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Introduction: neoclassical realism in Europe

Asle Toje and Barbara Kunz

Realism has in recent years become a source of inspiration for scholars 
and policy-makers alike. The main reason for this can be summed up in 
a single word: multipolarity. As the unipolar international system gives 
way to a less hierarchical structure, students of international security 
have come to consider the dynamics of a multipolar international system. 
In a rapidly changing international system, realist assumptions have, 
arguably, displayed more explanatory and predictive rigour than their 
rivals. It would seem that the institutional frameworks and normative 
firewalls that scholars only ten years ago claimed would supersede the 
nation-state and win the globe for postmodern communal norms and 
values were – if not very nearly, then very actually – wrong.

Realism is making a comeback – in Europe, we hasten to add, as it 
never actually abdicated in America. The study of realism has in recent 
years become a central vantage point for observers of international rela-
tions. Officials of the European Union (EU) regularly cite security policy 
as central to the role and purpose of contemporary European integra
tion. In the words of Javier Solana, the then EU foreign-policy chief, the 
European project was initially intended to secure peace in Europe. Today, 
in contrast, it is about building peace in the rest of the world.1 As one 
senior EU official wryly put it: as Europe gets more deeply involved in 
foreign and security policy cooperation, it becomes increasingly evident 
that international relations are ruled by a bleaker, more limited reality 
than are domestic affairs.2 

Policy-makers often take a sceptical view of international relations 
theory, frequently with good reason. The term ‘theory’ is all too often 
used as a byword for statements of fact, hypotheses or intuition. 
Moreover, the thought patterns that do merit elevation to the level of 
‘principle’ seem haphazard and uncertain when compared with their 
equivalents in the hard sciences. International systems, like other 
systems, are characterized above all by the nature of the units of which 
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they are composed and the motive forces that animate them. Those units 
are by no means uniform, and so theories of international politics can 
never have the authority of a physics theory, or its explanatory or pre-
dictive power. The important question is whether they can be stated in 
ways that make us better understand international politics, whether they 
further understanding of the international system or whether they are 
tautological dead ends.

Morton A. Kaplan noted that the whole point of theory is that ‘we 
cannot reason without generalisation. And where the subject matter is 
complex, the webs of reasoning take the form of theory.’3 Understanding 
requires theory, theory requires abstraction, and abstraction requires the 
simplification and ordering of reality. Theory is a response to complexity. 
We need theories to make sense of the flood of information that charac-
terizes modernity. Herein lies an inescapable link between the abstract 
world of theory and the tangible world of policy. Most practitioners 
employ theory implicitly – most often in a belief that generalizations 
follow from the straightforward presentation of facts. 

So theory matters – but why did this particular book need to 
be written? It is a fair question. There are many, arguably too many, 
books which deal with various aspects of international relations theory. 
Although neoclassical realism has certainly been touched upon by many 
of the more recent works, all of them have tackled the question from 
an American vantage point (i.e., from a position informed by the grand 
debate between ‘neorealism and its critics’, with its attention trained 
on the challenges facing a superpower exiting a phase of unipolarity). 
Connecting neoclassical realism to the dormant European realist tra
dition and applying this to the foreign-policy questions on European 
minds can both add to the richness of the neoclassical realist tradition 
and help to reinvigorate realism as a European school of thought.

Classical realism, neorealism and neoclassical realism

Realism is the most established theory of international relations. Its 
lineage goes back centuries as an approach to making sense of inter-
national politics on a theoretical and practical level. Though the term 
may have appeared only recently in the tradition’s history, its core tenets 
can be traced back to Greek antiquity and the works of Plato, Aristotle 
and Thucydides. Realism, strictly speaking, is not a theory but rather a 
set of assumptions which formulate a vantage point from which to make 
sense of international affairs. 

At the most basic level, realism is essentially two things: both a philo-
sophical and a practical endeavour. Though the two frequently meet, 
not least in the writings of men such as Metternich and Machiavelli, the 
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difference between realism in theory and in practice is the difference 
between watching a recording of a game knowing the final score – and 
being on court. Often, though, the realist focus on the descriptive rather 
than the normative has been perceived as immoral, captured in the title 
of Robert Gilpin’s essay ‘No One Loves a Political Realist’.4 This has argu
ably been more so in Europe than in other parts of the globe, where 
the predominance of constructivism in recent decades – with its focus 
on ‘speech acts’ – has led many to see realist analysis as tantamount to 
legitimizing, even encouraging, realpolitik. 

Realists share a pessimistic view of human nature and the prospects 
for lasting change in people’s hearts. The structure of international 
politics is defined by anarchy and the absence of the sort of prohibitive 
power which made Thomas Hobbes call for a leviathan state. The state, in 
turn, is the centrepiece of realist analysis. A state’s foreign policy is driven 
first and foremost by its place in the international system and specifically 
by its relative material power. Realists refute the Gramscian notion, so 
flattering to academicians, that it is the intellectual superstructure which 
dominates the material capabilities. It follows from this that realists are 
sceptical towards schemes of supranational governance and recognize 
that ethics and morality are products of power and material interests, not 
the other way around. 

This is not the place to survey realist thought. Explanations have been 
sought on three levels, captured in Kenneth Waltz’s work Man, the State 
and War (1959), according to which the first focus is on the nature of 
decision-makers, the second on the disposition of states and the last 
on the incentives provided in the system. Neorealism takes a systemic 
approach, where the international system acts as a constraint on state 
behaviour, so that only states whose outcomes fall within an expected 
range thrive and, ultimately, survive. This system is not dissimilar to an 
economic model in which companies set prices and quantity based on the 
incentives of the market. For neorealists, states are compelled to select 
those foreign policies that are the most appropriate responses to systemic 
circumstances. Domestic politics is not seen to play any significant role 
in determining foreign policy, given the great dangers that come with 
ignoring systemic imperatives in a system determined by anarchy.

Over time, some basic shortfalls in the explanatory powers of 
neorealist theory have come to light. The most obvious is that the inter-
national system is not as easy to read as neorealists sometimes assume. 
Hans Morgenthau and Kenneth Thompson note how threats and oppor-
tunities in the politics among nations are often contradictory and open 
to interpretation.5 Because of domestic circumstances, states sometimes 
have trouble mobilizing the domestic resources necessary to respond in 
accordance with the demands of the international system. Jack Snyder 
has examined how policy elites sometimes find it impossible to break 
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out of a domestic consensus that runs against what the international 
system requires.6 And Robert Jervis, among others, has noted that states 
do not always behave in accordance with the incentives of the system, 
or perhaps more accurately states do not always respond to systemic 
stimuli in a fashion that neorealists would deem ‘correct’. Jervis also sees 
a second challenge, in that state leaders do not always respond rationally 
to the incentives of the system, even if they have understood systemic 
stimuli correctly. This can be the result of a host of reasons, spanning 
from the eccentricities of a particular leader to historical experiences 
that trigger certain behavioural patterns.7

For the past ten to fifteen years, neoclassical realism has been the 
hope and promise for all those who have awaited the cross-pollination 
of insights from structural realism and classical realism. The hope is to 
depart from the neorealist account’s single-minded focus on the systemic 
variable, while avoiding the uncontrolled proliferation of explanatory 
variables that can ensue when taking in ‘first image’ factors and ‘second 
image’ factors that shape international relations. As Alexander Reichwein 
discusses in chapter 3, neoclassical realists see the foreign and security 
policies of states as primarily a response to the opportunities and con-
straints of the international system, but how they choose to respond is 
conditioned by domestic factors. However, deeper digging into works 
published under the neoclassical realist label and attempts to summarize 
these writings reveal that there is, as yet, no unified neoclassical realist 
school.8 The battle over definitions is still raging – for the most part in 
the United States. The present book is conceived as a contribution to 
these debates, from the right bank of the Atlantic. This has been the main 
reason to engage in this project of collecting a sample of fresh realist 
perspectives and, towards this end, to call upon a field of predominantly 
young, predominantly European scholars. 

Barbara Kunz and Ilai Z. Saltzman in chapter 6 highlight the influ-
ence of domestic political constraints and leadership perceptions on 
the foreign and security behaviour of states. Adherents to neoclassical 
realism concur with neorealist theory insofar as the scope and ambition 
of a state’s foreign and security policy are driven first and foremost by 
its position in the international system and specifically by its relative 
capabilities. However, and here comes the important part, neoclassical 
realists argue that the impact of developments in the relative capabilities 
of states on their foreign and security behaviour is indirect and complex, 
because systemic pressure is translated through intervening variables at 
the domestic political level, such as strategic culture, leader perceptions, 
state–society relations and the nature of the domestic political systems. 
While a state’s position in the international system defines the bound-
aries of the range of possible policies, domestic constraints also play an 
important role, in the shape of ideational factors, historical experience 
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and so on.9 Neoclassical realism thus posits that constraints and oppor-
tunities provided by the international environment are filtered through 
intervening unit-level variables to shape external state behaviour. This is 
why they are neoclassical.10

Neoclassical realists return to and elaborate on the classical realist 
insights about the state and power as well as the complex interplay of 
state–society relations.11 The guiding proposition in neoclassical realism is 
that developments in the distribution of relative capabilities among states 
determine broad parameters for foreign policy behaviour, but domestic 
political concerns or constraints either inhibit or facilitate certain be
haviours as responses to these developments in the distribution of relative 
capabilities.12 The first generation of neoclassical realist studies featured 
different attempts to specify which sub-systemic factors are important 
and how systemic pressures on state behaviour are influenced by charac-
teristics of the domestic political system, characteristics of state–society 
relations and competing domestic interpretations of national history.13

In other words, neoclassical realism has three parts to it: the indepen-
dent variable (i.e., the actor’s position in the international system), the 
intervening variable (i.e., the domestic-level ‘transmission belt’ through 
which structural pressures are filtered) and the dependent variable 
(i.e., the foreign policy outcome). By contrast, the ‘transmission belt’ of 
structural realists goes directly from the system to policy behaviour. This 
hinges on a rationality assumption, which ‘enables the theorists to predict 
that leaders will respond to the incentives and constraints imposed by 
their environments’.14 But it is not that simple. World history shows that 
some powers punch above their weight and others fail to grasp the posi-
tion that seems to be theirs for the taking. The many volumes written on 
the ‘paradoxes of power’ are testimony to the often erratic link between 
capabilities and behaviour.

This leads, at best, to under-specification and, at worst, to inaccur-
ate explanations and predictions. There seem to be strong logical and 
historical reasons for questioning the explanatory and predictive power 
of theories which move directly from international structures to state 
behaviour. The neoclassical realists’ maxim is that one must open the 
‘black box’ at the unit level in order to trace how structural pressures are 
transformed into foreign policy behaviour.

Realism: still an American science?

As noted initially, the ambitions of this book are twofold, one fraternal and 
one methodological. One goal is to show that the realist tradition is alive 
and well in Europe, by presenting a sample of European scholars working 
under the realist paradigm – including Russia. Tatiana Romanova and 
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Elena Pavlova provide just that in chapter 12, ‘Towards neoclassical 
realist thinking in Russia?’ Methodologically, analysts wanting to under-
stand any particular case need to do justice to the full complexity of the 
causal chain linking relative material power and foreign policy outputs. 
The conclusion to be drawn for neoclassical realist research design is that 
it will heavily rely on in-depth case studies and process-tracing.15 The 
researcher engaging in such an endeavour must possess deep knowledge 
of the object of study, including relevant language skills and a thorough 
understanding of the political system and its history. 

Introducing neoclassical realism to a European academic audience 
poses a particular challenge. For Europeans, the American discourse of 
‘bringing intervening variables back in’ sounds curious. The dominant 
paradigm of constructivism has, if anything, too singular a focus on 
intervening variables. In Europe, it is thus the systemic variable which 
needs to be brought ‘back in’ and connected with European realist 
thought on intervening variables. If this were to be achieved, one might 
rightly speak of a distinctly European realism. 

Questions that need to be analysed from a realist angle are plentiful. 
Consider, for instance, the dramatic changes in polarity – from multi-
polarity to bipolarity to unipolarity – the world underwent between 1945 
and 1991. In the post-war period, in all powers, those making foreign 
policy faced the daunting task of assessing and responding to new and 
unfamiliar threats and possibilities. No school other than realism offers 
the analytical tools required in these situations. Despite this, few would 
argue that the resulting strategy shifts could have been predicted solely 
from an analysis of relative power distributions or the dynamics of 
domestic politics at the time. In other words, structural realism seems to 
lack explanatory power under the described circumstances.16 At the time 
of writing, it seems unipolarity was in fact a transient phase and that we 
are now observing the contours of a new multipolarity. Explaining this 
transition is one of the major tasks awaiting neoclassical realists.

Closer to home and at the regional rather than the global level, the 
European sub-system offers ample material to study. During the 1990s, 
the EU emerged as indispensable player in regional politics. In policy 
area after policy area, the Union asserted itself, including in fields within 
which sceptics had argued nation-states would never willingly part with 
their sovereignty. As a result, the EU presently displays all the charac-
teristics of a giant, except for the outward trappings of power. Some of 
our colleagues embraced this process, influenced by the dogma of things 
international being inherently ‘progressive’ and things national ‘reaction-
ary’. Libraries are replete with studies boldly mixing the normative and 
the empirical, hope and analysis, regarding Europe’s supposed supra-
national future. For that reason, we call for enhanced realist scholarship 
on European affairs – not out of contempt for moral arguments but 
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instead led by the conviction that scholars cannot do the real world 
justice without considering variables such as power or interests. As 
Europeans, we are naturally interested in those aspects of international 
politics which concern us. One significant convergence therefore is on 
the general role of neoclassical realism in Europe and Europe’s place 
in the world. This issue is raised in all chapters, not least in Jean-Yves 
Haine’s contribution on the EU’s difficulties in becoming a power on the 
international scene (chapter 10).

Despite a certain Eurocentrism in our empirical choices, however, 
our theoretical objective is not regionally limited. On the contrary, our 
ambition is what the ambition of theorizing has always been: discovering 
insight into causal relations, helping to understand the past and allowing 
predictions of the future. We start from Kurt Lewin’s dictum that there 
is nothing as practical as a good theory. Theories can be put to a variety 
of uses and different lines of enquiry require different theories. We need 
one theory for understanding and predicting concrete events in inter-
national affairs and a different one to rise from the turmoil of specific 
events and up to the calm peaks of abstraction, looking down on the 
tide of history. Social science takes place within the two poles of total, 
parsimonious abstraction and the study of all phenomena as sui generis, 
singular, isolated events. The relevance of theory decreases from 100 to 
0 per cent as we move from the first pole to the second. 

The mid-point between these poles concerns what Morton Kaplan 
called the ‘engineering’ applications of theory, where more variables are 
needed and theory becomes more embedded in the specific historical 
setting. In this process, a theory loses its analytical function, namely 
to elucidate the interrelations among isolated variables by abstracting 
them from reality. Somewhere during the journey between these poles, 
theory gets lost. Sui generis case studies cannot be the answer if we are 
to promote a tradition of social science. At the same time, there is some-
thing profoundly unsatisfying about constructing theories which are not 
applied to a specific level. The first pole is therefore no solution either. 
We consequently aim at Kaplan’s median. 

Within the context of debating neoclassical realism, the above dis
cussion boils down to positioning oneself on the field of tension between 
the requirements of parsimony, on the one hand, and the insight that a 
comprehensive theory of foreign policy is impossible, on the other. While 
neoclassical realism’s openness vis-à-vis domestic variables allows for a 
much more nuanced account of international affairs, the risk obviously is 
in incorporating every conceivable variable. This dilemma makes estab-
lishing a classical realist theory of foreign policy a real challenge, and it 
remains to be seen whether neoclassical realism is up to it. 

Neoclassical realism once set out as an attempt to reassert classical 
realism, building on the core insights from Kenneth Waltz’s structural 
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realism and the subsequent debates between neorealists and their critics. 
Neoclassical realism, in other words, initially strove to find a middle 
ground between the parsimony of neorealism and the ‘practical wisdom’ 
of earlier realists such as Hans J. Morgenthau, Raymond Aron and 
E. H. Carr. In the characterization of neoclassical realism posited by 
Steven E. Lobell, Norrin M. Ripsman and Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, however, 
not much of that initial endeavour remains. The underlying causal 
logic they attribute to classical realism – that is, ‘power distributions or 
distribution of interests (revisionist vs. status quo)’17 – no longer plays 
a prominent part in the subsequent chapters of their book, although 
the dependent variable is considered to be the same in both strands of 
realism. What is remarkable in that context is the ever clearer trend 
of neoclassical realism towards neo-neorealism rather than towards a 
genuine renaissance of classical realism. One may indeed question 
whether the mere incorporation of second-order domestic factors justi-
fies the label ‘neoclassical ’ – or whether there is much more to classical 
realism that many neoclassical realists assiduously choose to ignore. In 
light of neoclassical realism’s ambition to find a middle ground, the ques-
tion which therefore arises concerns the exact ‘dosage’ of neorealist and 
classical realism in neoclassical realism.

This draws into a nascent, intra-paradigmatic debate which is duly 
noted by Jennifer Sterling-Folker,18 who distinguishes between two 
distinct camps within neoclassical realism: one which characterizes 
neoclassical realism as a discipline in pursuit of scientific paradigms; and 
the other driven by philosophical traditions. Contemporary American 
neoclassical realists have favoured approaching the world through a 
discernibly scientific epistemology, prompting thereby a preference for 
parsimony and generalizable frameworks. As a consequence, the path 
chosen by most contemporary American neoclassical realists is back 
towards neorealism. Among the many advantages inherent in that move, 
the greatest probably is that it allows the question of state motives and 
objectives to be dodged. For instance, while Randall Schweller brings the 
revisionist state back in19 – thereby stressing the possibility of variation 
in state motives – neoclassical realists have in general been remarkably 
silent when it comes to determining what states actually want. 

More explicitly than implicitly, much of the current neoclassical 
realist scholarship buys into neorealist assumptions on systemic deter-
minants of state behaviour while adding domestic constraints and 
leadership perceptions, reducing thereby the possibility of states’ free 
will to a minimum. Lobell, Ripsman and Taliaferro therefore devote con-
siderable effort to distinguishing neoclassical realism from neorealism 
and classical realism, that endeavour indeed being one of the declared 
objectives of their 2009 volume.20 In their view, what sets neoclassical 
realism apart from realism is a differentiated view of the units operating 
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within the international system and the assumption that the ‘implica-
tions of anarchy are variable and sometimes opaque to decision-makers’. 
Moreover, neoclassical realists define their dependent variable as ‘foreign 
policies of states’ as opposed to ‘international political outcomes’, thus 
making ‘no pretense about explaining broad patterns of systemic or re-
curring outcomes’.21 In sum, neoclassical realism thus takes neorealism, 
adds a limited number of (yet to be agreed) sub-systemic variables and 
thereby explains foreign policy as opposed to systemic occurrences. 

In sum, the American approach privileges neorealism at the expense 
of classical realism. In the United States, neoclassical realism is essentially 
a research programme aimed at explaining how states filter systemic 
factors through domestic structures, thus explaining foreign policy 
output on the basis of both systemic and domestic variables. Neoclassical 
realism, as it stands, is thus some sort of ‘neorealism + domestic variables’. 
It is an attempt to respond to the shortfalls of structural realism by 
(re)incorporating variables located within the famous ‘black box’. 
Domestic factors are yet clearly relegated to second-order status, as 
they play the role of intervening variables in the so-called missing link 
between power resources and foreign policy output. However, con
stellations of systemic factors are seen as decisive in explaining the 
processes of filtering and responding to systemic pressures.22 In other 
words, structure determines behaviour, at the systemic and domestic 
levels, as Gideon Rose has argued in the essay considered by many to be 
the ‘birth certificate’ of neoclassical realism:

Instead of assuming that states seek security, neoclassical realists 
assume that states respond to the uncertainties of international anarchy 
by seeking to control and shape their external environment. Regardless 
of the myriad ways that states may define their interests, this school 
argues, they are likely to want more rather than less external influence, 
and pursue such influence to the extent that they are able to do so.23 

More than ten years later, it may be concluded that few neoclassical 
realists have taken this attempt at defining state objectives seriously. 
Lobell et al. clearly state in their book that they do not intend to examine 
‘variation in the interests of states’.24 Although this does not necessar-
ily hold true for the entire neoclassical realist research agenda, state 
interests are strangely absent from much of the scholarship carried out 
under the neoclassical realist label. As argued above, however, what 
states actually want should be of central importance in understanding 
and explaining foreign policy and it is with regard to this crucial ques-
tion that a return to classical realist thinking may offer valuable insights. 
Moreover, in judging the adequacy of state responses to threats, analysts 
implicitly bring state objectives back in through the back door – not least 
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Schweller, with his objective of explaining deviations from neorealist 
assumptions such as ‘underbalancing’.

For classical realists, states can want many things. For this reason, 
the classical realist catalogue of possible state objectives is long and full 
of variations. Yet all these objectives may – not must – manifest them-
selves in many ways. Consequently, for Aron, the conduct of diplomacy 
has more than just one conceivable objective – unlike, for instance, 
entrepreneurship or sports. Rather, as Dario Battistella discusses in 
chapter 7, Aron argues that international relations is unable to develop 
into a universal theory precisely because of this absence of an unambigu-
ous objective.25 Aron’s efforts to deal with this challenge in a manner 
that combines levels of analysis with an eye to the organic (as opposed 
to mechanic) workings of power make him one obvious godfather of 
European neoclassical realism.

A distinctly European realism?

The present volume thus seeks to explore the European dimension to 
neoclassical realism. Torbjørn L. Knutsen in chapter 2 illustrates that 
there clearly is a case to be made. The hope with this book is to spark a 
scholarly debate that, in time, might lead to the re-emergence of a dis-
tinctly European realist school which draws on the roots of the historical, 
European realist tradition, while benefiting from insights of American 
neorealism. This would clearly be most effective if it were to be fused with 
rational elements in the liberal-constructivist paradigm, as suggested by 
Felix Berenskoetter and Adam Quinn, in chapter 11. Whereas the main 
dividing lines among international relations scholars in the United States 
have essentially run between liberals and realists, culminating in the 
neo-neo debate, European scholarship in international politics is widely 
carried out under the liberal banner, but with remarkable diversity, from 
critical theory to the English school, the Copenhagen school and social 
constructivism. For that reason, the starting point for reasserting the 
realist tradition differs on either side of the Atlantic.

As this book illustrates, a distinctly European realism has the potential 
to add renewed impetus to its American counterpart, based on the long-
standing heritage of European social science. To be certain, parsimony has 
never been the objective of continental scholars. Herein perhaps lies its 
weakness, but certainly also its strength. This strength has gradually been 
lost as political realism – often abused or misunderstood in its recom
mendations – has been embraced as the official doctrine of American 
policy-makers, which more than anything has discredited realism in 
Europe. It is thus important to point out the richness of the realist tradi-
tion and to introduce the specific agenda of a neoclassical realism. 
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As Nicholas Kitchen argues in chapter 5, American ontological 
approaches and methodological preferences give neoclassical realist 
literature a decidedly scientific rationalism, grounded in material factors. 
In Europe, however, the English school and constructivist approaches 
have emphasized the non-material aspects of international relations, 
factors that were taken seriously by classical realist authors but which 
became a victim to the attempt to ‘scientize’ the discipline. By emphasiz-
ing the reintegration of non-material aspects of classical realist thought 
within neoclassical realist theory, European scholars have the opportun-
ity to establish a distinct and worthwhile approach, not least with regard 
to the power of ideas, the topic of Kitchen’s chapter.

Neoclassical realism’s openness towards scholars who buy into the 
assertion that power is central while rejecting neorealist approaches to 
international politics is also evident in Patrick Holden’s chapter 9, on EU 
policies on sub-Saharan Africa: Holden illustrates how theories of inter-
national political economy are compatible and gainful as tools of analysis 
within the neoclassical realist framework. Catherine Gegout approaches 
the same subject matter from a different angle in chapter 8. She finds 
that idealism is often a veil that covers the national interests of European 
states when intervening militarily in Africa.

We believe that this tradition should find fertile soil in Europe, where 
an often marginalized continental (and British) realist tradition contains 
a number of scholars who can be said to be ‘neoclassical realists ahead 
of their time’ – and for whom many of the neoclassical innovations were 
so self-evident it did not occur to them to invent a new label for their 
reasoning. That domestic factors matter was beyond doubt for all the 
founding fathers of political realism. The hope is also to inspire an ad 
fontes, ad rem surge back to the libraries to rediscover thinkers such 
as Heinrich von Treitschke, Rudolf Kjellén and Otto von Bismarck, 
as well as the aforementioned Raymond Aron. Moreover, European 
authors better established in an Anglo-Saxon discipline, such as Hans 
J. Morgenthau, John Herz, George Liska and E. H. Carr, deserve to be 
re-read and re-interpreted. It may, furthermore, be worth noting that 
European scholars generally have better access to early realist writing 
not published in English. For instance, Max Weber – who played a very 
relevant role in many realists’ thinking – has become accessible to Anglo-
Saxon readers only through translations deemed problematic by some.26

In short, the chapters of this volume illustrate the applicability of 
neoclassical realism in empirical case studies related to key questions in 
European foreign and security policies. By viewing European integration 
from a realist vantage point, the work challenges established orthodoxy, 
which emphasizes the sui generis nature of the EU and can be under-
stood only by targeted theoretical constructs under the broad heading 
of integration theory. Through detailed case studies, the book illustrates 
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that power and influence remain new and fruitful variables through 
which to understand the foreign policies of individual states, the EU as a 
whole and US policies towards Europe. The study illustrates the contin-
ued relevance of the most established international relations theory and 
demonstrates that this perspective is not mutually exclusive, but rather 
complementary to the dominant liberal theories (in the United States) 
and social constructivism (in Europe). 

As Walter Carlsnaes pointed out, neorealism never became as 
dominant in Europe as in the United States.27 He notes that the 
structuralist-systemic perspective never achieved total hegemony even 
in North America, and in Europe it has failed to achieve the same grip 
on scholarly imaginations. Carlsnaes emphasizes the European roots of 
realism: 

We also find a second major tradition [in foreign policy analysis], and 
one which has left a much stronger and seemingly indelible imprint on 
the subsequent development in the field. I here have in mind the intro-
duction into American thinking of a powerful European influence, and 
one that stands in marked contrast to the indigenous strands of the 
liberal Wilsonian project. Realism is its name, and Hans Morgenthau 
was for decades its undisputed high priest.28

The chase for ever more domestic variables apparent in recent 
neoclassical realist contributions rightly raises eyebrows, however. If 
everything is to be considered an intervening variable, the most obvious 
risk is that neoclassical realism will, in the quest for explanatory power, 
lose universality. Or, as Rose warned already in 1998, ‘[i]f neoclassical 
realists continue to incorporate unit-level intervening variables into 
their basic power-oriented argument, ironically, they might find them-
selves bumping into chastened Innenpolitikers coming from the other 
direction’.29 The danger evidently is that the research programme will 
eventually confirm the conclusions of Aron and his classical realist col-
leagues that a theory of international politics is beyond the scope of 
social science.

Thus, one of the key questions concerns what neoclassical realism 
should primarily be. Is it an enhanced version of neorealism, based upon 
the assumption that structure matters – at both domestic and systemic 
levels? Or is it an attempt to turn back the clock, taking a stance in 
favour of classical realism within the context of the ‘even clearer bifurca
tion within realism’ which has occurred since the publication in 1979 
of Waltz’s Theory of International Politics, ‘particularly in response to 
the strong stand against all forms of reductionist approaches – typified 
by most theories of foreign policy – which lies at the core of [Waltz’s] 
structuralist reformulation of realism’?30 Merging the two, despite their 
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shared points of departure, may not be feasible. Unsurprisingly, this 
volume is unable to offer a definite answer, yet we believe that raising the 
question has value in itself. Most importantly, however, we do not believe 
that a theory of foreign policy is conceivable without an understanding 
of state objectives.

An outline of the book

The chapters in this book deploy a broad range of theoretical frameworks 
under the umbrella of neoclassical realism. The sense that traditional 
theoretical frameworks can be grafted onto new actors such as the EU 
only with some difficulty has already given rise to various neologisms in 
the literature. Some chapters make use of theoretical constructs drawn 
from outside the classical realist canon. A corollary of the wide variety 
of potential approaches is the diversity that characterizes the theoreti
cal ambition of the different contributions. In this respect, the chapters 
are reflections of the diversity of positions that exist in neoclassical 
realism more generally. Some apply neoclassical realism in a way Robert 
K. Merton described as ‘middle range theory’,31 while others focus on 
the all-encompassing aspects of the research agenda. What Robert Cox 
termed ‘problem-solving theory’ is central to some of the chapters con-
cerned with explaining a specific set of puzzles, identified as a result 
of a set of assumptions about the nature of EU-level foreign policy.32 A 
number of other chapters are dedicated to exploring the basic assump-
tions upon which much existing theoretical work is taking place.33

Such distinctions notwithstanding, however, it is possible to identity 
four core concerns that, to a greater or lesser degree, characterize the 
approaches adopted here. First, debates about neoclassical realism have 
been fundamentally concerned with the notion of power, whether this 
be the power of individual member states (in terms of their ability to 
shape EU policy outcomes) or the power that is conferred on actors (and 
‘classical realist’ or ‘neorealist’ discussions of power go hand in hand with 
analyses of Europe’s putative international role). 

Second, it is virtually impossible to study neoclassical realism 
without having something to say about the nature and role of theory 
and its impact on policy. A number of the chapters take up the thorny 
issue of the interplay between political realism and political practice. 
Is neoclassical realism in this respect a descriptive mode for explain-
ing international relations, or is it instead a normative guide to policy 
behaviour? Whether a theory is a scholarly tool or a political one is a 
question that the EU’s foreign policy raises; after all, the rationale for the 
actor to take on a foreign policy and security role is that it can influence 
events. Again, neoclassical realism offers new vantage points from which 
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to view institutions, not least with respect to institutional dynamics, 
potential and limits.

Third, and closely related to the preceding issues, debates about neo-
classical realism are intimately concerned with questions related to the 
relative roles of structures and agents. Neorealist approaches see the 
structure of the international system as the driving force behind changes 
in the European security landscape. Writers in the classical tradition 
view national interest as a constraint on member states, locking them 
into path-dependent and potentially inefficient processes. Neoclassical 
realist scholars, on the other hand, stress the interconnectedness of 
structure and agency. 

Fourth, other chapters take up the theme of intervening variables, 
exploring the kinds of agents that shape security in Europe and beyond. 
Who are they exactly and what are their subjective motivations? Are 
they politicians, national officials and bureaucrats, or think-tanks and 
non-governmental organizations? The intervening domestic-level 
variables which ‘channel, mediate, and (re)direct’ structural pressures 
represent the main – and most controversial – innovation of neoclassical 
realism. It allows for the exploration of the ‘internal processes’ by which 
states ‘arrive at policies and decide on actions’ in response to external 
constraints and opportunities.34

We hope this book will represent a useful summing up of where we 
stand today in our research on neoclassical realism in Europe as applied 
to matters European, a topic of great importance to scholars and prac-
titioners alike. If, in answering some questions, the book also raises some 
new ones, this can only be welcomed; in fact, such is the very nature of 
political science.
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Realism – a distinctively European  
academic tradition

Torbjørn L. Knutsen 

Roots

Neoclassical realism represents an attempt to recapture the classic tradi-
tion of realism. What is meant by realism is this context? What kind of 
‘tradition’ is the realist tradition? And what does ‘classic’ mean? These are 
the questions that guide the historical overview in this chapter. 

To begin with the last question, note that it invites a definition of 
‘classic’ and not ‘classical’. It is often claimed that realism has such a long 
lineage that it reaches all the way back to the classical texts of ancient 
Greece. This is, however, a tenuous claim. For although Plato, Aristotle 
and other classical authors may have hinted at questions concerning war 
and peace, there are few hints concerning diplomatic conduct and even 
fewer concerning interstate power relations. There is, however, one major 
exception to the rule: the Greek historian Thucydides. He discusses not 
only states and interstate relations but also their power relations. Thus, 
he explains that ‘the real cause’ of the disastrous Peloponnesian War was 
‘the growth of the power of Athens, and the alarm which this inspired in 
Sparta’.1 He does not merely suggest that peace is best preserved when 
power relations among states are balanced. His analysis also stresses two 
additional elements: the importance of the internal character of the inter-
relating states; and the perceptions that statesmen have of such relations. 

These features – the focus on the state, the description of interstate 
relations in balance-of-power terms and the attention to internal factors 
like state structures and statesmen’s perceptions – are all core concerns 
of traditional realism. And since Thucydides’ book The Peloponnesian 
War is a fine and famous example of it, it has become an exemplar of 
lasting worth, a ‘classic’, of this particular tradition.

Thucydides may have been the first realist. But did he initiate the tra-
dition of realist politics? The question may well be asked, because there is 
no direct connection from the classical age in which he wrote to the age 
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of modern realism. The link to ancient Greece, then, is not a continuous 
tradition. The lineage is broken by a sizable gap – from about 550 BC to 
about 1500 AD. Between Thucydides and the modern realists lies a gap 
of over 2,000 years, during which macro-political discussions were more 
concerned with imperial rule and with God than with balance of power 
and the perceptions of statesmen. This problem is, however, easily solved 
if we date the realist tradition not from when Thucydides wrote his book, 
but from the time it was rediscovered, studied and emulated by other 
scholars. We may, in other words, consider Thucydides a Renaissance 
writer rather than a classical one. The beginning of the tradition of realist 
politics can then be dated to the 1420s, when The Peloponnesian War was 
rediscovered – or, perhaps even better, to 1485, when the book was trans-
lated from Greek into Latin, for it was the Latin translation of Thucydides 
that exerted a massive influence on those Renaissance writers whom we 
tend to associate with the first and foundational arguments of realism. 

Neoclassical realism, then, seeks to recapture this state-centred, 
power-focused and multi-level tradition of international analysis that 
emerged around the time of the Italian Renaissance.

The state of nature

After its rediscovery in the fifteenth century, The Peloponnesian War had 
an immediate influence on Renaissance authors like Niccolò Machiavelli, 
Francesco Guicciardini and others. They all modelled their analyses of 
Italy’s inter-city affairs on Thucydides’ classic text. 

Renaissance analyses, in turn, influenced subsequent discussions 
across Europe. The influence grew as religious quarrels washed across 
the continent and found a climax during the Thirty Years War (1618–48). 
One of the most influential approaches to come from this unruly age was 
that taken by Thomas Hobbes. His arguments were directly influenced by 
The Peloponnesian War. Hobbes translated Thucydides’ book from Latin 
into English during the 1620s. By the time he had completed his task, he 
had picked up a point or two about the nature of interstate relations, the 
most consequential of which was the notion that sovereign actors – who 
all want the same thing but who have no superior authority to provide 
them with rules – find themselves in a state of nature. 

Hobbes, in turn, exerted a great influence on Baruch de Spinoza, one 
of the most important of Europe’s political thinkers – and one of the 
most underestimated contributors to the tradition of academic realism. 
Spinoza accepted Hobbes’ basic image that the relationships between 
sovereign actors can be described as a state of nature. However, he 
criticized Hobbes’ simplistic portrayal of relations between sovereign 
monarchs and replaced it with a vision of relations between states. He 
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refined the claim that people are rational and that rationality is a driving 
force in the establishment of political community. 

Spinoza discussed the process of state-building in greater detail than 
did Hobbes. He refined the role of reason by claiming that it is, like so 
many other good things, unequally distributed. Some states are lucky 
enough to have sensible and forward-looking rulers; others are not. 
Further, reason is not only an individual endowment, Spinoza averred; 
it also receives a collective expression in the law of the land. The law, 
not the individual ruler, represents reason. And the law is encased in 
a sovereign state. When several such states confront one another, their 
interrelations can be understood as a state of nature. 

Whereas Hobbes’ state of nature is composed of sovereign individuals, 
Spinoza’s is composed of sovereign states. The difference is substantial. 
First, individuals in the state of nature have to divide their attention 
among many tasks to stay alive. They may be overcome ‘by sleep, by 
disease or mental illness, and, in the end, by old age’.2 A state, by contrast, 
is a huge collective, marked by a social division of labour whereby some 
people are farmers or fishermen, others smiths and still others are 
soldiers. In a state, people who are tired, hungry and infirm are replaced 
by those who are young and eager. States, then, are timeless organisms, 
perpetually active. And in this they are different from people. 

Second, whereas Hobbes’ individual men are equal, Spinoza’s states 
are not. Spinoza’s world is populated by states that differ in size, endow-
ments and laws, and in the internal ways that they divide tasks, rights 
and duties among their inhabitants. Spinoza’s state of nature, in short, 
consists of sovereign states that differ in nature and capabilities. And 
although the interaction of these states technically produces a state of 
nature, it is not a Hobbesian state of nature, marked by chaos and war. 
Rather, it is a condition with clear elements of order. This order is partly 
based on reason as expressed in law and partly on differences in state 
power. Spinoza’s state of nature is ordered according to principles of 
power and rank. This insight, that the behaviour of states is conditioned 
by the interstate distribution of power, is an important aspect of realist 
analysis that neoclassical realism seeks to recapture. 

The balance of power

Spinoza, then, developed a much fuller realist approach than Hobbes 
ever did. He viewed states, not monarchs, as primary political actors. 
He described states in terms of their capabilities. His arguments invoked 
discussions of war and peace and diplomatic relations that included 
statesmen’s differing perceptions. However, Spinoza was deficient in one 
respect: he did not have a clear notion of the balance of power. 
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Like most philosophers of his age, Spinoza simply assumed the balance 
of power. Authors who wrote a century later did the same. David Hume, 
for example, who wrote a much-celebrated essay on the balance of power 
among states, never really probed his claim deeply; he did not investigate 
the mechanisms by which this balance pertains. Hume simply wrote that 
balance is part and parcel of politics. It was for him a mode of behaviour 
that comes naturally to statesmen when they act in the world – much as 
a fencer naturally responds to a thrust with a parry.

