,” p. 16.

NOTES 169

http://mearsheimer.uchicago.edu/recent.html/
http://mearsheimer.uchicago.edu/recent.html/


86. Here, Mearsheimer’s account of the transition from dynastic to popular
sovereignty parallels Carr’s account of the phases of nationalism, especially
since the emergence of popular sovereignty is connected to both increased
political power domestically and increase in loyalty for the population. Ibid.
pp. 9–10, 18–19. Mearsheimer, however, does not connect the evolution
of nationalism to that of democracy in the same way Carr did. In fact, in a
later comment on Kennan he claims that “total wars had little to do with
democracy and much to do with nationalism”. John Mearsheimer, “Intro-
duction,” in George F. Kennan, American Diplomacy, (extended ed.)
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2012), p. xxxix. A further difference
with Carr, and Gellner for that matter, is that Mearsheimer is not attentive
to the differences between Western and Eastern Europe.

87. Mearsheimer is generally in agreement with Waltz’s views on state
socialisation to successful practices, but he extends such practices beyond
balancing to include successful offensive behaviour and innovation.
Mearsheimer, Tragedy of Great Power Politics, pp. 166–167.

88. Burak Kadercan, “Military Competition and the Emergence of National-
ism: Putting the Logic of Political Survival into Historical Context,” Inter-
national Studies Review 14, no. 3 (2012): pp. 402–406. See also Barry
Posen, “The Security Dilemma and Ethnic Conflict,” Survival 35, no.
1 (1993): pp. 27–47; Barry Posen, “Nationalism, the Mass Army, and
Military Power,” International Security 18, no. 2 (1993): pp. 80–124;
Stephen Van Evera, “Hypotheses on Nationalism and war,” International
Security 18, no. 4 (1994): pp. 5–39.

89. Kadercan, “Military Competition and the Emergence of Nationalism,” p. 406.
90. Indicatively, Mearsheimer refers to nationalism as an ideology, and indeed

as “the most powerful ideology” in Mearsheimer, “Introduction,” p. xxxix.
Also in Mearsheimer, Tragedy of Great Power Politics, p. 365; Mearsheimer,
Why Leaders Lie, pp. 100–101.

91. Mearsheimer, “Kissing Cousins,” p. 23.
92. See, for instance, Richard Little, “Turning Back the Clock: Mearsheimer

Resurrects the First Great Debate,” International Relations 19, no.
3 (2005): p. 343; Pashakhanlou, “Back to the Drawing Board,”
pp. 210–211.

93. Mearsheimer, Tragedy of Great Power Politics, p. 46.
94. Mearsheimer “Kissing Cousins,” p. 4.
95. Ibid. p. 10.
96. Ibid. pp. 20–23.
97. Gellner, Nationalism, pp. 35–36.
98. Mearsheimer, “Kissing Cousins,” pp. 20–23.
99. Oren, “Unrealism of Contemporary Realism,” p. 288.

170 5 NATIONALISM AND THE NATION-STATE IN STRUCTURAL REALISM



100. Here Oren is not talking about nationalism but about domestic factors
generally. Ibid. pp. 288–289.

101. Mearsheimer, “Back to the Future,” p. 12; pp. 20–21.
102. Interestingly, the domestic factor employed as an example in this case was,

again, nationalism. See Mearsheimer, Tragedy of Great Power Politics,
pp. 334–336.

103. Mearsheimer, “Kissing Cousins,” pp. 23–24; Mearsheimer, Why Leaders
Lie, pp. 69–80; for the indicators of measuring power see Mearsheimer,
Tragedy of Great Power Politics, pp. 133–135.

104. Mearsheimer, “Kissing Cousins,” p. 23.
105. Citing, however, the example of the Nazis’ exploitation of conquered

territories Mearsheimer claims that “occupation can succeed under special
circumstances”. Ibid. p. 30.

106. Mearsheimer’s account is similar to Herz’s discussion of the potency of
defensive nationalism. The similarity is remarkable and is in sharp contrast
with early engagements in both Carr and Herz regarding the vulnerability
of nation-states in the face of superior economic and military power as well
as new forms of warfare such as aerial bombardment or economic
blockades.

