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Power and Inequality (HPHI4904), Thinkpiece 2
Is Realism Still the Best Way to Understand International Politics?

Introduction
Realism is one of the most influential theories in the study of international relations. It argues that the international system is characterised by anarchy, meaning there is no central authority capable of enforcing rules or protecting states from one another. Consequently, states prioritise survival, security, and the pursuit of power above all other objectives. Rather than assuming cooperation is the norm, realism suggests that governments act primarily according to their national interests and rely on their own capabilities to ensure their security.
Before studying realism, I assumed that international organisations such as the United Nations were the principal drivers of international cooperation and conflict resolution. These institutions possessed significant authority in maintaining peace and resolving disputes between states. However, after reading Thomas G. Weiss and Rorden Wilkinson's discussion of realism and reflecting on recent international events, I began questioning how much influence international organisations actually have when the interests of powerful states are at stake. This reflection explores whether realism remains the most convincing explanation of international politics in the twenty-first century.

What is Realism?
According to Weiss and Wilkinson, realism views the international system as anarchic because there is no overarching authority above sovereign states capable of guaranteeing their security.[footnoteRef:1] In the absence of a world government, each state is ultimately responsible for protecting itself from external threats. As a result, realism identifies states as the primary actors in international politics, with governments pursuing their national interests more than anything else. [1:  Thomas G. Weiss and Rorden Wilkinson (eds.), International Organization and Global Governance, 3rd edn (Oxon: Routledge, 2023), ch. 6] 

Power occupies a central position within realist theory. Although power can take many forms, military capability is considered particularly important because it enables states to defend themselves, deter potential adversaries and protect their sovereignty. Since no state can rely entirely on others for protection, realism argues that countries operate within a system of self-help in which each government must provide for its own security.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Weiss and Wilkinson, ch. 6] 

Another key concept is the security dilemma. When one state increases its military capabilities to enhance its own security, neighbouring states often interpret this as a potential threat. They may respond by strengthening their own armed forces, leading to an arms race or increased political tension even if neither side originally intended conflict.[footnoteRef:3] This cycle of mistrust illustrates why realism argues that insecurity is a persistent feature of international politics. [3:  Weiss and Wilkinson, ch. 6] 

Initially, I found realism surprisingly pessimistic because it assumes that competition and insecurity are permanent characteristics of international relations. Before studying the theory, I believed that growing globalisation and the expansion of international organisations had made cooperation more common than conflict. I also questioned whether realism was outdated in a world increasingly connected through trade, diplomacy, and international institutions. However, after considering recent geopolitical events, many of its assumptions appeared more convincing than I had first expected.

Why Realism Still Explains Much of World Politics
Recent international events demonstrate why realism continues to provide a persuasive explanation of state behaviour. Russia's invasion of Ukraine illustrates the realist assumption that powerful states pursue strategic interests and security even when doing so violates international law. From a realist perspective, Russia's concerns regarding NATO's expansion and maintaining influence within its perceived sphere of interest help explain its actions more effectively than appeals to international norms alone.[footnoteRef:4] Although realism does not justify such actions, it provides a framework for understanding why states may prioritise security and strategic advantage over legal or moral considerations. [4:  Weiss and Wilkinson, ch. 6] 

Similarly, the growing strategic rivalry between the United States and China reflects realist expectations regarding the balance of power. China's rapid military modernisation, increasing defence expenditure and expanding influence in the Indo-Pacific have prompted the United States and its allies to strengthen military alliances and increase defence spending. From a realist perspective, these developments are predictable responses within an anarchic international system where states continually seek to maximise their own security and prevent rivals from gaining strategic superiority.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Weiss and Wilkinson, ch. 6] 

The continued importance of nuclear deterrence also reinforces realist thinking. Despite decades of diplomatic efforts aimed at nuclear disarmament, major powers continue to maintain and modernise their nuclear arsenals. This demonstrates that military capability remains central to national security and international stability. States continue investing heavily in defence because they cannot assume that other governments will always act peacefully or honour international agreements.
Studying realism significantly changed my understanding of these developments. Before reading the theory, I tended to interpret conflicts as failures of diplomacy or political leadership. Realism instead suggests that competition between states is often an unavoidable consequence of an anarchic international system in which governments prioritise survival primarily. Rather than viewing current conflicts as isolated political disagreements, I now understand them as consistent with longstanding patterns of state behaviour predicted by realist theory. This perspective has made realism appear considerably more convincing than I initially expected.