Hume and his contemporaries observed the balance of power but they 
did little to explore the actual balancing mechanisms. Their attention 
was trained on other questions. Theirs was the Age of Enlightenment 
and attention was turned towards reason-based projects of perpetual 
peace. One of the first of these was the vast and sprawling project of 
Abbé St-Pierre. One of the most famous was the complex construct of 
Immanuel Kant. One of the most immediately consequential was the 
free-trade vision of Jeremy Bentham. There were many other such 
projects as well. Few of them probed the balancing mechanisms of the 
international system; they simply assumed that they existed. 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau was an exception. Few Enlightenment authors 
probed the balance-of-power mechanisms more deeply than he. Rousseau 
even placed the principle in a historical context: he argued that it was an 
outcome of the Thirty Years War and the break-up of the Holy Roman 
Empire. The Scottish historian William Robertson begged to differ. 
Robertson’s History of the Reign of Charles V (1769) included a detailed 
and highly influential account of the origins and the workings of Europe’s 
macro-political balance. He argued that the balance-of-power system 
emerged during the Italian Wars (1494–1516) and that it was a product 
of Renaissance ‘political science’. The Italians discovered a method of 
preventing any single ruler ‘from rising to such a degree of power as was 
inconsistent with the general liberty’. They established a macro-political 
practice that grew ‘to be fashionable and universal’ and which ‘linked the 
powers of Europe’ closely together, explained Robertson.

Robertson’s book was immediately popular, widely read and admired. 
Its view on the origins and nature of Europe’s balance-of-power system 
was influential for the remainder of the eighteenth century and far 
into the nineteenth. Gibbon and Voltaire were among the authors 
who claimed they were affected by it. Neoclassical realism pays great 
attention to the balance of power. It does not treat it like a mechanical 
phenomenon but like a historical one. Neoclassical realism does not 
assume that an interstate balance exists like some natural law; rather, 
it treats it, like Robertson, as the outcome of perception, deliberation, 
discussion and diplomatic interaction. The balance of power, in other 
words, is manufactured. It is a product of statesmen’s perceptions and 
diplomatic interrelations.
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The advent of academic international relations 

As long as there have been states, there have been statesmen who have 
perceived each other’s actions and engaged in discussions about inten-
tions and in diplomatic relations. Most of the time such discussions were 
confined to a narrow circle of soldiers and statesmen. Political philoso-
phers sometimes added their voice to the deliberations but, on the whole, 
scholars and scribes did not enter into these debates without invitation. 
This began to change with the political revolutions in the United States 
and France and the Industrial Revolution in England. These events paved 
the way for more systematic and scholarly studies of social affairs. 

The modern social sciences emerged during the nineteenth century. 
Western institutions of higher learning were filled with new academic 
disciplines like economics, sociology, political science, public administra-
tion and geography. It is easy to assume that international relations (IR) 
emerged hand in hand with these new fields. But this was hardly the case. 
Napoleon established his grandes écoles and their curriculum included 
subjects like law and public administration. His military academies 
discussed themes concerning war and peace. The study of war was 
dominated by tactics. Discussions of peace were incidental. Diplomatic 
history was part of the curriculum but it was touched on only lightly. 

The emergence of the social sciences did not exert much direct influ-
ence on IR as a new scholarly field. Rather, it seems that greater influence 
was exerted by older and more established disciplines, such as history 
and law. Developments in the study of history played a formative part in 
this. The work of German historian Leopold von Ranke is a case in point; 
his concept of ‘the great powers’ (die großen Mächte) had a particularly 
important conditioning effect. The concept emerged from Ranke’s effort 
to simplify an account of the evolution of Europe’s political system. 
Ranke simply disregarded the smaller states. By removing them from 
his analysis, he achieved a much simplified image of Europe’s macro-
political system. He could present interstate relations as an outcome of 
the interaction of the great powers. The great powers mattered the most, 
he argued. They were the formative agents of European history. They 
held the balance of Europe. Their interrelations delivered the premises 
for Europe’s state system. They established the general rules of state 
conduct – and they did this according to their own interests.3 

Ranke was preoccupied with the past; he wanted to explain how the 
earlier interaction of the great powers of Europe had driven the evolution 
of Europe’s international system. Other historians were more interested 
in present relations. Towards the end of the nineteenth century, when 
innovations in industry, communications and weapons systems brought 
rapid changes to trade and diplomacy, many historians were fascinated 
by the recent past and even by current affairs. British historians like John 
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Seeley and Edward Freeman made the case for ‘contemporary history’ as 
an object worthy of study. The step from contemporary history to IR was 
a short one. Advocates of contemporary history thus helped define IR as 
a subject worth studying in its own right. They helped conceptualize the 
interstate system and establish IR as an autonomous domain. Statesmen 
and scholars had long discussed states and their interrelations – violent 
wars and peaceful relations alike. Yet, during the course of the nineteenth 
century, such discussions were based on a new imagery and evolved a 
new level of conceptual abstraction. Not only did historians begin to 
view contemporary state relations as a system and a subject in its own 
right, they also formulated notions of regularities and patterns that 
characterized such relations. 

Heinrich von Treitschke, Ranke’s successor at the University of Berlin, 
expressed this new imagery in his course on ‘Politics’. Treitschke repeated 
his course several times. It was extraordinarily popular. It always began 
with an analysis of the nature and the functions of the state. It continued 
with the social foundations and a history of the evolution of the state 
and of its many constitutional varieties. And it ended with discussions 
of the nature of interstate relations. There are two main approaches to 
the study of interstate relations, Treitschke averred. On the one hand is 
the approach of the liberal ideologists – ‘the moralistic doctrine of the 
Liberal theorists’, who regard the state ‘as a good little boy, who should 
be washed and brushed, and sent to school’.4 On the other hand is the 
scholarly and naturalistic approach, which holds that the state is based 
on a monopoly of violence, wielded in order to protect and further the 
welfare of humanity. This was the view of the great continental theorists 
like Machiavelli. It was also the view of Treitschke himself – and of the 
many German civil servants who attended his influential lectures.

It may seem odd that German historians, who had lived so long 
without a unified state, should wax so eloquently about it, probe so 
deeply into its nature and contribute so importantly to the analysis of its 
interactions. Whatever the reason, the mystery is repeated in the case of 
German legal scholars. They had long observed that the law that existed 
within states was very different from the law that existed among states. 
Domestic law was subject to a sovereign power that could both make and 
enforce it. International law was hardly worthy of the term ‘law’, for there 
existed no body that could make it and none that could enforce it. So 
where did the norms and rules of international law come from? And why 
did states tend to obey them? 

These questions had received three general answers by the middle 
of the nineteenth century. First, there was the traditional answer, which 
was anchored in theology: namely, that the norms and rules came from 
God and were the product of reason, which God had given to people. 
This answer, based on arguments that may be traced all the way back to 
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church fathers like Augustine and Thomas Aquinas, had produced a rich 
tradition of natural law. 

Second, there was the secular answer, that rules were an expression 
of power. Might was, essentially, right. Norms and rules were designed 
by the strong to further their own interests. This answer was based on 
arguments that could be traced back to philosophers like Machiavelli and 
Hobbes. 

But there was also a third answer: that international law was the 
outcome of negotiation, political compromise and self-conscious choice. 
Reason was an element of this process of human interaction, but so was 
power. Treitschke leaned towards this argument. But it is less associ-
ated with historians than with legal philosophers like Georg Friedrich 
Martens and Johann Ludwig Klüber. 

Martens and Klüber wrote thick books, in which they discussed 
hundreds of complicated cases – Martens’ authoritative collection of 
treaties, Recueil de traités, had reached sixteen volumes by 1842. Yet 
the basic idea was simple: states could be viewed as actors in a state of 
nature – self-sufficient, independent and free – who established common 
rules of conduct through rational deliberation. Klüber agreed, presenting 
an image of sovereign states endowed with reason and rights: on the 
one hand, the ‘absolute’ rights of self-preservation, independence and 
equality; on the other, the ‘relative’ rights that diplomats had agreed on 
among themselves through processes of negotiation.

Martens and Klüber represented variations on a contractarian theme. 
According to them, the norms and rules that governed the interaction 
of European states were products of social intercourse guided by 
reason, rights and self-regard. Carl Kaltenborn von Stachau was not 
convinced. He agreed that Europe was divided among sovereign states 
in ceaseless interaction, but he doubted that the states were endowed 
with as much reason as Martens claimed or with as many rights as 
Klüber assumed. Kaltenborn argued instead that the states of Europe 
had interacted through a long common history and, as a consequence, 
produced a unique historical and cultural community. Kaltenborn 
viewed the European state system as the organic outcome of a long 
historical evolution. His argument dovetailed nicely with the attitude 
of the new breed of social scientists that emerged during the second 
half of the nineteenth century. They emphasized the territorial nature 
of states and argued that the economy, the polity and the culture of 
each nation are forged through ceaseless interaction and formed under 
specific geographical circumstances. 

This idea is evident in the second edition of Martens’ Précis de droit 
des gens moderne de l’Europe, which was issued in 1864. It included a 
new preface by Charles Vergé, who enthusiastically described recent 
developments that had brought the states of Europe closer together. New 
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technology of communication and transport disseminated goods, people 
and ideas with unprecedented efficiency. Economic relations had come to 
be based on a division of labour, making states increasingly interdepen
dent. Trade had been liberated through new agreements, the removal of 
customs and duties, new systems of finances, and treaties that regulated 
navigation on international waterways. New international associations 
and conferences sped up international cooperation in a variety of 
professional fields. Humanitarian and charitable societies were active 
everywhere. Vergé described ‘signs of a new period’: a development from 
independence towards cooperation and solidarity, from a system of states 
towards a society of states.

Two impulses drove Vergé’s argument. The first was technological. 
The development of new means of production (but also new means of 
destruction), new forms of industry and new modes of transport and 
communication affected societies – and the relations between them. The 
second driving force was academic. The social sciences – sociology, politi-
cal economy and political science – were either rejuvenated or emerged 
as new disciplines during the second half of the nineteenth century and 
affected traditional disciplines like law, history and geography. They 
affected lawyers like Vergé, assisted in the birth of new approaches to law 
and helped transfer international law from departments of philosophy 
to schools of law. The French historian Jules Michelet explained in his 
History of France (1833–67) how the emergence of French society had 
been affected by climate and geography. Britain’s James Bryce, lawyer, 
political scientist and diplomat, argued in the 1890s that the age of dis-
covery was ending and that geography had to make itself a social science 
if it was to survive. 

British geographer Halford J. Mackinder added that the world was 
becoming one huge system and that to study it required a new social 
science. German geographer Friedrich Ratzel sought to establish such 
a science. He argued that the basic unit of the new field should be the 
territorial state – which he conceived of as a territorially based organism. 
These organisms compete and adapt, Ratzel continued – echoing the 
imagery of German polyhistor Alexander Humboldt and British natural 
scientist Charles Darwin. Ratzel’s Swedish student Rudolf Kjellén pursued 
the notion of the states as an adaptive organism. In the early years of 
the twentieth century, he evolved his own theories of state-building and 
interstate relations and subsumed them under the label ‘geopolitics’. 

Theirs was an effort to transcend historical investigations. Their 
ambition was to produce axioms, develop arguments and establish 
general explanations for the behaviour of states. They tried, through 
abstract reasoning and systematic observation, to pose the most im-
portant research questions, to identify the most promising factors of 
explanation and to develop simple theories for the behaviour of states. 
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The advocates of geopolitics paved way for a more systematic and 
theory-informed version of realist scholarship. Their general approach – 
if not their exact choice of variables – is echoed by neoclassical realism.

Classical realism and beyond

The academic discipline of IR emerged during the course of World War 
I. Its emergence was entangled in the diplomacy of war and the planning 
for a lasting post-war order. The drive towards the new discipline was 
fuelled by a wartime need to understand the outbreak of the Great War in 
1914 and by the desire to establish a lasting peace when war finally ended.

The institutionalization of IR was stimulated in particular by prepar-
ations for the Paris Peace Conference. This Conference was attended by 
hundreds of experts – lawyers and social scientists – who were brought 
to Paris as advisors to the diplomats. They associated among themselves 
and many of them agreed on the need to improve the scholarship on war 
and peace. While the diplomats redrew the map of Europe and estab-
lished the League of Nations, their expert advisors founded institutions 
of research and education devoted to questions on the causes of war and 
the preconditions for peace.

Most of these institutions were established in the English-speaking 
world, but there were institutions devoted to the study of IR in other 
places, too – the Geneva Graduate Institute of International Studies 
being a prestigious case in point. Yet the most prolific early burst of 
institutionalization took place in the United States and in Britain. The 
early curriculum reflected the liberal ideals of these commercial ocean 
states – and expressed the same commitment to freedom and democracy 
that these states had expressed at the Paris Conference. In the wake 
of World War I, then, IR scholarship was nurtured by Anglo-American 
traditions of history and international law that Treitschke a generation 
earlier had mocked as ‘the moralistic doctrine of the Liberal theorists’.5

On the continent, however, there still existed a tradition of realist 
politics. It was expressed in the power-based arguments of the geopolitical 
theorists (like Karl Haushofer) and anti-liberal legal theorists (like Carl 
Schmitt). As the inter-war era progressed and dark clouds of conflict 
emerged on the international horizon, realist arguments appeared in the 
Anglo-American states as well. It is, however, telling that these realist 
analyses were first made outside of the academic IR circle – by statesmen 
like Winston Churchill and diplomats like George F. Kennan. 

In Britain, the tradition of realist politics was already apparent 
in Churchill’s large work on World War I. In the United States, the 
Protestant theologian Reinhold Niebuhr formulated consequential realist 
arguments around 1930. Then, as totalitarian movements consolidated 
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their hold on countries like Germany and Italy, the influence of realism 
was boosted by political refugees who fled the continent and settled in 
the English-speaking world. Several continental intellectuals, many of 
them of Jewish extraction, fled the Nazi regime in the 1930s and were 
employed by the young institutions of IR that had been established 
in Britain and America a generation earlier. Among the refugees who 
settled in Britain was the lawyer Georg Schwarzenberger. He worked 
for many years for the London Institute of World Affairs and taught at 
University College London. His influential Power Politics (1941) was a 
classic expression of realism for a generation of British IR students. 

Among the refugees who came to the United States were Hans 
Herman (John) Herz and Arnold Wolfers. Herz taught two generations 
of American students at Princeton, as well as at Howard and City College 
in New York. Wolfers taught at Yale for many years. Few, however, had 
greater impact than Hans J. Morgenthau, who was hired by the University 
of Chicago. His Politics Among Nations first appeared in 1948 and was 
the classic account of the realist approach for a generation or more of IR 
students after World War II.

Some family resemblances of classical realism

Scholars like Herz, Wolfers and Morgenthau contributed importantly to 
the establishment of an American tradition of realism which emerged 
in the wake of World War II. They were, however, rooted in Europe’s 
classic tradition of realism. This tradition is not a theory; it is a family of 
theories. Its contributors are diverse. Their views differ on many issues. 
Yet their arguments display a handful of family resemblances. The most 
obvious of these is a sustained focus on the state. 

Introductory IR texts often claim that realists portray states as rational 
and unitary. This may be true for the US realist tradition that evolved 
during the 1950s and 1960s; it is, however, less true for Europe’s classical 
realism. Spinoza, for example – one of the most overlooked of all the 
contributors to the tradition – argued that some states are ruled by 
reason, whereas others are not. The latter tend to present a challenge to 
international order and stability. For Spinoza, then, the lack of reason in 
some states may, in fact, constitute a major source of quarrel, conflict and 
strife in the international community. Morgenthau entertains a similar 
notion in his early works. 

It is hard to see that Spinoza entertained a unitary view of the state. 
Rather, he had a divided view. He drew a distinction between two kinds 
of political logic (just as Machiavelli had done nearly two centuries 
earlier): on the one hand, there is politics within the state, which ought 
to be based on law and traditional virtues; on the other, there is politics 
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among states, which must be based on power and guided by a different 
set of virtues and a distinct raison d’état. Morgenthau is far from clear 
on this issue. In Politics Among Nations he agrees with Spinoza that 
statesmen cannot base their foreign policies on the same values that 
guide them at home; they ought to obey different principles in domestic 
and foreign affairs. In some discussions, however, Morgenthau clearly 
assumes that states are unitary actors – for example when he explores 
balance-of-power mechanisms. 

For Spinoza, human beings are not so much rational beings as social 
beings driven by an instinctive will to live (conatus). And states are not 
unitary actors but collectives, constituted by humans who, driven by 
conatus, have clustered to protect themselves and defend their kin. 
Morgenthau exhibits precisely the same logic. He, too, portrays states 
as human collectivities. He even agrees that such collectivities vary 
over time – in antiquity humans organized in clans or tribes; in the 
Renaissance, in city states; in modern times, the most successful groups 
were territorial states and, later, nation-states. In this light, ‘states’ appear 
as a convenient shorthand to indicate large human groups.

If such states vary over time, they most certainly vary across space. 
Some states are open trading states, while others are landlocked and 
closed. Some are oriented to the status quo; others are revolution-
ary – their leaders working to change the rules of the international game. 
Whatever their nature, they are all sovereign, self-absorbed, power-
seeking and self-protective. And as a result, the system of states is a 
system of self-help. 

Can the self-absorbed nature of states be tamed or harnessed? Can 
the anarchic system they constitute be subject to some kind of control? 
Morgenthau thought not. The ultimate principle of control was a 
diplomacy-based balance of power. French philosopher Alexandre 
Kojève cultivated another view. In a 1945 letter to the French govern
ment, he argued that, in the nuclear age, it is imperative that Europe’s 
great powers reduce the anarchic properties of the state system.6 His ana-
lytical vantage point was state-based and realist, but his argument also 
relied on domestic processes and structures. The great powers of Europe 
must become internally more alike before they can hope to cooperate 
consequentially, he argued. European states, then, must first alter their 
domestic political culture by embracing the same set of universal norms 
and values, and they must reform their internal structures by anchoring 
these universal values in domestic law. Then, as the states of Europe grow 
more similar – and their statesmen evolve a more unified and universal 
outlook on world events – the possibility opens up of launching a project 
of European integration. Such a project will, in turn, harness the sover-
eignty of the individual state and limit the anarchic qualities of Europe’s 
great-power system, argued Kojève.7
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It is tempting to see his argument behind the analysis that Raymond 
Aron wrote some twenty years later. His Paix et guerre entre les nations 
(1962) opens with the claim that, after World War II, the prevention of a 
nuclear war was, for all parties, a goal as evident as the defence of purely 
national interests was before it. The rest of this magisterial book expresses 
the fear that this goal, which is so evident to him, may not be equally 
evident to other observers of world affairs. Aron thus indicates, first, 
that states do not make decisions in international affairs – individuals 
do – and, second, that all individuals do not obey the same kind of reason.

Recapturing classical realism 

Realist theory is state-centred. This is the first family resemblance of 
classical realism. States are the basic actors in the international system; 
they differ not only in size and capability, but in internal organization 
as well.

A second family resemblance is the focus on state capabilities and the 
ways in which states convert capabilities into power in order to reach 
their goals or secure their interests. 

A third resemblance follows: an appreciation that states coexist and 
compete with each other under conditions of uncertainty. The reasons 
for this uncertainty may differ for different authors – for some it is 
caused by resource scarcity, for others by forces of change (technolo-
gical innovation being a perennial favourite). For all, however, there is 
a notion that states are egotistical actors, that each state seeks to focus 
on its own concerns and to further its own interests. But there is also a 
notion that domestic structures shape these interests and that individual 
decision-makers – statesmen and politicians – define them, monitor 
those of other states, divine the motives of others, define their own goals 
and mobilize domestic resources to fulfil those goals. 

The geopoliticians provided an extra dimension to this argument, for 
in their view the nation-state did not only struggle with other states but 
struggled with nature as well – states had constantly to adapt to conditions 
provided by geography and climate as well as to respond to challenges 
posed by other states. This is a view that has returned in recent years with 
the rising concerns over the environment and natural resources. 

These family resemblances have been resurrected in recent years 
and have returned to the mainstream of IR analysis. This return is 
undoubtedly connected to the world’s changing correlation of forces. 
Neoclassical realism has emerged as a consequence of the end of the 
Cold War and the advent of multipolarity (in much the same way as neo-
realism in its day emerged as an outcome of the breakdown of détente 
and the onset of a more competitive phase in the superpower rivalry). 
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However, the advent of neoclassical realism was also driven by an 
intellectual dissatisfaction with neorealism, especially its inability to 
explain systemic change. Neorealism had its heyday in the final, com-
petitive phase of the superpower rivalry. However, once the Soviet Union 
unravelled and the Cold War ended, it was stymied. It could provide no 
satisfactory explanation for the Soviet collapse; to do that it was neces-
sary to go beyond systemic analysis and examine domestic factors in 
the Soviet Union itself. It could not explain why the United States then 
launched a policy that sought to preserve and expand US influence in 
Europe and Asia; to do that, it was necessary to investigate the complex 
policy choices made by the Bush and the Clinton administrations. The 
changes also evinced the importance of decision-makers – of individual 
statesmen like George H. W. Bush and Mikhail Gorbachev, James Baker 
and Eduard Shevardnadze. 

Neorealism lost some of its relevance in the 1990s when post-Cold 
War debates emerged about US predominance and the nature of the 
new international system. The discussion of the United States as an 
empire, an imperialist, a hegemon or an advocate of the democratic 
peace took place outside the neorealist ambit. Then, as rapidly growing 
states emerged, various regions of the world ushered in visions of a new 
multipolar world, and the precepts of classical realism re-entered the 
scholarly discussion. 

Neoclassical realism, then, emerged in the 1990s as an events-based 
approach and also as a reaction to neorealism: it represents a distan-
cing from the American concept of reason and, more particularly, a US 
tendency to interpret reason as rational choice. But neoclassical realism 
is a reaction that reaches back to Europe’s own tradition of classic realism 
to design its many-levelled perspective. 
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The tradition of neoclassical realism

Alexander Reichwein 1

After a lapse in interest and popularity, realist approaches to international 
politics have begun to spark interest again, even in Europe. This is a note-
worthy development within the discipline of international relations (IR), 
because, as far as theoretical approaches are concerned, the discourses in, 
for instance, the Scandinavian countries, Britain and Germany regarding 
democratic peace, European integration, international law, securitization 
and the power of norms, or regarding the ‘practice turn’ and pragmatism 
in IR have revolved around a neo-institutional, liberal and constructivist 
centre of gravity.2 After the end of the Cold War, realism was seen as intel
lectually flawed, no longer adequate to deal with complex phenomena 
in international politics, and even morally bankrupt, leading to realism 
losing its traditional place as the counter-position in European IR dis-
course.3 But, despite the critique of realism, realist approaches contribute 
to contemporary debates in IR, in particular about the ‘faces of power’ in 
a globalized world, about the prospects and perils of the Western foreign 
policy of democracy promotion (leading to democratic interventionism 
and war), and about US grand strategy vis-à-vis rising powers.4 Moreover, 
there is a new interest in the origins of realist thought, in particular Hans 
J. Morgenthau’s thinking.5 

However, any attempt which seeks to reintroduce realism on the IR 
theory market must emphasize that there is no definitive or single theory 
of realism. Rather, ‘realism’ is a term with multiple meanings. It is a school 
of thought in IR which shapes theorizing about international politics in 
different ways. In other words, there are many different (both competing 
and complementary) realist theories. On the one hand, the multitude of 
sub-schools within realism share a set of basic assumptions embedded 
within them. The realist tradition has been constructed around its main 
proposition, namely that politics is a struggle for power among states. 
Thus, regardless of the differences between them, Morgenthau’s classical 
realism, Kenneth N. Waltz’s defensive neorealism, John Mearsheimer’s 
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offensive structural realism, or Stephen Walt’s balance-of-threat theory 
all share a common foundation. Yet they neither share a common and 
consistent theoretical framework nor agree about international politics.6

Neoclassical realism is an emerging approach within the realist 
tradition, in particular in America, with states’ foreign policies as its 
dependent variable.7 It is a framework (or model, or template) of 
foreign-policy analysis rather than a theory, characterized by a specific 
conception of the international system in which states are embedded, 
a specific understanding of the role of state leaders’ and elites’ percep-
tion, and a specific model of the state, its institutions and state–society 
relations in connection with foreign policy. In order to understand 
the development of neoclassical realism, it is necessary to reconsider 
Morgenthau’s classical state-centred European realism, Waltz’s systemic 
neorealism and theoretical insights from liberal constructivism, and to 
integrate these approaches into one single framework of analysis.

The aim of this chapter is to present an overview of realist 
foreign-policy theories and to elaborate first and foremost what neo-
classical realism is about, and whether it is a further development of 
classical realism and of Waltz’s neorealism, or a new approach within 
the realist school of thought. It has widely been argued that simplistic, 
purely power-oriented theories of foreign policy8 inspired by neorealism 
and claiming the ‘value’ of parsimony are too parsimonious to explain 
the foreign-policy behaviour of states, because they focus only on the 
systemic level. Therefore, neorealist theories are in need of examina-
tion. Against this background, it is argued that neoclassical realism is 
an enhanced approach which overcomes the limitations of neorealist 
theories and helps realist foreign-policy analysts to deal with puzzling 
phenomena, such as underexpansion and underbalancing of even 
powerful states, which neorealist theories cannot explain. In other words, 
neoclassical realism can be understood as a response to the perceived 
shortcomings of neorealist theories of foreign policy. 

Theories of foreign policy 

Theories of foreign policy take as their dependent variable the external 
behaviour of individual states. These theories seek to explain what 
a particular state tries to achieve in the international scene, why and 
when the state tries to achieve it, and how the state does so. For that 
purpose, theories of foreign policy take both the internal and the external 
(systemic) factors characterizing or surrounding a state as independent 
variables. These variables are seen to drive and shape the foreign policy of 
a state. In the European literature on foreign-policy analysis, liberal and 
neorealist approaches are strictly separated from each other. Liberalism 
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thus appears much more distinct from realism than in US discourse.9 
Whereas many liberal theories, often with a constructivist input,10 stress 
the decisive influence of internal dynamics and domestic or cognitive 
factors on foreign policy at the unit level, neorealist theories, in contrast, 
underline the pivotal influence of systemic factors. It is exactly this separ-
ation, and the limitations coming along with it, that neoclassical realism 
claims to overcome. Neoclassical realists draw upon insights from both 
liberal ‘Innenpolitik ’ theories and neorealist foreign-policy theories. 
Overall, however, neoclassical realism is best understood as an examina-
tion and a further development of neorealist theories.

Neoclassical realism: a challenge to liberal and neorealist theories 
of foreign policy

In a twofold manner, neoclassical realism claims to challenge liberal 
theories of foreign policy, which attribute secondary importance to 
systemic factors shaping a state’s foreign policy, as well as neorealist 
theories of foreign policy, which are sightless for domestic and cognitive 
factors driving a state’s foreign policy. First of all, neoclassical realism 
poses a challenge to both liberal and neorealist theories by integrating 
these perspectives into one single framework of analysis. Neoclassical 
realists take the foreign-policy perspective that liberal approaches in 
IR, which focus on the state and its internal dynamics, have put forth, 
and combine it with the perspective on international politics of the 
neorealist camp asserted, among others, by Waltz. Thus, neoclassical 
realism claims to overcome the separation of liberal and neorealist 
foreign-policy perspectives.

Secondly, in doing so, neoclassical realism also claims to overcome 
the limitations of liberal and neorealist approaches to foreign policy. 
According to neoclassical realists, these limitations are the result of the 
fundamental assumption both approaches hold in terms of either the 
unit or the systemic level being the decisive, or even deterministic, single 
cause of a state’s foreign policy. This assumption is embedded within 
their analyses from the start. Liberal theorists postulate that domestic 
actors and institutional arrangements within the state have a fundamental 
impact on a state’s foreign policy. In other words, they assume that 
foreign policy has its sources in domestic politics, and domestic as well 
as cognitive factors are seen to be the decisive cause of a state’s external 
behaviour. This is why foreign-policy analysis should start at the unit 
level. Consequently, liberal theorists focus on domestic actors (political, 
economic and societal elites, political parties, social groups and private 
actors all representing the state and its institutions) when analysing the 
foreign policy of a state. These actors are assumed to be able to introduce 
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their interests and institutionally embedded influence, but also ideas, 
values and beliefs as well as perceptions into the decision-making process, 
and thereby shape state preferences. Liberal peace theorists focus on 
democratic attributes and values, and political culture as a consequence 
of history when analysing the foreign policies of Western liberal states, 
which behave mostly peacefully among each other, but which are more 
and more war-prone vis-à-vis non-democracies. To sum up, liberal 
theorists share the assumption that foreign policy of a state is best under
stood as the product of a state’s internal dynamics and the influence of 
key domestic actors, and institutions. Therefore, foreign-policy theorists 
must peer deep inside the black box that is the state.11

From a neoclassical realist perspective, there are many problems 
with liberal theories. Most profoundly, solely domestic explanations for 
foreign policy at the unit level hide important external factors at the level 
of the international system.12 Liberal theorists underestimate the effects 
of systemic factors on a state and its behaviour. Thus, liberal theories 
leave neoclassical realists with a gaping lacuna as they fail to recognize 
the international system as an explanatory factor. More importantly 
for neoclassical realists, the lack of attention paid to the distribution of 
power among states and systemic constraints prevents liberal theorists 
from providing an analysis which truly grasps how and why it is that 
states with similar domestic systems and actor constellations/configura-
tions often act differently in the international sphere, and why dissimilar 
states often act alike. 

Neoclassical realists claim first and foremost to challenge neorealist 
theories of foreign policy. But how far do they? Waltz himself is sceptical 
about his neorealism as a foreign-policy theory. What he claims is to 
explain the general patterns and outcomes of state interactions within the 
international system, namely the recurrence of ‘balances of power’. This 
is why he labels his perspective a ‘systemic theory’. He argues that foreign 
policy is driven by both internal and external factors and, in contrast to 
the international system, therefore does not constitute an autonomous 
realm to be explained. This is why Waltz labels theories of foreign policy 
focusing solely on the unit level ‘reductionistic’.13 Nevertheless, there 
exist different theories of foreign policy derived from Waltz’s theory.14 
Each perspective shares the understanding that the foreign policy of a 
state is best understood as the product of systemic stimuli. What does 
this mean? Neorealist theorists share the assumption that constraints 
and pressures from the international system (such as external threats 
and shifts in power distribution among states), as well as incentives and 
opportunities to maximize security, welfare and power (by regional co-
operation in international institutions15), are strong enough to make all 
states, or at least similarly situated ones, behave alike. States behave alike 
regardless of their internal characteristics or domestic politics. Neorealist 



34    Alexander Reichwein

theorists differ, however, over whether states are likely to pursue a rather 
defensive balance-of-power or a balance-of-threat strategy, or strive 
for regional hegemony through an offensive strategy of expansion as a 
response to systemic stimuli.16 

From a neoclassical realist perspective, the main problem with neo
realist theories is that pure systemic explanations for foreign policy 
hide important factors at the unit level. First of all, neorealists, who 
consider cognitive and domestic factors to be unimportant, are not 
aware of the fact that state leaders’ perceptions of power distribution and 
threats within the international environment as well as states’ internal 
dynamics and domestic actors are playing a significant role in foreign 
policy. Secondly, Waltz, Mearsheimer and Walt assume that states have 
an unlimited ability to extract and mobilize those domestic resources 
and support which are necessary for balance-of-power/threat strategies 
or to pursue regional hegemony; they do not therefore consider the fact 
that many states may differ in their ability to mobilize resources and 
support for power politics. Neoclassical realists, in contrast, focus on 
resource mobilization. Neoclassical realists point out that as well as the 
structure of the international system, perceptions and states’ internal 
configurations, and complex power relations and competition among key 
domestic actors offer explanations as to why states in similar structural 
positions often are not functionally alike and do not behave in the same 
way, as neorealists assume. 

By incorporating the systemic and the unit level, neoclassical realists 
claim to explain why states at times choose to pursue strategies which are 
not guided by balancing power/threats or attaining hegemony. As Waltz, 
who distinguishes between the individual, the state and the international 
system as the three levels of analysis, admits: 

The third image describes the framework of world politics, but without 
the first and second images there can be no knowledge of the forces 
that determine policy; the first and second images describe the forces 
in world politics, but without the third image it is impossible to assess 
their importance or predict their results.17 

It is precisely here where neoclassical realism steps in and widens the 
realist analytical scope. Neoclassical realists incorporate both the internal 
and the external determinants of state behaviour into their multi-level 
framework, albeit the anarchical international system and the distribu-
tion of power among states are ultimately seen to be crucial (but not sole) 
factors which set broad parameters for a state’s external behaviour. This 
is why neoclassical realists are still ‘realists’. Nevertheless, neoclassical 
realism is a realist type of multi-level game focusing on the interplay 
of systemic and unit-level variables in shaping a state’s foreign policy.18 
Neoclassical realists accentuate systemic factors as well as cognitive and 
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domestic factors as a common set of intervening variables translating 
systemic constraints into foreign policy. In other words, neoclassical 
realists such as Lobell, Ripsman and Taliaferro examine the central role 
of the state. They seek to explain why, how and under what conditions 
its internal configuration intervenes between state leaders’ perceptions 
of systemic pressures, threats or opportunities thrown up by the inter-
national system and the actual foreign policy those leaders are likely to 
pursue as a response to these pressures.19 In other words, neoclassical 
realism offers a transmission belt between systemic stimuli, on the one 
hand, and the actual foreign policy a state pursues, on the other. 

In bringing perceptions and the state back in, neoclassical realists are 
able to address the following questions: 

1	 How does a state, specifically the decision-making elite who act on its 
behalf, assess and perceive international threats and opportunities? 
And who decides how to respond to systemic constraints? 

2	 To what extent, and under what conditions, can key domestic actors 
actually bargain with state leaders and influence foreign and security 
policy? Who are the relevant actors within the state, and which actors 
have the greatest influence on policy? 

3	 How do states go about extracting and mobilizing resources from 
society, working through domestic institutions, and maintaining the 
support of key stakeholders and the public necessary to implement 
their chosen foreign policies? How much power do domestic actors 
have to obstruct the state when it seeks to mobilize power resources 
and support? 

4	 What are the degree of state autonomy from society, and the level of 
elite and societal actor consensus concerning foreign policy? 

To sum up: What are the circumstances under which domestic con-
straints will likely have a major influence on a state’s foreign policy? 
These are important questions on the neoclassical realist research 
agenda that cannot be addressed by neorealist theories of foreign 
policy. In addressing these questions, neoclassical realism fills a gap in 
the neorealist foreign-policy literature in which the ‘black box’ state, 
as both a political entity and an analytical concept, is underdeveloped. 
Neoclassical realists, in contrast, open the black box and develop a well 
articulated and theoretically informed concept of the state.

Finally, neoclassical realists challenge neorealist theories because 
they address the issues of how and under what circumstances cognitive 
and domestic factors will impede states from pursuing neorealist types 
of behaviour. Neoclassical realists distinguish between different states 
and their various foreign-policy strategies and goals. They can explain 
why some states pursue a defensive balance-of-power/threat strategy, 
while others strive for expansion and regional hegemony, and still others 
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behave in contradiction to neorealist propositions by pursuing instead 
various strategies of underexpansion and underbalancing that are 
puzzling in a neorealist world. 

Neoclassical realists’ primary focus is on providing an explanation 
for the various foreign policies of individual states. Hence, neoclassical 
realism is not a general theory for which advocates claim universal ex-
planatory power, as neorealist theorists do. Neoclassical realism rather 
claims to provide analysts with the tools necessary to understand the 
complex sources and dynamics of foreign policy by means of a theoretic
ally informed framework and by means of empirically detailed case 
studies. Methodologically speaking, the aim of neoclassical realism is to 
trace precisely the ways systemic, cognitive and domestic factors, which 
are clearly linked, or integrated, in a causal chain, shape the formation 
of foreign policy of a state. Thucydides’ Peloponnesian War is the neo-
classical archetype. The root cause of the war is realized to be the growth 
of Athens’ power in the international system, whereby the misperception 
of that power in Sparta, which becomes obvious in the debates within the 
Spartan government, effectively leads to a self-destructive foreign policy 
of the Greek city-states.20 

There are three aspects of their analyses that neoclassical realists insist 
are crucial: area expertise in specific regions of the world; the knowl-
edge of a state and its bureaucracy and institutions; and the claim to 
develop a theoretically informed concept of the state. Taken together, all 
three form a precondition for a comprehensive understanding of a state’s 
external environment and internal configuration. Thus, neoclassical 
realists offer empirically detailed and theoretically informed analyses of 
the foreign policy of individual states, in particular the grand strategies 
of great powers across time and space.21 But even within the neoclassical 
realist camp there is no consensus over whether neoclassical realism is in 
fact representing a single framework of foreign-policy analysis. Gideon 
Rose has introduced neoclassical realism as a coherent realist school of 
foreign policy which posits a single explanatory variable and a common 
set of intervening variables which generates testable hypotheses about 
state behaviour. Lobell, Ripsman and Taliaferro, in contrast, argue that 
there is no single neoclassical realist theory of foreign policy, but rather 
a conglomeration of approaches which have been developed since the 
mid-1990s.22 However, a neoclassical realist framework of analysis can be 
identified. This framework is presented in detail in the following section. 