107. This is a noteworthy modification compared to the previous engagement
with the subject in The Tragedy of Great Power Politics. There he mentions
nationalism in passing as a potential obstacle for conquest but the discus-
sion that follows does not address it in detail. Mearsheimer, Tragedy of
Great Power Politics, pp. 148–152, p. 488. Rosecrance, however, in his
review of the book anticipated the potential implications of such a position
when he claimed that “the ‘stopping power’ of modern nationalism [. . .]
may be greater than the water barrier”. Richard N. Rosecrance, “War and
Peace,” World Politics 55, no. 1 (2002): p. 148.

108. He summarised his views on the subject when commenting on American
efforts to attempt social engineering in the twenty-first century:
“Washington seems to have an uncanny ability to take a bad situation and
make it worse.” John Mearsheimer, “America Unhinged,” The National
Interest, no. 129 (2014): p. 22.

109. Mearsheimer, Tragedy of Great Power Politics, pp. 365–366.
110. Mearsheimer, “Kissing Cousins,” pp. 31–32.
111. He proposed, for instance, a three-way partition of Bosnia in several

opinion pieces in the New York Times during the 1990s: John
Mearsheimer, “Shrink Bosnia to Save It,” The New York Times, 31 March
1993; John Mearsheimer and Stephen Van Evera, “Hateful Neighbours,”
The New York Times, 24 September 1996; John Mearsheimer, “The Only
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CHAPTER 6

Conclusion: Power Politics in the Age
of Nationalism

In the preceding chapters of the book, I attempted to expose the develop-
ment of realist theorisation about the nation-state through a series of
snapshots. In the remaining pages, I turn to the main implications of this
discussion for realist efforts to understand the nation-state and nationalism.
In the first part, I examine the gradual impoverishment of realist concep-
tions of power and claim that the transition to neorealism left realist thought
with an emaciated concept of power that has little analytical purchase.
As such, as I discuss in the second part, contemporary realism is
ill-equipped to approach the complexity of the phenomena of the nation-
state and nationalism. Finally, I explore the implications of the methodol-
ogies embraced by most contemporary realists. I claim that the reflexive
methodologies of classical realism are a better guide for engaging with
foreign policy in the age of nationalism.

A GRADUAL IMPOVERISHMENT OF REALIST

CONCEPTIONS OF POWER

The centrality of power in the ontology of realism would seem to be the only
element which the paradigmatic reading of realism got right.1 Regardless of
whether power-seeking is grounded on anthropological assumptions or on a
social condition such as the security dilemma, power remains at the core of
any realist ontology. Despite this similarity, which signifies the bare
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minimum of agreement between realists, there is considerable variation in
realist conceptualisations of power. In fact, of the realists I have discussed,
none offers a vision of power, its nature, and its functions that is identical to
another’s. This diversity has been noted in existing literature on realism.
Schmidt, for instance, took it seriously when he classified different realist
conceptualisations of power in the three broad categories of classical, struc-
tural, and modified realism.2 What this book has revealed, despite its limited
scope of four key authors, is that even a careful categorisation such as
Schmidt’s is bound to be imperfect. Even between realists belonging to
the same broad category there are significant differences. Both Carr and
Morgenthau are usually treated as classical realists, but they did not both
ground their analysis of power on human nature, as is commonly assumed.3

The same applies to realists who subscribe to systemic approaches. Herz and
Mearsheimer explicitly reject assumptions about human nature and anchor
power to the security dilemma, but their conceptions of power as well as the
role it is expected to perform in their theories are at variance with each other.

Most existing accounts of power in realism focus on its ontological
assumptions. By considering the role of power in realist epistemology,
I offer a synthesis of such accounts with works from authors who emphasise
the importance of power in realist methodology. Such authors have already
demonstrated the advantages of classical realist epistemology vis-à-vis its
scientific counterpart in neorealism, especially given the former’s attentive-
ness to power and its influence on the process of theorising.4 The role
awarded to power in realist epistemology seems to be organically connected
to the conception of power with which each realist starts. As such, Carr’s
indeterminate and broad conceptualisation of power, with its overlap with
post-structural interpretations, permeates every aspect of his theory of
international relations. The centrality of the sociology of knowledge is
indicative of an understanding of power that is attentive to its complexities
and signifies self-awareness on behalf of the theorist. In a similar fashion,
Herz’s approach to power as being an essentially protean concept and in a
state of constant flux is connected to an epistemology according to which
the theorist must be able to appraise power at any given moment and at the
same time try to devise attainable compromises between power and power-
alien considerations.

