idealism vs realism in international politics

idealism vs realism in international politics represents one of the most enduring debates in the
study of global affairs. These two theoretical frameworks offer contrasting views on how states
interact, make decisions, and pursue their interests on the world stage. Idealism emphasizes the role
of ethical principles, international law, and cooperation in promoting peace and justice, while realism
focuses on power dynamics, national interests, and the often competitive nature of international
relations. Understanding the differences and implications of idealism vs realism in international
politics is crucial for analyzing foreign policy, diplomatic strategies, and global conflicts. This article
delves into the origins, core principles, and critiques of both perspectives, followed by their influence
on contemporary international relations. The discussion also highlights how these theories shape
policy decisions and the evolving nature of global governance.
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Origins and Historical Development

The debate between idealism and realism in international politics has deep historical roots. Idealism
emerged prominently after World War |, inspired by the hope that international cooperation and law
could prevent future conflicts. This perspective was largely shaped by the devastation of the war and
the establishment of the League of Nations, which aimed to maintain peace through collective
security and diplomacy. Realism, on the other hand, developed as a critical response to the perceived
naivety of idealism, emphasizing the enduring nature of power struggles and state interests. Key
realist thinkers like Hans Morgenthau and Thucydides contributed to framing realism as a pragmatic
and often cynical approach to understanding international relations.

Core Principles of Idealism

Idealism in international politics is rooted in the belief that moral values, justice, and international law
can guide state behavior toward a more peaceful and cooperative world order. It assumes that human
nature is fundamentally good or capable of improvement through reason and ethical governance.
Idealists advocate for institutions, diplomacy, and international organizations as essential
mechanisms for resolving conflicts and promoting global welfare. The theory stresses the importance
of democracy, human rights, and economic interdependence as tools to foster peace and reduce the



likelihood of war.

Emphasis on International Law and Organizations

Idealism highlights the role of international law and global institutions such as the United Nations,
World Trade Organization, and International Court of Justice. These bodies are seen as instrumental in
regulating state behavior, enforcing agreements, and facilitating cooperation on issues such as
disarmament, environmental protection, and humanitarian aid.

Promotion of Democratic Peace Theory

The idealist perspective often supports the democratic peace theory, which posits that democracies
are less likely to engage in armed conflict with each other due to shared political values and
institutional constraints. This theory underlines the potential for spreading democracy as a pathway to
global peace.

Core Principles of Realism

Realism is grounded in the view that international politics is inherently anarchic, with no overarching
authority to enforce rules or norms. States operate in a self-help system where security and survival
are paramount concerns. Realists argue that power, particularly military and economic capabilities, is
the primary currency in international relations. They assert that states act rationally to maximize their
national interests, often defined in terms of power and security. Realism is skeptical of idealistic
notions of permanent peace and cooperation, emphasizing instead the inevitability of conflict and
competition.

State Sovereignty and National Interest

A core realist tenet is the primacy of state sovereignty and the pursuit of national interest. States
prioritize their own security and strategic advantages over ethical considerations or international
norms. This often leads to power balancing, alliances, and sometimes conflict to prevent any one
state from dominating the system.

Power and Security Dilemma

Realists highlight the security dilemma, where one state's efforts to increase its security provoke
insecurity in others, potentially leading to arms races and escalation of tensions. This dynamic
underscores the competitive and sometimes hostile nature of international politics under realism.

Comparative Analysis of Idealism and Realism

Comparing idealism vs realism in international politics reveals fundamental differences in
assumptions, goals, and methods. Idealism is normative and optimistic, focusing on what should be,



while realism is descriptive and pragmatic, emphasizing what is. Idealists seek to transform the
international system through law, morality, and institutions; realists accept conflict and competition
as constants to be managed.

View of Human Nature: Idealism tends to be optimistic; realism is often pessimistic or
pragmatic.

Role of Morality: Central in idealism; secondary or irrelevant in realism.

International Cooperation: Essential for idealists; fragile and unlikely for realists.

Power and Security: Important but not overriding for idealists; central for realists.

Conflict and Peace: Avoidable and resolvable in idealism; inevitable and managed in realism.

Applications in Contemporary International Politics

The tension between idealism and realism continues to shape modern foreign policy and international
relations. Many states and policymakers adopt hybrid approaches, balancing ethical goals with
pragmatic concerns. For example, humanitarian interventions often reflect idealist motivations, while
strategic alliances and military buildups illustrate realist priorities. International organizations play
significant roles in facilitating cooperation, but their effectiveness is frequently challenged by power
politics and competing national interests.

Diplomacy and International Negotiations

Diplomatic efforts often reflect idealist aspirations for peaceful conflict resolution and mutual benefit.
However, realism reminds negotiators to account for power asymmetries and the strategic interests
of states, which can limit the scope of agreements.

Global Governance and Multilateralism

Efforts to strengthen global governance, such as climate change agreements and arms control
treaties, embody idealist principles. Yet, their success depends on realist calculations by states
considering sovereignty, security, and economic impacts.

Critiques and Limitations

Both idealism and realism face critiques and limitations in explaining the complexities of international
politics. Idealism is often criticized for being overly optimistic and ignoring the persistent role of power
and conflict. Its reliance on international institutions can be undermined by state sovereignty and
non-compliance. Realism is challenged for its sometimes cynical view of human nature and neglect of
ethical considerations, potentially justifying aggressive or oppressive policies.