A multi-level framework for analysis 

Developing the neoclassical realist framework of foreign-policy analysis 
poses some questions about the relationship between European classical 
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realism, neorealism and structural realism, and neoclassical realism. 
How far are neoclassical realists inspired by European classical realists 
such as E.H. Carr and H. J. Morgenthau? Is neoclassical realism simply a 
clumsy attempt to supplement neorealism with unit-level variables added 
to widen the analytical scope by explaining away anomalies for neorealist 
theories? Or is it a subtle refinement of Waltz’s neorealist balance-of-
power theory by bringing perception and the state back in, as Randall 
Schweller claims but who, at the same time, stresses the importance of 
the international system and its constraints.23 By incorporating unit-level 
variables does neoclassical realism violate the logic of neorealism? Is 
explanatory power achieved at the expense of parsimony? Is neoclassical 
realism a degenerative research programme, as Jeffrey Legro and Andrew 
Moravcsik, or John Vasquez argue, because its proponents widen the 
hard core which is by and large synonymous with Waltz’s approach?24 

The role of the statesman 

First of all, neoclassical realists draw upon practical insights on foreign 
policy and the role of the statesman in defining the ‘national interest’ 
of a state based on assessments of the developments in their environ-
ment, and the complexity of statecraft found in classical realism.25 It can 
be argued that the roots of neoclassical realism can be traced back to 
the European tradition of classical state-centred realism.26 This is why 
theorists arguing in this manner today are labelled neoclassical realists. 
Nevertheless, and surprisingly, only a few neoclassical realists refer ex-
plicitly to Aron, Carr or Morgenthau. Most neglect the role of European 
classical realism in order to develop their framework, even though 
they highlight the role of the state and claim to present a theoretic
ally informed concept of the state. However, working out the origins of 
neoclassical realism and starting foreign-policy analysis at the unit level 
are two important aspects by which European neoclassical realists could 
shape a ‘European’ approach of neoclassical realism.27 

To present only a few aspects here – those which are important for 
the neoclassical realist agenda – classical realists consider the states-
man to be the key decision-maker in foreign policy. In a chapter entitled 
‘Six Principles of Political Realism’, Morgenthau offers his ideas about 
the principles of statesmanship and the role of the moral, rational and 
prudent statesman. He created an inductive theory of foreign policy 
drawn from the experience of European (and in particular of German) 
history from the sixteenth to the mid-twentieth century. Also, in his 
later book A New Foreign Policy for the United States, Morgenthau 
observes that ‘foreign policy is less related to objective reality than 
to the impression of the policy-makers’ many qualities they convey’.28 
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Neoclassical realists try to reinvigorate the idea of the role and influence 
of individuals in foreign policy, believing that they ‘sit at the intersection 
of domestic and international political systems’.29 Furthermore, classical 
realists are primarily concerned with the statesman’s ability to mobilize 
and use national power in international politics and the problems that 
state leaders encounter in conducting foreign policy. These issues led 
Morgenthau to focus on power distribution among states in the inter-
national sphere as well as the character of a state and its relations to 
domestic society. To sum up, Morgenthau primarily reflects about the 
statesman, state–society relations and elements of national power and 
its mobilization.30 He offers a foreign-policy theory but says little about 
the constraints of the international system. Neoclassical realists today 
share this concern for the statesman, statecraft and state–society rela-
tions. But, first and foremost, they take the systemic constraints into 
account in their model of analysis. Accordingly, the systemic level is 
where foreign-policy analysis begins. It is precisely here where Waltz’s 
neorealist theory comes into play. 

The systemic level

Neoclassical realists draw upon the theoretical insights of Waltz’s neo-
realism. Neoclassical realists emphasize the priority of the international 
system as an autonomous realm as well as its defining attributes of 
anarchy, relative power distribution among states, and potential threats 
and pervasive uncertainty. They posit the distribution of power among 
states measured by the number of great powers within the system as the 
independent variable. But what role does the international system, and 
systemic constraints, play in the neoclassical realist framework? 

Neoclassical realists start their analyses of foreign policy from the fun-
damental neorealist assumption that international politics is a struggle 
among states for material power, which assure them a better and safer 
position within the international system. In other words, according to 
neorealists as well as according to structural realists, anarchy and power 
distribution are seen as the crucial ordering principles in international 
politics. Like most neorealists, neoclassical realists also define power 
primarily in terms of economic and military capabilities and resources.31 

Furthermore, all states are assumed to be unitary, rational, self-interested 
actors and to behave functionally alike, namely to strive for security (as 
defensive neorealists presume) or power (as offensive structural realists 
presume) in response to the security dilemma presented by inter-
national anarchy; they may use various strategies of self-help to secure 
their continued existence.32 Finally, neoclassical realists argue that the 
general scope of action and direction and the basic ambitions of a state’s 
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foreign policy are shaped and driven first and foremost by its position 
in the system in which it is embedded. Secondly, a state’s foreign policy 
is shaped and driven by its relative material power.33 To sum up, neo
classical realists bring forward the argument that the foreign policy of 
a state is driven primarily (but not solely) by systemic factors creating 
constraints as well as incentives and limiting the menu of foreign-policy 
choices for all states. 

William Wohlforth and Fareed Zakaria, for example, favour the first-
order systemic argument that the foreign policy of a state is shaped and 
driven by the international environment in which it is embedded. For 
these American neoclassical realists, state behaviour is an adaptation 
to external constraints and pressures conditioned by the availability 
of relative material power capabilities which define a state’s position 
within the system, and conditioned by changes in power distribution 
among states. They predict that an increase in the power of a state will 
lead to a corresponding expansion in the ambitions and scope of its 
foreign policy, and that declining powers are forced to scale back their 
international commitments and aspirations.34 In a similar vein, Aaron 
Friedberg examines Britain’s decline in economic and military strength 
around the turn of the twentieth century, and Melvyn Leffler examines 
the increasing economic and military power of the United States after 
World War II. Both American neoclassical theorists point out that shifts 
in relative power (distributions) among states, coming along with the rise 
and fall of a powerful state, led in turn to a shift in the foreign policy of 
these states.35 

Fundamentally, this is also the story Waltz and Mearsheimer tell, 
yet with some differences. Defensive neorealists assume that anarchy 
is benign, and that states do not pose a threat to each other but seek 
instead stability and security, which are plentiful rather than scarce in the 
international system. The system itself is characterized by a distribution 
of power among satisfied states that seek to maintain a given order to 
assure their own position within that order. Even if there are rare threats 
in the system (e.g. dissatisfied, revisionist states which try to change the 
given order), states strive to respond to them through balance-of-power 
strategies. Balance-of-power behaviour is the testable hypothesis derived 
from Waltz’s core assumptions about the international system and its 
structure. According to his understanding, foreign policy actually is the 
predictable activity of (more or less) rational and cautious states reacting 
properly to clear systemic pressures by adaptive behaviour. But it should 
be pointed out that Waltz is not entirely consistent on the rationality 
assumption. Sometimes he says that he does not conceptualize states 
as purely rational actors pursuing always a balance-of-power strategy, 
and he concedes that he cannot predict exactly how a state will behave: 
‘States’ actions are not determined by structure. Rather … structures 
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shape and shove.’36 In other words, according to Waltz, the international 
system merely provides a framework within which states act. And 
states that are socialized within the system and that are familiar with 
the systemic pressures are likely to pursue balance-of-power strategies. 
But the system does not force states to do so. Rather, states should seek 
balance as a response to systemic pressures because otherwise they will 
be punished.37 Put differently, even though Waltz was inspired by micro-
economic theories about markets and their laws, his theory relies on 
some kind of thin rationalism.

Offensive structural realists assume that anarchy is Hobbesian by 
nature and is therefore potentially a catalyst for war. They put forward the 
argument that security is scarce and that states fear each other and thus 
try to achieve security by maximizing their relative power. In contrast to 
Waltz, Mearsheimer wholeheartedly embraces the rationality assump-
tion.38 According to Mearsheimer, strength ensures safety and, therefore, 
the ultimate aim of a state is to gain a position of dominant power over 
others, because having dominant power is the best means to ensure one’s 
survival. He concludes that it must be a powerful state’s goal to attain 
regional hegemony through strategies of expansion as a precondition 
to achieve maximum security. In other words, the international system 
provides strong incentives for all states to maximize their relative power 
as the best route to security and to thus survive in the anarchic environ-
ment. According to Mearsheimer, powerful states are willing to upset 
the given order and to cause change as a response to threats posed by 
their hegemonic rivals, or as an opportunity to maximize relative power 
in times of military supremacy. Likewise, dissatisfied, revisionist states 
are particularly willing to alter the given order dominated by a hegemon, 
to achieve a better position. That states will seek regional hegemony is 
the testable hypothesis derived from Mearsheimer’s core assumptions. 
According to his understanding, foreign policy is the predictable activity 
of rational states which are willing to take risks and which strive for more 
advantageous positions and greater security and power within a given 
order by pursuing various strategies to achieve a hegemonic position.39 

In contrast to both Waltz and Mearsheimer, and in contrast to most 
other American and European theorists within the neorealist camp, neo-
classical realists deny the clear causal link structural realists postulate 
between systemic constraints and the adaptive behaviour of states. In 
other words, they directly call into question the rationality proposition 
that states will always respond to pressures in a rational and therefore 
predictable way. To the contrary, neoclassical realists posit that the 
impact of systemic factors on a state’s foreign policy is not as determin-
istic and clear as neorealists suggest. Systemic factors are rather seen 
as parameters which define the freedom of action or limitations a state 
has when it acts. The scope of action and restrictions in behaviour are 
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circumscribed by concrete political, economic and cultural conditions 
the state is faced with at a particular moment in time. Systemic deter-
minants are simply ‘unchangeable factors’ which automatically trigger 
states to act in specific ways, which, in turn, lead to recurrent and pre-
dictable patterns of international outcomes. In other words, neoclassical 
realists argue that the international system and its constraints do not 
affect states in the deterministic way neorealists and structural realists 
presume. Systemic imperatives do not dictate or determine exactly 
how each state will respond to pressures. The system is, rather, seen 
as providing a framework and latitude for states, and systemic factors 
are seen to shape the general patterns and direction of a state’s foreign 
policy. But, according to neoclassical realists, these systemic factors are 
not strong, precise or clearly identifiable enough to predict exactly how 
states will behave. Accordingly, neoclassical realists do not claim to be 
able to predict behaviour. The foreign policy of a state is, rather, seen to 
be context dependent. Systemic stimuli, neoclassical realists conclude, 
must be perceived and translated by domestic actors at the unit level in a 
specific context of time, place and circumstances. 

The second point of criticism of neorealist theories of foreign policy 
is the assumption of existing objective systemic constraints and material 
power capabilities as things which can be measured. Neorealists 
presume that decision-makers are able to assess the distribution of 
power among states within the international system and to anticipate 
other states’ likely behaviour accurately through rational calculations, 
and to formulate accordingly an adaptive foreign policy.40 As Wohlforth 
points out, power is rather ambiguous and elusive, and is especially 
difficult to measure or assess.41 Even if there are some identifiable ob-
jective systemic pressures and distributions in power capabilities, which 
neoclassical realists do not deny, foreign policy is made by political 
leaders and elites within a state. Moreover, these state leaders and elites 
either apprehend power capabilities and the given structural realities in 
the international system, or they do not. Hence, according to Friedberg 
and Leffler,42 it is their assessment and perception of power distribution 
among states, of threats and incentives, and of other states’ intentions 
that matter, not simply relative quantities of physical resources or forces 
in being, as Mearsheimer suggests. In other words, to understand the 
driving forces of foreign policy, realists cannot merely consider the 
systemic level; power capabilities and their distribution are not the 
whole story. Rather, realists must also pay more explicit attention to 
cognitive and domestic factors at the unit level. Hence, neoclassical 
realists remind realists of the need to take both state leaders’ perceptions 
and the state’s internal dynamics into account as intervening variables 
between systemic pressures and the actual foreign-policy behaviour of a 
state responding to these pressures.
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The role of perception

Neoclassical realists, in general, aim to get more explanatory power 
without sacrificing the central insights about systemic constraints found 
in Waltz’s neorealism. But they deny both the assumption of rationality 
embraced wholeheartedly by Mearsheimer and partly by Waltz, and the 
assumption that power can be measured exactly. Hence, the cognitive 
factor of perception is the first aspect by which it can be argued that 
neoclassical realism is a further development of neorealist theories of 
foreign policy.43 

The difficulties state leaders encounter in assessing shifts in the distri-
bution of power and states’ intentions are key issues in the neoclassical 
realist literature. The neoclassical core argument is that the distribution 
of power among states and systemic stimuli are a matter of perception 
of those who make foreign policy in a particular state regarding its situ-
ation and power capabilities, the environment in which it is embedded 
and the threats with which it is confronted. Neoclassical realists argue 
that foreign policy does not solely depend on objective, given, material 
factors, but also on how key political decision-makers subjectively 
perceive the distribution of power and the international environment in 
which a state is embedded.44 

According to neoclassical realists, state leaders and elites must assess 
power shifts and identify the status quo or revisionist intentions of other 
states. And they must perceive threats in the international system in 
a concrete situation, and respond to these stimuli adequately without 
putting their own state’s survival at stake. Moreover, neoclassical realists 
also argue that the rise or fall of a great power is not merely caused by 
shifts in relative power among states or changes within the international 
system. The rise or decline of a great power is also caused by state 
leaders’ (mis)perceptions of power shifts and other systemic factors, such 
as new threats, or (mis)perceptions of opportunities to establish a new 
international order. Thomas Christensen points out that state leaders 
have often misread both the distribution of capabilities and the situation 
in which the state is situated, and so act in ways contrary to what Waltz 
and Mearsheimer suggest.45 In short, perception is the first intervening 
variable in the neoclassical theoretical framework between systemic 
pressures and the actual foreign-policy behaviour of a state responding 
to these pressures.

The ‘black box’ and the state

Bringing the state back in is the second point by which it can be argued 
that neoclassical realism is a further development of neorealist theories of 
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foreign policy. Neoclassical realists, like neorealists and structural realists, 
identify ‘the state’ as the most important actor in international politics.46 

But in contrast to the latter, the former open up the ‘black box’ state. 
Neoclassical realists develop a theoretically informed concept of the state 
and theorize about its state–society relations as classical realists such as 
Morgenthau did. To incorporate the unit-level variable into the analytical 
framework, neoclassical realists stress the importance of knowing how 
state institutions and state–society relations work. Besides the origins of 
neoclassical realism, this begs the questions, what actually is the neo-
classical realist conception of the state and how do internal dynamics, 
domestic politics and domestic actors affect the said state’s foreign policy?

First of all, neoclassical realists present a top-down conception of the 
state in connection with foreign policy. Systemic factors ultimately set 
the parameters shaping and driving the external behaviour of states. Yet 
states may be epitomized by a national security executive – comprised of 
the head of government, the ministers and officials in different political, 
economic and military institutions as well as the bureaucracy – that 
is charged with making foreign policy. The executive is seen to be best 
equipped and prepared to assess power and to perceive systemic con-
straints. And it is seen to be best equipped to deduce and define the 
national interest of the state guiding its foreign policy, because it has 
access to privileged information offered by the intelligence services about 
international developments. Within the executive, the statesman is seen 
as the most important actor. 

Secondly, neoclassical realists share a specific understanding of 
state–society relations. On the one hand, the state executive is relatively 
autonomous from society; here, neoclassical realism builds upon the 
distinction between state and society made by Max Weber (by whom 
Morgenthau and his understanding of the nation-state were highly in-
fluenced47). On the other hand, however, neoclassical realists do not see 
the state as completely autonomous from society and domestic actors, 
in contrast to neorealists, who assume that states have an unlimited 
ability to extract and mobilize resources necessary for power politics. 
The degree of state autonomy vis-à-vis society varies over time and 
across different states. In many political contexts, the state executive 
is compelled to bargain with domestic actors in order to extract and 
mobilize the political, military, economic and cultural resources and 
public support necessary to implement foreign-policy decisions. The 
relevant domestic actors are the foreign-policy, economic and societal 
elites making decisions within the executive, legislature, political parties, 
economic and/or public interest groups, and private actors.48 In particu-
lar, in Western liberal democracies, state institutions and domestic actors 
are seen to be the key actors in the decision-making process, even in 
foreign policy. Neoclassical realists are aware of this. 
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Finally, in contrast to Mearsheimer and also Waltz, who basically 
assume the rationality assumption, neoclassical realists recognize that 
many states do not function as unitary actors, and that this has im-
portant consequences for their foreign-policy behaviour. Agreement 
or disagreement within the state facilitate or inhibit a state’s ability to 
mobilize the resources necessary to respond to systemic pressures. It 
is the purpose of the executive, elites and key domestic actors within 
society to agree about the nature of the threats and opportunities offered 
by the international system in which the state is embedded and to agree 
about the interests a state has. In other words, foreign policy is a matter 
of consensus or fragmentation within the state, particularly within 
government and society. State leaders and elites making foreign policy 
are restricted by state institutions, the bureaucracy and key domestic 
actors, or they are supported by them. State leaders must mobilize re-
sources as well as support from institutions and society, maintaining 
thereby support for their foreign-policy strategies from key domestic 
actors in politics, the economy and other fields in order to implement 
their decisions, in particular decisions about how to balance a rising 
power, about military interventions abroad, and about expansionism and 
waging a war. Neoclassical realists, who argue that the modern territorial 
state simply proved to be more effective than any other polity in mobiliz
ing internal resources, draw conclusions from a state leader’s ability to 
mobilize political, military, economic and cultural resources. That is, 
neoclassical realists focus on ‘state power’. Zakaria defines ‘state power’ 
as the ability of the government to extract these resources in the form 
of national power for its purpose and the ability of decision-makers to 
achieve their ends. Christensen defines ‘national power’ as ‘the ability 
of state leaders to mobilize their nation’s human and material resources 
behind security initiatives’.49 As mentioned above, neoclassical realists 
are inspired by Morgenthau, who explores the ‘quality of government’ as 
a resource of national and state power. 

To summarize, neoclassical realists view foreign policy as a product 
of state–society coordination. Hence, the state is conceptualized as 
the second intervening variable in the neoclassical theoretical frame-
work, between state leaders’ perceptions of systemic pressures and the 
actual foreign-policy behaviour of a state to meet and respond to these 
pressures.50 

Explaining underexpansion and underbalancing 

Focusing on perception and state–society relations, and tracing the 
foreign policy of a state back to its internal dynamics and domestic actors, 
enables neoclassical realists to explain those state behaviours which 
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deviate from those anticipated by neorealists’ systemic assumptions. 
Schweller distinguishes different types of such behaviour: expansionist 
strategies and preventive war, but also various forms of underexpansion 
and underbalancing (e.g. bandwagoning, binding, engagement, buck-
passing, appeasement and mixed strategies).51 The breadth of behaviour 
is the third and most important contribution by which it can be argued 
that neoclassical realism is a further development of neorealist theories 
of foreign policy with the aim of getting more explanatory power.

Underexpansion refers to a behaviour of states which is not in line 
with the ‘valid and universal’ law of expansion and hegemony-seeking 
that offensive structural realists such as Mearsheimer claim to perceive 
and formulate. From a realist perspective, it is a puzzle. Despite the fact 
that underexpansion is an often observable pattern of behaviour, even 
among the most powerful states, and thus runs directly contrary to the 
core prediction of many realist foreign-policy theories, it has received 
scant attention in the realist camp. Little has been written on the subject 
so far, although Zakaria deals with various forms of underexpansion 
as an irrational strategy leading to the rise and fall of states, power 
shifts within the international system, and war (suboptimal foreign 
policies).52 As Zakaria reminds us, throughout history strong nations 
have expanded beyond their borders, establishing military or trading 
outposts, exerting influence on other nations and sometimes pushing 
out their own borders by subjugating neighbouring people. The United 
States pushed to the Pacific and ultimately took control of extensive 
overseas territories in the eighteenth century. For about a quarter 
century after the Civil War, however, the United States exhibited little 
interest in expansion and that peaceful interlude seems anomalous to 
Zakaria, who finds it a highly unusual gap between power and interests. 
How is that gap to be dealt with? How can underexpansion be explained 
from a neoclassical realist perspective? 

Zakaria tweaks classical realism, which assumes that states expand 
whenever they can, to create what he calls ‘state-centred realism’. 
Against this theoretical background, he posits that rich nations do 
not necessarily expand but do so only when their central governments 
have sufficient strength to extract from society the resources required 
for expansion. From 1865 to 1889, Zakaria argues, the US government 
had little strength. The executive branch, where foreign-policy initiative 
normally resides, played second fiddle to Congress. And the state and 
local governments took responsibility for many more functions and took 
in much more revenue than the national government. In those circum-
stances, the United States declined to act on numerous opportunities for 
foreign expansion. In other words, the relatively weak government was 
a hindrance to those who wanted to spread American power globally. 
By the 1890s, the national executive branch had begun to exert itself 
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more forcefully vis-à-vis Congress. That enhanced power gave rise to 
greater international expansiveness. As Zakaria elaborates, between 1889 
and 1908, of thirty-two cases considered as opportunities for expansion, 
twenty-five resulted in expansion. Obviously, Zakaria concludes, the 
ability of a central government to appropriate the requisite resources is a 
precondition for external expansion.

Underbalancing refers to an observable behaviour of even powerful 
states which is also not in line with the ‘valid and universal’ law of power 
balancing that defensive neorealists such as Waltz claim to perceive and 
formulate. Schweller deals with various forms of underbalancing as an 
irrational strategy that leads to the rise and fall of states, power shifts 
and imbalances within the international system, and war (suboptimal 
foreign policies).53 As Schweller reminds us, none of the great continental 
powers consistently balanced against Napoleonic France, which achieved 
hegemony over Europe. None of the middle-sized powers balanced 
against rising Nazi Germany. Similarly, none of the middle-sized and 
greater states balanced against the United States and the Soviet Union 
to try to overcome the post-war bipolarity, and no rival has yet emerged 
to balance against the United States as the sole superpower in the post-
Cold War era. Instead, states tended to underestimate threats, and they 
bandwagoned, appeased or adopted ineffective measures in response to 
a growing threat. 

How can underbalancing be explained from a neoclassical realist 
perspective? According to Schweller, consensus among state leaders, 
elites and domestic actors about threats in the international system, the 
national interests of a state in political and economic issues and strategies 
to respond to threats are the crucial factors in the foreign policy of a 
state. Another important factor is consensus among these actors about 
the role of a state’s identity in connection with an ideologically driven 
foreign policy.54 Against these ex ante assumptions, Schweller offers the 
following two hypotheses: 

1	 The more coherent the process of making foreign policy is within a 
state, and the more coherent state–society relations are, the more 
likely will be a balancing behaviour of this strong state; given coher-
ence, decision-makers are able to mobilize the resources and public 
support necessary for balance-of-power strategies. 

2	 Conversely, fragmented, weak states are both unwilling and unable to 
balance against potential threats. State leaders and elites do not agree 
on the perceived threat, or on interests and strategies, and they do not 
share preferences. Therefore, they are unable to mobilize the required 
resources from a divided society, which itself does not agree on the 
state’s foreign-policy goals, because of the competing or contradicting 
interests of domestic actors. 
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In other words, the strength or weakness of a state and its institutions 
(defined as ‘state power’) – independent of material capabilities – may 
help explain why states with comparable capabilities and resources in 
a similar structural position, but with different state structures, act dif-
ferently. To sum up: coherent, strong states pursue a balance of power, 
whereas fragmented, weak states pursue strategies of underbalancing. 

As the above discussion demonstrates, neoclassical realists widen the 
analytical scope by bringing perception and the state back in. In doing so, 
they claim they derive more explanatory power, because they deal with 
power balancing as well as with the puzzle of state behaviours which differ 
from those anticipated by structural realists’ and neorealists’ assumptions. 
Two types of such behaviour are underexpansion and underbalancing, 
both being a consequence of misperception and/or weak or frag
mented state structures. Neoclassical realists remind realist theorists to 
take state structures, domestic actors and the internal dynamics of the 
decision-making process into account in the analysis of foreign policy. 

Concluding remarks

The aim of this chapter has been to elaborate what neoclassical realism 
is about (in particular what is the ‘neo’ and what is the ‘classical’ in neo-
classical realism) and whether it is a further development of Morgenthau’s 
classical realism and of Waltz’s neorealism, or a new approach within the 
realist school of thought. Some scholars understand neoclassical realism 
as simply a supplement to Waltz’s neorealist balance-of-power theory, 
with unit-level variables added to widen the analytical scope by explain-
ing away anomalies for neorealist theories at the expense of parsimony, 
whereas other scholars understand neoclassical realism as a subtle re-
finement of Waltz’s theory.55 I argue that neoclassical realism is a new 
framework of realist foreign-policy analysis, albeit fusing and integrating 
elements of both the European classical realist and Waltz’s ‘American’ 
neorealist school of thought in IR, and supplemented by constructivist 
elements. In other words, neoclassical realism is the most competent 
strand of realism in terms of its ability to bridge the methodological and 
analytical gap between state-centred classical realism and neorealism. 
Neoclassical realism is best understood as a logical and necessary part 
of advancing too simplistic and parsimonious neorealist theories of 
foreign policy, ones which focus solely on the systemic level of analysis. 
And I argue that it is indeed an enhanced approach within the realist 
school of thought, because neoclassical realists overcome the separation 
of liberal ‘Innenpolitik’ and neorealist foreign-policy theories. It is also 
an enhanced approach because it likewise overcomes the limitations of 
neorealist foreign-policy theories without sacrificing Waltz’s insightful 
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core assumptions about the international system and its constraints. And 
it is an enhanced approach because it helps realist foreign-policy analysts 
deal with different types of foreign-policy behaviour. 

The starting point of neoclassical realist analysis is the assumption 
that the distribution of power among states in the international system 
and the position a state has in that system are what matters most. Yet 
neoclassical realists go beyond this valid neorealist assumption. As clas-
sical realists such as Morgenthau once did, they open up the ‘black box’ 
state, previously assumed to be closed, in order to draw two intervening 
variables at the unit level into the equation, which may drive and shape 
the foreign policy of a state in directions other than those predicted by 
neorealist and structural realist theorists. These two variables are both in 
fact a set of factors: 

1	 cognitive factors, such as state leaders’ perceptions of the international 
power distribution, a state’s intentions and threats in the international 
environment in which a state is embedded;

2	 domestic factors, in particular state structures and institutions, and 
domestic actors such as state leaders and elites, who are the repre
sentatives of interests and/or ideologies and/or strategic culture, and 
who formulate and implement foreign-policy decisions within specific 
contexts, and other internal dynamics in the decision-making process. 

Moreover, the degree of freedom of action and the ability state leaders 
have relative to their society to mobilize resources necessary for foreign 
policy play a significant role. In other words, state leaders are assumed to 
be constrained in their decisions by systemic as well as by cognitive and 
domestic factors. 

It is worth mentioning again that neoclassical realism is no coherent 
framework. There are debates within the neoclassical camp about 
whether the systemic or the domestic level is more important. Some 
authors, like Randall Schweller, view the role of society and domestic 
actors as episodic and rare, and look instead to the systemic factors 
which shape a state’s foreign policy. Others, like Colin Dueck and Jason 
Davidson, contend that domestic actors regularly affect the style and 
form of a state’s foreign policy. Still others, like Steven Lobell, Mark 
Brawley and Benjamin Fordham, view internal dynamics within the state 
and the role of domestic actors as increasingly pervasive and powerful 
in shaping foreign policy. Finally, Norrin Ripsman, Jeffrey Taliaferro and 
Jennifer Sterling-Folker construct approaches positing the conditions 
under which domestic actors and societal forces will affect foreign-policy 
choices and implementation.

Integrating and linking the systemic and the unit levels is the con-
stitutive aspect of neoclassical realism, which is worth highlighting. 
Neoclassical realists point out how exactly the systemic, the cognitive 
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and the domestic levels come together in the foreign policy of a state. 
The multi-level framework of analysis is the key value coming out of 
the neoclassical realist agenda. By means of this framework, neoclassical 
realists are able to challenge the neorealist core assumption that all 
states are functionally alike. Quite to the contrary, neoclassical realists 
distinguish between states and their different foreign-policy strategies 
and goals. They can explain why some states pursue a balance-of-power 
strategy, seeking to preserve the status quo within the international 
system, while others strive for regional hegemony, to alter the given order, 
while still other powerful states do not respond to external stimuli and 
pursue instead strategies which are against all neorealist propositions. In 
other words, neoclassical realism can explain deviance in the behaviour 
of states. According to Fareed Zakaria, underexpansion is caused by weak 
governments. And according to Schweller, underbalancing is caused by 
misperception of a state’s situation and/or threats and the disagreement 
between core decision-makers about goals, interests and strategies. In any 
case, these actors are unable to mobilize the societal resources necessary 
to implement strategies of regional expansion or balance-of-power policy. 

However, there are at least three aspects which need further research. 
First of all, neoclassical realist analysis requires detailed knowledge 
about the ‘international environment’ in which the state is embedded, 
and about ‘the state’, the ‘national interest’ of a state and ‘state power’. 
But what sources of such information can state leaders access? How 
can material (military and economic) and non-material power (ideas, 
prestige, status), and the distribution of power be defined? Neoclassical 
realists themselves insist that knowledge of a state and its institutions 
are two crucial aspects of their analyses, both of which are seen to be a 
necessary precondition for a comprehensive understanding of a state’s 
internal configuration. Therefore, detailed research and theorizing at the 
unit level is needed with respect to: 

1	 what the state is and which institutions and decision-makers are 
relevant; 

2	 what is in the national interest of the state in concrete historical, 
economic and political contexts; 

3	 how strong state power is and the nature of the national power of a 
state. 

Thus, questions about which actors within the state decide, about 
state–society relations or about the level of state autonomy from society 
should be addressed by neoclassical realists in greater detail. Neoclassical 
realists feature prominently the concept of a ‘foreign security policy 
executive’ that is in charge of making foreign-policy decisions. However, 
this group (interestingly, different authors seem to have different terms 
for this group) is conceived of as a unified decision-maker, which means 
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that the ‘black box’ state that was initially opened on the national level is 
now reintroduced on the executive level. Turning to other foreign-policy 
analysis approaches, the governmental politics model might be able to 
account for the dynamics that emerge inside this black box. Another 
area of research in this context which is underdeveloped so far involves 
variation in the interests of states. While neorealists assume that all states 
have comparable security interests, namely to survive in an anarchical en-
vironment, neoclassical realists differentiate between states on the basis 
of differing intentions and motivations, be they to preserve the status quo 
or revisionist, be they focused on maximizing power or security.56

A second issue needing further research relates to perceptions. It 
is one thing to say that perceptions matter, yet still another to grasp 
them analytically. With respect to the latter, operational code about how 
perception works in the process of making foreign policy might be of 
help. In this context, more attention should be paid to how cultural and 
ideological factors affect foreign-policy actors, how these perceive their 
own and others’ capabilities and intentions, and how such perceptions 
about ‘we’ and ‘they’ are translated into foreign policy.57 In other words, 
what is the neoclassical realist understanding of history? What do states 
learn from the past in order to formulate foreign-policy goals today? 
How do ideas and ideology as further intervening variables translate 
systemic factors into foreign policy?58 These questions deserve closer 
attention, especially after the terrorist attacks on the United States on 11 
September 2001. The crucial point here is to leave behind a Western bias 
in IR that focuses on the transatlantic relationship, and to bring in third-
world perspectives on culture and ideas.59 To sum up, detailed research 
is needed on how the various domestic and cognitive variables at the 
unit level do exactly fit together in the foreign-policy and security-policy 
decision-making process.60 

Thirdly, more research is needed into the role of the economic factors 
shaping state leaders’ and elite interests, and the conduct of foreign-trade 
policy in the past as well as in times of economic competition between 
the United States, the European Union and Japan, as well as Brazil, 
Russia, India and China (the BRIC states), as new rising economic 
powers altering the international trade system.61

There are at least two pitfalls within the neoclassical agenda to be 
mentioned here.62 First of all, neoclassical realists play a multi-level game 
within a broad framework. They locate causal properties at both the 
systemic and the unit level, and unit-level factors such as perception 
and state structures help them to explain states’ external behaviour. 
Neoclassical realists derive testable hypotheses such as expansion and 
underexpansion, and balancing as well as underbalancing, in relation 
to state leaders’ perceptions and state structures. They test these 
hypotheses against empirical evidence. Because neoclassical realists 
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incorporate systemic, cognitive and domestic variables into one single 
analytical framework and link them to each other, they can always claim 
explanatory power. From this perspective, foreign policy is the result 
of systemic, or cognitive, or domestic factors, or the result of all three 
factors coming together. As Waltz would argue, however, neoclassical 
realism as a foreign-policy theory fails to focus on a specific autonomous 
realm and is thus ‘reductionist’ by nature. A Waltzian critic might argue 
that there is no way to avoid the ‘reductionist trap’ as long as unit-level 
factors have causal import. Another Waltzian critique might be that 
neoclassical realism lacks theoretical parsimony, because it eschews a 
mono-causal focus on either domestic or systemic variables, instead 
favouring multi-causal explanations on the basis of many different inter-
vening variables. Within the realist camp, parsimony is always balanced 
against explanatory power. Lakatosian-inspired authors such as Vasquez 
could bring forward the argument that neoclassical realism is not falsifi-
able and thus, in a stronger Lakatosian sense, it is no ‘theory’. How can 
neoclassical realists deal with this critique? 

Secondly, by incorporating unit-level variables, neoclassical realism 
risks losing the ‘realist content’, as Legro and Moravcsik argue in ‘Is 
Anybody Still a Realist?’ These authors fault ‘degenerative’ neoclassical 
realists in general for their alleged repudiation of the core assumptions of 
realism, and Waltz’s balance-of-power theory in particular. By positing 
an intervening role for state leaders and elite perceptions of systemic 
constraints, neoclassical realists allegedly violate the neorealist assump-
tions that states act rationally in pursuit of their objective goals. How can 
neoclassical realists deal with this? One argument they could advance 
against such a critique is that assumptions about rationality are not 
essential to realism. As mentioned above, Waltz, for instance, rejects the 
assumption that states always act rationally. 

To sum up, neoclassical realists should be aware of the fact that many 
IR scholars who still think narrowly in terms of paradigms, that they 
should strictly be separated from each other, accuse neoclassical realists 
of ‘eclecticism’ at the expense of parsimony and ‘real’ explanatory power. 
Anyway, against the background of the criticisms of neoclassical realism, 
the debate about the progressiveness or degeneration of realism, and 
the debate about whether neoclassical realism is old wine in new skins 
or an new and enhanced approach within the realist camp, militate in 
favour of reflexivity.63 These debates are helpful and should be con
tinued in order to bring realist explanations of international politics in 
general, and foreign-policy analysis in particular, back into the pluralistic 
European IR discourse.
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4

Neoclassical realism and power

Brian C. Schmidt and Thomas Juneau

Realists are the theorists of power politics; the role of power has been, 
and continues to be, central to any theory of realism. As a relatively 
young school of thought within the broader realist tradition, neoclassical 
realism continues to privilege the concept of power. The fundamental 
aims of this chapter are to examine the manner in which neoclassical 
realists conceptualize power and to determine whether they provide us 
with a new and different way of understanding the role it plays in inter-
national politics. This requires us to consider briefly how classical realists, 
such as Hans Morgenthau, and structural realists, such as Kenneth Waltz 
and John Mearsheimer, define power. This step is necessary because 
neoclassical realism is often presented as both building on the earlier 
insights of classical realism and, at the same time, breaking away from 
the confines of the parsimonious tenets of structural realism. Having 
examined how the different strands of realism conceptualize power, we 
will be in a better position to evaluate the contribution that neoclassical 
realists have made to understanding this elusive concept. 

We begin by outlining the two dominant approaches to power 
analysis: the elements of national power and relational power approaches. 
Next we evaluate the manner in which classical and structural realists 
conceptualize power. We ask three questions about their particular con-
ceptualization of power. 

1	 What is power, and how is it measured?
2	 What are the dominant patterns of behaviour that arise from the 

exercise of power?
3	 At what level of analysis is power exercised? 

Finally, we turn to neoclassical realism by examining the innovations 
that it has attempted to bring to the study of power and foreign policy, 
and by investigating the neoclassical realist conception of power in terms 
of our three core questions. We argue that compared with the manner 
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in which realists generally conceptualize power, neoclassical realists 
have not offered a fundamentally different way of understanding this key 
concept. Rather, they have made a number of important and interesting 
refinements that have contributed to a more nuanced understanding of 
international politics and foreign policy. Overall, neoclassical realism 
conceptualizes power in terms of the possession of specific assets or 
capabilities (or the perception of those capabilities) and as a means to 
realize specific outcomes. In addition, among its key innovations is the 
proposition that the dominant pattern of behaviour that arises from the 
exercise of power is ‘influence maximization’. 

Power and international politics

Despite its centrality to the theory and practice of international politics, 
power continues to be an elusive concept.1 Not only are there sharp 
differences between diverse approaches such as liberalism, construct-
ivism and critical theory, but the different schools of thought within 
realism disagree on the best way to define and measure power.2 The 
debate gets even more contentious when scholars attempt to distinguish 
power from a host of closely related concepts such as influence, force 
and control. To simplify matters, David Baldwin has identified two 
dominant approaches to the analysis of power in international relations.3 
The first is the ‘elements of national power’ approach, which is very 
popular among realists. Proponents of this approach equate power with 
the possession of specific resources. All of the important resources that 
a state possesses are typically combined in some fashion to determine 
its overall aggregate power. The resources that are most often used as 
an indicator of national power include the level of military expenditure, 
gross national product, size of the armed forces, size of territory and 
population. While such tangible material elements are almost always 
included, some scholars also include intangible elements, such as the 
quality of political leadership and national morale. Regardless of the 
particular tangible and intangible power resources that one chooses 
to identify, those endorsing the elements of national power approach 
believe they can be measured and combined to provide an indicator 
of the aggregate power of a state. Stefano Guzzini refers to this as a 
‘lump concept of power which assumes that all elements of power can be 
combined into one general indicator’.4 

One of the difficulties with the elements of national power approach 
is the issue of power conversion, that is, ‘the capacity to convert potential 
power, as measured by resources, to realized power, as measured by the 
changed behaviour of others’.5 At the end of the day, it is not the mere 
possession of power resources that matters, but the ability to convert 
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these into actual influence. This leads to the additional difficulty of deter-
mining the degree to which the various components of national power 
are fungible or interchangeable. Simply because a state possesses some 
kind of power asset does not necessarily mean that it can be used to 
obtain a specific benefit or to influence another actor. The possession of 
nuclear weapons, for example, does not guarantee that they can be used 
to gain influence in an area such as trade. Because the elements of the 
national power approach adopts a ‘lump concept of power’ it assumes 
power is fungible. However, whether power actually is fungible is difficult 
to demonstrate, and critics of the approach suggest it is not. 

An alternative to seeing power in terms of resources (the elements of 
the national power approach) is the relational power approach, which 
was championed by behavioural political scientists such as Robert Dahl 
during the 1950s and 1960s. According to Dahl, ‘A has power over B to 
the extent that he can get B to do something that B would not otherwise 
do.’6 Fundamental to this conception of power is the ability to demon-
strate a change in outcomes or behaviour. According to this view, power 
is a process of interaction whereby a state is able to exercise influence 
over the actions of another state. A core motivation for developing the 
relational approach to power was to overcome the fungibility problem 
associated with the lump concept of power. Rather than power being a 
‘one size fits all’ category, the relational approach disaggregates power 
into a number of component parts in order to demonstrate how it is exer-
cised in specific issue areas. The dimensions of power typically include 
‘its scope (the objectives of an attempt to gain influence; influence over 
which issue), its domain (the target of the influence attempt), its weight 
(the quantity of resources), and its costs (opportunity costs of forgoing a 
relation)’.7 Since the relational approach equates power with outcomes, 
the analyst must be able to demonstrate how an actor is able to cause 
others to do something that they would not otherwise do. 

