2 The timeless wisdom of realism?

Barry Buzan

Realism is widely thought of as both the orthodoxy and the classical
tradition of thinking about international relations. It is often contrasted
to idealism, or more specifically to other so-called paradigms such as
liberalism and Marxism. Unfortunately, there is no precise consensus on
where the boundaries between these bodies of thought should be drawn.
In this chapter I will try to provide an answer to those who have
questioned why, given the nature of my writings, I continue to call myself
a realist. Doing so will mean that I push the boundaries of realism
further out than some people think appropriate. What follows is therefore
a rather liberal interpretation. It will emphasise three qualities of realism:
its continued relevance, its flexibility in coming to terms with many ideas
from other approaches, and its value as a starting point for enquiry. The
chapter attempts to provide a compact summary and evaluation of
realism as an approach to the study of international relations. It starts by
giving a brief overview of the intellectual history, and then sets out the
main distinguishing features of realism. Next it looks at the place of
realism within the discipline of International Relations, particularly how
it relates to other paradigms. It concludes with an evaluation of realism,
arguing that it remains the essential core of the subject even though it
‘does not and cannot provide a full understanding of it.

A very brief intellectual history of realism

Realism claims a long intellectual pedigree going back to Thucydides,
Machiavelli, Hobbes and Rousseau. This claim rests on the apparent
durability of power politics as a feature of human civilisation, though
Walker rightly questions whether this can be said to represent a coherent
intellectual tradition (Walker, 1987). Realism dominated the study of
international relations in the decades following the Second World War.
It did not, however, dominate American policy which was driven by
liberalism into an ideological confrontation with the Soviet Union. These
liberals sometimes presented themselves as realists, but many leading
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realists such as Morgenthau, Waltz and Kissinger were critical of the
crusading and paranoia that dominated the Cold War containment and
arms racing policies of the United States, not to mention the Vietnam
war (McKinlay and Little, 1986, chs. 8, 10). Despite numerous
challenges, realism is arguably still the prevailing orthodoxy in the
discipline. Like International Relations itself, realism is largely an Anglo-
American theory (with substantial inputs from Central European
immigrants). But realism was not the orthodoxy during the founding two
decades of the 1920s and 1930s. When International Relations first
emerged as a distinct field of study, it was in reaction to the carnage of
the First World War, to the apparent casualness with which that war had
been allowed to occur, and to the loss of control over the development of
civilisation that it seemed to represent. The field was driven by the search
for causes of war, and for prescriptions to prevent its recurrence. This
first round ended with the catastrophes of the 1930s and 1940s, and the
failure of the collective security mechanisms embodied in the League of
Nations.

Post-war realism (confusingly referred to as ‘classical’) developed in
reaction to both the practical and the intellectual failures of the inter-war
period, and the experiences of the Second World War and the Cold War.
It was concerned to rebalance the approaches of the inter-war idealists
by giving priority to the need to study the international system as it
was, rather than as one might like it to be. During the 1940s, 1950s and
1960s it was dominated by the writings of E. H. Carr (1946), Hans
Morgenthau (1978) and John Herz (1951), all of whom gave primacy to
power politics among states as the key to understanding the operation of
the international system. The contrast between realists and idealists,
though real, should not be overdrawn. Morgenthau looked forward to a
world government, and there are strong idealist elements in the thinking
of both Carr and Herz. Realism was accompanied in tandem by strategic
studies, which concentrated on developing theories of nuclear deter-
rence. Driven by rapid changes in military technology, strategic studies
quickly developed an analytical life of its own (Buzan, 1987), and
dominated debates during much of the 1960s and 1970s. Strategic
studies can be seen as continuing a Clausewitzian tradition of focusing
on the military dimension (‘other means’) of power politics. During the
later 1960s and 1970s the hold of classical realism on the study of
International Relations looked like being broken. From the late 1960s
onwards it began to be argued and accepted that the methodology and
the theoretical and policy agendas associated with classical realism
were anachronistic. Networks rather than billiard balls appeared to
be the appropriate metaphor for an international system increasingly

dominated by transnational relations, economic concerns, and an
expanding web of international norms, rules and institutions (Burton,
1972; Keohane and Nye, 1977).