Morgenthau did not share the explicitly dialectical framework of Carr
and Herz and represented one of the early efforts to analytically isolate the
concept of power. In his effort to clearly define power and its elements,
Morgenthau offered a narrower and less flexible conceptualisation than Carr
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or Herz. Yet despite his similarity to later efforts to narrow down the
concept of power, Morgenthau’s epistemological choice rather than signi-
fying a step towards positivism demonstrated a conscious effort to insulate
the political sphere from the intrusion of violence. It was only with the
adoption of positivism by realists that the concept of power became
restricted to the sphere of ontology. Mearsheimer’s positivist epistemology
displays little reflexivity and as such cannot account for any influence the
theorist can possibly play in the formation of foreign policy.

The primacy of power is indeed the core tenet of realism. Yet power
means different things to different realists and performs different functions
in their theories. The transition from a broad and multifaceted vision of
power which permeates realism both ontologically and epistemologically to
a narrow conception of power as measurable material capabilities which can
only perform the role of currency in a heavily deductive theory is by no
means a linear one. Classical realists like Morgenthau, for instance, might be
closer to the latter than transitional figures like Herz. It is only with the
explicit and unreserved embrace of a scientific approach to politics that the
full implications of this transition can be felt. This transition left realism with
a more easily manageable concept of power, but also one which is crippled
and devoid of much of its analytical purchase. This becomes evident in the
way those different conceptions of power are employed to understand the
nation-state, a subject to which I turn in the following part.

THE INTERPLAY BETWEEN POWER AND THE NATION-STATE

Recent efforts to recover the insights of classical realists have effectively
dissociated those realists from their alleged state-centrism.5 My discussion
of realist approaches to the nation-state through the lens of power confirms
this previous research, and in particular Scheuerman’s overview.6 Changes
in the domestic and international distribution of power played a crucial role
in bringing about the nation-state in the narratives offered by Carr, Mor-
genthau, and Herz. Such changes in the middle of the twentieth century
also led these realists to assume that the nation-state would no longer be
able to perform its main functions and should give way to other forms of
political organisation.7 Scheuerman, however, is only concerned with clas-
sical realists. Mearsheimer, while not sharing the mid-century realists’ scep-
ticism about the prospects of the nation-state, shares their view that it was
developments in the field of power that paved the way for the emergence
and predominance of the nation-state. The nation-state, then, due to its

THE INTERPLAY BETWEEN POWER AND THE NATION-STATE 179



dependence upon the ontologically central concept of power, is for all
realists an unfixed manifestation of power.

This does not imply, however, that the relationship between the two
concepts is the same for all realists. Scheuerman is primarily concerned with
“progressive realists” and their efforts to transcend the nation-state. As such,
he tends to group them together and provides an account of the relation
between the nation-state and power which emphasises their similarities rather
than their differences.8 In fact, realists produced a variety of approaches to
the interplay between power and the nation-state, ranging all the way from a
unit of protection in military terms to broad accounts that include the
interaction between military, economic, and ideational factors both domes-
tically and internationally. Approaches to the nation-state that are backed by
more flexible conceptualisations of power are in a better position to account
for both the emergence of the nation-state and the characteristics that
differentiate it from previous forms of political organisation.

In the heavily deductive model of Mearsheimer it is international anarchy
that creates the preconditions for the behaviour of the political units. These
units, being essentially treated as billiard balls that can only react to external
constraints, can vary in form but are always expected to behave in the same
way. In such a model, power can only account for variation between
different historical units in terms of their different capabilities. Thus, what-
ever characteristic differentiates the nation-state from preceding forms of
organisation—like, say, the ideology of nationalism—needs to be subsumed
to such a conception of power and be understood as a force multiplier.
Mearsheimer largely follows this path but not entirely consistently. For he
eventually approaches nationalism as a phenomenon that can not only
transform the international system but also influence the very odds of
survival of the nation-state. As such, he is more attentive to ideational
power than his theoretical framework would allow.