This is one of the main reasons why many realists, including neo
classical realists, reject the relational approach to power. William 
Wohlforth claims that ‘defining power as control (over other actors, 
outcomes, or the international system as a whole) leads almost inexorably 
to tautology, and hence is of little use for international political theory’.8 
For John Mearsheimer the problem of equating power with outcomes 
is that there are plenty of historical examples in which the side with 
seemingly more material power did not prevail, because of the influence 
of non-material factors, such as strategy. In his view, power is a means to 
realize a specific political outcome, and thus power and outcomes should 
be clearly distinguishable.9 Gideon Rose acknowledges that while many 
neoclassical realists find merit in the relational approach to power, they 
nevertheless conclude that it is ‘so fraught with theoretical and empirical 
difficulties as to be practically unusable’.10 
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Classical realism 

By proclaiming that ‘international politics, like all politics, is a struggle 
for power’ and that ‘whatever the ultimate aims of international politics, 
power is always the immediate aim’, Morgenthau confirmed the inti
mate connection between realism and power.11 Yet when it comes to 
providing a definition of power, Morgenthau is ambiguous, in that he 
appears to endorse both the relational and the elements of national 
power approaches. On the one hand, he states that ‘when we speak of 
power, we mean man’s control over the minds and actions of other men’. 
Morgenthau defines political power as ‘a psychological relation between 
those who exercise it and those over whom it is exercised’. This definition 
clearly places Morgenthau in the relational approach to power camp. By 
embracing such a conception, Morgenthau commits himself to demon-
strating how a political actor is able to induce a change in outcome 
favourable to the one who is exercising power. 

On the other hand, it is equally apparent that Morgenthau defines 
power in terms of the elements of national power approach. Like other 
classical realists, Morgenthau equates power with the possession of 
identifiable and measurable resources. He distinguishes between two 
types of elements that contribute to the power of a nation: those that are 
stable and those that are subject to constant change. The stable elements, 
largely of a quantitative nature, include geography, natural resources, 
industrial capacity, military preparedness and population. Morgenthau 
identifies four dynamic factors that have a bearing on national power: 
national character, national morale, the quality of government and the 
quality of a nation’s diplomacy. He further specifies that ‘the conduct of 
a nation’s foreign affairs by its diplomats is for national power in peace 
what military strategy and tactics by its military leaders are for national 
power in war’.12 

For Morgenthau, the primacy of power in politics means that the 
dominant pattern of behaviour is one of a perpetual and permanent 
struggle for power, in which the goal of every state is to maximize its 
own relative power. He views the activity of international politics ‘as a 
continuing effort to maintain and to increase the power of one’s own 
nation and to keep in check or reduce the power of other nations’.13 While 
Morgenthau views the mechanism of the balance of power as a necessary 
principle of politics, both domestic and international, equilibrium is in 
fact always precarious, as all actors seek a power advantage over others. 
This is due both to the inherent limitless aspiration for power and to the 
uncertainty involved in calculating the relative power of other actors. 

Morgenthau identifies three basic patterns of the struggle for power 
among states: keeping power (status quo), increasing power (imperial-
ism) and demonstrating power (prestige). He places great responsibility 
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on statesmen to measure accurately the power and intentions of other 
states so as to differentiate between an imperialist and a status quo 
foreign policy. While acknowledging the importance of the military 
instrument, Morgenthau warns against the tendency to focus on a single 
component of power to the neglect of all the others. He also maintains 
that one of the most complicated tasks of foreign policy is to evaluate 
how the individual elements of power contribute to the overall power of 
one’s own nation relative to that of others. 

Morgenthau’s explanation for the ubiquity of power is rooted in 
human nature. It is at the level of the individual that the pursuit of power 
arises. Like Thucydides and Machiavelli, Morgenthau locates the pursuit 
of power with the basic human drive to dominate others. Classical 
realists are, in Kenneth Waltz’s terminology, ‘first image’ thinkers who 
concur that the struggle for power arises ‘because men are born seekers 
of power’.14 According to Morgenthau, ‘man is a political animal by 
nature’ who ‘is born to seek power’.15 The bedrock assumption of people’s 
inherent lust for power is transferred by Morgenthau to describe the 
behaviour of states. Because of the ‘ubiquity of the struggle for power in 
all social relations on all levels of social organization’, he concludes that 
‘international politics is of necessity power politics’.16 

Structural realism

Structural realists concur that the realm of international politics is a con-
tinuous struggle for power, but they do not endorse the classical realist 
assumption that this is attributable to human nature. Waltz, for example, 
writes that ‘international politics is the realm of power, of struggle, and 
of accommodation’.17 Structural realists such as Waltz and Mearsheimer 
unequivocally embrace the elements of national power approach and 
equate power with the possession of material resources. Rather than 
defining power in a relational manner, Waltz equates power with a state’s 
possession of a broad array of capabilities, such as ‘size of population and 
territory, resource endowment, economic capability, military strength, 
political stability and competence’.18 Power, for Waltz, is nothing more 
than the sum total of various national attributes. Given the manner in 
which Waltz defines structure in terms of the distribution of capabilities, 
he has no choice but to reject the relational, multidimensional notion of 
power and to endorse the lump concept of power. 

Unlike Morgenthau, Waltz does not provide a detailed discussion of 
state capabilities or indicate precisely how they should be measured. 
Although Waltz identifies a few items that allegedly determine the rank 
of a state, he fails to specify the criterion by which to measure them or 
indicate how they can be combined into an aggregate score. Waltz makes 
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it seem that any competent student of international politics can differen
tiate between the capabilities of states and identify the great powers in 
the international system. Not only is Waltz vague on the issue of how 
to appraise and rank the power of states, but he also never carefully 
specifies what he means by capabilities. While he equates resources with 
capability, the question of ‘capability to get whom to do what’ is never 
addressed. In all likelihood, Baldwin is correct that a ‘careful reading 
of Waltz generates a strong suspicion that war-winning ability is the 
unstated standard by which states are being ranked’.19 The idea that 
national power and war fighting ability are roughly commensurable is 
deeply embedded in the structural realist model. 

Power is the key concept of Mearsheimer’s version of structural 
realism, offensive realism, and he claims that it is only by clearly defining 
power that we can understand the behaviour of great powers. Like Waltz, 
Mearsheimer endorses the elements of the national power approach and 
defines power as ‘nothing more than specific assets or material resources 
that are available to a state’.20 Unlike Waltz, however, he attempts to 
provide a reliable way to measure state power. Mearsheimer begins by 
distinguishing between two kinds of state power: military power and 
latent power. The essence of a state’s effective power is its military power, 
based largely on the size and strength of its military forces relative 
to those of other states. Mearsheimer explains that he defines ‘power 
largely in military terms because offensive realism emphasizes that force 
is the ultima ratio of international politics’.21 Yet, in Mearsheimer’s 
view, there is a clear hierarchy of military power, with land power the 
dominant form. He concludes that the state with the most formidable 
army is the most powerful. The ability of a state to build a powerful army 
is a function of its latent power. By latent power, Mearsheimer ‘refers to 
the socio-economic ingredients that go into building military power; it 
is largely based on a state’s wealth and the overall size of its population’.22 
He engages in a detailed discussion of latent power and provides a way 
to measure it.23 Mearsheimer repeatedly emphasizes the point that 
latent power is not equivalent to military power. The historical record 
indicates that states have had different levels of success in translating 
latent power into military power, making it impossible to equate wealth 
with military power. 

Despite the similarities in their definitions of power, Waltz and 
Mearsheimer reach very different conclusions about the dominant 
patterns of behaviour that arise from the exercise of power. These differ-
ent conclusions have become the basis for two distinct structural realist 
theories: defensive and offensive realism.24 According to Waltz, power is 
a means to the end of security. In a significant passage, he writes ‘because 
power is a possibly useful means, sensible statesmen try to have an appro-
priate amount of it’. He adds, ‘in crucial situations, however, the ultimate 
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concern of states is not for power but for security’.25 In other words, 
rather than being power maximizers, states are security maximizers. 
Aggressive and expansionist behaviour, according to Waltz, often proves 
to be counterproductive because it triggers a counterbalancing coalition. 
As a result of his belief that states are strongly inclined to balance against 
aggressive powers, they can be described, in Joseph Grieco’s terms, as 
‘defensive positionalists’ and ‘will only seek the minimum level of power 
that is needed to attain and to maintain their security and survival’.26 The 
logic of the system, according to Waltz and defensive realists, compels 
states to adopt restrained, status quo behaviour. Offensive realists reach 
a fundamentally different conclusion and concur with classical realists 
that states are continually looking for opportunities to increase their 
power. This does not have anything to do with human nature, but rather 
is a structurally induced behaviour. According to Mearsheimer, ‘appre-
hensive about the ultimate intentions of other states, and aware that they 
operate in a self-help system, states quickly understand that the best way 
to ensure their survival is to be the most powerful state in the system’.27 
National security is a function of power; as such, more powerful states 
are less vulnerable than weaker states. 

Nevertheless, both defensive and offensive realists view the exercise 
of power at the systemic level of analysis. Although power is seemingly 
a unit-level variable, Waltz argues that it is a structural attribute, in that 
he is most interested in how capabilities are distributed across the inter-
national system. Waltz explains that ‘although capabilities are attributes 
of units, the distribution of capabilities is not’.28 Likewise, Mearsheimer 
is also interested in explaining how the condition of anarchy and the 
relative distribution of power affect the security competition of the great 
powers. He admits that ‘his theory pays little attention to individuals or 
domestic political considerations’ and ‘tends to treat states like black 
boxes or billiard balls’.29 

Neoclassical realism 

Neoclassical realists share the view that international politics can be 
described as a continuous struggle for power. Unlike structural realists, 
however, neoclassical realists are primarily interested in explaining the 
foreign-policy behaviour of specific states, and not in the outcomes of 
international politics. Advocates of this new strand within the realist 
paradigm argue that anarchy and the distribution of power alone cannot 
explain the particular behaviour that a state adopts. While recognizing 
the importance of the structure of the system, they refuse to ‘black-
box’ the state and argue that a plausible theory of foreign policy must 
include unit-level attributes. They make a number of modifications to the 
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parsimonious tenets of structural realism and make some important con-
nections to the insights of classical realism, by incorporating into their 
explanation of foreign-policy unit-level factors such as the personalities 
and perceptions of statesmen and state–society relationships. These 
modifications contribute to distinctive neoclassical realist conceptions 
of power and to the innovative proposal that the dominant pattern of be-
haviour that arises from the exercise of power is influence maximization. 

In terms of the debate over the elements of national power and the 
relational power approaches, neoclassical realists mostly endorse the 
former.30 But they insist that it is not just the distribution of relative 
material capabilities that explains foreign policy. Unlike structural 
realism, neoclassical realism does not assume states are ‘like units’, 
and argues that domestic political processes act as ‘transmission belts’ 
between external forces and policy outputs.31 Thus, in addition to the 
distribution of material capabilities, neoclassical realists include a variety 
of domestic variables that help to determine the actual power that a state 
possesses. They first distinguish between state power and national power, 
by arguing that a country’s state apparatus cannot be assumed to have 
automatic access to all of the nation’s material capabilities. In other words, 
the power that can be brought to bear in the pursuit of foreign-policy 
goals is a function of what the state can extract from society. Neoclassical 
realism also recognizes the role of individuals in the conduct of foreign 
policy and attempts to incorporate factors such as leaders’ perceptions, 
ideologies and personal idiosyncrasies into their understanding of power. 

Neoclassical realists conceptualize power as a means to an outcome, 
not an end in itself. For them, the dominant pattern of behaviour that 
arises from the exercise of power – the foreign-policy outcome, or the 
dependent variable – is ‘influence maximization’. This represents a key 
innovation, and stands in contrast to the power maximization of offens-
ive realists and the security maximization of defensive realists. According 
to Fareed Zakaria, this avoids the ‘pitfalls of the vague concept of power’, 
as well as the confusion surrounding Waltz’s writings on the issue.32 

The systemic distribution of capabilities retains in neoclassical realism 
some explanatory power, as the independent variable. But while a state’s 
relative power is held to be an important determinant of foreign policy, 
‘the causal logic of [neoclassical realism] places domestic politics as 
an intervening variable between the distribution of power and foreign 
policy behaviour’.33 These intervening variables operate at the level of 
the individual and the state. As such, the answer to our third question, at 
what level of analysis power is exercised, is that power is exercised at the 
systemic, state and individual levels. In the remainder of this chapter, we 
therefore examine how neoclassical realism defines and measures power, 
our first question, at all three levels. We then look more carefully at what 
neoclassical realists describe as influence-maximizing behaviour. 
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Systemic level

Neoclassical realists share the view of all realists that international 
politics can be described as a continuous struggle for power. They also 
concur with structural realists that international anarchy is an important 
factor contributing to the relentless quest for power and security. As 
Rose specifies, they believe that ‘the scope and ambition of a country’s 
foreign policy is driven first and foremost by its place in the international 
system and specifically by its relative material capabilities. That is why 
they are realist.’34 But unlike structural realists, they argue, similarly to 
classical realists, that ‘anarchy is a permissive condition rather than an 
independent causal force’.35 

Neoclassical realists do not propose innovative conceptualizations of 
power at the systemic level. It can generally be assumed that they refer 
to the systemic distribution of material capabilities, much as structural 
realists usually do. As Rose emphasizes, it is ‘old news’ that relative power 
matters.36 The innovative insights they propose with regard to the distri-
bution of power concern its measurement rather than its definition. The 
international distribution of power, for neoclassical realists, is ‘murky 
and difficult to read’.37 States cannot easily or automatically determine 
whether security is plentiful (as defensive realism argues) or scarce (as 
offensive realism posits). As Aaron Friedberg writes:

Power cannot be tested; different elements of power possess dif-
ferent utilities at different times; the relation of perceived power to 
material resources can be capricious; the mechanics of power are 
surrounded by uncertainty; states possess different conversion ratios 
and comparative advantages; the perceived prestige hierarchy and 
the military distribution may not coincide for prolonged periods; 
states adopt asymmetrical strategies to maximize their positions and 
undercut rivals; signals get confused among allies, rivals, and domestic 
audiences.38

Of all the neoclassical realists, Randall Schweller has made the greatest 
effort to specify how a state’s relative capabilities should be measured. 
He utilizes data from the Correlates of War (COW) project to measure 
the capabilities of both great powers and what he refers to as lesser great 
powers.39 He argues that the measures comprising the COW capability 
index, in which military (forces in being), industrial (war potential) and 
demographic (staying power and war-augmenting capability) are the 
three distinct measures of national power, ‘provide a reasonably accurate 
picture of the power bases held by the major actors with respect to their 
relative fighting capabilities’.40 On this basis, he concludes that the inter-
national system at the onset of World War II was tripolar, a configuration 
which he argues was particularly unstable. 
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State level

By rejecting structural realism’s assumption that states automatically 
respond to systemic pressures and directly translate them into policy, 
neoclassical realists posit a ‘transmission belt’ in the form of intervening 
unit-level variables. At the state level, a key innovation is to bring the 
state–society struggle back into the realist equation. States are differen-
tiated on the basis of their ability to extract resources from the societies 
they rule; ‘power’ thus refers to those resources that the executive of the 
state manages to extract from society. This emphasis on state–society 
relations and their impact on foreign policy is a theme that harks back to 
the work of many classical realists. 

For neoclassical realism, all states are not the same; they feature dif-
ferent domestic structures and relationships with their societies that alter 
the power they can muster for foreign-policy purposes. As such, power 
analysis must take into consideration ‘the strength and structure of states 
relative to their societies, because these affect the proportion of national 
resources that can be allocated to foreign policy’.41 Zakaria introduces 
the concepts of national power (the traditional sum total of material re-
sources identified by classical and structural realists) and state strength, 
which he defines as the ability of the government apparatus to ‘extract 
national power for its ends’, as well as the ‘capacity and cohesion to carry 
out its wishes’.42 The result of the combination of national power and 
state strength is state power: ‘that portion of national power the govern
ment can extract for its purposes’.43 It is the key variable of Zakaria’s 
state-centred version of neoclassical realism: the greater a state’s mobil-
ization and extraction capacity, the more powerful it becomes. 

Zakaria situates his state-centred realism in the context of the ‘return 
to the state’ movement of the 1980s and early 1990s.44 He criticizes struc-
tural realists’ emphasis on parsimony, which he argues has led them to 
focus on national power instead of state power. This has launched a key 
theme in ‘second wave’ neoclassical realist studies (those that followed 
Rose’s 1998 article, which proposed the label ‘neoclassical realism’): the 
importance of resource extraction or mobilization capacity by the state. 
In the wake of Rose’s suggestion that this should be further researched, 
recent neoclassical realist work has sought to better understand the role 
of various domestic actors in inhibiting or supporting the state in its 
mobilization of power in the process of making foreign policy.45

The distinction between state and national power and the disaggre
gation of state and society into their component parts is similar to 
the disaggregation of power in the relational power approach. Recent 
neoclassical realist studies have further explored this more specific 
conceptualization of power. One example is Schweller’s theory of under-
balancing, whereby states respond, or fail to respond, to systemic threats 
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and opportunities following decentralized and competitive domestic 
political processes. Thus ‘incoherent, fragmented states are unwilling and 
unable to balance against potentially dangerous threats because elites 
view the domestic risks as too high, and they are unable to mobilize 
the required resources from a divided society’.46 Instead of assuming, 
as structural realism does, that states automatically have the ability to 
extract maximal resources from their societies, Schweller adds to his 
causal chain a state–society struggle whereby the state seeks to extract 
what power it can from society, which will shape its foreign policy. Such 
a move is consistent with neoclassical realism’s general preference for 
richness and detail, at the expense of parsimony and rigour. 

Individual level

Some neoclassical realists have incorporated into the ‘lump’ concept of 
power the capabilities of individual leaders, while others have posited 
that leaders play an important role in the measurement of power, through 
their perceptions of the systemic distribution of capabilities. An import-
ant neoclassical work that locates power at the first level of analysis is 
Daniel Byman and Kenneth Pollack’s study of the influence that individual 
leaders have on their country’s foreign policy; in this case, leaders and 
their idiosyncrasies and ideologies represent the intervening variable.47 
For Byman and Pollack, ‘leaders’ represent one element among many that, 
when lumped together, form the aggregate power of a state. According 
to them, a variety of personal characteristics such as competence, risk 
tolerance, delusion or predictability can affect state power, as well as state 
intentions, goals and strategies.48 This leads Byman and Pollack to argue, 
for example, that the balance of power in Europe around 1800 would 
have been different with a leader other than Napoleon in France.49 As is 
the case with many other neoclassical realist works, Byman and Pollack’s 
innovation is reminiscent of classical realist insights. Morgenthau, in par-
ticular, included ‘leadership’ as an element of national power.50 

A particular value-added of their work is not only their discussion of 
the impacts that leaders can have on their country’s foreign policy, but 
also their effort to better understand the specific circumstances under 
which this impact will be strong. Byman and Pollack’s work is consistent 
with a common strength of neoclassical realism: its disaggregation of 
the concept of power and its peering inside the black box of the state. 
Additional refinements are brought in by attempting to understand 
the specific conditions under which leaders can have a greater impact, 
for example when power is concentrated in the hands of the leader, or 
in times of great change; that is, efforts are made to better define the 
scope conditions of their theory. Their work also helps us to understand 
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specific historical events that tend to be regarded as anomalies by more 
parsimonious structural realist theories of broader scope. Again, this 
is consistent with neoclassical realism’s general objective of sacrificing 
richness for rigour, and of focusing on more specific aspects on inter-
national politics. 

A second innovation proposed by neoclassical realism at the indi-
vidual level of analysis concerns the measurement of the systemic 
distribution of power. Neoclassical realists accept the structural realist 
premise that the distribution of power is the most important variable 
conditioning state behaviour. However, some of them criticize the view 
held by structural realists such as Waltz, as well as by classical writers 
such as Rousseau or Hume, that there is an objective or ‘real’ distribution 
of power ‘out there’ that directly influences states, irrespective of the 
perceptions of statesmen. These neoclassical realists argue that one of 
the main obstacles to a reliable measurement of power stems from the 
fact that it is not national power but rather decision-makers’ perceptions 
of power that matter most. 

One of the important intervening variables emphasized by neoclassical 
realists is therefore decision-makers’ perceptions of the distribution 
of power. Rose explains that ‘foreign policy choices are made by actual 
political leaders and elites, and so it is their perceptions of relative power 
that matter, not simply relative quantities of physical resources or forces 
in being’.51 In highlighting the role of perceptions, neoclassical realists 
have sought to introduce a greater degree of agency into international 
relations theory. Conceptualizing power in these terms is, however, more 
dynamic than are conventional measurements. The loss of parsimony, in 
addition, expands ‘the explanatory utility of the distribution of power by 
accounting for a greater variation in behaviour and outcomes’.52 In doing 
so, neoclassical realists again accept the sacrifice of rigour and parsimony 
in favour of richness and detail. 

Dominant pattern of behaviour: influence maximization

Structural realists posit a direct link between the structure of the system 
and patterns of state behaviour. This ‘transmission belt’ is derived from 
the rationality assumption: leaders ‘respond to the incentives and con-
straints imposed by their environments’.53 As a consequence, shifts in 
the international distribution of power are expected to lead to corres-
ponding shifts in state behaviour and in international outcomes. For 
defensive realists, the dominant pattern of state behaviour that results is 
security-maximization; for offensive realists, it is power maximization. 

Proponents of neoclassical realism agree with the classical realist 
assumptions that capabilities shape intentions and that increased 
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capabilities lead to an expansion of a state’s interests abroad. Zakaria 
argues, however, that the correlation is not perfect because ‘[f ]oreign 
policy is made not by the nation as a whole but by its government’.54 He 
labels ‘imperial understretch’ the fact that the expansion of US interests 
abroad in the late 1800s lagged by decades behind the increase in the 
country’s national power. Zakaria illustrates this by studying the expan-
sion of the United States’ interests abroad in the late nineteenth century 
as its state power grew in the form of a stronger and more centralized 
executive that was better able to bypass Congress and the states. His 
main hypothesis is therefore that nations try to expand their political 
interests abroad when central decision-makers perceive a relative in
crease in state power.55 As states expand their political interests abroad, 
they seek to increase their control of the external environment; in other 
words, neoclassical realists argue that states are ‘influence maximizers’. 

This obviously begs the question of what is meant by ‘influence 
maximization’, and here it could be argued that much work remains to 
be done to clarify and operationalize the concept.56 According to Rose, 
‘neoclassical realists assume that states respond to the uncertainties 
of international anarchy by seeking to control and shape their external 
environment … as their relative power rises states will seek more influ-
ence abroad, and as it falls their action and ambition will be scaled back 
accordingly’.57 Neoclassical realists often quote Robert Gilpin: when a 
state’s power increases, it will try to ‘increase its control over its environ
ment … it will try to expand its economic, political, and territorial 
control; it will try to change the international system in accordance with 
its own interests’.58 The objective of states is to ‘increase their influence 
over the behaviour of other states [through] the use of threats and 
coercion, the formation of alliances, and the creation of exclusive spheres 
of influence’.59 

Neoclassical realism, therefore, defines power in terms of the 
possession of specific assets or capabilities. It is not an end in itself, as it 
is for classical and offensive realism; rather, it is a means to an end or to a 
specific outcome – influence maximization. Exactly how both power and 
influence maximization are to be defined, measured and operational
ized depends on the specific circumstances of the case under study, and 
should be determined empirically. This flexibility and eclecticism, as 
previously mentioned, is at the core of the neoclassical realist research 
agenda, and is arguably a precondition to its general objective of provid-
ing the tools for the building of a theoretically informed narrative of the 
foreign policy of a given state under specific circumstances. 

Despite neoclassical realists’ oft-stated preference for the ‘power as 
capabilities’ approach and their criticism of the relational approach, 
there nevertheless are some similarities between ‘relational power’, as 
defined by Dahl, and ‘influence maximization’: the latter relates to the 
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shaping of outcomes, whereas the former refers to the shaping of the 
behaviour of other actors. Thus, the problems that Wohlforth and Rose 
raise regarding the relational approach to power analysis – that it inevit-
ably leads to tautology and that it is laden with theoretical and empirical 
difficulties – could similarly be raised, though perhaps to a lesser extent, 
with regard to the concept of influence maximization. This stems from 
the fact that it is not clear how one would operationalize the concept. 
Indeed, most neoclassical realist works tend to focus on the middle of the 
causal chain – the intervening variable – and to stop short of detailing 
the foreign-policy outcome. That is, many have described the foreign 
policies or grand strategies of states, but have somewhat neglected their 
success, or lack thereof, in influencing outcomes. 

Christopher Layne’s work represents one of the most comprehensive 
applications of the complete neoclassical realist causal chain, in that all 
three variables (independent, intervening and dependent) are specified, 
operationalized and linked to one another. It also sheds some light on 
what is meant by ‘influence maximization’, although Layne does not use 
the term itself. He conceptualizes power in terms of an aggregate of 
economic and military capabilities, and as a means to realize or shape 
specific political outcomes: ‘those who control power also harbour goals 
and aspirations, and it is not strange that they should use the one to 
serve the other’.60 In the context of what Layne terms a grand strategy 
of extra-regional hegemony, the United States has sought, since at least 
the 1940s, to ‘expand its political and territorial control’ and ‘to create 
an international political environment’ that would allow it to pursue 
its ‘political, economic, and ideological interests’.61 US grand strategy 
therefore aims to use the country’s preponderant power to expand its 
economic and political influence throughout the world. The United 
States has sought to ‘create an international political environment that is 
hospitable to openness’ and stability. To foster such an open and stable 
international environment, the United States has taken on the role of 
‘hegemonic stabilizer’ and has developed a vested interest in the internal 
stability and economic and political liberalization of other countries, 
especially in Eurasia. A recurring pattern of US foreign policy has 
therefore been repeated interventions against regimes that oppose this 
international environment.62

Conclusion 

Neoclassical realism proposes a number of innovations in its conceptu
alization of power. It defines power in terms of the possession of specific 
assets, but introduces a distinction between national power and state 
power, the actual power that can be harnessed by the state apparatus, by 
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proposing that state–society struggles act as a ‘filter’ between systemic 
pressures and state behaviour. In terms of the measurement of power, one 
of its key insights is to argue that what matters is not the underlying, ‘real’ 
distribution of power, but rather statesmen’s perceptions of the distribu-
tion of power. More generally, neoclassical realism refutes the structural 
realist premise that there is a direct transmission belt between systemic 
pressures and foreign policy. Admittedly, many such innovations present 
significant obstacles in terms of their operationalization. Recent studies, 
however, such as those by Norrin Ripsman, Christopher Layne and 
Randall Schweller, have begun to shed some light on these mechanisms. 

In sum, neoclassical realism conceptualizes power according to the 
elements of national power approach, and views power as a means to 
achieve desired outcomes. But it breaks with classical and structural 
realism in terms of the dominant pattern of behaviour that it argues 
arises from the exercise of power. Whereas classical and offensive realists 
argue that states are power maximizers and defensive realists posit that 
states are security maximizers, neoclassical realists argue that states are 
influence maximizers. As is the case with realism in general,63 further-
more, there is no consensus within neoclassical realism on what is meant 
by ‘power’ and how it is exercised in international politics. The diversity 
in the answers to our three core questions may seem to some critics to 
be indicative of a degenerative shift within realism.64 Indeed, neoclassical 
realists locate power at all three levels of analysis, use it at every step 
along the causal chain, operationalize and measure it in different ways, 
and posit varied impacts on state behaviour. This diversity is, however, 
also consistent with the eclecticism and flexibility that are at the core 
of the neoclassical realist research programme. In its assessment of the 
impact that the struggle for power has on states, neoclassical realism 
is willing to trade determinacy for greater accuracy in its orientation 
towards explaining and understanding foreign policy in specific and 
varied circumstances; a rigid conceptualization of power arguably would 
hinder this project. 
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5

Ideas of power and the power of ideas

Nicholas Kitchen

Realism is back in fashion. In the practice of international politics, the 
liberal interventionism of the post-Cold War moment has given way, 
post-Iraq, to a more hard-headed way of defining interests and a guarded 
scepticism of well-meaning world-building. In international relations (IR) 
theory, too, the ideas of liberalism and to a lesser extent constructivism 
that emphasized how human agency might shape the world for the better 
have quietly been replaced by a re-engagement with twentieth-century 
realist thought. Rereading and reinterpreting the work of realists such 
as E. H. Carr, Hans J. Morgenthau and even Kenneth Waltz has begun 
a process of shedding the simplistic caricatures of realism constructed 
by competing theoretical approaches to reveal the rich insights of this 
founding school of thinking about IR.

Leading this theoretical re-engagement has been neoclassical realism, 
which remains a school in search of a theory, a broad grouping of scholars 
rather than a defined research paradigm. In many cases the ‘neo’ prefix 
appears redundant, as many of the so-called ‘neoclassical’ works mirror 
rather than supersede the historical richness of the classical realism of 
the likes of Carr, Morgenthau, Reinhold Niebuhr and Raymond Aron. 
Neoclassical realist theory is genuinely ‘new’ with respect to its attempts 
to move beyond the spare insights of neorealism by reintegrating some 
of the varied insights of classical realists within a structural theory. 
Neoclassical realism’s task is to identify the appropriate variables that 
can enhance neorealism with greater explanatory richness and to identify 
under what conditions those factors may intervene to mediate the im-
peratives of power in the international system, to show how ‘structural 
impact has to be relayed to state behaviour via domestic politics’.1 

This chapter is neoclassical in this second sense. The vast majority 
of neoclassical realist theorizing originates in the United States, and 
the American academy’s dominant methodological and ontological 
approaches shine through the body of neoclassical realist literature in 
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its scientific rationalism and focus on the impact of material factors. In 
Europe, however, English school and constructivist approaches have em-
phasized the non-material aspects of IR, factors that were taken seriously 
by classical realist authors but which were later relegated in American 
IR by the attempt to ‘scientize’ the discipline. By emphasizing the re-
integration of non-material aspects of classical realist thought within 
neoclassical realist theory, European scholars have the opportunity to 
establish a distinct and worthwhile approach that has been overlooked 
by American IR.

What follows is not a general theory of IR, but rather an attempt to 
show how non-material variables eschewed by neorealist analyses can 
be incorporated into a genuinely neoclassical realist approach. Some 
may object that doing so simply adds another variable to the already 
wide-ranging canon of neoclassical realist explanations. Indeed, that the 
intervening variable in question – political ideas – is one more usually 
associated with constructivism may similarly spark complaints that 
neoclassical realism represents something of a theoretical land-grab. 
However, that classical realists were concerned with the impact (bad) 
ideas could have on international politics is not in doubt, and that their 
work was overtly political in nature reflects the underlying belief of even 
neorealists that political ideas at the domestic level are important in the 
process of formulating foreign policy.2 At the same time, the potential 
for a synthesis of constructivist and realist approaches has been specu
lated upon.3 It is therefore suggested here that a focus on the impact 
of political ideas can simplify the neoclassical approach, by forming a 
lowest-common denominator that encompasses the range of non-
material aspects of individual and institutional behaviour at the domestic 
level that were admitted by classical realists.

Realists and ideas

Realist works are not in any sense congested with enthusiastic cham
pioning of the ability of ideas to shape international politics. Indeed, the 
original title for E. H. Carr’s The Twenty Years’ Crisis was Utopia and 
Reality, and Carr’s project was to demolish the basic liberal notion that 
international politics could be subjugated to the force of human reason.4 
Yet, at the same time, the classical realists see realism as a necessary 
corrective to the dangerous naivety of idealism, not as a replacement 
for it; indeed, it is because the classical realists saw the impact ideas can 
have on international politics that they cautioned statesmen to abide 
by the more stable maxims of power. The realist project is to balance 
imperatives of power against the demands of ideas and ethics.5 Classical 
realists saw the impact of ideas throughout international politics. Where 
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Niebuhr saw at least some role for ethics at the level of the state and 
Machiavelli spoke of the virtù of the statesman himself, Morgenthau and 
Carr saw moral precepts in basic international norms, among domestic 
populations and as goals of states. 

At the individual level, Morgenthau identifies ideas as sources of 
change: ‘when people see things in a new light, they may act in a new 
way’.6 This insight underlies Carr’s thinking when he sees a role for ideas 
at the domestic level – in the use of propaganda and the education of the 
nation: ‘the state which provides the education necessarily determines 
its content. No state will allow its future citizens to imbibe in its schools 
teaching subversive of the principles on which it is based.’7 Ideas, then, 
are powerful things, and power over them is one of the greatest assets a 
state can procure for itself. Indeed, the basic moral ideas that statesmen 
themselves hold preclude them from even considering certain means and 
ends, a process which could ‘tame’ the national interest and moderate 
self-interest and conflict.8 Morgenthau went even further, to contend 
that, beyond the irreducible minimum of the survival of the state, states-
men would take into account the cultural and moral ideas of their people 
to pursue goals, which could ‘run the whole gamut of objectives any 
nation has ever pursued or might possibly pursue’.9

Carr’s analysis that the most influential ideas have been based on 
professedly universal principles also allows for ideas to operate at the 
international level, moving across borders as tools or effects of foreign 
policy, but only successfully when backed in some way by national politi-
cal power.10 In addition, Carr identifies a ‘general sense of obligation’, a 
norm that operates between states, thus rendering treaties and agree-
ments useful elements of international politics.11 Indeed, conceptions of 
justice do matter in international politics, and so peaceful change in that 
arena involves a compromise between utopian ideas of common right 
and realist adjustments to shifts in the balance of power.12 Morgenthau 
concurred, believing the international environment to be composed not 
just of the distribution of power but also a climate of ideas, which con-
tained certain moral values with enough force to delimit ‘the sphere of 
possible political interests itself ’.13

Of course, the central argument of realist thought is that ideas should 
be analytically subverted to power, that the key imperative is the survival 
of the state and that action should be directed towards the accumulation 
of power for this end. However, even the most strident classical realists 
do not regard this as the only logic of realism. Machiavelli is emphatically 
not a determinist who views power as impelling action; instead, necessity 
narrows the range of alternatives to which statesmen may apply their 
wisdom and exercise choice.14 Neibuhr also admits the possibility that 
states may ‘do justice to wider interests than their own, while they pursue 
their own’.15 Although in the international order ‘the role of power is 
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greater and that of morality less’, Carr accepts that in some cases ideas of 
morality can trump concerns of power, to result in ‘self-sacrifice’ on the 
part of the state.16 As J. S. Barkin notes:

The classical realists argued quite explicitly that moral ideals are a 
necessary part of the practice of international politics and that political 
realism in the absence of morality, in the absence of a vision of utopia, 
is both sterile and pointless.17 

Even Kenneth Waltz, whose work is usually only partially read as the 
overwhelming prioritization of the ‘third image’, of the international 
system, recognized the role that ideas at the domestic level play in 
formulating foreign policy, and noted how internal characteristics are 
mirrored in the ‘national style’ of states’ external policies.18 Moreover, his 
‘third image’ argument was motivated by an explicitly political concern 
to counter the ideas of contemporary realists that democratic states were 
unable to construct effective foreign policies. In this sense, structural 
realism represents less a scientific theory of international politics than it 
does the deliberate planting in a domestic political debate of normative 
arguments that emphasize the possibility of the coexistence of domestic 
liberalism with the international system.19

Classical realists also thought realism ‘contains not only a theoretical 
but also a normative element’.20 Unlike the determinism of structural 
realism, classical realism should directly engage with the policy-making 
process. For Morgenthau, that meant realism as a subversive force, one 
that guards against dangers from within the state, be they contained in 
moral crusades that are detrimental to the national interest or in the 
cynicism which can flow from the unprincipled pursuit of power.21 

Thus, realism presents us with a highly complex and interdependent 
picture of the relationship between the individual, the state and society; 
between the national and the international; between the study of inter-
national politics and its practice; between power and ideas. Re-engaging 
with classical realism first and foremost is essential for neoclassical 
realism. It illuminates the richness present in realist thought before a 
stripped-out determinist model of structural realism took hold of the 
methodology of the discipline in the superpower-centric, zero-sum 
world of the Cold War and distilled out the subtleties of Waltz’s project. 
At the same time, an understanding of that tradition allows neoclassical 
realists to rebut the charge that neoclassical realism, by allowing for 
intervening domestic or non-material factors, is not realism at all, and 
to demonstrate how it actually represents an extension of the structural 
realist approach.22
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Systematizing ideas: setting out a neoclassical realist theory

The difficulty with classical realism’s complex picture is that it does not 
really form a deductive theory of international politics – it is more a 
set of philosophical insights about human nature, power and politics. 
Descriptive richness in many classical realist works therefore comes at 
the expense of parsimony and clear theoretical structure. For neoclassical 
realism to truly reflect its ‘neo’ designation it needs to reduce, arrange and 
systematize the insights of classical realists, and to specify those inter-
vening variables between systemic drivers and foreign-policy outcomes. 
If we want neoclassical realism to have any kind of predictive capacity, as 
opposed to being a ‘theory’ of IR which merely justifies a multi-causal or 
historical approach, we need a clear, fixed set of factors to assess.

One approach is to set out the ways in which the machinations of 
domestic politics affect the ability of the state to respond to the inter-
national system. This approach essentially holds ideas constant and 
predicts state behaviour on the basis of its ability to mobilize its material 
power in pursuit of the optimal policy, given the systemic pressures in 
play. Randall Schweller has explained states’ tendency to underbalance 
threats by reference to the degree of elite consensus and cohesion, social 
fragmentation and regime vulnerability, which together determine the 
ability of the state to mobilize its resources.23 Similarly, Fareed Zakaria 
contends that a lack of ‘state power’ explains the failure of the United 
States to rise to great-power status as early as might have been expected.24 
In perhaps the most well developed of these resource-extraction models, 
Jeffrey Taliaferro argues that ‘Even when confronted with the same threat, 
states vary in their ability to mobilize domestic resources for defense’, to 
show how domestic-level variables intervene to limit states’ ability to act 
in line with neorealist predictions.25

An alternative, and complementary, approach is to set out the ways 
in which what happens at the unit level mediates systemic pressures to 
determine not to what extent a state is able to respond, but in what way 
a state will respond. Here the ability of the state to extract resources in 
pursuit of a given policy is assumed, and the independent variable is the 
ideas in play within the state. Analysis of the dominant political ideas 
within a state’s foreign-policy elite may therefore show how ideas can 
intervene between structural imperatives and foreign-policy outcomes to 
shift states’ preferences out of line from neorealist expectations.