On the methodological front, behaviouralists were arguing that the
work of classical realists did not satisfy the canons of scientific investi-
gation. On the agenda front there were two lines of attack. One was a
frontal assault coming from those concerned with interdependence,
political economy and transnational relations. This included not only
fundamental questioning about the centrality of the state and military
power in realist thinking, but also an accusation that realism was unable
to deal with either the issues or the character of international politics
in an interdependent world, and a denunciation of the logic and the
morality of realism’s normative bias towards conflictual assumptions.
The other came from the English school, whose main writers were
Martin Wright (1977) and Hedley Bull (1977). It did not question the
primacy of the state or power politics, but developed the concept of
international society as a way of introducing both historical range, and a
significant role for norm-based order, into the understanding of inter-
national relations. This latter idea was developed along narrower and
more specific lines later in the United States by regime theorists (albeit
with little reference to English school ideas).

A realist revival under the label neo-realism started in the late 1970s
led by the work of Kenneth Waltz (1979). The term structural realism is
preferred by those who seek to widen Waltz’s analysis so that it can be
combined with work in the liberal tradition that focuses on economic
relations, regimes and international society (Buzan, Jones and Little,
1993), though the lines of identity here are not yet settled at the time of
writing. Neo-realism was the counter-attack in this intellectual joust. It
abandoned the conservative assumptions about human nature that
underpinned classical realism, and reasserted the logic of power politics
on the firmer foundation of anarchic structure. It defended the centrality
of the state, and especially of great powers, exposing the partiality of
some interdependence views of international relations, and reaffirming
the primacy of American power in the international system. Its success
was much aided by the onset of the so-called ‘Second Cold War’ in 1979,
which caught off balance many of the advocates of interdependence and

' transnationalism, especially those who were still confidently generating

explanations premised on the progressive redundancy of force in

international relations and the fragmentation of state power. Work

emerging from those perspectives during the 1980s in many instances
bore more than traces of theoretical and methodological reassessment
deriving from Waltz’s critique (Gilpin, 1987; Keohane, 1984).




With the ending of the Cold War one might have expected another
crisis for realism. Just as it had fed off the supporting realities of the
Second World War and the Cold War, so realism might have been
vulnerable to the ending of ideological and military rivalry between the
superpowers. But although strategic studies has been hard hit, and has
had to scramble to find a new and broader security agenda, realism is in
pretty good shape, and remains the comerstone of much theoretical
debate within the discipline. It has largely come to terms with Inter-
national Political Economy (IPE) (Gilpin, 1981, 1987), and has made
partial common cause with neo-liberal institutionalism in pursuit both
of a narrow rationalist agenda about the causes and conditions of
co-operation under anarchy (Waver in this volume; Niou and
Ordeshook, 1994), and in the study of hegemony theory (Keohane,
1984; Grunberg, 1990). Of course important differences still remain:
liberals see co-operation as potentially transforming of both states and
the international system, whereas realists have a more restricted view of
co-operation, and a much more restricted one of progress. As the dark
side of the demise of communist power comes to the surface, much in
the realist canon is being reaffirmed, though liberals can also point to
impressive levels of institution-building. One new challenge comes from
radical reflectivism, much of which takes its cue from post-modern forms
of analysis, which eschew positivist logic and focus on language as the
medium through which reality is constructed (Wzver, this volume).
Another comes from global environmental concern whose very nature
transcends the framework of state action and power politics.