This uneasy, even contradictory in places, relationship between the key
concepts of power and the nation-state is less pronounced or even absent in
the rest of the realists, who possessed broader conceptions of power and
whose notion of power was not as strictly analytically separated from the
nation-state. Despite also departing from a relatively narrow
conceptualisation of power, Morgenthau managed to partially overcome
this analytical separation by organically connecting the political unit to
power through the mechanism of projection of the animus dominandi.
Furthermore, by having a distinct notion of ethics he produced a narrative
of nationalism that could account for the qualitative differences between the
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nation-state and the units that preceded it. Similarly, Herz, despite on
occasion sharing with Mearsheimer an emphasis on the role of military
power and military technology in the development of political units as
well as favouring a structural approach, offered a more nuanced account
because of his reliance on a protean notion of power. For Herz, power
might have influenced the emergence of the territorial state, but, after the
latter prevailed, the very way power was organised and understood also
changed. This flexible framework allowed Herz to account for variation
both in the behaviour of different historical units and in the implications of
international anarchy at any given period.

For Mearsheimer, Morgenthau, and Herz, nationalism as the ideological
corollary of the nation-state operates mainly in two forms, one benign and
defensive and one aggressive, and the prevalence of each form might or
might not be associated with a given historical period.9 It is in the realism of
Carr, however, that the intimate connection between nationalism as an
ideology and the concept of power is more carefully explored, and he was
supported in this quest by a flexible and broad conception of power. The
most important aspects of such a conception were his insistence that power
is multifaceted but also indivisible on the one hand and that it is in a
dialectical relation with morality on the other. As such, Carr could produce
an account of the nation-state that, although attentive to the protective
functions performed by the political unit, is not reducible to their operation
alone. By looking at the developments in political power both domestically
and internationally, he understood the establishment of the nation-state and
its transformation through the interplay of the two. By approaching the
nation-state in an evolutionary fashion and connecting nationalism to both
power and morality, he provided a nuanced account of the development of
the phenomenon and its impact on international and domestic politics.

It is thus Carr’s conceptualisation of power, with its remarkable flexibil-
ity, that offers the richer background for a distinctively realist perspective on
the nation-state and nationalism. Such an approach of course cannot sub-
stitute for and is not superior to the wide range of research that has been
already conducted on the nation-state by scholars whose focus it is to study
the state and nationalism. When it comes to international relations and
realism in particular, however, Carr’s nuanced approach can form a good
starting point that can move realism beyond the subordination of national-
ism to a materialistic notion of power and its reduction to a force multiplier,
as recent commentators have complained.10 Despite its premature assump-
tions about the future of the nation-state, and the teleological tendency of
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its analysis, such a framework can provide a vision of the nation-state and
nationalism that integrates both domestic and international factors and as
such carries more analytical purchase than the structural approaches that
dominate contemporary realism.

REALIST FOREIGN POLICY IN A WORLD OF NATION-STATES

It must have become evident from my discussion so far that—as some of the
commentators on realism have already suspected—the claims of scientific
enquiry that most contemporary realists subscribe to create for realists more
problems than they solve. This methodological commitment is characteris-
tic not only of structural realism, but also of neoclassical realism despite the
latter’s departure from an exclusive focus on systemic factors and its intro-
duction of unit-level intervening variables.11 As such, I hope that the
argument presented here can add to the existing calls for a return to the
more reflexive epistemologies displayed by classical realists.12 This point is
underscored by the way key realists engaged with the foreign policies
followed by great powers.

It is Mearsheimer’s theory that faces the most significant challenges when
it comes to practical application. The main reason for those problems lies
with the fact that his ontology is often at odds with his epistemological
commitment to positivism. Not only when he tries to prescribe policies that
are at variance with the policies actually pursued, as Barkin and Oren have
observed, but also when he is trying to make sense of the nation-state and
nationalism by expanding his ontological assumptions, Mearsheimer has to
go beyond his epistemology.13 By contrast, the ontological and epistemo-
logical assumptions of classical realists operate more harmoniously. This is
not to suggest that the tendencies they outlined and the predictions they
made always materialised. Carr, for example, was notoriously wrong in most
of his predictions.14 But his analysis could be comfortably accommodated
within the framework of purposeful thinking that for Carr characterises all
political science, and resonated well with the necessity for the political
scientist to propose uneasy compromises between reality and utopia. In a
similar fashion, Morgenthau’s warnings against the risks of hubris resonated
well with his insistence that sound political thought entails speaking “truth
to power”. Herz’s effort to make sense of international politics was
characterised by a concern about the security dilemma that permeated
both the ontology and the epistemology of his theory. As such, when he
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proposed policies that could consciously alleviate the security dilemma he
was not acting at variance with his epistemological commitments.