Core principles of neoclassical realism

Realism, particularly in its classical form, is less a particular theory of 
politics than it is a philosophical outlook. As such, it is best understood 
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as a number of core principles rather than as a specific set of logically 
related maxims. First, the state is the most appropriate unit of analysis 
in international relations. Second, the nature of the international system 
is anarchic. Even though states take the edge off anarchy through 
institution-building, fundamentally their relations revolve around the 
competition for scarce resources in the absence of an external arbiter of 
disputes. Third, power is the essential tool that those states have at their 
disposal in that process of competition, and the most effective types of 
power are material capabilities.26 

Given its centrality to realist thinking, the status of ‘the state’ is 
especially important to realist theory, and to neoclassical realism in 
particular. The logic of realism moves from egoism and group formation 
to group competition using the tools of power at their disposal in an en-
vironment that is unregulated. Empirically, the groups traditionally most 
worthy of analysis in the modern era have been nation-states, combining 
as they do the largest resources of power within given territories, in 
terms of which survival may be clearly defined. Yet realism has lacked 
agreement on a coherent, unitary theory of the state. This is less of a 
problem for structural realism, which tends to view states as like units 
and structure as determining. That is not to argue that neorealism lacks a 
theory of the state, simply that it is ‘embryonic’ or ‘minimalistic’; for the 
purposes described earlier, Waltz’s theory of the state is ‘highly restric
tive and underdeveloped’.27

Neoclassical realism, in contrast, requires a more substantive 
theory of the state because it is concerned with the processes by which 
structural information is interpreted and acted upon at the unit level.28 
Classical realism emphasized the role of statesmen, and neoclassical 
realism seeks to break down the processes that intervene within the 
state itself and which mediate international structure to help define the 
response of the state. There is not space here to construct a full definition 
of the state, but neoclassical realists would be wise to look for a defin-
ition along the lines of Stephen Krasner’s, that the state is ‘the central 
decision-making institutions and roles [that] can be treated as unified 
actors pursuing aims understood in terms of the national interest’.29 This 
is the type of definition settled upon by the editors of previously the only 
dedicated volume on neoclassical realism, which identifies the state with 
the national-security or foreign-policy executive in a ‘top down’ concep-
tion. Such a definition suits neoclassical realism in that it maintains the 
state as the key single unit in international politics, in which systemic 
forces ultimately drive external behaviour, while allowing for intervening 
domestic-level factors to shape the institutions and individuals within 
that process.30
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Conceptualizing ideas

Much IR theory is overly concerned with epistemology and ontology, to 
the extent that arguments over the status of the subjects of analysis come 
to subsume the subjects, and the analysis, themselves. Social scientists 
should guard against this tendency to philosophize: our subjects of study, 
fundamentally, are human beings who get on perfectly well with implicit 
theories of knowledge and existence that make up for in usability what 
they may lack in logical form. This ‘common-sense realism’ incorporates 
a metaphysical pluralism to assert that there are both real things that 
we can know exist in the world and there are also ideas and concepts, 
and that we are able to – and do – make the distinction between reality 
and theory, between the material and the ideational.31 Yet while scholars 
wishing to incorporate factors of different orders – such as ideas and 
interests – need not therefore submit to critiques of reductionism, for 
neoclassical realism to represent an advance on its classical progeny it 
should at least make an effort to engage with the status of its objects of 
analysis. What follows is therefore an attempt to conceive of political 
ideas as phenomena that can be integrated into an approach in which 
they can be weighed and assessed alongside the empirical facts that help 
form interests.32 

To allow this, it is crucial that ideas and interests be maintained as 
conceptually distinct phenomena.33 While we can accept that people hold 
particular ideas because it is in their interests to do so, and expect that 
the ideas people hold will tend to reflect their own interests, these are not 
reasons to logically conflate ideas with interests or to reduce one to the 
other. Second, ideas should not simply be identified with beliefs, as the 
most common rationalist definition in the IR literature does.34 The idea–
belief conjunction is particularly problematic. In order for something to 
be an idea, must someone actually believe in it? Do all beliefs have the 
same status – are scientific theories to be given the same logical credence 
as religious beliefs? Is my belief in the existence of extra-terrestrial life as 
powerful as the idea of the universal right to healthcare? While both are 
certainly mental phenomena, the ‘shared belief ’ characterization neuters 
ideas. Neoclassical realism conceives of ideas as having force alongside 
material interests, but by defining ideas as mere beliefs it becomes diffi-
cult to see them as (effective) weapons in policy debates.35 

A realist account of ideas, then, first requires that interests are those 
empirically knowable material facts about the world which constitute 
power relations between states. Alongside them, we may tentatively 
define ideas as those mental states which conceptualize relations between 
empirical realities and/or advocate a particular course of action. In this 
sense, we may subdivide ideas in the context of IR into ideas that tell us 
how the world works – scientific ideas – ideas that articulate aims or 
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goals – intentional ideas – and those that articulate the appropriateness 
of means – operational ideas. 

Scientific ideas establish the relations between things in the inter-
national environment, such as the ‘stopping power’ of water, or the idea 
that liberal democracies will not go to war with each other. These ideas 
establish boundaries of possibility for our normative ideas – they tell 
us how the world works. It should be noted here that scientific ideas 
do not include knowledge of the natural sciences; realists regard this 
knowledge as empirical reality. Rather, they represent the knowledge of 
the social sciences about the relations and behaviour of people, polities 
and economies.

Intentional ideas should be understood as normative suggestions that 
seek to establish goals for foreign policy, for example the idea that ‘the 
United Kingdom should promote human rights’. These types of ideas 
reflect the ethical prejudices of their proponents, implicitly ‘the United 
Kingdom should promote human rights because that is the right thing to 
do’. This is not the same as saying ‘it is in the United Kingdom’s interests 
to promote human rights’. The source of motivation is important, since 
a neoclassical realist perspective does not assume it: while realists would 
expect intentional ideas to correspond with the national interest they 
might not be held for that reason. Indeed, although we would expect 
that intentional ideas that run counter to the national interest would 
be less likely to gain support within the state, that is not to say that they 
could not prosper: the separation of ideas and interests makes scepticism 
that a state might pursue goals that are in opposition to its interests a 
contingent claim, not a logical one. 

Operational ideas are recommendations concerning the means by 
which a certain end should be pursued. They may be based on ethical 
judgements, but they more often arise from the holding of a particular 
causal belief. Ideas about the utility of different forms of power are a 
good example. A neoclassical realist account might explain the differing 
approaches of the United States and the European Union towards threats 
from nuclear proliferation in terms of differing operational ideas as much 
as differing coercive capabilities. 

If we now have at least a sketch of what ideas are, we need to also 
understand how they work. Why do some ideas make it to the forefront 
of policy while others founder? What precipitates changes in prevailing 
ideas? Under what conditions might ideas trump interests? 

Domestic processes: ideas within states

While a neoclassical realist approach might usefully require that political 
ideas are treated as objects with force, that is, as elements of power within 
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the domestic process, it should be obvious that the relationship between 
ideas and power is rather different from the relationship between, say, 
money and power, or military hardware and power. Whereas material 
capabilities’ power is wholly intrinsic and fixed, the power of an idea is 
both dependent and variable. I suggest three ways in which ideas may 
intervene at the unit level within states: through the policy-makers 
who hold them; through the institutions in which they may become 
embedded; and through the broader culture of the population which the 
state represents.

Fundamentally, the state is made up of individuals. Individuals 
construct systems, institutions and bureaucracies; individuals lead 
and follow; individuals make decisions. On what basis do individual 
policy-makers decide between competing ideas? The causal effect of 
ideas on policies has tended to be totally displaced onto the political 
effects of individuals in IR theory, with the result being that the per-
suasiveness of ideas is assumed rather than examined, and treated as 
constant.36 The first, most basic element of ideational success is often 
overlooked: is it a good idea? Is it coherent? Does it correspond to known 
realities? Does it mesh with the psychological biases of the individuals 
at which it is targeted? The second key to success resides in the idea’s 
advocate – his or her intellect, eloquence and position. The power of an 
idea to persuade individuals therefore resides both in itself and in the 
power of those who hold it. But although we should not therefore assume 
that all ideas that make it to the heart of policy are somehow intrinsically 
good ideas, we equally should not discount the quality of an idea from 
our analysis, even as we admit that the character of the ‘couriers’ of ideas 
is as important, if not more so, than anything inherent to the idea itself.37

Neoclassical realism therefore reaffirms the classical insight that 
statesmen are important in determining the foreign policies of states. 
Although power sets the limits and constraints on the national interest, 
the ideas held by powerful policy-makers are important, and the ideas 
held by the most powerful individuals within the state are the ones that 
matter most. 

If individuals can hold ideas and realists understand that humans tend 
to form groups, then we should expect individuals with shared ideas to 
coalesce into groups and organizations with common practices within 
states. The formation of these formal and informal groups or ‘institutions’ 
reflects the fact that ideas that are embedded in structures are possessed 
of greater power. Institutional arrangements allow policy experts from 
outside the foreign-policy executive to exert influence on policy.38 Ideas 
may also be encased in institutions within formal rules and procedures, 
allowing for their continued influence over time.39 Furthermore, these 
formal institutions of the state create structural arrangements that estab
lish the routes by which ideas can gain access to the policy process, 
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determining the political and administrative ‘viability’ of particular ideas. 
Institutional structure therefore ensures that policy-makers have access 
to only a limited set of ideas, whether those are percolated up to them 
or searched for by them.40 In this way, what some refer to as ‘strategic 
culture’ may provide a guide to a state’s likely reaction to shifts in the 
structure of the international system.41 

Underpinning the political ideas, individuals and institutions are the 
ideas contained in the broader cultural context within which the state is 
located. Ideas that are embedded in social norms, patterns of discourse 
and collective identities become accepted, ‘instinctual’ parts of the social 
world and are experienced as part of a natural objective reality.42 In this 
way, cultural variables subconsciously set the limits and terms of debate 
for both individuals and institutions, and so have ‘a profound effect on 
the strategic behaviour of states’.43 Mediated through institutions and 
individuals blinded to potential alternatives, ideas embedded in national 
culture therefore have the potential to explain ‘why some states act 
contrary to the structural imperatives of the international system’.44 

A neoclassical realist model of the making of foreign policy 

Realist IR theory, and most social theory for that matter, has three inter-
related purposes: first, to provide a consistent structure for the analysis 
of history; second, to provide tools with which future behaviour may 
be rendered more or less predictable; and third, to constitute a pre-
scriptive or normative paradigm around which behaviour can be judged. 
Neoclassical realist theory, which emphasizes the importance of power 
while admitting the impact on policy-making of domestic ideas, organ-
izes the insights of classical realism for each of these modes of theory.

The bulk of neoclassical realist work to date has been historical in 
nature. Indeed, the first body of neoclassical realist literature was devoted 
to explaining why, in particular historical cases, states failed to behave as 
neorealist theory would expect. These works assessed the contempor-
ary international system; surmised the optimal foreign-policy response 
in terms of national interest defined as power; and looked inside the 
state to explain why the response of that state at that time differed from 
realist expectations. As Gideon Rose notes in the World Politics review 
article in which he coined the term ‘neoclassical realism’, these historical 
accounts describe how systemic incentives are translated through unit-
level variables into foreign policies.45

Neoclassical realist analysis is therefore primarily being applied to 
specific historical cases to explain change in the structure of the inter-
national system with reference to how states understood and reacted to 
their material position.46 Of course, each historical explanation is unique, 
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but the shared structure of explanation allows neoclassical realists to draw 
out from their historical analyses patterns of generalizable factors at the 
level of the state which may serve for more accurate prediction than spare 
neorealism. As noted earlier, neoclassical realists have thus far focused 
on aspects of state power that influence the ability of states to react to 
international power dynamics. While there has been some reluctance 
to engage specifically with ideas, these historical analyses have revealed 
how non-material variables within states have influenced their response 
to the international system. For instance, Dominic Johnson has analysed 
the effect that the human tendency towards overconfidence – a bias he 
refers to as ‘positive illusions’ – has in causing leaders to overestimate 
their own capabilities and underestimate the power of others.47 Since 
ideas can influence cognition both individually and institutionally, errors 
resulting from positive illusions or other biases can be repeatable features 
of state foreign policy. Indeed, strategic culture, what Jack Snyder defined 
in the 1970s as ‘a set of semi-permanent elite beliefs, attitudes, and be-
haviour patterns socialized into a distinctive mode of thought’, has been 
the focus of much of the neoclassical realist work related to non-material 
variables.48 Christopher Layne argues that the United States’ strategy of 
extra-regional hegemony has its roots in the ‘open door’ ideology that 
defines American national interests in terms of ideals as well as power.49 
Colin Dueck similarly emphasizes how both consciously used ideas and 
internalized ideological assumptions in US strategic culture have been 
central to how American policy-makers have adjusted US grand strategy 
in response to structural shifts in the international system.50

How might these types of insights about particular ideas be integrated 
into a more general neoclassical realist model that might have predic-
tive capacity? When social scientists speak of predictive capacity, they 
are really looking for two things: for a given situation, they require a 
clear assessment of those factors they need to interpret, as well as an 
understanding of how those factors interrelate. Neoclassical realism 
therefore seeks to provide the ‘function box’ between systemic pressures 
and foreign policy outcomes, to articulate how a foreign-policy executive 
turns its knowledge of the external environment into a strategic outcome 
for the state, that is, a theory of how policy-makers interpret the inter-
national system and shape foreign policy in response to it.

Of course, the types of ideas operating within states may vary 
enormously. Yet the model presented here is intended to be universal, 
assuming a ‘top-down’ conception of the state in which systemic forces 
are mediated by the ideas of national security or by the foreign-policy 
executive that is common to all states.51 The constraining effect of the 
international environment ensures that the menu of ideas (or at least the 
ideas that are likely to be successful with the foreign-policy executive) is 
restricted to those that fit with prevailing power realities.
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The first role of the foreign-policy executive is to establish the nature of 
these power realities in order to identify and rank threats to the security 
of the state. This process begins with a traditionally realist assessment 
of the geopolitical and material context of the state in the international 
system. While uncertainty or overconfidence may create space for 
policy-makers’ ideational biases,52 common-sense realism confirms that 
features of the international system are truths that can be known, and so 
neoclassical realism regards the nature of the international system as an 
independent variable, an established reality.

Nonetheless, the facts of power in the system are not on their own 
enough to identify threats to the state, which instead require the presence 
of both capability and intent. In this latter category, assessments are more 
likely to be profoundly affected by perceptions of other states’ strategy, 
culture, ideology and history.53 In particular, neoclassical realism draws 
on the understanding of classical realists that identities – what Aron 
called the nature of states54 – are profoundly important in establishing 
when the presence of power constitutes a threat. At this stage, competing 
ideas may contest the ranking of those threats in terms of imminence and 
scale, particularly when policy-makers consider some features of indi-
vidual states or of the international system itself as simply threatening per 
se, even in the absence of targeted capability or intent.55 At the same time, 
the primacy placed by neoclassical realism on the knowable realities of 
power and state type determines that the foreign-policy executive will 
tend towards predictable agreement on the identity of threats to the state.

The second role of policy-makers is to choose how to address threats, 
that is, to determine the means of strategy. It is at this stage more than at 
any other that ideas intervening at the unit level may shape foreign-policy 
outcomes. States have access to a vast range of options in terms of 
capabilities and diplomacy that they may utilize to address threats, 
and policy-makers are in the position to choose between those tools of 
power. As such, different actors within states may hold competing ideas 
about which means are most effective, have ideological or ethical biases 
against certain tools of power, or simply be using the selection process to 
protect bureaucratic turf. 

Finally, a tertiary process identifies auxiliary goals and the means to 
attain them. This process is not common to all states, but is most signifi-
cant when thinking about the strategies of great powers, since the ideas 
contained in the strategies of great powers ‘are a building block of inter-
national life’.56 Great powers have enough resources both to guarantee 
their security and to pursue other goals in international politics. These 
goals may be expansionist in terms of territory or economic power; they 
may create interests for a state based on historic or cultural ties; they may 
involve ethical concerns or political ideas; they may be directed towards 
‘global’ interests. The choice of which auxiliary goals to pursue and with 
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which resources will always be the result of ideational debate within the 
state, since systemic imperatives have already been addressed in one 
form or another. 

Foreign policy, according to neoclassical realism, thus emerges 
through a process of empirical assessment and ideational competition 
within the foreign-policy executive of the state. While the balance of 
power in the international system is constraining, there remains con-
siderable autonomy and scope for creativity on the part of policy-makers 
to shape their state’s foreign policy in response to external pressures.57 Of 
course, neither the balance of power in the international system nor the 
balance of ideas within the foreign-policy executive is fixed. Personnel 
changes, shifts in broader public mood or new information may alter 
the ideational make-up of the state. The sources of foreign policy – and, 
significantly, of strategic change – are to be found both external to the 
state, as neorealism posits, and internal to the state. Neoclassical realism 
thus fills the gap in neorealist approaches that are unspecific regarding 
the causal processes that turn systemic change into unit-level strategic 
shifts. For neoclassical realists, unless the international environment 
is especially highly constrained, it is difficult to deduce foreign policy 
directly from the balance of material capabilities.58 Instead, neoclassical 
realists regard as usual what Waltz regards as rare, that states’ ‘internal 
impulses’ play a significant part in determining security postures.59 It 
might be argued that the two projects are seeking to do different things, 
that neorealism seeks to explain continuity and stability in the inter-
national system, whereas neoclassical realism seeks to understand change 
and diversity in foreign policy, and that each is conducting its analysis at 
a different level. There would certainly be something to this, and Waltz 
is very clear that his is not a theory of foreign policy.60 Yet, if neoclassical 
realists are right, and the ideas and perceptions of policy-makers within 
the state ‘play an important, indeed, a pivotal, role in the selection of 
a grand strategy’,61 it makes little sense to assess the structure of the 
international system without reference to the strategies of the units that 
constitute that structure. Indeed, without a theory of causation – that is, 
a theory of the state – the best that neorealism can do is identify patterns 
of correlation, which themselves demonstrate little. 

Conclusion

Neoclassical realism’s recognition that ideas play an important role in 
the formulation of foreign policy allows it to revive in realism the role of 
normative and critical theorizing. The role of the scholar, Morgenthau 
believed, was to ‘speak truth to power’; political realism was as much 
a normative project as it was a descriptive theory.62 Realists believe 
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that abiding by the maxims of power is a more stable way to organize 
international relations, emphasizing the limits that power places on the 
pursuit of grand schemes. At the same time, neoclassical realism under-
stands that states that are very powerful are the most likely to pursue 
ideas-based policies, as the international system poses few constraints 
on a state whose material power significantly defines the international 
structure. In such cases, the question ‘what must we do?’ is replaced by 
‘what shall we do?’, and ideological goals become ends in themselves.63 
The normative task of realists, then, is to guard against the hubristic 
pursuit of ideas by great powers, by emphasizing that they may realize 
those ideas at the expense of stability. 
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6

External and domestic determinants of  
state behaviour

Barbara Kunz and Ilai Z. Saltzman

Seeing the whole picture requires looking at more than just isolated 
parts of the phenomena we seek to understand and explain. It is such 
mundane wisdom that best summarizes the promises of neoclassical 
realism. It takes systemic and state-level elements into consideration, 
thereby bridging a gap that has divided international relations scholars 
for decades. Neoclassical realism is able to merge structural realism and 
foreign-policy analysis modalities into a single explanatory theoretical 
framework. Consequently, the realist account of international affairs can 
become more comprehensive and inclusive than it was thus far.1 

This chapter has two major objectives: first, to describe the external 
(international) and state-level factors that neoclassical realism identifies 
as the most important in determining state behaviour; and second, to 
portray how these elements interact and under what conditions some play 
a more central role than the others. We consequently concur with Brian 
Rathbun that neoclassical realism, in its attempts to integrate domestic 
and ideational variables, is a ‘logical extension and necessary part of ad-
vancing neorealism’, while incorporating elements of classical realism.2

External factors

Just like structural realism, neoclassical realism acknowledges the 
centrality of the distribution of capabilities in the international system. 
However, unlike most neorealists, neoclassical realists believe that inter-
national institutions play a significant role in shaping state behaviour. 
This section describes how these two ‘external’ concepts fit into neo-
classical realism’s research programme. 

Consciously or not, policy-makers first evaluate their strategic 
environment composed of the number of poles in the system and their 
discrepancy. This constellation can be multipolar, bipolar or unipolar. 
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These ideal-type modalities are not exhaustive and one may identify a 
multitude of structures that represent a combination of great-power 
configurations. Yet, regardless of the system’s polarity, its poles still 
serve as decision-makers’ major point of reference. Great powers were 
therefore traditionally at the focus of realism’s study of international 
affairs. Influential classical realists and later on neorealists were mainly 
interested in understanding and explaining great-power politics and its 
effect on the probability of war or the prevalence of peace.3 

But while classical realists explained international affairs by focusing 
on human nature and its effect on world politics, neorealism was to 
become the first sustained attempt to establish a structural approach for 
the study of international affairs within the realist paradigm. Whereas 
classical realists such as Hans J. Morgenthau, Henry Kissinger and other 
notable writers chose a state-centric view, Kenneth Waltz adopted a 
systemic perspective.4 In fact, Waltz sought to discredit classical realism’s 
methodological tradition, which was more philosophical than analytical, 
and suggested instead a more parsimonious scientific approach. As he 
writes in the opening of his Theory of International Politics, one of his 
main objectives was ‘to construct a theory of international politics that 
remedies the defects of present theories’.5 

The problem with the works of prominent classical realists, according 
to Waltz, was that they suggest ‘certain things happen because men are 
stupid or bad’. And these assertions, he argued, can only be ‘accepted or 
rejected according to the mood of the writer’.6 In contrast to classical 
realism, neorealism presumably provides the researcher with a coherent 
and objective set of assumptions and material-based predictions that can 
easily be evaluated and tested according to other methods of enquiry in 
the social sciences. Thus, for Waltz, classical realism was a vague and 
underspecified ‘reductionist’ approach that loosely explains specific 
states’ behaviour, whereas neorealism is a scientifically generated systemic 
theory that explains general international outcomes. In other words, for 
Waltz, classical realism was not a theory, but merely a Weltanschauung.7

As an alternative, neorealism is principally based on the assumption 
that it is the anarchic nature of the system that best explains the histori-
cal regularities and repetitiveness in international politics. Accordingly, 
it is the ‘third image’ that prevails when we try to ‘explain how the 
organization of a realm acts as a constraining and disposing force on the 
interacting units within it’.8 

But what connects the system’s anarchical characteristic to Waltz’s 
observable sameness or regularity of unit behaviour throughout history? 
Essentially, it is the self-help element and the dynamics of the security 
dilemma that, in his view, constrain and encourage different state actors 
with opposing ideologies and divergent regime types in different periods 
to act in a similar manner.9 To quote Waltz: 
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competition and conflict among states stem directly from the twin 
facts of life under conditions of anarchy: States in an anarchic order 
must provide for their own security, and threats or seeming threats to 
their security abound.10

Anarchy, in this respect, denotes the absence of a supranational sover-
eign with the authority and capacity to enforce its will on all actors and to 
protect their existence from one another. Thus, in anarchical systems all 
actors’ main objective is to protect their existence. 

Within the system’s anarchical structure, all state actors are respon-
sible for the preservation of their own national security. This, in turn, 
motivates states to be aware of others’ influence on their existence and 
to prepare to use force as the main instrument for maintaining security.11 
‘A self-help system is one in which those who do not help themselves, 
or who do so less effectively than others’, Waltz warns, ‘will fail to 
prosper, will lay themselves open to danger, will suffer.’12 Under such con-
ditions, ‘units worry about their survival, and the worry conditions their 
behavior’.13 However, it must be stressed that Waltz’s assertion means 
‘conditioning’, not ‘determining’, a point that we shall see neoclassical 
realists were quick to notice and eager to address. 

Since anarchy and self-help constitute the basis of neorealism’s 
account of world politics, a resulting outcome is the regular emergence 
of balances of power. An extremely elusive and ill-defined concept in its 
own right, balance of power has become neorealism’s central proposition. 
For Waltz, balance of power is a result of neither unit-level interaction 
nor exceptional statesmanship. It is not the actors’ attributes that make 
the equilibrium among the great powers possible and recurrent. Instead, 
it is ‘produced by the uncoordinated actions of states’, an inevitable con-
sequence of systemic effects.14 

What are the implications of Waltz’s ideas on the study of state beha-
viour? His model is admittedly similar to classical realism’s description, 
despite the previously discussed alteration in the scientific platform 
and the inevitability of certain phenomena. Indeed, for the two strands 
of realism, equilibrium is the most commonly ascribed fundamental 
characteristic in accounts of international affairs.15 Both consider the 
dominance of a single actor over the others hazardous to the stability 
of the international system. Morgenthau explicitly warned that ‘without 
a state of equilibrium among them one element will gain ascendancy 
over the others, encroach upon their interests and rights, and might ulti-
mately destroy them’.16 Waltz, on his part, identified the need to preserve 
the equilibrium that guarantees states’ security in the face of possible 
rising powers, since ‘states having a surplus of power are tempted to use 
it, and weaker states fear their doing so’.17 

Consequently, both classical and structural realism ‘count’ poles, 
chiefly according to the actors’ national power, which is determined by 
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factors such as geography and population size, natural resources, indus-
trial and economic capacity, military capabilities, political stability and 
competence.18 These elements constitute a given state’s available capa
bilities in the pursuit of security and its existential interests. But in order 
to be considered a pole, a state must achieve high levels in all of them.19 

Waltz’s great-power bias is also evident in his leaning towards large 
concentrations of capabilities, preferably in two poles. Whereas multi-
polar configurations appeal the most to classical realists since they allow 
greater room for manoeuvring, Waltz considers bipolarity the most 
stable system.20 

Another crucial point of disagreement, which directly results from 
the different ontological and epistemological basis, is the capacity to 
reinstate a disrupted equilibrium. Again, while Morgenthau focused on 
individuals’ coordinated ‘methods’ that constitute balancing behaviour, 
Waltz contended that only the system will push and shove the actors to 
reinstate the balance, since neorealism is not a theory of foreign policy. 
Put differently, it is only descriptive rather than prescriptive as far as 
state behaviour is concerned.21 

Nevertheless, a number of scholars articulated a modified version of 
neorealism, able to explain specific state behaviour by applying Waltz’s 
systemic variables and incorporating states’ relative and positional place 
within the structure.22 Colin Elman convincingly showed that it is more 
than possible and plausible to deduce from neorealism a foreign-policy 
theory. In this case, and extending Elman’s argument, if the system his-
torically tends towards equilibrium, then it is obviously the outcome of 
intentional balancing behaviour practised by states alone or in coopera-
tion with other security-seeking actors.23 

Some of these insights are also noticeable in Waltz’s own writing.24 
Waltz acknowledges that the system is the result of state interaction, 
hence not completely independent from foreign-policy behaviour.25 
Thus, despite Waltz’s attempt to present a perfectly structural approach, 
neorealism can nevertheless account for states’ policy alternatives and 
constraints. Consequently, neoclassical realism can both claim continu-
ity with respect to Waltz’s structural realism and underline its novel 
character by further developing neorealism.

The second major external factor that shapes and determines states’ 
behaviour in the international sphere, according to neoclassical realism, 
is international institutions. It is beyond the scope of this chapter to fully 
explore the role of international institutions within international politics. 
Therefore, we will limit ourselves to an appraisal of the basic notion of 
institutions within neoclassical realism and how they constrain states.26 

John Mearsheimer presented principled criticism of international 
institutions and concluded that they ‘have minimal influence on state 
behavior, and thus hold little promise for promoting stability in the 



100    Barbara Kunz and Ilai Z. Saltzman

post-Cold War world’.27 Yet, while Mearsheimer’s position was certainly 
predominant within the neorealist camp, there were neorealists who 
questioned this firm anti-institutional approach. Scholars like Joseph 
Grieco, who were extremely critical of liberal institutionalism’s disregard 
of the relative and absolute gains problem, became more receptive to 
a modified version that highlighted the interest-driven motivation for 
international cooperation and institutionalization.28 

As a matter of fact, the concept of international institutions is not 
foreign to the different realist schools, since military alliances or great-
power concerts are but the same expressions of structured relationships 
between states.29 Even Mearsheimer, employing an extremely narrow 
definition in his critique of a liberal version of the concept, posits that in-
stitutions are ‘a set of rules that stipulate the ways in which states should 
cooperate and compete with each other. They prescribe acceptable forms 
of state behaviour, and proscribe unacceptable kinds of behavior.’30 In 
a fashion that resembles Peter Gourevitch’s ‘second image reversed’ 
thesis, neoclassical realists believe that the international institutional 
realm imposes certain constraints and limitations on members’ freedom 
of action and preferences, even though they may not be fully able to 
dominate it.31 

Indeed, one need only to think of the Warsaw Pact, the Concert of 
Vienna, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization or the European Union to 
discover that institutions’ influence on state behaviour may be accounted 
for by committed neorealists. Glenn Snyder32 and Paul Schroeder33 
showed, for example, that intrastate dynamics between different parties 
may alter the overall conduct of any given alliance. On the one hand, 
the intra-alliance security dilemma can lead states to get caught in an 
‘abandonment/entrapment’ predicament and sometimes weaken their 
commitments, as Snyder suggests. On the other hand, Schroeder in-
dicated that weaker members of an alliance can hinder the policies and 
even suppress the ambitions of the stronger member(s) through ‘pacts 
of restraint’, which mitigate the structural distribution of capabilities by 
applying predetermined rules, procedures and norms.

Naturally, with the move to expand neorealism’s boundaries, more 
and more neorealists began to appreciate institutions’ independent role 
in determining states’ behaviour and to amend structural realism accord
ingly.34 Jennifer Sterling-Folker concluded that although institutions 
are influential in determining state behaviour, they must be ‘embedded 
within the larger group context which is itself a function of the environ-
mental context’, and thus ‘neoclassical realism allows institutions to be 
important causal variables in their own right’.35 

In sum, Waltz admitted that ‘without the first and second images 
there can be no knowledge of the forces that determine policy’.36 It is im-
perative at this point to go beyond the structural level and demonstrate 
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how these two additional ‘images’ explain states’ behaviour. Hence, it 
is time to reopen the ‘black box’ of the state, since neorealism is ‘best 
conceived as a framework for further inquiry, not as the end of inquiry’, 
as Shibley Telhami maintained.37 

State-level factors

Since the differentiation between systemic-level and the unit-level 
variables determining states’ foreign-policy behaviour looked rather 
artificial methodologically and unhelpful descriptively, the initial task 
was to debunk the Waltzian assumption of a unitary actor and to move 
to a more sophisticated articulation of system–unit interaction. Thus, 
because ‘[s]tates rarely conform to realism’s assumption of units as 
coherent actors’, neoclassical realists seek to incorporate both systemic 
variables and intervening domestic variables into their analyses.38 The 
school posits that:

complex domestic political processes act as transmission belts that 
channel, mediate, and (re)direct policy outputs in response to external 
forces (primarily changes in relative power). Hence, states often react 
differently to systemic pressures and opportunities, and their re-
sponses may be less motivated by systemic-level factors than domestic 
ones.39 

At the same time:

neoclassical realists believe that the Innenpolitikers’ preferred indepen-
dent variables must be analytically relegated because, over the long 
run, a state’s foreign policy cannot transcend the limits and oppor
tunities thrown up by the international environment.40 

This and the fact that neoclassical realists never lose sight of the strategic 
character of foreign policy under anarchy solidly anchors the school in 
the realist camp.41

Understanding why states react differently to similar systemic 
pressures and opportunities inevitably requires looking at the unit level. 
However, a generally accepted catalogue of intervening variables to be 
taken into account by neoclassical realists, and more precisely a theory 
of how these variables interact, has yet to emerge. What is uncontested 
is what is to be explained: by opening the black box and engaging with 
its inherent complexity, neoclassical realists find themselves in need of 
explaining state behaviour – one of the major differences between neo-
classical realism and neorealism. 

State behaviour, in neoclassical realism, is usually defined in two com
plementary ways: balancing patterns and, more broadly, foreign-policy 
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output. Whereas earlier neoclassical realist work primarily concerned 
deviations from structural realist expectations in a narrower sense – 
mostly (under)balancing – more recent contributions claim that 
neoclassical realism ‘is a useful approach for understanding foreign 
policy, more generally’.42 Neoclassical realists thus no longer limit them-
selves to studying underperformance or maladjustment in light of 
systemic pressure(s), but rather deal with state behaviour broadly defined. 

In explaining such behaviour, a wide variety of Innenpolitik vari-
ables – playing the role of intervening variables – is conceivable. They 
may pertain to intra-state structures such as the domestic institutional 
environment, the existence or absence of pressure groups, regime type or 
political constellations and the distribution of interests within the state. 
They may also include psycho-cognitive variables such as policy-makers’ 
perceptions and historical path dependency. What may be taken from the 
growing body of neoclassical realist literature is that these intervening 
variables can be clustered into two categories: (1) perceptions in filtering 
systemic factors; and (2) domestic constraints in designing foreign policy. 
These two categories are not necessarily mutually exclusive, but each of 
the strands presented below highlights a different aspect of the interplay 
of domestic and systemic variables. Neoclassical realists may thus distin-
guish between perception-based approaches and approaches based on 
institutional characteristics at states’ domestic levels. Perception-based 
approaches ask: how – based on what perceptions – do domestic actors 
filter systemic factors? Approaches based on characteristics of domestic 
institutions, especially governments and their political environments, 
place factors such as elite cohesion, government stability, interest-group 
pressure and the government’s ability to mobilize and extract resources 
from society at the centre of attention. In the sections below, we shall 
discuss these two sets of intervening variables in greater detail.

Perceptions in filtering systemic factors

For neoclassical realists, the state apparatus and its policy-makers con-
stitute the missing link between power resources and foreign-policy 
output. Consequently, ‘[t]he first intervening variable they introduce is 
decision-makers’ perceptions, through which systemic pressures must 
be filtered’.43 In designing foreign policies and filtering structural factors, 
decision-makers need to assess characteristics of the system in terms of 
polarity and other states’ intentions, as well as changes in the relative 
distributions of power. This assessment logically takes place at states’ 
domestic levels, within those entities concerned with making foreign 
policy. Perceptions of the above-named factors held there are thus of 
crucial relevance in explaining foreign-policy outputs.44 
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It is in this respect that neoclassical realism veers towards positing 
that the role of anarchy is relative, contingent on states’ positions 
within the international system and their capabilities, implying that 
‘neoclassical realists occupy a middle ground between pure structural 
theorists and constructivists’.45 Neoclassical realists acknowledge the 
fundamental anarchical nature of the system, but unlike constructivists 
they believe that the severity of anarchy’s consequences varies from 
state to state, depending on domestic institutional characteristics and 
psycho-cognitive perceptions rather than intersubjective understandings 
or constructions.46 Yet it is important to understand that neoclassical 
realism ‘problematizes perception, but not the objective nature of reality. 
States must often fall back on perception not because reality is socially 
constructed but rather because they lack complete information.’47 This is 
why neoclassical realists are realists, who focus on cognitive processing 
of data, and not constructivists, who apply an interpretative approach 
mainly driven by ideational or normative factors.48 

If the basic assumptions of balance-of-power and/or balance-of-
threat theory are to constitute a point of departure for neoclassical realist 
reasoning, it is evident that neoclassical realists need to account for the 
way in which states detect and assess threats and/or power shifts. Put 
differently, neoclassical realists must be able to explain how perceptions 
of systemic factors affect the formulation of states’ foreign policy. This 
is a path pursued by William Wohlforth, Aaron Friedberg and Thomas 
Christensen, who concluded that although ‘objective’ power certainly 
mattered, perceptions thereof came to play a crucial role in the formu-
lation of states’ foreign and defence policies.49 Their conclusion only 
supported Raymond Cohen’s assertion that ‘threat perception is the 
decisive intervening variable between action and reaction in international 
crisis’.50 The step ahead for neoclassical realism in the perceptions strand 
thus consists in attaining a unified understanding of perceptions’ role in 
determining foreign-policy outputs. 