The distinguishing features of realism

Realism in all of its forms emphasises the continuities of the human
condition, particularly at the international level. Classical realists, most
notably Morgenthau, tended to find the source of these continuities in
the permanence of human nature as reflected in the political construc-
tion of states. Neo-realists find them in the anarchic structure of the
international system, which they see as a vital and historically enduring
force that shapes the behaviour and construction of states. On the basis
of these continuities, realists see insecurity, and particularly military
insecurity, as the central problem, and power as the prime motivation or
driving force of all political life. Their analytical focus is on the political
group rather than on the individual, and because it commands power,
especially military power, most effectively, the key human political group
is the state, whether understood as tribe, city-state, or national state.
Because relations between states are insecurity-driven, and because the

anarchic structure provides few constraints on states pursuing power
to the best of their ability, realism emphasises the competitive and
conflictual side of international relations. This is reflected in its core
ideas, like the balance of power, which is one of the most long-standing
analytical tools of realism, and the security dilemma, which provides the
essential link between realism and strategic studies.

This focus on power politics provides the apparent continuity of the
realist tradition, but continuity is not necessarily accompanied by
intellectual coherence. Walker’s critique exposes both static, structural,
and dynamic, historical lines within the realist discourse (Walker, 1987).
In addition, the concept of power lacks any agreed definition, and
therefore encompasses a very wide range of quite different under-
standings of what ‘power politics’ might mean (Nye, 1990; Stoll and
Ward, 1989; Guzzini, 1993). Indeed, it is perhaps not going too far to say
that the debate about power in international relations is the core of what
realism is about. Its emphasis on the state derives from the sense thart
the state is the dominant wielder of power in the international system.
Realism thus has not been, and may never be, either a single scientific
approach or a single coherent theory. Power in its political sense will
probably never be measurable, and consequently the idea of balance of
power cannot be operationalised. Realism is not the only body of thought
that focuses on power: Marxism and feminism also do, and they too have
to deal with having an amorphous idea at their core. Having a debate
rather than a hard concept at the core of one’s analysis is offensive to

* positivists, but not difficult to live with for those of less rigorous (or less

narrow) epistemological persuasion. Different conceptualisations of
power will continue to lead to different explanations of events. Beneath
the apparently smooth surface of realism lies not a single linear theory
handed down from ancient times, but an ever-changing discourse about
the nature, application and effect of power in an ever-changing historical
environment.

It is clear that realism as a whole does not privilege any one level of
analysis. Classical realists, most notably Morgenthau, emphasise the
roots of power politics in human nature. Neo-realists focus on structure
at the system level, but even Waltz freely acknowledges that this mode of
analysis has to be accompanied by a unit level theory in order to get a
complete explanation of events (Waltz, 1979, pp. 48-9, 78, 87, 126;
1986, pp. 328, 343). At the unit level, realists of all sorts give primacy to
the state as opposed to other units, but it is not a characteristic of realism
to treat the unit level itself as prime. Realism operates on all three levels
— system, unit and individual (and on the sub-levels between them -
sub-systemic/regional, bureaucratic), though it does favour the top




and bottom ones. It should not be forgotten that the arch neo-realist
Waltz is the author of a study in comparative foreign policy making
(1967). One of the bitterest arguments within the discipline of Inter-
national Relations has been between those stressing the importance of
the system level as the key generator of behaviour (mostly neo-realists,
but also varieties of liberals and Marxists), and those arguing in favour of
the unit level (mostly foreign policy analysts) (Buzan, 1994; Rosenberg,
1990).