Where Realism Falls Short
[bookmark: _Int_yM0OTUs0][bookmark: _Int_vq7ZB4pM]Despite its strengths, realism cannot explain every aspect of international politics. Many of today's most significant challenges require cooperation rather than competition. Climate change, pandemics, global financial crises, and international terrorism all cross-national borders and cannot be effectively addressed by individual states acting alone. These issues require governments to share information, coordinate policies, and participate in international agreements, even when doing so may not produce an immediate security benefit.
[bookmark: _Int_S6zFc7T6][bookmark: _Int_xvMjUfb6]International organisations continue to play a key role in facilitating cooperation, promoting diplomacy, and coordinating responses to global crises. Although realism argues that organisations such as the United Nations ultimately reflect the interests of powerful states, they nevertheless provide forums for negotiation, humanitarian assistance and peacekeeping that influence international relations.[footnoteRef:6] Crossley and his colleagues similarly argue that the twentieth and twenty-first centuries have been characterised by increasing global interconnectedness, making cooperation between states more necessary than ever before.[footnoteRef:7] [6:  Weiss and Wilkinson, ch. 6]  [7:  Pamela K. Crossley, Lynn H. Lees and John Servos (eds.), Global Society: The World Since 1900, 3rd edn (Boston: Wadsworth, 2012)] 

Globalisation also presents challenges for realist theory. International trade has created extensive economic interdependence between states, meaning that conflict often carries significant economic costs for all parties involved. Countries increasingly rely on one another for investment, technology, energy supplies, and access to global markets. As a result, governments frequently choose cooperation because it promotes long-term prosperity as well as stability.
Furthermore, domestic political and economic factors can shape foreign policy in ways that realism tends to overlook. Milanovic argues that global inequality has become a defining feature of the modern international system and influences political and economic relationships between states.[footnoteRef:8] Likewise, Fukuyama suggests that domestic issues such as inequality, democracy and political legitimacy significantly affect how governments behave internationally.[footnoteRef:9] These perspectives demonstrate that international politics cannot always be understood solely through military power and national security. [8:  Branko Milanovic, Global Inequality: A New Approach for the Age of Globalization (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2016), Introduction, pp. 1–7.]  [9:  Francis Fukuyama, 'Poverty, Inequality, and Democracy: Dealing with Inequality', Journal of Democracy, 22.3 (2011), 79–89.
] 

Reflecting on these arguments, realism explains conflict exceptionally well but provides a less convincing explanation for sustained international cooperation. Climate agreements, global public health initiatives, and international trade all demonstrate that states are capable of working together even when there is no immediate military advantage. Consequently, realism appears strongest when explaining security and conflict but weaker when accounting for cooperation and global governance.

My Perspective
Studying realism has significantly changed my understanding of international politics. Before engaging with this topic, international organisations possessed greater authority than they actually do. I assumed that institutions such as the United Nations could prevent conflict through international law, diplomacy, and collective decision-making. However, realism demonstrated that these organisations are often constrained by the interests of powerful member states, particularly when questions of national security arise. This has changed how I evaluate international events and the role of global institutions.
The most convincing aspect of realism is its emphasis on national interest. Since studying the theory, I have become more aware of how governments frequently justify foreign policy decisions using security concerns rather than moral or humanitarian arguments. When reading news reports about international crises, I now pay greater attention to the strategic interests behind state actions instead of focusing solely on the official explanations provided by political leaders. This has helped me develop a more critical understanding of international affairs.
However, I do not believe realism provides a complete explanation of international politics. Although it successfully explains military competition, great power rivalry, and the pursuit of security, it overlooks the increasing importance of cooperation in areas such as international trade, climate governance, and global public health. I therefore believe that realism should be considered alongside other approaches, such as liberalism and constructivism, which offer valuable insights into why states cooperate and how international norms and institutions influence behaviour.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Weiss and Wilkinson, ch. 6] 

Overall, my opinion has changed considerably since studying realism. I now regard it as one of the most convincing theories for explaining conflict and state behaviour, yet I also recognise that no single theory can fully explain the complexity of contemporary international politics. Combining realism with other theoretical perspectives provides a more balanced understanding of how states interact in the modern world.

Conclusion
Overall, realism remains one of the strongest theories for explaining international politics, particularly in relation to conflict, competition, and state behaviour. Its emphasis on power, security and national interest continues to provide valuable insights into contemporary issues such as Russia's invasion of Ukraine, strategic rivalry between the United States and China, and the continued importance of military deterrence. However, realism should not be regarded as a complete explanation of international politics. Contemporary global challenges, including climate change, pandemics, and economic interdependence, increasingly require cooperation that realism struggles to explain fully. Studying realism has therefore strengthened my appreciation of both its enduring relevance and its important limitations. While realism remains highly persuasive, I now believe that understanding international politics requires drawing upon multiple theoretical perspectives rather than relying on a single approach alone.
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