In an attempt to offer such a framework, Steven Lobell proposes a 
threat-identification model based on a neoclassical realist theory of 
threat assessment.51 For Lobell, threat assessment is a complex en-
deavour of a ‘nested and multitiered nature’ that can take place at the 
systemic, sub-systemic and domestic levels.52 Those who make foreign 
policy inevitably play a ‘two-level game’ in which threat assessment may 
be influenced by their respective positions within the political system, 
while their political calculations also matter.53 In assessing outside 
threats, decision-makers actually assess ‘specific components of a 
foreign state’s power’.54 In other words, states not only consider systemic 
factors, but actually look inside other units when assessing power and 
threats. Perceptions of intentions are consequently relevant because 
states consider ‘aggressive intentions’ in addition to material factors.55 
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A consideration of ‘aggressive intentions’, in turn, is reminiscent 
of the classical realist distinction of revisionist states on the one side 
and status-quo powers on the other. Neoclassical realism, contrary to 
neorealism, hence includes a certain focus on states’ – potentially re
visionist – intentions.56 

Yet states’ intentions are only one part of the equation, since, when 
states assess other states’ material power, ‘[w]ether a foreign state is 
viewed as threatening is in part a function of which component of its 
power is rising’.57 Classical geopolitical reasoning therefore also has its 
place in neoclassical realism, where ‘different components of power pose 
different threats to societal actors in other states’.58 A number of societal 
actors assess threats but it is the foreign-policy executive that ‘formulates 
grand strategy and maximizes the state’s national security’.59 Both grand 
strategy and short-term responses to emerging threats are designed by 
the authoritative maker of foreign policy, responsible for identifying and 
implementing ‘those long-range measures which would be appropriate to 
the accomplishment of that end’.60 

In sum, perception is a crucial component in neoclassical realism’s 
framework of analysis. ‘Perception’ may refer to perception of system 
polarity in general, perception of the balance of power, perception of 
other states’ power (resources) or perception of other states’ intentions. 
Different actors within the state may have different perceptions, a matter 
of relevance when analysing domestic constraints in making foreign 
policy, since divergent threat perceptions entail different reactions.61 

Domestic constraints on foreign policy 

Neoclassical realists have primarily approached domestic constraints 
on foreign policy as restrictions on states’ capacity to mobilize and 
extract resources from society. Moreover, besides studying the state as 
a collective entity, these students of international politics have focused 
on constraints and checks and balances within the group of relevant 
foreign-policy actors, restricting leaders’ freedom of action. For neo-
classical realists, a state’s foreign-policy apparatus sits at the intersection 
between national and international politics. For that reason, not only its 
perceptions of systemic factors are relevant, but also the limitations it is 
subject to at the domestic level. Accordingly, Gideon Rose qualifies ‘the 
strength of a country’s state apparatus and its relation to the surrounding 
society’ as the ‘second intervening variable’ that neoclassical realists in-
corporate into their analyses.62 The argument is essentially based on the 
idea that no matter what systemic factors are assessed and what needs 
for balancing are consequently deduced, ‘national leaders may not have 
easy access to a country’s total material power resources’.63
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The issue of mobilization and resource extraction has occupied a 
prominent position within the neoclassical realist research agenda. 
Echoing the work of Raymond Aron,64 this problem may be summarized 
as follows: 

Between potential force and actual force the factor of mobilization 
intervenes. The force available to each political unit in its rivalry 
with others is proportional not to its potential but to its potential of 
mobilization. The latter, in its turn, depends on many factors which 
can be reduced to two abstract terms: capacity and will.65

Neoclassical realists have introduced distinctions along the lines 
of ‘national power’ versus ‘state power’ in pursuing Aron’s distinction 
between potential and actual force. Potential force is ‘the total human, 
material and moral resources which each unit possesses on paper ’, 
whereas actual force is ‘those of its forces that are mobilized for the 
conduct of international relations in wartime or peacetime’.66 Fareed 
Zakaria defines ‘state power’ as the amalgamation of national power and 
state strength and concludes that ‘the stronger the state, the greater its 
ability to extract national power for its ends’.67

This position relies on the Weberian distinction of the ‘state’ on the 
one hand and ‘society’ on the other. It is this conceptual dichotomy that 
mobilization-capacity approaches are built upon, that is, the idea that 
a state’s capacity to extract resources from society in order to conduct 
foreign policy is crucial in assessing both the making of foreign policy 
and foreign-policy behaviour.68 The relevance of that factor results from 
the fact that ‘[e]ven when confronted with the same threats, states vary 
in their ability to mobilize domestic resources for defense’.69 Indeed, 
the problem is not necessarily the lack of will on behalf of the key 
decision-makers to mobilize and extract national resource but rather the 
intensity of the resistance to this attempt.70 

For that reason, it seems almost obvious that ‘international power 
analysis must take into account the ability of governments to extract and 
direct the resources of their societies’.71 Much has happened in this strand 
of neoclassical realism, as a great deal of neoclassical realist scholarship 
has attempted to come to more specific statements on the matter. A 
number of works addressed this feature of state power as a determinant 
of state action while acknowledging a certain trade-off between the term 
‘mobilization’ and extraction: ‘mobilization is the creation of wealth and 
investment in power. Internal extraction is the creation of power and the 
consumption of wealth.’72 

‘Mobilization’ need not imply material support for a certain policy, 
but could rather be conceived as shared convictions about that policy’s 
appropriateness. In analysing mobilization, it is thus crucial to bear in 
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mind that societal or non-material factors matter, as they determine 
the foreign-policy executive’s room for manoeuvre beyond material 
constraints. 

By considering all these factors, neoclassical realists are essentially 
embracing a unit-level perspective: they look inside states, assuming that 
the system alone cannot account for their behaviour. That said, state 
behaviour can naturally have systemic objectives, like counterbalancing 
moves or expansionist ambitions. It is in that context that Randall 
Schweller argues that a state’s mobilization capacity for the purpose of 
counterbalancing is determined by four factors: elite consensus, elite 
cohesion, social cohesion and the degree of regime or government 
vulnerability. Schweller’s model is arguably the most elaborate attempt at 
a theory of domestic determinants of state behaviour.73 

Within the context of these variables, ideology appears as a cross-
cutting issue with an impact on all four factors. Ideology thus becomes 
a factor in ‘the ability of great powers to mobilize the resources required 
to pursue expansionist grand strategies’.74 Taliaferro concurs that 
‘ideology and state-sponsored nationalism are two other determinants 
of state power’, as nationalism tends ‘to increase social cohesion and the 
propensity of individuals to identify with the state, which in turn facili
tates leaders’ efforts to extract and mobilize resources from society for 
national security goals.’75 Yet ‘mobilization capacity is only one import-
ant aspect of a realist foreign policy; it alone tells us nothing about how a 
state chooses to use its enhanced capabilities.… The particular shape that 
power takes – and the consequences for those that possess it – depends 
on the ideas that motivate how and when it is exercised.’76 

If mobilization and resource extraction are crucial in explaining state 
behaviour, who then exactly is the mobilizing entity, that is, the state?77 
Neoclassical realism has so far offered a rather coherent list of domestic 
actors relevant in explaining foreign-policy behaviour. Candidates to 
be named in response to ‘who matters?’ are thus many, including the 
foreign-policy executive with its officials, but also the legislative branch, 
public opinion and the media, economic actors and organized interest 
and pressure groups. Yet the most important actors are those responsible 
and accountable for actual decision-making. Among those entities, the 
‘state’ as distinguished from ‘society’ holds a special position.78 

The foreign-policy executive is the embodiment of the state, or sover
eign, who, in the words of Thomas Hobbes, ‘may use the strength and 
means of them all, he shall think expedient, for their peace and common 
defence’.79 This pivotal intra-state entity possesses superior and ‘privi-
leged access to information about international threats, opportunities, 
and national capabilities. Consequently, it is best positioned to respond 
to international exigencies as the relative distribution of power in the 
international system requires.’80 Following that line of argument, Norrin 
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Ripsman ascribes different roles and motives to the foreign-policy execu
tive on the one hand and other domestic actors on the other hand: ‘the 
executive, aware as it is of all relevant information available on inter-
national strategic affairs, determines its preferences largely in accordance 
with international constraints and incentives’; domestic actors other than 
the executive, in turn, are said to be ‘primarily motivated by personal, 
parochial, or domestic politic motivations’, not least the preservation of 
their own power.81 In this respect, the final weeks of the 2002 German 
election campaign are highly illustrative, as Germany’s potential partici
pation in the US-led Iraq war became one – if not the – defining matter 
for the German public, which in turn put heavy strain on the trans
atlantic partnership.82 Swedish non-alignment policies during the Cold 
War may serve as a longer-lasting example: by promoting a discourse of 
non-alignment equalling moral goodness, Swedish governments of all 
colours found themselves bereft of alignment options to this day, due to 
a strong anti-NATO public opinion.83

Ripsman’s simplified assumption does not escape criticism; other 
neoclassical realists therefore work according to slightly different 
assumptions. Lobell, for example, separates societal leaders from the 
foreign-policy executive, without sharing the assertion that society is 
necessarily ignorant or uninterested in international affairs. Societal 
leaders may be either ‘nationalist’ or ‘internationalist’, respectively 
inward-looking or outward-looking. Lobell’s societal leaders respond to 
events taking place outside the domestic political system they operate in, 
whereas Ripsman argues that societal elites essentially have a domestic 
focus. Ripsman’s societal elites consequently are ‘far more likely to influ-
ence the timing and style of a state’s national security policies than the 
definition of the national interest’.84 

The ability to influence leaders’ prospects of staying in power is the 
crucial leeway for societal groups, and moreover determines the kind 
of groups that should be expected to have the most influence, for the 
simple reason that they can reward or punish leaders in terms of voting 
behaviour.85 In addition to electoral payoff, ‘political leaders are also 
interested in those domestic actors who can provide resources that can 
be used either to retain power or, in cases of corrupt regimes, to line 
their pockets’.86 

Concluding remarks and avenues for further research

This chapter has offered an overview of the external and unit-level deter-
minants of state behaviour identified by neoclassical realists. In filtering 
systemic constraints, states are constrained by a variety of domestic 
factors, and their assessment of systemic conditions is contingent on 
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perceptions. Lobell, Ripsman and Taliaferro claim to have ‘elucidated the 
view of the state that unites [the] diverse strands’ of neoclassical realism, 
so that it is now time to move ahead.87 Indeed, neoclassical realists are 
right to argue that they managed to identify intervening variables that 
act as determinants of state behaviour beyond, or complementary to, 
constraints imposed by anarchy. 

In that sense, neoclassical realism certainly has made progress 
towards becoming a full-fledged research framework. However, in ex-
plaining foreign-policy outcomes, neoclassical realism must be able to 
say something not only about the assessment of threats and systemic 
factors in general, but also about the way in which such assessments 
add up to decision-making with regard to states’ ability to mobilize and 
foreign-policy outputs. It is therefore increasingly important to come 
to terms with the definition of relevant intervening variables and focus 
on theories of how these interact. The perhaps biggest challenge ahead, 
therefore, is the construction of a model which incorporates both strands 
discussed above – perceptions and domestic constraints – and explicitly 
describes which factor becomes more influential under what circum-
stances. For example, when will policy-makers attribute greater weight 
to practical economic mobilization challenges rather than political or 
societal opposition? Or under what circumstances do international insti
tutions play a greater or lesser role in strategic formulation of foreign and 
security policies? 

Lobell et al. sought to present a broad conditional description in 
order to bridge the domestic–systemic divide, but they did not tackle the 
specific variables they previously identified (ideology, identity, resource 
mobilization, threat perception, public opinion, international institu-
tions etc.).88 Only such an inclusive model will, in the long run, free 
neoclassical realism from the accusation of being an ad hoc approach, 
incorporating domestic variables as needed, falling in the trap of merely 
dealing with sui generis case studies. If the emerging tradition is to assert 
itself as an established research framework, it must propose generalizable 
theories with explanatory power beyond single cases, but also beyond 
the aspiration to prove that specific variables matter. How exactly these 
variables matter and why is therefore the key question for future neo-
classical realist research. If neoclassical realists fail to do so, ‘they might 
find themselves bumping into chastened Innenpolitikers coming from 
the other direction’,89 who eventually came to discover that systemic con-
ditions do matter. For these scholars, neoclassical realism may serve as 
the logical pathway to realism – clearly another of the school’s strengths.

Yet, although neorealism may be criticized for its radical emphasis 
on parsimony, exaggerations in the opposite direction are hardly helpful 
either. This is nonetheless problematic, since neoclassical realism lacks 
a coherent understanding of state objectives, which could serve as an 
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ordering element in the bazaar of intervening variables other than states’ 
self-preservation.90 Neoclassical realists should not forget the warning 
example of a long-forgotten (at least outside Germany) attempt at 
establishing a German version of ‘complex neorealism’, essentially based 
on ‘constellation analysis’ and attempting to take the full complexity of 
making foreign policy into account – an approach that arguably never 
asserted itself precisely because of the sheer number of variables.91 At the 
same time, there is a rich European tradition of broadly realist approaches 
that may well feed into the further development of neoclassical realism.

After a phase of exploring the content of the black box, therefore, the 
time has now come for neoclassical realism to bring some order to all 
the relevant variables identified. First and foremost, neoclassical realism 
needs to establish a hierarchy of intervening variables and specify the 
conditions under which they can be expected to play more or less 
dominant roles. So far, neoclassical realists cannot say which variables 
matter most and which matter less in explaining state behaviour. It is 
beyond the scope of this chapter to explore this matter fully, but let us 
describe in some broad strokes the conditions under which certain vari-
ables have greater weight than others.92 

First, the regime type, or the structure of the decision-making entity, 
has immense influence on the making of foreign policy. Democratic 
regimes are considered more sensitive to the influence of public opinion, 
political opposition and legal constraints (i.e. domestic structural deter-
minants).93 The sources of state power are more dispersed and there are 
more than a few actors involved in the actual policy-making process. 
Furthermore, their role in policy-making may be anchored in existing 
procedural mechanisms or even protected by certain laws or a constitu-
tion. Non-democratic or authoritarian regimes, on the other hand, tend 
to be highly centralist in nature and less sensitive to domestic opposition 
and therefore more flexible in their policy choices.94 

Second, the severity of the emerging challenge and its possible rami-
fication for the wellbeing of the state or its key national interests largely 
determine the duration of the policy-making process. When decisions 
have to be taken immediately, most often procedural and structural 
considerations are marginalized, even in well established democratic 
regimes. Public opinion is taken for granted or at least expected to be 
sympathetic ex post fact, and political or judicial support is provided to 
the leadership rather freehandedly. As British Prime Minister Margaret 
Thatcher explained her role in managing the Falkland crisis: 

The idea that you could run things competently by having everything 
[brought] to Cabinet is nonsense. There are twenty-one members of 
Cabinet. On one issue if they all speak two minutes that’s forty-two 
minutes. It’s absolutely ridiculous [to think] that you can do things 
that way.95 
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Third, the managerial style of the key decision-maker(s) is relevant.96 
Centralist leaders may possess the capacity to motivate or manipulate 
their subordinates or colleagues according to their personal under-
standing of the situation and thus eliminate any opposition or at least 
considerably lessen anticipated friction.97 Others may be flexible and 
inclined to facilitate opposition or completely abstain from confronting 
domestic opposition rather than challenging it. Some may be more prone 
to take risks while others may refrain from doing so.98 Furthermore, time, 
defined in terms of electoral cycles in democratic regimes, should also be 
considered, since it influences decision-makers in their position as part 
of a hierarchical or procedural arrangement.99 

Yet bringing some order and hierarchies into the menu of intervening 
variables is not the only task left for future neoclassical realist research 
on the determinants of state behaviour. What essentially characterizes 
realist thinking is the strategic element, the assumption that states’ 
main business is ‘statecraft’, ‘the construction of strategies for securing 
the national interest in the international arena, as well as the execu-
tion of these strategies by diplomats’.100 It is therefore remarkable that 
most neoclassical realists dodge the question of what states actually 
want, aside from basic security.101 Much of their work focuses on the 
circumstances under which foreign-policy decision-making occurs. The 
objectives states pursue, however, remain underexplored. A sympathetic 
observer, and especially an observer who buys into the assertion that 
neoclassical realism is the logical continuation of neorealism, will admit 
that this is because neoclassical realism considers all state objectives as 
given – but such an assumption remains highly questionable.102 Why 
this is so remains an intriguing question, but it may be assumed that one 
explanation is the avalanche of complexity that would arise from taking a 
classical realist definition of state objectives seriously, allowing for a host 
of motives and ends of statecraft. 

As a matter of fact, although state behaviour is widely accepted as 
neoclassical realism’s dependent variable, a concise definition of state 
behaviour remains to be found. It therefore seems inevitable that a 
deeper understanding and better conceptualizations of state motives and 
objectives are required if neoclassical realism is to consolidate its status 
as an influential theory of international relations and foreign policy. 
Neoclassical realism cannot remain a theory accounting for maladaptation 
and deviation from neorealist expectations, and it cannot merely be 
concerned with states’ reactive behaviour, as a focus on balancing (or 
underbalancing) moves implies. That neoclassical realism can account 
for balancing moves (or their absence) has been demonstrated on many 
occasions, even leading to the contention that ‘[n]eoclassical realism can 
explain states’ abilities to adapt to changes in the international environ-
ment through internal balancing better than Waltz’ balance of power 
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theory can’.103 It also seems that neoclassical realism is more than capable 
of accounting for divergence in balancing patterns, since it can explain 
how different actors similarly perceive emerging threats or how actors do 
not correspond to the same interpretation and thus clarify why certain 
coalitions are built and others are not. For example, different values of 
resource extraction and threat perception can explain the different re-
sponses to the ascendancy of the United States in the post-Cold War era 
and the lack of effective counterbalancing the rise of Nazi Germany and 
imperialist Japan through alliance-building in the inter-war period.104 

To sum up, what follows for future neoclassical realist research is that 
a considerable number of answers to relevant questions remain to be 
found. First and foremost, neoclassical realists need to reconsider the 
question of states’ objectives, as this matter has wide ramifications for any 
theory of foreign policy. Second, neoclassical realism needs to establish 
a hierarchy of variables, that is, to attain a scaling of factors in terms of 
their relevance in explaining foreign-policy behaviour. Third, neoclassical 
realism needs to come to terms with its relationship to structural realism: 
is it merely an extension of neorealism or does its added-value lie beyond 
Waltz’s theory of international politics? All these matters do not exclu-
sively pertain to the question of determinants of state behaviour, yet they 
are so closely interlinked that no neoclassical realist theory of foreign 
policy is conceivable without these issues being resolved. 
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Raymond Aron: a neoclassical realist before 
the term existed? 

Dario Battistella

Acknowledged by Stanley Hoffmann, but also by Hans Morgenthau, 
Hedley Bull, Kenneth Waltz and Robert Gilpin, as a major contribution 
to international relations, Raymond Aron’s work has progressively been 
neglected since Aron’s death in 1983. Until the 1970s, however, Aron 
was ranked among the most important international relations scholars, 
and his Peace and War was considered to be one of the most influential 
publications in the field.1 This is in sharp contrast to what is observ-
able today: Aron seems to have fallen into oblivion, both in teaching 
and in advanced scholarship – not least among colleagues interested 
in the same matters: the causes of peace and war and the dynamics of 
international stability or the foreign-policy behaviour of great powers. 
Perhaps most remarkable, North American neoclassical realists almost 
completely ignore the one scholar who could easily be labelled a neo-
classical realist ahead of his time. The aim of this chapter is to show that 
this neglect is explicable but nonetheless unfortunate. Indeed, seen from 
the perspective of contemporary neoclassical realism, Aron should be 
considered a neoclassical realist before the term existed. 

First of all, I will analyse the causes of Aron’s fall into oblivion. The 
reasons have arguably to be looked for in the evolution of international 
relations as a discipline. A closer look at the criticism raised against Aron 
reveals that he was a victim, via Waltz’s neorealism, of the impact of the 
behaviourist revolution on realism. By postulating that no general theory 
of international relations is possible, because states’ foreign policy is 
fundamentally undetermined, Aron sided with the ‘traditional’ approach 
to international relations during the second great debate. Further, he 
also defended an ‘understanding from within’ approach to international 
actions instead of an ‘outside’ way of accounting for foreign-policy 
behaviour, and was therefore marginalized by mainstream scholars 
convinced of the possibility of successfully applying the explanatory 
epistemology prevailing in natural science.
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I will go on to argue that Aron’s sinking into oblivion is regrettable in 
light of post-Waltzian neoclassical realists’ ambition to overcome Waltz’s 
major dead end, namely his exclusive focus on recurrent international 
outcomes and his neglect of concrete foreign-policy behaviour. I will 
recall Aron’s assumptions and hypotheses in order to show that he shared 
many points with Morgenthau’s classical realism, while also anticipating 
Waltz’s neorealism. I will then compare methodological and ontological 
commonalities with neoclassical realism as summed up by Gideon Rose 
and Steven Lobell, Norrin Ripsman and Jeffrey Taliaferro. Concerning 
methodology, neoclassical realists introduce intervening variables 
in order to account for dependent variables. In doing so they actually 
follow Aron, who refused to discriminate systematically between exogen
ous and endogenous variables. Neoclassical realists assert that states’ 
foreign-policy behaviour is shaped both by the distribution of power in 
the international system and by the domestic perception(s) of this distri-
bution. Aron’s historical sociology of foreign-policy behaviour occupies a 
comparable via media between neorealists’ focus on system-level factors 
and liberals’ privileging of the actor level, but also contains implicit con-
structivist elements, recalling neoclassical realists’ cognitivism. 

For all the reasons detailed below, I will conclude that neoclassical 
realists ought to end their cold-shouldering of Aron and instead embrace 
his legacy as a treasure trove invaluable for the future development of the 
neoclassical realist paradigm of international relations.

Aron’s career in international relations:  
from recognition to oblivion

During his lifetime, Raymond Aron (1905–83) was acknowledged as 
an important scholar within the field of international relations, both in 
France2 and in the discipline’s modern homelands, that is, Britain and 
the United States. When Peace and War first came out (in French) in 
1962, it was received with enthusiasm by leading scholars of the time: 
Stanley Hoffmann,3 Robert Tucker4 and also Hans Morgenthau5 praised 
the work.

Aron’s ideas have made it into the body of standard international re-
lations literature; Aron is quoted favourably by scholars like Hedley Bull6 
and Robert Gilpin.7 Kenneth Waltz of course did not borrow from Aron’s 
writings, but felt compelled systematically to distinguish his approach 
from Aron’s, thus indirectly acknowledging Aron’s crucial impact. In his 
Theory of International Politics he notably cites Aron’s approach as an 
example of the reductionist theories he rejects, making Aron as import-
ant a target as Morgenthau in his plea for ‘neorealist theory’ and against 
‘realist thought’.8
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Things radically changed from the 1980s onwards. Handbooks 
(initially) published earlier regularly referred to Aron in their chapters 
dealing with the realist paradigm.9 More recent textbooks10 and readers,11 
in contrast, no longer contain substantial parts dedicated to Raymond 
Aron – or, indeed, none at all. 

Strangest, though, is the fact that Aron is neglected by scholars 
concerned with the realist paradigm, be they sympathetic or critical. 
Granted, French-trained Stefano Guzzini regularly refers to Aron,12 as 
does Michael Doyle.13 These scholars are, however, the exception. In 
his study of ‘realist thought from Weber to Kissinger’, Michael Smith 
admittedly quotes Aron, but does not devote a chapter to him;14 Jack 
Donnelly15 does not allude to him even once. Aron is generally ignored 
by contemporary mainstream realists eager to ‘restate and renew’ the 
realist paradigm,16 as well as by contemporary reflectivist realists fond 
of classical authors.17 North American neoclassical realists such as 
Thomas Christensen, Fareed Zakaria and Jeffrey Taliaferro never refer 
to Aron’s analyses in their respective works;18 William Wohlforth and 
Randall Schweller19 merely allude to him once or twice;20 and the con-
tributors to the volume edited by Steven Lobell, Norrin Ripsman and 
Jeffrey Taliaferro never quote him, although his name appears in the 
editors’ introductory chapter.21 The best illustration of the phenomenon, 
however, is the fact that the 2003 US edition of Peace and War 22 is edited 
by a political theorist and an editor of a magazine on urban affairs rather 
than by international relations scholars.23 It is, though, contemporary 
neoclassical realists’ neglect of Aron that seems especially odd in light of 
the current interest in rekindling the broader realist tradition. 

Historical sociology versus scientific theory:  
the reason why Aron’s neglect is not so strange

As I shall argue, Aron’s fall into oblivion is due to the dissatisfaction 
engendered by his scepticism towards the possibility of developing a 
pure theory of international relations. For a professional guild striving 
to develop a theory of international relations, this scepticism can hardly 
be welcome. 

And, indeed, the criticism of Aron indicates that he was a victim, 
both directly and via Waltz’s neorealism, of the behavioural revolution’s 
impact on the field. Aron claimed that the fundamentally undetermined 
nature of states’ foreign policy can at best be the object of historical 
sociology but not of – positivist – scientific theory. He stuck to the tra
ditional approach to international relations, that was defended by Hedley 
Bull during the discipline’s second great debate.24 Aron favoured ‘under-
standing from within’ in international actions, instead of an ‘outside in’ 
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way accounting for foreign-policy behaviour. He argued in favour of an 
interpretative understanding of international actions, stressed the con-
tingency of human decisions and looked for the meanings social actors 
themselves ascribe to their actions. In other words, he differed from the 
majority of mainstream scholars, who were convinced of the possibility 
of successfully applying in international relations the explanatory con-
ception of theory prevailing in natural science.

Striving to understand the implicit logic of relations among organized 
communities, Aron pursued the same objective as any other international 
relations scholar. He was not a historian, describing and narrating, but a 
scholar convinced of the possibility and necessity of theoretical under-
takings. However, he was a specific kind of theorist, eager to plunge 
theory into history and submit general concepts to the critical touch-
stone of historical records. In other words, he did not deny the possibility 
of theorizing in international relations, but was convinced that a theory’s 
mission was both to complement and to be inserted into his so-called 
‘historical sociology’ of international relations. Aron underlined that 
theoretical undertakings in international relations as a social, rather 
than a natural, science could not go much beyond a ‘conceptualization’ 
aimed at defining ‘the essential features of a sub-system’ and providing 
‘a list of the main variables’, which might suggest ‘certain hypotheses 
about the operation of the sub-system’, while always remembering that 
international systems, as social systems, were by essence indefinite. 
There can, therefore, be no general theory of international relations 
comparable to economic theory, because international relations are not 
governed by universal laws. Whereas economists are right to postulate 
that economic actors indeed pursue one and the same objective (the 
maximization of profit), international relations scholars deal with states’ 
fundamentally undetermined foreign-policy behaviour. At the system 
level of analysis, he thought it was impossible to discriminate between 
‘exogenous and endogenous variables’: given the permanent interaction 
of the international system with all the (sub-)systems of social relations, 
foreign-policy actions and decisions are shaped by factors both political 
and non-political (economic, ideological, cultural). At the level of analysis 
of the unitary state actor, Aron refused to postulate the rationality of the 
decision-making process, because states(men) behave only more or less 
reasonably – not necessarily rationally – when aiming to obtain power, 
security or prestige. Consequently, he posited that a theorist, in order to 
comprehend the intelligible structure of states’ behaviour on the inter-
national scene, has to make reference to the meaning that agents give to 
the actions they undertake.

Concerning this Weberian-inspired interpretative approach to foreign 
policy, Aron never claimed that ‘sociological understanding is limited to 
the discovery of subjective meanings of behaviour (or to the formulation 
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and clarification of subjective meanings only dimly perceived by the 
agents)’.25 He just postulated that the logic of states’ behaviour cannot 
be disentangled from their self-understood specific characteristics. Aron 
thus refused to start either from general concepts, such as Morgenthau’s 
national interest defined as power, or from hypothetico-deductive 
systems, such as game theory, ‘whose relationships between terms or 
variables are most often given a mathematical form’.26 Convinced of 
the difficulty of separating regular recurrences from randomness in 
international politics, and sceptical towards deterministic and monistic 
theses (he denied the possibility of explaining complex phenomena such 
as foreign-policy decisions through a single factor), he was convinced 
that abandoning actors’ perspectives and searching for the reasons for an 
event’s occurrence in factors of which the actors themselves were wholly 
unaware ‘risks distorting the event by ascribing to them mechanistic 
principles of behaviour’.27 Aron therefore rejected any science that ‘gives 
to the forms of behaviour it studies explanations contrary to or divorced 
from the meaning understood by the participants’.28 

Throughout Aron’s lifetime, from Morgenthau to Waltz via the 
behaviourists, the very aim of a majority of international relations scholars 
(convinced of the possibility of a cumulative scientific undertaking in the 
domain of the social sciences) was precisely to ‘present a theory of inter-
national politics’,29 to ‘aspire to a science of (international) politics’,30 and 
to ‘construct a theory of international politics that remedies the defects 
of present theories’.31 All these authors shared the same epistemological 
postulates: eager to ‘go beyond the familiar understanding [Verstehen] of 
the state of mind of actors whose behaviour [they] want[ed] to describe 
and explain’,32 they adopted ‘the “outside”-way of accounting for beha-
viour modelled on the methods of natural science and usually described 
as a search for [objective] causes’,33 convinced as they were of their ability 
to account for an actor’s thoughts and actions ‘perhaps better than he, 
the actor on the political scene, does himself ’.34

Consequently, the criticism of Aron focused on his decision not to 
aim to develop a general theory of international politics, with this theory 
being based on the epistemological bedrock assumptions of the explan-
atory conception of theory pervasive in natural science. 

Hence in his review of Peace and War, Morgenthau wrote that Aron’s 
‘ambitious conceptual and theoretical framework … is essentially the 
frosting on the cake, a tribute to intellectual fashion rather than a con-
tribution the advancement of theoretical knowledge’.35 Behaviourists 
refined and magnified the criticism. In 1969 Oran Young acknowledged 
Aron’s refusal of the dominant (economists’) hypothetico-deductive 
model of science – as he did himself – but nonetheless accused him 
of never making ‘any really serious attempts to realise the objective of 
deductive theory in his magnus opus’. Considering Aron’s historical 
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sociology to be the equivalent of empirico-inductive methodology, he 
furthermore stated that ‘once again, the results are disappoint-
ing’, because Aron ‘fails for the most part to abide by even the most basic 
rules of the empirical procedure’. Young went so far as to deny that there 
was anything of interest in Aron’s willingness to improve the concepts 
used within the field: in his view, concepts such as ‘homogeneous’ and 
‘heterogeneous’ systems are intrinsically imprecise and ambiguous, 
vague and open-ended, particularly since ‘Aron denies the possibility 
of making a clear-cut distinction between independent and dependent 
variables’. Young considered Peace and War to be an ‘exercise in contem-
porary history’ or, worse, ‘an exercise in high-class political commentary’ 
rather than ‘an outstanding contribution to the literature on international 
relations’ and eventually hoped that ‘Aron – like Jonah – [would] repent 
[and] abandon his unhappy sojourn into the realm of theory’.36 

Some fifteen years later, Urs Luterbacher, an adherent of formal and 
quantitative methods in the study of arms races, considered Aron to be 
a both ‘accomplished’ and ‘frustrated commentator’. Recalling that past 
French authors such as Quesnay, Turgot and Condorcet had defended 
the application of scientific methods like probability theory to economics 
or political science, Luterbacher correctly ascribed Aron’s abandonment 
of Walras’s, Pareto’s or Durkheim’s legacy to the influence German 
sociologists exercised over him (notably Dilthey, Rickert, Simmel 
and Weber, whom he had discovered during his stay in Germany).37 
But instead of considering the potential usefulness of a controversial 
debate of the conception of theory in social science defended by those 
German sociologists, Luterbacher accused them of insisting ‘on a radical 
methodological division between natural and social sciences and on the 
crucial importance of the historical context for the process of explain-
ing social phenomena’.38 Luterbacher eventually inferred that Aron’s 
philosophical stance – which underpinned his historical sociology of 
international politics and led him to claim that international political 
stakes and issues could not be rigorously quantified – was sceptical, 
eclectic and, indeed, relativist.

Finally, Kenneth Waltz, seeking to escape the criticism behaviourists 
raised against classical realists, drove the point home within realism. He 
started his 1990 article ‘Realist Thought and Neorealist Theory’ with the 
idea that a parallel exists between the two ‘related’ disciplinary fields of 
economics and international politics. Waltz believed that looking at the 
‘comparable difficulties’ economics ‘surmounted’ would be ‘instructive’ 
to anyone eager to develop a general theory of international politics. He 
explicitly accused ‘traditional’ realists of denying the possibility of doing 
in the field of international politics what physiocrats had done in econ-
omics. Concerning Aron, he rejected one after another of the French 
scholar’s various arguments in favour of the fundamentally contingent 
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character of any historical experience. For Waltz, the complexity of 
international politics, the plurality of states’ aims and the impossibility 
of discriminating between domestic and systemic variables do not ‘work 
against theory. Rather, theory is a means of dealing with complexity’ 
and in order to do so, it has to make ‘drastically simplified … assump-
tions about states’ motivations’. As for the nonexistence in international 
politics of ‘accountable identities’ (such as ‘investment equals savings’ 
in economics), the absence of any mechanism likely to restore a dis-
rupted equilibrium, and the impossibility of predicting and controlling 
international politics, he considered them to be ‘not impediments to the 
construction of theory, but to its application and testing’.39

Given Waltz’s authority in the field of international relations, his 
attack on Aron had a decisive impact on subsequent generations of 
scholars. Aron has since become a neglected theorist; his ‘theory no 
longer engenders critical scholarly debate’.40 He came to be considered 
‘anti-scientific’,41 because he challenged the widely held idea that the 
social sciences can – or at least should strive to – achieve the sort of 
accuracy and validity obtained by the natural sciences. 

Yet his critics were unfair; their treatment of him verges on the ex
communication of an ideological enemy rather than a refutation of a 
scientific opponent. To say the least, they erred through ignorance of the 
inherently plural and controversial nature of theoretical undertakings in 
social science in general and international relations in particular. They 
failed ‘to realize or to appreciate that Aron’s understanding of theory 
emerged from and [was] grounded upon a trenchant philosophical 
investigation of history and historical understanding’.42 Aron was thus 
as ‘scientific’ as his critics; he just happened not to share the same con-
ception of theory in social science. The important point, however, is that 
Waltz’s negative attitude led him, as well as his successors, to focus exclu-
sively on what he considered to be Aron’s epistemological shortcomings 
and thus to miss his substantive analyses. 

Aron’s theory, a via media between classical realism  
and neorealism

Aron shares important features with both classical realists and neoreal-
ists. He shares classical realism’s tragic vision of international relations 
as a never ending story of competitive power politics opposing collec-
tive units in an all-encompassing state of war without any possibility 
of profound change, authentic progress or genuine learning. According 
to Morgenthau, ‘the struggle for power is universal in time and space’, 
due to human nature.43 Aron, in turn, writes that ‘the world [is] what it 
is’.44 Although he does not explicitly hinge his approach on a Hobbesian 
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conception of human nature, he considers ‘the constant data of … human 
nature’ to be one of the two ‘structural conditions for [the] hostility’ 
characterizing international relations, besides the ‘constant data of inter-
national society’.45 

The postulate of an inherently conflicting character of international 
politics constitutes the second common point with classical realists. Just 
as major states are ‘continuously preparing for, actively involved in, or 
recovering from organised violence in the form of war’ for Morgenthau,46 
‘war is to be found throughout all history and all civilizations’ according 
to Aron.47 Even when wars do not break out, the Hobbesian state of 
war prevails for Aron: ‘Relations among states involve, in essence, the 
alternatives of war and peace’; they ‘take place within the shadow of 
war’; peace is a mere truce, that is to say ‘the more or less lasting sus-
pension of violent modes of rivalry between political units … within the 
shadow of past battles and in the fear or expectation of future ones’.48 The 
reason for this state of war is to be found in the nature of international 
politics, by definition synonymous with power politics according to both 
Morgenthau and Aron. Aron’s claim that ‘foreign policy, in and of itself, 
is power politics’, since ‘political units seek to impose their will upon 
each other’,49 sounds like an echo of Morgenthau’s statement that ‘inter-
national politics is of necessity power politics’.50 

Finally, both share the same Weberian, relational definition of power. 
While Morgenthau defines power as ‘a man’s control over the minds 
and actions of other men’,51 Aron defines it as ‘the capacities of acting 
upon each other possessed by the political units’.52 The two establish 
fairly comparable lists of the elements of power. Morgenthau enumerates 
nine elements: geography, natural resources, industrial capacity, military 
preparedness, population, national character, national morale, quality of 
diplomacy and the quality of government.53 Aron distinguishes three sets 
of elements: ‘milieu, resources, collective action’.54 These three are re-
spectively synonymous with: the space occupied by the political units; the 
available materials and people, as well as the techniques by which these 
materials and people can be transformed into weapons and soldiers; and 
a state’s collective capacity for action, including the organization of the 
army, the discipline of the combatants, the quality of civil and military 
command, and the solidarity of the citizens during an armed conflict. 

Admittedly, Aron was no offensive realist considering that power was 
the only objective pursued by states in their interactions with each other. 
Whereas Morgenthau asserts that ‘power is always the immediate aim’, 
whether states may ultimately look for freedom, security, prosperity or 
power itself,55 Aron posits that power is merely one aim besides the two 
other objectives pursued by states, namely security and glory.56 He con-
sequently refuses to consider Morgenthau’s concept of national interest 
defined in terms of power as ‘the main signpost helping political realism 
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to find its way through the landscape of international politics’, which 
‘provides for rational discipline in action and creates that astounding 
continuity in foreign policy which makes American, British, or Russian 
foreign policy appear as an intelligible, rational, continuum’.57 Criticizing 
Morgenthau without naming him, Aron thinks it impossible to find 

the equivalent of the rational goal of sport or economics for inter-
national relations.… A single imperative, national interest, simply 
proclaims the theoretician, … as if adding the adjective ‘national’ to 
the concept of interest were enough to make it unequivocal.… The 
national interest cannot be the object of a rational determination.… 
The plurality of aims at which a political unit may aim … makes the 
national interest an object of study, not a criterion of action.58 

Aron also parts company with Morgenthau by underlining the speci-
ficity of the power political game taking place internationally compared 
with domestic power politics. For Morgenthau, there is no essential dif-
ference between domestic and international politics, since human nature 
is characterized by an unceasing lust for power, which is at the root 
of political and social life in general. Following Reinhold Niebuhr and 
Edward Carr, he postulated that ‘the essence of international politics is 
identical with its domestic counterpart’, given that ‘both … are a struggle 
for power modified only by the different conditions under which this 
struggle takes place in the domestic and in the international spheres’.59 
Aron, in contrast, explicitly underscores the radical specificity of inter-
national politics due to the anarchical international system. Combining 
Hobbes and Weber, he writes that the specific quality of international 
relations consists in the state of anarchy synonymous with a state of war, 
since, in modern civilizations, international relations are the only social 
relations characterized by 

the legitimacy or legality of the use of military force.… Max Weber 
defined the state as a ‘monopoly of legitimate violence’. Let us say that 
international society is characterised by ‘the absence of an entity that 
holds a monopoly of legitimate violence’.60

He offers this definition as an answer to whether international politics 
could be the object of a theoretical study: ‘States have not emerged, in 
their mutual relations, from the state of nature. There would be no theory 
of international relations if they had.’61 

This, however, is exactly what Waltz expects from theory: ‘Theory 
becomes possible only if various objects and processes, movements 
and events, acts and interactions, are viewed as a domain that can be 
studied in its own right.’62 In other words, Aron’s accentuation of the 
radical difference between the domestic and the international sphere 
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perfectly anticipated the bedrock assumption of neorealists’ separating 
‘centralized and hierarchic … domestic systems’ from ‘decentralized 
and anarchic … international systems’.63 Waltz thus merely repeats what 
Aron had written a generation before: 

States, in our age as during the preceding centuries, reserve the right 
to make autonomous decisions, including the decisions of peace and 
war.… If we call power politics the peaceful or belligerent relations 
between states which acknowledge neither law nor arbitrator and 
attempt to constrain, seduce and convince each other, the politics of 
our period conforms more than ever to this age-old model.64 

Beyond any doubt, Aron’s analysis constitutes what Waltz calls a ‘third 
image’ type of analysis: by writing that ‘the political units … are rivals by 
the very fact that they are autonomous’, by stressing that each political 
unit, ‘in the last analysis, can count only on itself ’, and by underlining 
that the international game is ‘a struggle in which the player who abides 
by the rule runs the risk of being victimized by his – relative – morality’,65 
Aron’s conception is quite obviously reminiscent of Rousseau’s stag hunt 
analogy, the very one Waltz uses when ascribing states’ self-help beha-
viour to the anarchical structure of the international system.66 

In sum, Waltz thus exaggerates when he considers Aron’s approach 
to international politics to be a reductionist theory, accounting for 
‘international outcomes through elements and combinations of elements 
located at national or sub-national levels’.67

Concerning the relative importance of system-level versus unit-level 
factors, Aron posited that the anarchical setting of the international scene 
was coupled with an ‘oligopolistic structure’, since ‘in each period, the 
principal actors have determined the system more than they have been 
determined by it’ and ‘a change of regime within one of the chief powers 
suffices to change the style and sometimes the course of international 
relations’.68 This statement is hardly different from Waltz’s distinction 
between anarchy as the ordering principle of an international system and 
the principle of unequal distribution of capabilities across the system’s 
units. When Aron asserts that he cannot discriminate between exogen-
ous and endogenous variables, he alludes to the difficulty of establishing 
univocal causality from systemic factors to unit-level behaviour precisely 
because major actors as much shape the system as they are determined by 
it. Concerning the relative impact of material versus ideational determin-
ants of states’ behaviour, while acknowledging that ‘the first characteristic 
of an international system is the configuration of the relation of forces’, 
Aron also writes that ‘the conduct of states towards each other is not 
controlled by the relation of forces alone: ideas and emotions influence 
the decisions of the actors’.69 This is the second dimension of Aron’s 
sociological approach: despite the fact that international politics and 
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domestic politics take place in distinct settings, foreign-policy decisions 
are co-determined by the domestic sphere, in which ideological debates 
matter as much as economic or social contentions. 