This harmony between epistemology and ontology is all the more impor-
tant in an age when the nation-state remains the main form of political
organisation, given the particularistic morality of the nation-state. Barkin
touched upon the crucial importance of such a factor in his call for more
reflexivity in contemporary realism, when he claimed that recognition of the
fact that there are no universal moral standards allowed realists to “reflect on
how foreign policy is likely to look through the eyes of relevant others”.15

The classical realists discussed here challenged this particularistic morality of
the nation-state and identified it as the main culprit behind the “horrors of
the twentieth century”.16 Said horrors led mid-century realists to contem-
plate ways to transcend the nation-state and to embrace more or less
ambitious blueprints of global transformation. There is certainly something
to be said for the need for cosmopolitanism to engage with such views.17 At
the same time, however, the question remains: what is to be done with
foreign policy in a world still comprising states organised on the premise of
nationalism?

Here, I believe, classical realism still has distinct advantages. By not
artificially disassociating morality from their theories of international poli-
tics, as Mearsheimer does, classical realists demonstrated an acute awareness
of the importance of different worldviews in the formulation of foreign
policy. At one level, this of course implies engagement with relevant
“others” and an effort to better understand their perspective. At another
level, however, it also implies better self-awareness. In this sense, Carr’s call
from the eve of the Second World War still resonates today: it is more
pressing, he claimed, to try and understand ourselves than to try and
understand others, as a decrease in self-awareness necessarily leads to “an
increase in national self-righteousness”.18 The task for self-awareness in
foreign policy is indeed more pressing, as it is always remarkably easier to
look at somebody else’s national myths or claims of national rights with a
critical eye than one’s own. It is also a task that is infinitely more difficult to
achieve in the age of nationalism. The ideology of nationalism in its very
essence requires an external audience, that is, the conflict with other nation-
alisms.19 This inherently conflictual element where nationalisms challenge
each other with “similar claims and homologous arguments” cannot be
effectively resolved by unmasking specific national myths. It would instead
require the questioning of the very process of nationalist myth-making.20

Given how entrenched such a process is in contemporary societies, the
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success of the task for self-awareness in foreign policy can only be partial. It
is, nonetheless, as classical realists were only too aware, one task worth
undertaking.

CONCLUSION

The primacy of power in realist theorising is of profound importance for
understanding realist conceptions of the nation-state. In all the realists I
examined here, the nation-state is understood as a manifestation of power
that is unfixed in time. The success of each realist theory in accounting for
the emergence of the nation-state, and its characteristics, largely depends on
its underlying conceptualisation of power. As such, flexible and multifaceted
conceptualisations of power offer a better base for a nuanced account of the
nation-state. Neorealist formulations of power, in contrast, while offering a
more manageable concept of power, lack in analytical purchase. This leads
to the paradoxical situation where contemporary realists can draw from a
much wider specialised literature on nationalism than was available to their
predecessors, but at the same time are prevented by their narrow framework
from making effective use of the full range of this literature.

Future realist scholarship will certainly benefit from returning to the
reflexivity and richness of insights displayed in earlier realists. Perhaps the
most encouraging development in that direction comes from contemporary
realists themselves. In his effort to engage with foreign policy and to
understand nationalism, Mearsheimer had to at least partially compromise
the narrow framework of his structural theory. In so doing, he might have
added some additional anomalies to his theory but at the same time he
recovered some of the nuance and attentiveness to complexity that earlier
realists displayed. This move, I believe, is in the right direction. It is through
the recovery of classical realist insights on the complexity of power and its
intricate relation with the nation-state and nationalism that contemporary
realists can strengthen and complement their approaches.
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16. Bell, “Introduction,” p. 7.
17. Scheuerman, Realist Case for Global Reform, pp. 98–168.
18. Carr, “Honour Among Nations,” pp. 498–499.
19. Lekkas, Playing with Time, pp. 77–82, p. 106.
20. Something which is, of course, extremely difficult given the key functions

nationalism plays for the cohesion of modern societies. As Lekkas correctly
observes, therefore, battling nationalisms can only challenge each other on
the results of nationalist myth-making, and in so doing they reinforce the
underlying process itself. As such, they perpetually remain in a condition of
mutuality. Ibid. pp. 106–108. Both Carr and Morgenthau were acutely
aware of this difficulty when presenting the image of modern nationalist
masses waving their idols and particularistic moralities in each other’s faces.
Carr, “Honour Among Nations,” pp. 489–500; Morgenthau, “The Twi-
light of International Morality,” pp. 98–99.
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