This eclectic attitude towards levels is not paralleled when it comes to
sectors. Here realists of nearly all stripes privilege the military/political
sector as opposed to the economic, societal or environmental ones. Most
realists, both classical and neo (and with the notable exception of E. H.
Carr), explicitly conceive(d) of themselves as political theorists. Note
the titles of realism’s two most famous texts: Politics Among Nations, and
Theory of International Politics. Yet paradoxically, realists have borrowed
methodology from economics in order to try to establish a distinctively
political domain of theory, either explicitly, as Waltz (1979, pp. 89-94),
or implicitly, as in the striking parallel between Morgenthau’s rational
actor pursuing ‘interest defined as power’ (1978, p. 5) and the assump-
tions about utility maximising individuals in economic theory. Both
Morgenthau (1978, pp. 12-14) and Waltz (1979, p. 79) insist on the
distinctiveness and separateness of the political realm. This obsession is
both a cause and an effect of their preoccupation with the state and the
dynamics of power, though one has also to read into this the peculiar
effects of academic politics, and the fragmentation of the social sciences
into organisationally distinct disciplines. Whether this obsession with the
distinctiveness of politics is a necessary feature of realism, or merely a
historical one, is an important question for understanding the potential
scope of realism (Buzan, Jones and Little, 1993, esp. ch. 1). The
borrowing of methodology from economics already opens a breach in
the political dyke. I see no reason why the logic of power, self-interest and
conflict cannot run in other sectors, nor, indeed, why the state should be
seen as exclusively political. In my view, International Relations is a
multi-disciplinary enterprise, and so is realism. The post-Cold War fate
of realism’s companion field, strategic studies, is perhaps suggestive of
the possibilities. Having lost its military/nuclear focus, strategic studies is
now busy metamorphosing into Security Studies, in the process picking
up a multi-sectoral agenda that ranges from economic theory, through
identity and society, to the environment. In this perspective, the more
open, multi-sectoral, part of the realist tradition represented by Carr has
more to offer to the future than that represented by either Morgenthau
or Waltz.

Partly because of its political obsessions realism has, as brilliantly
argued by Walker, constructed an ‘inside/outside’ view of the human

" condition (Walker, 1993). Inside the state there is relative order and
~peace. Change is expected in the form of development and progress,
" and because of this time is a2 meaningful measure of difference. Outside,
"in the realm between states, anarchy, disorder and war reign. This

structure reproduces itself endlessly so that there is no progress, and
time does not signify change. The inside and outside realms are each

constructed by the other, making the whole assemblage extremely
~ difficult to undo or escape from, both intellectually and practically
. (Hansen, 1996). The power of this separation practically defines the

discipline of International Relations, and goes a long way towards
explaining the durability of realism as its dominant orthodoxy. It also
explains a persistent and potent two-pronged critique of realism. Firstly,

" critics argue that many states are too weak and ill-formed to sustain the

inside—outside distinction. Somalia and Rwanda are only the latest in a
long line of examples where the inside looks more like the outside is
supposed to be. Secondly, critics argue that the state is now so penetrated
by transnational actors and forces that the inside—outside distinction has
become a meaningless blur. The question here is not whether these
arguments are empirically sound: they are. Rather it is whether or not
they undermine the realist mode! of world politics as an anarchic system
of states. As any economist knows, simplifying models can tolerate a lot
of deviance before they become useless as a way of understanding a
complex reality. Walker’s analysis also clarifies what otherwise seems
a paradoxical view of history in realism. On the one hand, realists look to
history, both intellectual and actual, to justify the permanence of power
politics. But on the other hand, most strongly in the neo-realist tradition,
they seem to deny history any autonomy, replacing it with the omni-
present operation of structural forces that are said to work identically in

_ all times and places throughout history.

The focus on insecurity, power, the state and conflictual relations has

. for long made realism the target of a normative critique. Where realists

see themselves as rationally pursuing the goal of studying what is (no
matter how nasty it may be), both traditional idealists (mostly peace
researchers and liberals) and various post-modernists see them as being
an active part of the processes they describe. One way of seeing this issue
is through Cox’s distinction between ‘problem-solving’ theories, such as
realism, which seek to work within the existing framework, and ‘critical’
theories which seek opportunities to change the existing framework
(Cox, 1986). This means that far from being objective observers, realists
in general, and the practitioners of strategic studies in particular, are