Aron then combined his two postulates: given that the concrete 
working of the international system is determined by its major powers, 
and given that the major powers are anything but similar,70 it is the 
‘homogeneous’ versus ‘heterogeneous’ nature of the international system 
that ultimately accounts for international political outcomes at the system 
level and for foreign-policy behaviour at the actor level. Aron considers 
a homogeneous system, ‘in which states belong to the same type and 
obey the same conception of policy’, to be stable. In such a system, 
decision-makers in major powers are satisfied with the existing status 
quo and do not seek to overthrow it. On the contrary, a heterogeneous 
system, ‘in which states are organized according to different principles 
and appeal to contradictory values’,71 is prone to war because statesmen 
may consider it profitable to attempt to change the existing order. 

It is understandable that international relations scholars seeking 
theoretical parsimony may, at best, consider such an approach ‘eclectic’:72 
by combining a holistic with an individualistic perspective on the agent–
structure problem, and by refusing to choose between an exclusively 
materialistic or idealistic ontology, Aron indeed rejects the traditional 
hierarchy between ‘primary’ and ‘secondary’73 factors favoured by 
theorists postulating the possibility of a ‘scientific’ approach to inter-
national politics. Yet those scholars who consider realism ‘a philosophical 
disposition and a set of assumptions about the world rather than … in 
any strict sense a “scientific” theory’74 should rather welcome Aron’s 
theoretical pluralism as a relevant and original approach, and as a refuge 
for their dissatisfaction ‘with theoretical explanations that at once are too 
far removed from the texture of political life and do not seem sensitive 
enough to capture diverse historical factors influencing international 
politics’.75 Neoclassical realists arguably belong to this latter category.

Aron, the forgotten founding father of neoclassical realism

Aron was rejected by Waltz because of his refusal to sacrifice the com-
plexity of international life for the sake of parsimony. At the same time, 
neoclassical realists are ill at ease with Waltz’s conception of a theory 
as being, ‘after all, mostly omissions’.76 The conclusion should be that 
there are obvious parallels between Aron and contemporary neoclassical 
realists, not least regarding the epistemological dimension. Just as 
Aron’s method occupied a via media between the empirical description 
proposed by historians of international politics and the mathematical 
models behaviourists favour, ‘neoclassical realists think that neither 
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spare game-theoretic modelling nor pure thick description are good ap-
proaches to foreign policy analysis’.77 

First, neoclassical realists’ willingness to account for particular 
foreign-policy outcomes rather than for recurrent patterns of behaviour 
is tantamount to reclaiming ‘the rich variety and wondrous complexity 
of international life’.78 By asserting that ‘understanding the links between 
power and policy requires close examination of the contexts within which 
foreign policies are formulated and implemented’,79 neoclassical realists 
implicitly adhere to the basic postulate of Aron’s historical sociology:

the course of international relations [is] eminently historical, in all 
senses of the term: its changes are incessant; its systems are diverse 
and fragile; it is affected by all economic, technical, and moral trans-
formations; decisions made by one man or several men put millions of 
men into action and launch irreversible changes.80 

Second, neoclassical realists’ eagerness to take into account domestic 
actors’ perceptions and motives guiding foreign-policy decisions exactly 
recalls what Waltz accused Aron of: 

When Aron and other traditionalists insist that theorists’ categories 
be consonant with actors’ motives and perceptions, they are affirming 
the pre-eminently behavioural logic that their inquiries follow. The 
characteristics and the interactions of behavioural units are taken to be 
direct causes of political events.81 

Third, the neoclassical realist distinction between indepen-
dent – systemic – and intervening – domestic – variables is a kind of 
compromise, reached in order to escape the opposition of the two con-
tending claims that it is (Waltz) or is not (Aron) possible to discriminate 
between endogenous and exogenous variables. 

Moreover, the ‘middle ground’82 neoclassical realism occupies 
between structural realists, liberals and social constructivists is compar-
able to Aron’s position. For Gideon Rose, neoclassical realists postulate 
that:

the scope and ambition of a country’s foreign policy is driven first and 
foremost by its place in the international system and specifically by its 
relative material power capabilities.… They argue further, however, 
that the impact of such power capabilities on foreign policy is indirect 
and complex, because systemic pressures must be translated through 
intervening variables at the unit level.83 

Lobell, Ripsman and Taliaferro defend the same idea, stating that neo-
classical realism aims ‘to explain why, how, and under what conditions 
the internal characteristics of states … intervene between the leaders’ 



Raymond Aron: a neoclassical realist?    129

assessment of international threats and opportunities and the actual dip-
lomatic, military, and foreign economic policies those leaders pursue’.84 
In other words, in explaining a state’s foreign policy, neoclassical realists 
combine a primarily realist postulate – states undertake the foreign 
policy their relative power permits them to conduct – with a touch of 
liberalism, or pluralism, in their analyses. They refuse to ‘black-box’ the 
state and they take into account the personality and perceptions of indi-
vidual actors, thus agreeing to some extent with Andrew Moravcsik, who 
argues that a state’s foreign policy is ‘constrained by the underlying iden-
tities, interests, and power of individuals and groups (inside and outside 
the state apparatus) who constantly pressure the central decision makers 
to pursue policies consistent with their preferences’.85 Neoclassical 
realists nevertheless postulate the relative autonomy of national makers 
of foreign policy, and consider the ‘national security executive, comprised 
of the head of government and the ministers and officials charged with 
making foreign security policy’ and ‘sitting at the juncture of the state 
and the international system, with access to privileged information from 
the state’s politico-military apparatus’, to be ‘best equipped to perceive 
systemic constraints and deduce the national interest’.86 

Aron’s approach is essentially similar. His basically realist conception 
of foreign policy is complemented by elements pertaining to the liberal 
approach to international politics, with a view to underlining the crucial 
role of a statesman in the implementation of foreign policy. After repeat-
ing that ‘the distribution of forces is one of the causes’87 that determine 
state behaviour, Aron recalls the role of a state’s domestic regime defining 
its national interest. He notably writes that the national interest cannot 
be defined without reference to ‘the internal regime, the aspirations 
characteristic of the different classes, the political ideal of the state’,88 
prefiguring the neoclassical claim that the executive has ‘to bargain with 
domestic actors … in order to enact policy and extract resources to im-
plement policy choices’.89 However, he also underlines that ‘the national 
interest is not reducible to private interests’, as ‘it reminds present-day 
leaders that security and greatness of the state must be the objectives of 
diplomatic man, whatever their ideology [sic]’90 – an idea comparable to 
the neoclassical assumption that states are not

simply aggregating the demands of different societal interest groups 
or economic classes. Rather, leaders define the ‘national interests’ 
and conduct foreign policy based upon their assessment of relative 
power and other states’ intentions, but always subject to domestic 
constraints.91 

And just as neoclassical realists argue that there is no immediate or 
perfect transmission belt linking material capabilities to foreign-policy 
behaviour and that, consequently, the power that can be brought to bear 
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in the pursuit of foreign-policy goals is a function of what the state can 
extract from society, Aron recalls the role of the statesman in mobiliz-
ing society’s resources. He underlines (thanks to the subtleties of the 
French language) the distinction between power within a political unit – 
pouvoir – and the power of a political unit – puissance: 

The political unit … can act as a political unit only by the intermedi-
ary of one or several men. Those who come to power are the guides, 
the representatives of the political unit in relation to the outside 
world. They are thereby responsible for mobilizing the unit’s forces in 
order to permit its survival in the jungle where ‘cold monsters’ disport 
themselves.… Men in power, that is, those responsible for the nation 
in relation to the outside world, are at the same time men of power, 
possessors of an extended capacity to influence the conduct of their 
fellow men.92 

In short, Aron’s conception of foreign-policy actions as embodying the 
‘intelligence of the personified state’93 exactly corresponds to the ‘distinct 
raison d’état focus’ a statesman’s foreign-policy decisions reflect, accord-
ing to neoclassical realists.94

Furthermore, Aron takes into account not merely the distribution 
of resources within states or the material interests of civil society con-
straining statesmen’s foreign-policy decisions. He also stresses the role 
of ideology within society, the impact of political parties’ ideas and the 
importance of beliefs statesmen hold. These cultural factors and personal 
idiosyncrasies not only constitute lenses through which the world is 
perceived by unit-level actors, but are also relevant at the systemic level: 
when shared by a significant number of states(men), the beliefs and con-
victions contribute to a homogeneous system. 

Aron hence once again anticipates neoclassical realism. Randall 
Schweller’s typology of states as wolves, foxes, jackals, ostriches, lambs, 
doves, lions and owls or hawks is obviously compatible with Aron’s 
distinction between homogeneous and heterogeneous regimes. More 
generally, the neoclassical realist assumption that leaders’ perceptions of 
states’ relative power capabilities matter more than objective quantities 
of resources leads – just like Aron’s thinking – to the conclusion that the 
international system is not completely given, ‘out there’, but is ‘partly of 
their own making’.95

Admittedly, the systemic impact of existing beliefs and perceptions 
plays a lesser role in neoclassical realist analyses than in Aron’s writings. 
Neoclassical realists are better described as individualist cognitivists 
than as holistic constructivists: they take into account the influence 
of an individual statesman’s idiosyncrasy on his subjective perception, 
not the common culture collectively shared by a significant number of 
fellow statesmen. 
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And there is, of course, another major – epistemological rather than 
ontological – difference between Aron and contemporary neoclassical 
realists. Eager to resort to ‘greater methodological sophistication than 
their classical realist predecessors’,96 neoclassical realists aspire to con-
struct a generalizable theory of foreign policy able to explain and predict 
concrete foreign policies. Aron would have considered such a quest to 
be elusive. While acknowledging that ‘all human behaviour ] is compre-
hensible’, he preferred to believe in ‘manifold modes of intelligibility’,97 

given his conviction that ‘the science of international relations … permits 
neither prediction nor manipulation’.98 

But all in all, the threads of their substantive argumentation are 
common, and the fundamental interest guiding Aron’s and neoclassical 
realist research is the same. Eager to contribute to a better understanding 
of ‘the daily stuff of international relations’,99 neoclassical realists ob-
viously agree with Aron that ‘in every century’ states look for security, 
power and glory, with the qualification that ‘many circumstances – of 
military or economic technique, of institutional or ideological origin – 
intervene to limit and specify the objectives statesmen actually select’.100 
By writing that ‘over the long term, international political outcomes 
generally mirror the actual distribution of power among states’, while 
specifying immediately that ‘in the shorter term, however, the policies 
states pursue are rarely objectively efficient or predictable based upon 
a purely systemic analysis’,101 they implicitly share Aron’s conception 
of a theory that is of ‘suprahistorical value’ and are similarly desirous 
‘to comprehend historical diversity’.102 By privileging the study of the 
‘complex relationships between systemic and unit-level variables shaping 
foreign policy’,103 they are even much closer to Aron than they are to 
other classical realists – to whom they wrongly prefer to refer – such 
as Morgenthau. Aron states that ‘the science of international relations 
has to recognize the multiple links between events on the diplomatic 
and national scenes’104 and he acknowledges that political units do 
not maintain, ‘through revolutions, the same ambitions and the same 
methods’.105 Morgenthau, in contrast, claims the existence of the 
‘astounding continuity’ characterizing ‘American, British, or Russian 
foreign policies … regardless of the different motives, preferences, and 
intellectual and moral qualities of successive statesmen’.106 This is all the 
more true as Morgenthau ‘purports to present a theory of international 
politics’,107 which is hardly compatible with the ‘diversity of … theories’108 
of foreign policy proposed by neoclassical realists.

In his rehabilitation of the philosophical foundations of Aron’s theory 
of international relations, Bryan-Paul Frost concluded that if inter-
national relations scholars had ‘paid more attention to Aron’s work’, there 
would probably have been no ‘third debate’109 in the discipline. Long 
before contemporary post-positivists, Aron was, according to Frost: 
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the prophet of the disappointment of positivism in its search for a 
cumulative behavioural science; and if we had paid more attention to 
Aron’s work as a whole, either we would not be having this debate at 
all or, if we were, we would be in a better position to state precisely the 
problems with positivism and to answer questions being raised about 
its fundamental assumptions and operative principles.110

Frost’s conclusion can be applied almost word for word to the paral-
lels between Aron and the neoclassical realists. If neoclassical realists 
were aware of Aron, they would not only have a founding father to rely 
upon in order to cut the ground from under the feet of those critics who 
either claim realism is turning into a ‘degenerating research program’111 
or deplore the division of realism into as many churches as there are 
pundits.112 They would also have the best advocate available to defend 
their cause. After all, confronted with accusations that neoclassical 
realism lacks ‘theoretical rigour and predictive power because it eschews a 
mono-causal focus on either domestic or systemic variables’, neoclassical 
realists reply that ‘parsimony must be balanced against explanatory 
power’113 and that ‘rigid adherence to parsimony, mono-causality, and 
meta-theoretical orthodoxy should not inhibit political scientists from 
asking and seeking to answer big and important questions’.114 They go 
as far as to claim that ‘neoclassical realism will continue to flourish as a 
research program precisely because its proponents have not lost sight of 
the “‘political” in the study of international politics, foreign policy, and 
grand strategy’.115 By doing so, they ultimately agree with Aron’s concep-
tion of the basically undetermined nature of international politics, which 
is unlikely to be intelligible exclusively within today’s predominantly 
accepted standards of social science methodology.
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Explaining European military intervention in 
Africa: a neoclassical realist perspective

Catherine Gegout

This chapter aims to answer the following question: Why do European 
actors decide to intervene in African conflict areas, and what is the 
impact of their decision? I argue that the foreign policy of European 
actors towards African conflict areas from the late 1990s until now can 
be explained with realist theory alone. Because European actors focused 
on their own economic and reputation interests to the detriment of 
African states’ interests, Europe has generally had a counterproductive 
effect on African internal politics.

The realist paradigm not only takes material interests into con-
sideration, but also includes prestige and even, when the security of a 
state is not threatened by another state, morality, as factors that affect 
foreign-policy decisions. However, for realists, morality is unlikely to be 
the most important factor for intervention. Constructivists, on the other 
hand, have discussed the relevance of ‘good’ norms, including the norm 
of humanitarian intervention. They contend that states are increasingly 
likely to consider this norm when they decide to intervene in a conflict 
area. I show instead that the prevailing norms for European actors are 
those of non-intervention and prestige, and that European states are 
primarily concerned with security and relative power.

The chapter is divided into two main sections. The first concentrates 
on the relevance of realism and constructivism in explaining and under-
standing European military intervention in Africa. The second contends 
that France, the UK and the European Union (EU) have been first and 
foremost motivated by national prestige vis-à-vis the international com-
munity and their own electorate when deciding to intervene in Africa.

Realism, constructivism and motives for intervention in Africa

This first section looks at the relevance of the contribution of realism to 
explain a decision to intervene. It shows that realism is a broad school of 
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thought, which offers many explanations for states’ policies. In particular, 
some realists do not consider power politics as excluding norms from 
foreign-policy decisions. It then analyses the contribution of constructiv
ism to understand the motives for intervention.

Interests of European actors in Africa: changing strategies  
but same goals

The concepts of power, security, wealth, prestige and humanism are 
analysed in order to determine European motives for intervention in 
Africa. Then, an overview is offered of reasons given by European leaders 
in the 1990s–2000s to intervene or not in African conflict areas.

For some academics such as Michael Doyle, Stanley Hoffmann and 
Andrew Moravcsik and Jeffrey Legro, realists either believe that states 
should not intervene in another state or argue that intervention occurs 
only to preserve their own security.1 Contrary to these authors, I argue 
that, under certain conditions, realists do allow for the possibility of 
intervention for non-material reasons, including humanitarian ideas.

I distinguish four types of realist thinking (table 8.1): hard-core real
ism, core realism, normative realism and ethical realism. Each type 
focuses on different concepts to explain states’ foreign policies. Hard-
core realists focus on the survival of the state. Foreign policy depends on 
geostrategy and on prudence. Intervention occurs only if it enhances the 
material capabilities of a state and if the advantages of intervention are 
superior to its costs. 

As regards crises in Third World states, external actors should not 
want to intervene in these conflicts, as states should seek safety. Michael 
Mandelbaum believes that a US foreign policy concerned not with 
interests but with values, not with relations with countries that have 
the capacity to affect these interests but with ‘small, poor, weak’ and 

Table 8.1  Four types of realism

Type of realism Primary concern of states

Hard core Security

Core Security and economic wealth

Normative Security, economic wealth and ideologies 
(i.e. militarism, nationalism or prestige)

Ethical Security, economic wealth, ideologies and defence of 
humanitarian values
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peripheral countries, is foolish: such foreign policy would not have public 
support and would be a ‘deep, protracted, and costly engagement in the 
tangled political life of each country’.2 Hard-core realists would therefore 
argue that no state should want to intervene militarily in African con-
flicts, unless this conflict fostered a security risk, such as terrorism or 
migration flows to Europe.

Core realists argue that states are security and economic maximizers. 
An intervention in a humanitarian crisis can take place only when it is in 
a state’s interest, and in particular when it provides wealth.3 For norma
tive realists, material interests and certain norms matter in order to 
explain a foreign-policy decision. Stephen Krasner explains that norms 
can be significant and have an impact on decisions, but rulers can also use 
norms in order to promote the interest of their states. National ideology 
and culture are norms which can have an impact on state foreign-policy 
decisions. For other realists, such as Barry Posen, Randall Schweller and 
Stephen Van Evera, ideas such as militarism and nationalism influence 
state decisions.4 These authors, considered as realists in this chapter, 
allow for norms to have an impact on state policy.

A norm which can have an impact on a decision to intervene in a 
state facing a humanitarian crisis is that of prestige. Hans Morgenthau 
believes that a ‘policy of prestige’ aims to demonstrate power. Prestige is 
a long-term resource for power. Barry O’Neill defines prestige as ‘having 
a reputation for having a reputation’.5 Prestige can be used to predict or 
explain behaviour. It is important ‘because if your strength is recognized, 
you can generally achieve your aims without having to use it’.6 For Robert 
Gilpin, prestige is the ‘everyday currency of international relations’.7 
Raymond Aron stressed that the aim of a state is to have force and 
glory, defined as puissance recognized by others (that is, recognition).8 
More recently, Richard Lebow also argues that standing is important for 
individuals and institutions alike.9 Normative realists would argue that 
European states could intervene in African states in order to enhance 
their prestige in these states and in the international community. This 
prestige enhances the identity of the state and its nation.10

Proponents of hard-core, core and normative realism do not seem 
to believe that morality influences decision-makers. However, contrary 
to what the critics of realism assume, namely that realists believe only 
in material interests, some realists would consider plausible a European 
intervention to respond to a humanitarian crisis.11 Realists do accept 
that states have both material and moral interests, but they assume that 
states intervene only under certain conditions to halt mass murder or 
genocide. This is where the value-added of neoclassical realism comes 
in: neoclassical realism incorporates the influence of both external and 
internal factors on decisions, and posits that the defence and promotion 
of relative material power are crucial when state officials make policy. 
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In order to make sure a state preserves its relative material power, per-
ceptions of power are crucial. When the promotion of humanitarianism 
is not precluded on the grounds of its costs to security, it can enhance 
the reputation and prestige of a state. For neoclassical realists, humani
tarianism is an instrument for power. Constructivists, instead, argue that 
humanitarian aims set new standards in international politics, which will 
have consequences over time.12

Table 8.2  French, British and EU interventions in Africa, 1992–2010

French British EU

1992 Somalia:
Opération Oryx
US-led operation ‘Restore Hope’ 

(2,100 French troops)
1994 Rwanda:

Opération Amaryllis: 500 troops to 
evacuate foreigners

Opération Turquoise (2,500 troops)
1995 Comores:

Opération Azalée (1,000 troops):  
to stop a coup d’état against 
President Djohar

1996–97 Central African Republic (CAR):
Opérations Almandin I et II (2,300 

troops) to stop mutinies in Bangui
1997 Republic of the Congo:

Opération Antilope (1,250 troops): 
6,500 foreigners evacuated from 
Brazzaville

1998 Democratic Republic of the Congo 
(DRC):

Opération Malachite: 2,500 
foreigners evacuated from 
Kinshasa

2000 Sierra 
Leone

2002 Ivory Coast 
Opération Licorne

2003 Artemis in the DRC
2006 Chad and CAR EUFOR-RD Congo
2007 Chad and CAR
2008–9 EUFOR-Chad/CAR
2008–10 EUNAVFOR-Atalanta 

(Gulf of Somalia)
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How useful are the concepts of power, security, wealth, prestige and 
humanitarianism to understand European reasons for intervention or 
absence of intervention in conflict areas in Africa? In official discourses, 
European leaders refer to the necessity of humanitarian intervention and 
of multilateralism. Legally, they have signed and ratified the 1948 United 
Nations (UN) Convention on Genocide, and more recently, in 2005, 
signed the UN ‘Responsibility to Protect’ document. They emphasize the 
need to act within the UN framework, whether they act unilaterally or 
multilaterally within the EU or the NATO framework.

However, European actors do not systematically and effectively inter
vene when genocide and/or crimes against humanity are committed in 
an African state. In addition, many interventions by France were not 
conducted with a UN mandate, and the British mission in Sierra Leone 
supported the UN but was not incorporated into the UN mission there. 
Table 8.2 gives an overview of French, British and EU interventions in 
Africa in the 1990s and 2000s.

Absence of a norm of humanitarian intervention, but relevance of the 
norm of prestige for power

Norms are defined as shared expectations about appropriate behaviour 
held by a community of actors.13 Until now, constructivists have mainly 
focused on the effect of ‘good’ norms: they focus on ideas which are 
consistent with a cosmopolitan moral ethic.14 However, international 
expectations can be both ‘good’ and ‘bad’. For instance, it was appropri-
ate to be racist in the past, whereas it is now appropriate to condemn 
colonialism, to condemn racism, to protect state sovereignty and to 
protect human rights.

Constructivists have recognized that norms do not systematically 
have an impact on decisions. Nina Tannenwald makes it clear that norms 
do not determine outcomes but that they shape realms of possibility.15 
Constructivism does not help to explain an event but it does help us 
to understand the norms which might lead to a certain decision. For a 
norm to be defined as such, there must be a congruence between the 
norm and the behaviour.16 My aim is to understand the norms which 
might influence European actors when they create their foreign policies 
towards African states in crisis.

The norm of humanitarian intervention is probed here. This norm 
does not seem useful for understanding the main reason for European 
intervention in Africa. Martha Finnemore specifically focused on the 
norm of humanitarian intervention and argued that states can inter-
vene for humanitarian reasons, even when there are no strategic or 
economic interests.17 She also argued that, with time, there was a greater 
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institutionalization of the norm of humanitarian intervention (norms 
became embedded in international organizations and institutions). She 
writes that ‘new beliefs about social purpose reconstitute the meaning 
and rules of military intervention, and ultimately change intervention 
behavior’.18 However, following the neoclassical realist approach, I would 
argue that humanitarian reasons for intervention cannot exist independ-
ently from strategic, economic or ideological reasons. New beliefs are 
insufficient for a change in behaviour, as objective and material con-
ditions do matter.

Besides, a norm of prestige prevails when European actors decide to 
launch a military mission in Africa. European leaders are not impartial: 
they do not act as though all human lives are ‘equally valuable’.19 Instead, 
when there is a crisis in an African state, they focus mainly on their own 
interests and not on the interests of the people facing the crisis. As a 
result, European leaders generally decide not to intervene in a crisis. The 
norm of non-intervention prevails. When they do decide to intervene, 
this can have a negative impact on the ground in the long term: improv-
ing the situation on the ground is only a means of satisfying their own 
interests, not an end in itself. This will be discussed in the second section 
of this chapter. 

European military intervention in Africa

This section establishes a typology of the factors a leader can take into 
consideration when making a decision. A distinction is made between 
a decision made by a leader at the national level (here, France and the 
UK) and one made by a leader at the EU level. I establish which norms 
and which interests matter, and under which conditions an intervention 
could take place.

French intervention and influence on the world scene

French motives do not seem to have changed in the 1990s–2000s: France 
is mainly concerned with geostrategic stability and historical links. Its 
rayonnement, or influence on the world stage, appears to be the most 
important factor for intervention.

France is still militarily and legally linked to African security issues 
through its defence and cooperation agreements, and through its military 
bases. France has signed twenty-six defence agreements with African 
states. Within the framework of a defence agreement, France can: help 
restore order internally; fight a rebellion; or fight against the intervention 
of another state. France has also signed military cooperation agreements 
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and technical assistance agreements (involving aid for military and police 
forces) with more than twenty-six African states. In 2008, France still 
had four permanent military bases in Africa, namely in Djibouti (2,900 
troops), Gabon (980), Senegal (1,200) and Réunion (1,460). One French 
navy ship with 200 troops is also positioned in the Gulf of Guinea. This 
part first shows the evolution of French military intervention, and then 
highlights the motives for intervention.

In the 1990s, France supported the Rwandan government. As early 
as 1992, 600 French troops had helped the government to fight the 
Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF), comprising mostly Tutsi refugees from 
Uganda. In 1993, France initiated the UN assistance mission for Rwanda 
(UNAMIR) with 2,500 blue helmets, but at the same time French troops 
left Rwanda. The UN then supported the French Opération Turquoise 
in June 1994.20 Many researchers have criticized the French policy in 
Rwanda. As Rachel Utley writes:

the failures of France’s Africa policy had been clearly exposed: France 
had supported and equipped a corrupt, undemocratic government, 
had sent troops to defend it from rebellion, and had established safe 
havens for Hutus – including perpetrators of the genocide – to protect 
‘friends’ of France from public scrutiny and accountability.21

According to François-Xavier Verschave, too, this operation was biased 
and did not help transport surviving Tutsis. A well known Belgian 
journalist, Colette Braeckman, also deplores the fact that France backed 
the Rwandan government.22

In the Central African Republic (CAR), France funded the government 
to pay the army in April 1996, but the President, Ange-Félix Patassé, 
asked France to intervene militarily directly to stop an army rebellion in 
May 1996, and 2,300 French troops intervened in Bangui. This operation 
focused on evacuating over 2,000 foreigners and Jacques Godfrain, the 
French Minister for Cooperation from 1995 until 1997, insisted that 
‘France no longer wants to be the “gendarme” [police officer] of Africa’.23 
However, this operation was partial: it favoured the government and led 
to hostilities towards France.

The military operation conducted by France in the Ivory Coast from 
2002 onwards was the largest since decolonization. In August 2002, 
President Laurent Gbagbo accepted a government of national union 
with Alassane Ouattara. The north of the country was taken by rebels 
from Burkina Faso. In September 2002, Laurent Gbagbo asked France 
to fulfil its military agreement. However, France limited its action to 
indirect military intervention by launching the Licorne mission to the 
Ivory Coast (4,000 troops) in order to rescue foreign citizens. France 
evacuated more than 2,700 French and other nationals. It also provided 
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the government with munitions and means of transport, but it did not 
help the government to reconquer the north.

In January 2003, on the initiative of France and with the presence of 
the UN Secretary-General, the Marcoussis peace agreement was signed 
by the parties in conflict. The French government was ambiguous on 
its relation with Laurent Gbagbo. France considered him sometimes as 
a legitimate President and at other times as the instigator of violence 
carried out by the army and the patriotes. After the UN resolution 1464 
of 4 February 2003, the Licorne mission also supported the Economic 
Community of West African States (ECOWAS), which had deployed in 
the Ivory Coast in 2002. In November 2004, Gbagbo breached the cease-
fire in order to take Bouaké in the north. Nine French soldiers were killed. 
Out of 20,000 French citizens in the Ivory Coast, only 8,000 remained.24

The events in CAR in 2003 and 2006 show the hesitations in French 
foreign policy towards its former colonies. In 2003, France did not 
intervene in CAR when the Patassé was overthrown by the rebel leader 
François Bozizé. France had been involved since 2002 in the financial 
support of a multinational force of 380 troops under the Economic 
Community of Central African States (ECCAS) in CAR. After the 
coup, France merely deployed operational training detachments. Henri 
Bentégeat, the French Chief of the Defence Staff in 2004, explained 
that French operations were conducted within the strict framework 
of international legitimacy.25 According to him, any peacekeeping or 
peace-restoring action should be conducted under a UN mandate, or 
with the help of the African Union (AU), or under an AU mandate or that 
of a sub-regional organization, and with the agreement of the concerned 
nations. France nevertheless did intervene in CAR in 2006 in order to 
support the regime and fight off a rebellion in the north.

In 2006 and 2007, France supported the Chadian regime by targeting 
the rebels and preventing them from reaching N’Djamena to topple 
President Idriss Déby. In 2008, France had troops in the following 
African states: Chad (the French mission Epervier, with 1,250 troops, and 
the EU mission EUFOR Chad, with 1,200 troops); the Ivory Coast (the 
French mission Licorne, with 1,800 troops, and the UN mission ONUCI, 
with 200 troops); CAR (the French mission Boali, with 200 troops); the 
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) (UN and EU missions, with 30 
personnel); Ethiopia (the UN mission in Ethiopia and Eritrea UN mission, 
MINUEE, with 15 personnel); and Sudan (the EU and AU missions).

In the 1990s–2000s, the two major reasons for French intervention in 
Africa were prestige and economic gain. There was no direct security risk 
for France from intervening or not in Africa. French elites are concerned 
with two types of prestige: vis-à-vis the international community; and 
vis-à-vis African leaders. I will analyse these types of prestige and then 
turn to study the economic motive.
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Military interventions in Africa enhanced the rang international and 
rayonnement de la France (international rank and influence of France) 
vis-à-vis the international community. France needed Africa to show its 
power. France wished to ‘be able to exert influence in places where no 
other power can do quite the same’ and there was a ‘need for rayonne
ment’.26 Africa was part of France’s only two policies which sought to 
enhance its international prestige, the other being nuclear power. Africa 
was seen as a vital element of France’s status at the international level. 
The French military Chief of Staff, General Jean-Louis Georgelin, em-
phasized that the deployment of the military contributes to the image 
and ‘voice’ of France internationally.27 Stephen Smith, a French journalist, 
also believes that if France wants to be credible and project its rayonne
ment at the UN, it cannot withdraw from Africa.28

Gaullism still seems to influence the makers of foreign policy in 
France. De Gaulle wished to maintain rank with the major world powers, 
preserve equilibrium among blocs of states and pursue a policy of active 
involvement and even intervention around the world.29

The necessity of promoting French prestige is linked to the past of 
France in Africa and the historical place of France in international rela-
tions. According to John Chipman, ‘the relation maintained with Black 
Africa is the last vestige of French imperial logic, and its deterioration 
would, in French official eyes, damage French prestige’. As mentioned 
by Chipman, François Mitterrand wrote in 1957 with reference to the 
problem in Algeria, ‘without Africa there would be no history of France 
in the twenty-first century’. Still according to Chipman:

Strong links with Africa did not constrain French policy, rather they 
gave it a purpose and proved that France still held a position of re-
sponsibility in the world. This sense of responsibility remains essential 
to French descriptions of national power.30

As a result of the French policy, some authors speak of ‘French 
hegemony’ in Africa.31 In the 1990s, almost thirty years after the inde-
pendence of most African states, France continues to wield

considerable and exclusive political, diplomatic and economic power 
in large sections in Africa. In fact, this continent remains the only 
area of the world where France retains enough influence to support its 
claims to medium-power status in the international system.32

When France intervened to support an African regime, it gained 
political weight at the UN. France could ensure useful support for its 
own national interests at the UN. This was emphasized Jacques Godfrain 
in his book L’Afrique, notre avenir, where he argued that Africa provided 
France with exceptional leverage.33
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French leaders want to honour their legal military agreements with 
African regimes and to support African leaders in difficulty. They favour 
cooperation with their ‘friends’ rather than with African states. In 
the 1990s, France stopped a new type of internal disorder: rebellions 
aimed at forcing the government to pay troops. This French policy was 
welcomed by many African governments, as rebel movements were a 
potential problem for all leaders.34

France also wanted to make sure its economic ties were secure. In 
Gabon, for instance, France apparently intervened in 1964 in order 
to guarantee oil and uranium imports.35 France had agreements with 
countries which were ‘central to France’s economic interests, namely 
Cameroon, the Central African Republic, Ivory Coast, Gabon and 
Senegal’.36 In addition, France started to establish links and developed its 
trade relations with non-francophone countries in Africa under Georges 
Pompidou’s presidency. In the 1980s, economic relations with Africa 
were still relevant to France. According to Chipman, most of its uranium, 
a third of its copper, a third of its phosphate, a fifth of its iron and a third 
of its oil came from Africa.37

In 2007, in sub-Saharan Africa, France had important trade relations 
with South Africa, Senegal and Gabon. The United States and China 
imported respectively four times and twice as much as France from 
Gabon, a country with important resources. France also had very limited 
trade with Chad and the Ivory Coast. The economic factor would no 
longer seem to be relevant for France when it decides on intervention.

France did not intervene in African conflicts primarily for humanit-
arian reasons. It intervened to protect its own citizens and to show its 
on-going power and influence in Africa. In order to be considered an im-
portant power, it had to show it could still honour and was still honouring 
its legal agreements with African states. French leaders seem to believe 
that France must be involved in stabilizing African states in order to show 
French commitment to Africa. France has been biased in the respect of 
its military agreements: it either helped rebel movements or did not react 
to all the coups d’état perpetrated in former French colonies. As a result, 
France has not respected the principle of sovereignty.

British intervention and a false image of a humanitarian actor

The UK is reluctant to intervene in African conflicts. Its major mission 
in Sierra Leone seems to have been launched to ‘prove’ its humanitarian 
concerns in conflict areas. The low cost of intervention seems to have 
been a major factor in the decision to intervene.

Officially, the UK advocates the principle of the ‘responsibility to 
protect’ and multilateralism. British Prime Minister Tony Blair established 
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the following conditions for intervention: all diplomatic options must be 
exhausted; military operations should be sensibly and prudently under-
taken; the intervening state should be prepared to act in the long term; 
and it should have national interest involved.38 However, it prefers in 
fact to leave Africa to Africans, and not to intervene. When the UK does 
intervene, it does not necessarily comply with multilateralism, as illus-
trated by its intervention in Iraq. This part first gives an analysis of British 
military involvement in Africa, and then a study of British motives.

In the 1990s–2000s, the UK became more active militarily in Africa. In 
fact, the UK developed military training for some of its former colonies. 
Between 2000 and 2002, it intervened directly in Sierra Leone, and it 
still has a military presence there to train the armed forces. In 2003, it 
intervened within the EU Artemis force in the DRC. It nonetheless was 
not part of the EU mission in the DRC in 2006, and was absent from the 
EU mission to Chad/CAR in 2008.

The UK is active ‘indirectly’ in South Africa, Kenya, Ghana, Nigeria, 
Namibia and Mozambique. In South Africa, the UK helped integrate 
former forces of the African National Congress (ANC) into the South 
African National Defence Force and it helped with the development 
of the Ministry of Defence. It has also supported the South African 
peacekeeping mission in Burundi. In Kenya, the UK has created a British 
Peace Support Training Centre (BPST) to train Kenyan and East African 
peacekeeping forces. In Ghana, the Ghana Armed Forces Command and 
Staff College (GAFCSC) is supported by the UK in terms of personnel, 
training and infrastructure. The UK provides staff to the Kofi Annan 
International Peacekeeping Training Centre (KAIPTC), which is also 
in Ghana. In Nigeria, the UK has a Defence Advisory Team, which is 
located in the Nigerian Ministry of Defence, in order to help with the 
management of peacekeeping training. According to Mats Berdal, the UK 
also used small-scale military assistance missions to help with training, 
monitoring and verification tasks in Namibia and Mozambique.39 From 
2001, the UK used a special fund for conflict prevention, the Africa 
Conflict Prevention Pool (ACPP), which had a budget of £60 million 
a year, and it supported peacekeeping training, security projects, re
integration programmes, defence advisory teams and radio programmes. 
However, this British involvement was low key.