* Critiques of Idealism: Overemphasis on morality, underestimation of power politics, and
naiveté about state behavior.

e Critiques of Realism: Ethical blindness, determinism regarding conflict, and insufficient
attention to international norms and cooperation.

 Limitations: Both frameworks may oversimplify the diverse motivations and complex
interactions in global affairs.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main difference between idealism and realism in
international politics?

Idealism emphasizes the role of moral values, international law, and cooperation between states to
achieve peace, while realism focuses on power, national interest, and the anarchic nature of the
international system.

How do idealists view the role of international organizations?

Idealists see international organizations as crucial instruments for promoting peace, cooperation, and
the enforcement of international law among states.

Why do realists believe conflict is inevitable in international
relations?

Realists argue that because the international system is anarchic and states prioritize their survival
and power, conflict is inevitable as states compete for security and influence.

Can idealism and realism be integrated in foreign policy?

Yes, many scholars and policymakers adopt a pragmatic approach that combines idealistic goals like
human rights with realistic assessments of power and security.

What historical events challenged the idealist perspective in
international politics?

The outbreak of World War Il and the failure of the League of Nations challenged idealism by
demonstrating the limitations of international law and cooperation in preventing conflict.

How does realism explain state behavior differently from



idealism?

Realism explains state behavior primarily through the pursuit of power and security in an anarchic
system, whereas idealism attributes behavior to ethical norms, international institutions, and
cooperation.

What role do ethics play in idealism compared to realism?

Idealism places a strong emphasis on ethics and moral principles guiding state actions, while realism
tends to view ethics as secondary to national interest and power politics.

How do idealists propose to achieve lasting peace in
international relations?

Idealists advocate for strengthening international law, promoting democracy, and enhancing
international cooperation to create a peaceful global order.

What criticisms do realists have against idealism?

Realists criticize idealism for being overly optimistic, underestimating the importance of power and
security, and ignoring the competitive and conflictual nature of international politics.

In what ways has the debate between idealism and realism
influenced modern international relations theory?

The debate has shaped the development of various theories, with realism providing a foundation for
power politics analysis and idealism influencing liberal internationalism and constructivist approaches.

Additional Resources

1. “The Tragedy of Great Power Politics” by John J. Mearsheimer

This book presents a realist perspective on international relations, emphasizing the inherent conflict
and competition among great powers. Mearsheimer argues that states are driven by the need to
ensure their survival through power maximization. The book critiques idealist notions of cooperation
and highlights the persistent dangers of an anarchic international system.

2. “Theories of International Politics and Zombies” by Daniel W. Drezner

Drezner uses the engaging metaphor of a zombie apocalypse to explore different international
relations theories, including realism and idealism. The book offers a unique way to understand how
states might respond to global threats, contrasting pragmatic power politics with moralistic
cooperation. It's both an accessible introduction and a thoughtful analysis of IR theories.

3. “Perception and Misperception in International Politics” by Robert Jervis

Jervis examines how cognitive biases and misperceptions influence state behavior, bridging the gap
between idealist hopes and realist skepticism. The book explores how misunderstandings can
escalate conflicts or foster cooperation, emphasizing the psychological dimensions of international
relations. This work offers insight into why idealism often struggles against the realities of
miscommunication and fear.



4. “The Idealist Internationalists” by Robert W. Cox

Cox provides a historical overview of idealist thought in international politics, focusing on the interwar
period and the League of Nations. The book critiques idealism for its sometimes overly optimistic
assumptions about human nature and international cooperation. Cox situates idealism within broader
socio-political contexts, highlighting its strengths and limitations.

5. “International Relations Theory: Realism, Pluralism, Globalism, and Beyond” by Paul R. Viotti and
Mark V. Kauppi

This comprehensive textbook covers major IR theories, dedicating significant attention to the debates
between realism and idealism. It explains the philosophical underpinnings and practical implications
of each approach. The book is useful for understanding how these theories shape policy-making and
international outcomes.

6. “The Anarchical Society: A Study of Order in World Politics” by Hedley Bull

Bull challenges simplistic realist views by arguing that international anarchy is not synonymous with
chaos. He introduces the concept of an international society governed by norms and rules, blending
realist and idealist elements. The book explores how order and cooperation are possible even without
a central authority.

7. “Power and Interdependence” by Robert O. Keohane and Joseph S. Nye

Keohane and Nye offer a liberal institutionalist critique of realism, emphasizing the role of
international institutions and complex interdependence. They argue that cooperation can be
sustained through regimes and shared interests, contrasting with the zero-sum assumptions of
realism. This work bridges idealist aspirations with pragmatic analysis of power.

8. “Man, the State, and War” by Kenneth N. Waltz

Waltz's classic examines the causes of war through three images: human nature, the state, and the
international system. While often associated with structural realism, the book critically assesses
idealist explanations and their limitations. It remains foundational for understanding the realist
critique of idealism in international politics.

9. “The Moral Consequences of Economic Growth” by Benjamin M. Friedman

Though not exclusively about international politics, this book links economic growth to moral and
political progress, touching on idealist themes. Friedman argues that prosperity fosters democratic
values and international cooperation, supporting a hopeful view of global relations. The book offers an
idealist argument for the transformative power of economics in world affairs.
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