The UK is reluctant to intervene militarily directly in African conflicts. 
When it did intervene, the British Chief of Defence Staff, Michael Boyce, 
explained that the UK aimed to be ‘early in, early out’.40 It also favours 
multilateral over unilateral interventions. Its only major direct military 
operation in the 1990s–2000s was in Sierra Leone, from 2000 until 2002, 
where the UK played ‘a crucial role in ending the civil war’.41

The war in Sierra Leone broke out in 1991 and lasted until 2002. 
It left over 50,000 dead, an estimated 300,000–400,000 internally 
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displaced, and tens of thousands permanently maimed by amputations 
of arms and legs. In 1991, the Revolutionary United Front (RUF), led by 
Foday Sankoh and aided by Charles Taylor’s National Patriotic Forces of 
Liberia (NPFL), opposed the government of Sierra Leone led by the All 
People’s Congress (APC). In 1992, following a military coup, the APC 
was replaced by the National Provisional Ruling Council (NPRC). The 
NPRC and the RUF continued fighting. In 1996, as a result of domestic 
and international pressures, elections were held and won by the Sierra 
Leone People’s Party (SLPP), led by Ahmad Tejan Kabbah. However, this 
government was overthrown in May 1997.

This led to the intervention of the ECOWAS Monitoring Group 
(named ECOMOG) to restore President Kabbah to power. He was re-
instated in 1998 and the UN Security Council (UNSC) voted to create 
a UN observer mission in Sierra Leone (UNOMSIL). The United States 
closed its embassy operations at the same time as the conflict contin-
ued between the rebels and the government of Sierra Leone, backed by 
ECOMOG. A peace agreement known as the Lomé Peace Accord was 
finally signed in 1999.

During this period, the UK faced the ‘arms to Africa’ scandal or 
‘Sandline affair’. In 1997, the UNSC condemned the coup which had 
ousted President Kabbah, and imposed an arms and oil embargo. Despite 
this UNSC embargo, the British private military company Sandline 
International, with the support of the British government, supplied thirty 
tons of arms and ammunitions to ECOWAS and to the Kamajors who 
supported Kabbah’s legitimate government in exile in Guinea.42

This affair had a negative impact on the status of the UK, a state tra-
ditionally against indirect and illegal involvement in African politics. The 
Lomé Peace Accord was signed by the Sierra Leone government repre
sented by Kabbah and the RUF rebels represented by Sankoh in July 1999. 
Sankoh became Chairman of the Strategic Mineral Resources Council 
and Vice-President of Sierra Leone. A Disarmament, Demobilization and 
Reintegration (DDR) programme was created. UNOMSIL was replaced 
by UNAMSIL in order to police the peace agreement, and it grew from 
6,000 to 17,500 troops. ECOMOG withdrew from Sierra Leone in early 
2000. The peace agreement was not respected by the parties. In May 2000, 
approximately 500 UNAMSIL peacekeepers were captured by the rebels.

The UK deployed forces in Sierra Leone on 8 May 2000 in order to 
‘secure the airport to allow the arrival of UN reinforcements and to 
evacuate British nationals’.43 William Fowler explains that the UK evacu-
ated ‘European Union citizens, those from the Commonwealth … and 
Americans’.44 A total of 700 paratroopers were deployed in and around 
Lungi airport and Freetown, and 40 SAS soldiers were engaged in sur-
veillance and intelligence missions in the Sierra Leone countryside. An 
amphibious group led by the helicopter carrier HMS Ocean – with an 
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artillery battery and 600 Royal Marines on board – and the aircraft carrier 
HMS Illustrious, with Harrier strike bombers were also deployed.45

The UK changed its policy on 9 May: the Foreign Secretary, Robin 
Cook, saw the Prime Minister, Tony Blair, on that day. On 10 May at 
the House of Commons, Blair changed the emphasis, saying that British 
troops were also there to back up the UN force.46 In Sierra Leone, the UK 
took control of UN and government forces for an offensive against RUF 
rebels. It arrested Sankoh, the head of the rebellion, on 10 May.

British troops then trained Sierra Leone’s armed forces so they could 
defend the country against any future rebel threats (Operations Basilica 
and Silkman). The UK also supported the UN mission (UNAMSIL) by 
organizing a series of high-profile military exercises to stabilize Sierra 
Leone, and assisted the DDR programme. Despite the Abuja cease-fire 
agreement which resumed the peace process in November 2000, fighting 
continued and disarmament was slow. In January 2002, President Kabbah 
declared the civil war officially over, as 72,000 ex-combatants (including 
45,000 rebels) had been disarmed and demobilized. Democratic elections 
were held in May 2002.

In July 2002, the UK withdrew a 200-strong military contingent. It 
then provided seven headquarters staff officers, including the Chief of 
Staff, and fifteen military observers to UNAMSIL.47 The UK remained 
involved in Sierra Leone: a ninety-strong military training team (the 
International Military Advisory and Training Team, or IMATT) was sent 
to train the armed forces.48

Several researchers have argued that humanitarian motives were 
an important determinant of the UK intervention in Sierra Leone. 
Abrahamsen and Williams, for instance, argue that ‘it seems that at least 
some of the explanation for Britain’s deployment … can be located in 
New Labour’s “ethical” commitment’. And for Williams, the UK inter-
vened because it wanted:

to protect British citizens; to avert a humanitarian crisis like that which 
had engulfed Freetown in January 1999; to defend the democratically 
elected government of President Kabbah; to live up to its stated foreign 
policy principles; and to support the UN operation, UNAMSIL, to 
carry out its mandate.49

I argue instead that the British government acted with opportunism in 
Sierra Leone. It sought to make political capital out of its military inter
vention by appearing to be a ‘moral’ actor, with the main aims being: 
to gain support from the British people; and to gain influence at the 
international community level.

The initial aim of the British government was in fact not to send troops 
to Sierra Leone to help the UN or to fight the RUF. The government 
made it clear that it was deploying troops to evacuate British nationals. 
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Robin Cook stressed that the military measures had been taken primarily 
‘to respond quickly to safeguard the safety of British nationals’.50 Even 
when Brigadier David Richards was showing his desire to act against the 
RUF, the Foreign Office tried to distance itself from him.51 It is only once 
the UK had evaluated the low degree of risk at the local level that the 
government decided to authorize the British military to support the UN 
and fight the RUF.

Realist theory is useful here to understand the British attitude in 
Sierra Leone. First, Sierra Leone was not a country which presented 
an economic interest for the UK. The main trading partners of Sierra 
Leone are the United States (which accounts for 31 per cent of its trade), 
followed by Germany (12 per cent). Only 9 per cent of its trade is with 
the UK.52 In terms of security threat, British officials have the following 
opinion on states similar to Sierra Leone:

Weak and failing states … can contain areas of ungoverned territory 
which provide potential havens and sources of support for terrorist 
groups and criminal networks involved in drugs production or the 
plundering of natural resources.… Internal conflict, poverty, human 
rights abuse and famine can all create the conditions for mass popu-
lation movements, adding to pressures on neighbouring countries or 
emerging as a surge in migration to Europe.53

Despite this perception, Sierra Leone does not in fact present any 
security threat to the UK. In this context of both low economic interests 
and the absence of security threat, British leaders were first and foremost 
prudent. They did not want military casualties, and made sure that a 
military mission to support the UN and fight the RUF entailed very 
limited risks.54 Prestige, and not humanitarianism, seems to have been 
the major factor for intervention in Sierra Leone. This is in accordance 
with Comfort Ero, who contends that Africa is symbolically important in 
the struggle to broaden the UK’s global role.55

After Sierra Leone, the UK intervened symbolically within the EU 
Artemis force in the DRC in 2003, as it sent troops only to upgrade 
the airfield in Bunia. Here again, prestige seems to have been the main 
reason. A British official stated that ‘in case the EU mission was success-
ful, it would have been a shame not to have taken part in it’.56 Finally, 
the UK was completely absent from the EU mission in Chad/CAR. This 
lack of British involvement in EU missions was in apparent contradic-
tion with the government’s official position. Speaking in Addis Ababa 
in 2004, Prime Minister Tony Blair said: ‘I want Africa to be the top 
priority for the EU’s new rapidly deployable battle groups and to get 
them operational as soon as possible in 2005’.57 He said they would be 
able to respond to a crisis on the continent within ten days.
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EU intervention and projection of power

The EU seems to be an instrument of its states’ foreign policies. States 
appear to project their own interests onto the EU decision-making 
process. The prestige of the EU enhances the prestige of the member 
state which initiates the EU policy.

There are many differences between a military intervention on behalf 
of a state and one on behalf of the EU. The requirements for a national 
military intervention are political will and military capabilities. In order 
to have EU military intervention, in addition to these requirements, one 
needs cooperation between twenty-seven states, as decisions are taken 
by unanimity, and a UNSC resolution. As mentioned by Javier Solana, 
when EU High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy: 
‘the fundamental framework for international relations is the United 
Nations Charter’.58

Effectively, for states to intervene militarily in Africa, the political will 
of France and of the UK is paramount to reaching an EU decision, as 
other EU states are unlikely to take the lead in this field. I argue in this 
chapter that ‘further’ EU military interventions in Africa are unlikely 
now, at least in the short term. Despite the fact that EU states are 
developing EU military capabilities, the major obstacles are that states 
are unwilling either to act in Africa or to work together. This part first 
gives a background to and an overview of the EU missions in Africa, and 
then gives an analysis of the motives for these interventions.

Until 2003, the EU had not been involved in security and defence 
matters in Africa. The legal background to EU intervention in Africa 
can be found in the Treaty on the EU, the Cotonou Agreement, the 
European Security Strategy and the Africa–Europe Dialogue. According 
to the Treaty on the EU, one of the five foreign-policy objectives is to 
prevent violent conflicts. One of the aims of the EU’s Common Foreign 
and Security Policy (CFSP) is to contribute to international peace and 
security, and to promote democracy, the rule of law and respect of 
human rights. But article 11 of the Cotonou Agreement, which links the 
EU with the African, Caribbean and Pacific (ACP) countries, provides 
that preventing war rests primarily with the ACP countries themselves.

The European Security Strategy of December 2003 mentions the 
conflicts in Somalia and Liberia, but it does not refer to sub-Saharan 
Africa as part of its strategic objectives; Africa is not the EUs’ priority. 
According to Solana, ‘the impact of the Israeli–Arab conflict, the con-
tinuing instability in Iraq, and our relations with the countries of the 
Mediterranean will be on top of our agenda’.59

Effectively, in the diplomatic sphere, the EU initiated the Africa–
Europe Dialogue in Cairo in 2000. A common position on conflict 
prevention, management and resolution in Africa was adopted in 
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January 2004. It identified the need for an integrated approach to conflict 
prevention. In terms of capabilities, the EU can rely on national troops 
to conduct missions abroad. In November 2004, it also decided to create 
thirteen battle groups by 2010 to deploy ahead of or as part of a larger 
NATO or UN military operation. EU operations can be managed by one 
of five EU operational headquarters in France, Germany, Greece, Italy 
and the UK (Paris, Potsdam, Larissa, Rome and Northwood).60 However, 
these battle groups have not yet been deployed in Africa. Instead, 
national troops have been used.

The EU conducted direct military interventions in the DRC in 2003 
and 2006. It also is present in the DRC with two training missions. The 
EU has helped the AU since 2004 to deploy forces to Sudan, in relation 
to the crisis in Darfur. Since 2008, the EU has deployed troops to Chad 
and CAR. In the DRC, the EU conducted two military missions in order 
to support the UN, in 2003 and 2006. These missions were held to be 
successful by European diplomats, as they achieved their direct aim of 
ensuring security on the territory on which they were present.

In June 2003, the EU mission code-named Artemis deployed 2,000 
troops to Bunia in the DRC . This mission lasted until September 2003. 
Its aim was to contribute to the stabilization of the security conditions 
and the improvement of the humanitarian situation. This was the first 
time EU troops had been deployed out of Europe and independently 
from NATO. France initiated this European mission and provided the 
majority of the troops, which totalled approximately 1,000. This mission 
enabled the return of refugees to their homes. However, it was very 
limited in space and time. Kofi Annan, UN Secretary-General at the 
time, regretted that the EU restricted its deployment to Bunia: ‘We have 
not been able to get the Multinational Force to go beyond Bunia – and 
in fairness to them, their mandate limited them to Bunia’.61 The mission 
withdrew, as planned, in September, as European leaders did not wish to 
extend the Artemis mandate.

In summer 2006, after lengthy discussions, the EU decided to support 
MONUC, the UN stabilization mission in the DRC, to help the transition 
process during the elections. These elections were symbolically and 
politically important, as the last fair elections in the DRC had taken place 
in 1965. But they took place in a very unstable environment, both in 
Kinshasa and in eastern DRC. An EU mission was deployed in Kinshasa 
with a UN Chapter VII mandate. It lasted from June until December 
2006. Eight hundred European military personnel were present in 
Kinshasa. Military intelligence enabled effective enforcement of the ban 
on weapons in Kinshasa. Despite on-going violence and instability in 
Kinshasa and in eastern DRC, the EU yet again withdrew from Kinshasa 
at the end of its mandate. This mission nevertheless seems to have been 
perceived as positive and impartial by the people in the DRC.62
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The EU was still present in the DRC at the time of writing. Two low-
scale training missions contribute to conflict management in the DRC: 
EUSEC DRCongo (EU security sector reform mission) and EUPOL 
Kinshasa (EU police mission in Kinshasa for the Integrated Police Unit). 
EUSEC DRCongo was created in March 2005. This small mission with 
personnel from a few European states (ten from France in 2007) provides 
advice and assistance to the Congolese authorities in charge of security, 
while ensuring the promotion of policies that are compatible with human 
rights and international humanitarian law, democratic standards, prin-
ciples of good public management, transparency and observance of the 
rule of law.63 It essentially advises the Minister for Defence on the reform, 
training and payment of the army, and the Committee for Disarmament, 
Demobilization and Reintegration (CONADER) on the reintegration of 
former militia soldiers. It seems, however, to lack funding and material 
capabilities.64 EUPOL Kinshasa was likewise launched in spring 2005. 
Approximately thirty experts give advice to the Congolese Integrated 
Police Unit (IPU), which in turn trains approximately 1,000 police officers 
through EU financing.

The EU has especially focused on diplomacy in order to negotiate with 
the Sudanese government on the Darfur crisis, which officially started in 
2003. It has refused to send military troops to Darfur, but has supported 
the AU, which created the African Union Mission in Sudan (AMIS) in 
spring 2004 in order to observe and verify the cease-fire agreement that 
had been signed in N’Djamena.

As early as 2004, there seems to have been talks within the EU to 
send troops to Sudan. The chair of the EU Military Committee, Gustav 
Hägglund, announced in 2004 that the EU had the military capabilities 
to act in Darfur and that an EU mission would be conducted under 
the UN framework.65 In summer 2004, the EU sent military officers and 
observers to assess the possible support of the EU to the AU in Darfur. 
In February 2005, Kofi Annan asked the EU and NATO to help the 
AU.66 In April 2005, the AU submitted an official request to NATO and 
the EU for military assistance in expanding AMIS. Karel de Gucht, the 
Belgian Minister for Foreign Affairs, mentioned that EU leaders would 
discuss the deployment of troops in Sudan in order to help the AU.67 
However, the EU decided finally to focus on technical aid with planning, 
military observers and strategic and tactical transport. For instance, in 
the EU framework, the UK purchased more than 900 vehicles for AMIS 
and funded the airlift of troops into Darfur. The UK also provided one 
officer through the EU as an advisor to AMIS in El Fashir, Darfur, and 
a military observer. It also contributed six police experts to the EU’s 
civilian policing mission to AMIS.68

In January 2008, the EU decided to launch EUFOR Chad/CAR in 
order to work for the improvement of the security situation in Chad 
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and the Central African Republic. It was based on UN Security Council 
Resolution 1778 (2007). But Germany and the UK did not deployed any 
troops to the region. This mission worked alongside the UN mission 
MINURCAT. It was present at the same time as France’s Epervier opera
tion. France provided most of the EUFOR Chad/CAR troops (1,500 out 
of 3,700). Solana made it clear that these were two separate missions, but 
Chadian rebels criticized the European deployment. The rebel leaders 
threatened EUFOR, as they considered it as a move from the French 
government to ‘save’ the Chadian President, Idriss Déby.69

The most important EU missions in Africa, namely those in the DRC 
in 2003 and 2006, and in Chad/CAR in 2008, were initiated by France. The 
2003 Artemis mission was apparently conducted first and foremost to 
show the international community that the EU was a fully fledged inter-
national actor, capable of independent military action outside Europe 
without the help or support of the United States.70 This corresponded to 
the interest of France of promoting the EU as an independent actor (from 
NATO and the US) in the security field. Indirectly, this enhances the 
prestige of France as French leaders prefer to build a strong and capable 
EU, rather than rely on the US for their security and foreign policy.

The 2006 EUFOR DRCongo mission was led by Germany. French 
leaders made it clear that they were not going to take the lead in a 
mission to DRC in 2006. This shows that the priority of France was not 
humanitarian, as it was not going to act in the DRC if no other state was 
willing to act within the EU framework. German decision-makers were 
apparently convinced that the mission was feasible and non-risky. After 
the UK taking the lead for the EU mission in Macedonia, the French in 
the DRC in 2003, Germany also had to prove its commitment to develop
ing a European security and defence policy. It did so at a very low cost, 
as the mission was extremely limited, and as most of the troops deployed 
were French. The low-scale conflict management missions in the DRC 
were also in the interests of EU member states which wanted to show the 
multidimensional role of the EU, namely military and civilian.

The 2008 EUFOR Chad/CAR mission highlights the on-going tension 
between European member states to deploy troops in Africa. The UK 
and Germany both agreed with the deployment of this mission, but 
refused to take part in it. They were reluctant to take part in a mission 
which was likely to be perceived as biased, as the French already had 
their own troops deployed in Chad. However, they also want to show 
that they are, at least indirectly via the EU, acting to help refugees from 
Darfur, as this mission is carried out under a UN mandate. As a con-
sequence, they adopted the middle-ground position of agreement but of 
non-intervention. French leaders were very eager to create this mission 
as it reinforced European identity, and as the foreign affairs minister 
Bernard Kouchner and the President Nicolas Sarkozy wanted to appear 
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as the promoters of a ‘new ethical Africa policy.’71 However, according 
to Jean-François Bayart, the way France imposed its mission onto its 
European partners was in fact detrimental to its image.72

Conclusion

As expected by neoclassical realists, humanitarian considerations were 
generally eclipsed when states did not gain from an intervention in terms 
of security or economic interest. A norm of non-intervention prevails 
in Europe: intervention is considered costly, as it is risky for troops and 
expensive. Non-intervention does not present any problem in terms 
of state security or trade for European states. States in Europe are still 
first and foremost concerned with their own political gains when state 
officials discuss military intervention in Africa. The structure of the 
international system is therefore crucial: if European states decide not to 
intervene militarily in conflicts in Africa, they are not threatened by any 
other state. In addition, when European leaders encourage the AU to act, 
they avoid putting their own troops at risk. This is why states are likely to 
favour multilateralism over unilateralism.

When European actors decide to intervene in an African conflict, as 
suggested by neoclassical realists, perceptions matter. European actors 
are especially motivated by their own prestige, which contributes to the 
security of their European states, as other actors perceive them as ethical 
states. Two types of prestige are important: the prestige of individual EU 
member states, and the prestige of the EU. National prestige is enhanced 
when the EU’s security identity is reinforced through a successful 
military mission outside the EU. Prestige is important for a European 
state, as it increases its moral stance at the EU level, that is, in negoti-
ations within the European Council, and at the international level, that is, 
in discussions at the UN or with other regional organizations and states, 
such as the AU, the United States or China. Intervention is conducted 
at low cost when it occurs within the EU framework, as European states 
share the risk of an intervention. Neoclassical realism seems the most 
appropriate theory for explaining European military intervention policy 
towards Africa: geostrategic interests are crucial for European states, 
which are concerned with their relative power, and humanitarianism is a 
factor for intervention only when intervention benefits European states.
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Looking after the ‘European’ interest? 
Neoclassical realism and the European 
Union’s engagement with sub-Saharan Africa

Patrick Holden

The approach of the European Union (EU) to sub-Saharan Africa offers a 
useful case study to explore the tensions between the realist and idealist 
tendencies of the EU. EU discourse regarding Africa has been domin-
ated by the concept of ‘development’, but this coexists with behaviour 
geared towards expanding its own economic and political power in the 
region. This is particularly surprising as, beyond the political rhetoric, 
European society is greatly concerned with poverty alleviation and 
development in Africa. The major transnational campaigns to support 
African development, such as the Jubilee 2000 and the ‘Live 8’ networks, 
have been driven by European civil society, for example. Also, this area 
has clearly been of less acute strategic and security importance to the EU 
than closer regions, such as eastern Europe and the Mediterranean. Yet 
despite all of this, one can divine self-interest and power-related objec-
tives overshadowing development interests in the EU’s policies towards 
Africa. Clearly, the EU has attempted to exploit opportunities created by 
the post-1989 international order (and the acute weakening of African 
states) to shape the continent according to its own geopolitical, ideo-
logical and geo-economic interests. In some cases these policies seem 
almost diametrically opposed to the concerns of European civil society, 
although they are in line with the inclinations of other societal forces. 
Neoclassical realism offers considerable explanatory potential here, as 
it leads to a focus on how domestic institutions, interests and ideology 
interact with the international power structure to shape state behaviour.1 
This is provided, of course, that one assumes that the EU is a sufficiently 
coherent entity to function as an international actor. As argued below, 
this is a valid assumption in certain dimensions of international relations. 
However, given the unique nature of the EU, and the fact that economic 
factors still dominate its external policies, theories of international politi-
cal economy (IPE) are necessary to divine the specific causality behind 
the EU’s behaviour. 
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This chapter offers an explanation of the EU’s policies towards Africa, 
using neoclassical realist and IPE insights. The first section outlines 
what neoclassical realist and critical IPE theories have to contribute 
to our understanding of the EU as an international actor and of its 
foreign-policy and external-relations system. Subsequently, it analyses 
how the EU’s policy towards sub-Saharan Africa has evolved, with a 
particular emphasis on its trade policy, in relation to the changing global 
context and the developing strategies of other international actors.

The EU, realism and critical IPE

For obvious reasons, the EU lends itself to theoretical interpretations 
quite different to mainstream realist international relations theory. It is 
not a state, it has little real military power and it explicitly professes a 
worldview quite different from realpolitik, in which integration and co-
operation overcome the security dilemma and transcend power politics. 
Essentially liberal (and more recently ‘constructivist’) approaches to 
international relations have provided the theoretical basis for under-
standing the EU’s international activities. Others have adopted a more 
realist, power-centric approach to the EU’s international behaviour 
in recent years, criticizing the benevolent connotations of these more 
liberal approaches.2 Mainstream realism, which focuses on the inter-
action of power-maximizing states within an anarchic world system, 
seems to have little relevance. However, as Seán Molloy has convincingly 
illustrated, realism is a broader church than might appear from a brief 
purview of the neorealist school.3 In fact, the originators of realism 
(E. H. Carr and Hans J. Morgenthau) had a much broader vision of inter-
national relations and did not postulate that politics need be centred 
on the nation-state.4 Classical realist thought was based essentially on 
the crucial role of power and interests (as opposed to specific institu-
tional forms) in shaping international relations. Once this broader view 
of realism is accepted, it can be applied to many more issues and may 
indeed fit in with more critical or even postmodernist approaches. 

The school of neoclassical realism itself is a relatively moderate 
reformulation of mainstream realist approaches. Some describe it as 
merely a ‘fleshing out’ of structural neorealism.5 Others articulate it 
as more of a revival of traditional realist approaches to international 
relations. Neoclassical realists accept the overwhelming importance of 
the anarchic international system, and the distribution of power as a 
means of explaining the production and impact of a state’s foreign policy. 
However, they also place a much greater emphasis on the domestic 
system, emphasizing that the international system in itself cannot explain 
what happens. (It has been argued that neoclassical realists have in fact 
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borrowed from liberal international relations theory and the stress it 
put on the importance of domestic institutions, but that is not our main 
concern here.6) Determining factors here include the dominant ideology, 
the bureaucratic traditions and the real power of state institutions, as in 
their ability to mobilize the resources of the country in question. Fareed 
Zakaria makes a very useful distinction between national power and state 
power, the former referring to the latent power of a country and the latter 
to the power that can be actualized by the government at a given point 
in time.7 This focus on internal dynamics is especially relevant to the EU 
(which is much less coherent and much more complex than a state). If it 
is problematic to view a state as a monolithic actor, it is even more so in 
the case of the EU. The gap between potential and actual power is acutely 
relevant to the EU also. Many arguments are made based on aggregate 
data regarding Europe’s economic, financial and political resources but it 
is, to put it mildly, debatable whether these resources can be actualized 
by the EU institutions. 

Accordingly, neoclassical realism may have relevance but it hardly 
seems adequate to capture the full range of EU external relations. First, 
like other mainstream international relations theories, it is still based on 
a state-centric ontology of the international system. It avoids the excess-
ive minimalism of structural neorealism but it also rests on an internal/
external dichotomy (the internal realm of the state and the international 
realm). Transnational forces and institutions are not really catered for. 
Second, EU activity is fragmented into various sectors (trade, energy, 
defence etc.) and its power varies across these. Its major influence 
appears to be in what realists would call low politics,8 rather than in the 
macro-structure of international security. To fully engage with the EU’s 
international political role, broader forms of social and economic inter-
action must therefore be discussed. The field of international political 
economy is specifically focused on the interaction between economic 
and political factors, and its impact on power and welfare; and thus the 
role of a wider range of socio-economic actors is considered. With regard 
to Marxist IPE, the concept of ‘class’ has been the dominant factor but 
other forms of interest groups and formal or informal institutions are 
included (from transnational companies to epistemic communities). IPE, 
in general, and critical IPE, in particular, is explicitly non-state centric. 
In this respect it differs from most contemporary forms of realism but 
it also differs sharply from more liberal views of international politics. 
Indeed, what realists and Marxists share is a vehement objection to the 
liberal tendency to underplay the reality of power as a defining feature of 
relationships.9 Alex Callinicos notes that many Marxists also share with 
realists an emphasis on the inherent competition between major states, 
although the former have a much greater focus on the role of socio-
economic class in determining the shape of this struggle.10
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Susan Strange, a prominent and iconoclastic IPE theorist, made 
explicit these linkages in outlining what she called ‘new realism’ in 1997.11 
The ‘r’ word was used to denote an approach that was attuned to power 
relations and opposed to liberal assumptions about interdependence 
or pluralist global governance. The ‘new’ aspect was that it avoided a 
fixation on the state, to include other public and private entities (such 
as transnational organizations and companies). This was not ‘realism’ in 
the mainstream sense of the term; Strange was concerned with social, 
economic and political regulation in a very broad sense on the global 
level. Strange’s major argument was that, apart from the United States, 
state power and public power in general was reduced in many areas of 
life, in favour of an array of other private actors, that combine to form 
‘market forces’.12 The relevance of this to the EU is clear. Within Europe 
it is one of these transnational forces superseding the state, and it may 
be viewed as form of globalization but it is also a form of regional public 
power, which seeks to steer and control market forces. This tension 
between public and private, global and regional, is arguably the most im-
portant feature of the EU. Strange’s notion of structural power (the power 
to shape the underlying institutional, material and cognitive structures 
within which other entities have to act) is also particularly applicable 
to the form of power the EU articulates within Europe. One of the core 
functions of EU foreign policy is to develop this kind of structural power 
at the global level on behalf of Europe as a whole, and in particular its 
core stakeholders (governments, businesses and so forth).13 

In summary, neoclassical realism encourages us to look for opportun-
ities caused by changes in the international distribution of power to study 
the internal dynamics of the EU to understand how it has reacted to 
these. Theories from critical IPE offer more precise explanatory potential 
regarding the particular nature of the EU and its global role (and are here 
applied to the study of its African policy). It should be noted that is not 
intended to argue here that these two schools of thought can be defin-
itively fused. As stated above, IPE is a broad church that includes many 
different approaches to understanding interconnected social, economic 
and political power. The interaction between states and other territorial 
forms of political organization is just one element of this. Standard 
neo-Marxist IPE, which emphasizes the role of transnational classes and 
social forces, would be difficult to combine with neoclassical realism; 
the more open theories and concepts of Susan Strange are more flexible 
in this respect. What all IPE theory has in common is that (insofar as it 
focuses on states/regions) it will emphasize the socio-economic dimen-
sion of the ‘intervening variables’, in neoclassical terminology.
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The production of ‘EU foreign policy’

The Treaty of Maastricht (ratified in 1993) created a complex and divided 
internal architecture for the EU, in which institutional powers and 
roles varied widely according to which pillar the policy area fell under.14 
Pillar I was the European Community itself, which included mostly 
socio-economic but also some political issues, including the promotion of 
democracy. For most of its history, EU ‘foreign policy’ operated via these 
economic and legal instruments. Pillar II included traditional high politics, 
defence and foreign-policy issues, while pillar III concerned justice and 
home affairs. (Before the creation of the European Union, European 
Community external relations were rigidly separated from foreign-policy 
coordination.) In reality, the distinction between pillars was always fuzzy, 
as they were combined to form holistic policies. The eventual ratification 
of the Lisbon Treaty in December 2009 transformed this situation. The 
European Community is no more and the pillar system is ended. The 
new High Representative and the supranational European External Action 
Service is involved with old pillar I issues such as development aid as 
well as more traditional high-politics issues. However, the crucial distinc-
tion remains concerning policy-making in different areas. With regard 
to high politics and standard security policy, the Council and lower-level 
member-state bodies are dominant. As a rule, decision-making is on the 
basis of unanimity. However, for other economic and political issues (in-
cluding trade, development policy and environmental policy), qualified 
majority voting is the rule and the Commission is delegated much more 
autonomous power to shape as well as implement policy. 

Developing an analytical model of the EU’s ‘domestic system’ is 
especially challenging because of this complexity, and because it inevit-
ably leads to deeper questions about the nature of the EU and European 
integration. There is a long-running debate as to whether the EU may 
be considered an actor akin to a state (in terms of the degree of power 
the central institutions have and their autonomy of action in the outside 
world).15 The original theory of integration, the neofunctionalist thesis, 
argued that due to the creation of supranational institutions with such 
important political and economic powers, a new centre of power had 
been created in Brussels.16 Hence Brussels would become the major focus 
for lobbying by various economic and political interest groups. To the 
contrary, approaches such as liberal inter-governmentalism argue that 
real power remains with the nation-states and that European integration 
is the result of national interest groups pushing their governments to use 
European institutions for specific purposes.17 (From an IPE perspective, 
the EU may be perceived as a structure or as an agent/actor, depending 
on the context.) In general, ‘grand theories’ of European integration have 
fallen out of fashion, as it has become apparent that a clear, parsimonious 
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answer to existential questions regarding the nature of the EU is not 
possible. However, these questions overshadow any attempt to theorize 
the EU’s international role. The rest of this section will focus on the opera
tion of specific policies, arguing that in the case of external economic 
policy, where the institutional framework is highly integrated, the EU 
can be considered as an actor. In such cases the member-state Council 
is still the highest executive power but it must combine with powerful 
supranational institutions, in particular the European Commission, to 
form EU law and policy. 

EU trade policy has been its single-most important external policy 
and it is worth noting that international trade politics has been striking 
realist in many respects. The World Trade Organization (WTO) is touted 
by liberals as a ‘rules-based’ institution, but these rules are rather limited 
and a close analysis of how it operates reveals it to be more of a forum 
for organized combat than a real constitutionalization of international 
relations. Trade negotiations are characterized by brinkmanship and a 
constant atmosphere of crisis, with enormous pressure put on develop
ing countries to open their markets.18 Its dispute settlement system is 
useful only for states or regions with sufficient economic clout.19 The EU 
has been at heart of the power struggles within the WTO (which it was 
instrumental in establishing). It has used its economic weight to lever 
concessions from other countries, while retaining protectionist policies 
for agricultural and textile products. It combined with the United States 
to convince developing countries to agree to a new round of trade 
liberalization in November 2001, exploiting the new geopolitical context 
after the attacks of ‘9/11’. At the same time, the EU has been ready to 
threaten the United States with trade conflicts over various issues. The 
EU can act like this because of its economic weight and the relatively 
supranational operation of its trade policy. From the beginning of the 
European customs union, the Commission was given the role of agent, 
to negotiate trading relationships with other countries and regions. In 
practice, trade policy is a delicate balance between the Commission’s 
role and the member states. The Commission acts on a mandate from 
the Council but is given substantial leeway, although member-state com-
mittees work to keep tabs on it. (The European Parliament has a much 
greater say on external trade policy since the Lisbon Treaty but has not 
historically played a major role.) 

Beyond the political institutions, what social forces influence EU 
policy? Obviously, economic interest groups will be very active in 
lobbying here, through either national or European channels. Recent 
work by Andreas Dür has outlined precisely how this works.20 He argues 
that the EU’s negotiating position in multilateral trade talks has been 
more or less exactly in line with the needs of major economic interest 
groups. On the other hand, aspects of EU trade policy appear to be 
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guided more by the interests of autonomous political and bureaucratic 
elites. This has been noteworthy in the use of the EU’s trade instruments 
for geopolitical purposes, to develop strategic relationships with regions 
which are not necessarily the most commercially important. The relative 
importance of interest groups and political elites has been the subject of 
much debate in studies of trade policy.21 Many other societal groupings 
seek to influence EU trade policy for more ethical and idealistic objec-
tives. The lobbying of human-rights, development and environmental 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) is a considerable factor in 
EU policy-making. NGOs such as Amnesty International and Oxfam 
International have devoted considerable resources to lobbying and 
networking in Brussels. The influence of such forces is evident in trade 
concessions such as the Everything but Arms initiative.22 However, one 
would expect their role to be overshadowed by the key political and 
economic forces and the underlying ideology.

Development policy is an area where one would expect to see much 
more of an influence for civil society groups and their ethical objectives. 
This is true up to a point, as aid policy is used for development and 
humanitarian objectives; this is illustrated in numerous EU publications. 
However, aid policy is also used overwhelmingly to support a certain 
economic model. Also, development policy includes trade policy and, 
as argued above, it would be naive to expect trade policy not to serve as 
an instrument of EU interests and power. The same political/strategic 
interests predominate, and development policy in important areas such 
as the Mediterranean often seems to serve trade and strategic interests 
rather than development per se.23 One aspect of EU external relations 
that is to a large degree steered by the Commission (and the Council 
Secretariat) is the development of legal and institutional relations with 
other countries. This includes regular summits of leaders but also much 
broader forms of institutionalized contacts between public officials and 
other societal actors. These may be bilateral (EU–China contacts) or 
multilateral/inter-regional, a format that is particularly favoured by the 
Commission as it attempts to bolster its own position (and if possible 
replicate European-style institutionalization and legalization throughout 
the world).24 The Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP, and the 
Common Security and Defence Policy, CSDP) remains distinct. Inter-
governmentalist approaches seem particularly appropriate here, where 
overwhelming legal power remains with the member-state governments, 
and significant decisions and initiatives must be unanimous. Accordingly, 
the focus would have to be on analysing the foreign-policy processes of 
the individual states. However, there is substantial evidence that, even 
for the CSDP, the processes of socialization and pressures of collective 
decision-making mean that policy-making is more cohesive and continu-
ous than one might suppose.25
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In brief, in attempting to explain the EU’s foreign policies, no one 
model of foreign-policy analysis is possible, due to the heterogeneity 
and complexity of EU policy-making. The assumption here is that the 
EU institutions do have a substantial degree of coherence and power 
with regard to traditional ‘pillar I’ external relations. Although the neo-
functionalist thesis may be exaggerated, there is strong evidence for the 
historical institutionalist26 view that the supranational EU institutions 
have developed a substantial role in forming policy, due to the accumu-
lation of tasks and international interaction over time. With regard to 
formal foreign policy, the situation is more fluid and inter-governmental 
dynamics prevail, although they are mediated by processes of social-
ization. Overall, there is ample reason to justify treating the EU as an 
actor in international affairs (even if it is not as coherent as a state). The 
EU can produce sustained policies that influence other regions, but the 
overall strength of EU policy will depend on the interests of the member 
states. The form of the EU’s response to opportunities and threats in its 
external environment is determined by this complex interplay of insti-
tutional, ideological and cognitive factors and the differentiated input of 
various social forces (what neoclassical realism refers to as intervening 
variables). As highlighted above, EU trade policy is the outcome of the 
different (although not always contradictory) interests of policy-makers, 
economic interest groups and other social groups. The precise manner in 
which this affects the EU’s actions towards different regions depends on 
the configuration of interests and ideas for the region in question. Let us 
now turn to the case of sub-Saharan Africa.

The EU in Africa: the Cold War years

On the European side, there is a long history of ideas and proposals 
for a special relationship (beyond formal colonialism) between Europe 
and Africa.27 The period when European integration was set in motion 
also heralded the end of formal European colonialism and it was almost 
inevitable that the new European Economic Community would develop 
a relationship with Africa. In this case, the impetus was given by France, 
whose government was at that time attempting to maintain its colonial 
connections through various forms of integrative schemes (within which 
colonies would have autonomy). It was eager to use the economic in-
struments of the EU on this behalf. Thus the Treaty of Rome included 
special trading arrangements for colonies and a European Development 
Fund (EDF) to administer aid. The EDF was separate from the regular 
budget and would be controlled by a committee of member states (as 
they wanted to keep close control over this foreign-policy instrument) 
but inevitably the Commission’s role would increase over time. The 
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1970s witnessed a large increase in ambition on the EU’s part, with the 
launch of the Lomé Convention. This was with the African, Caribbean, 
Pacific (ACP) group, which was dominated by sub-Saharan African 
states and did not include the Arab states of North Africa.28 This was 
due to the entry of Britain into the EU (and the new external relation-
ships this involved) and the development of decolonization and the Cold 
War in general. The new African states had become a major focus for 
Cold War competition between the Soviets and the Communist bloc, 
as both vied for influence. This was also a period of relative Third World 
power, as these countries sought to use their role as commodity pro-
ducers to change the terms of the global economy (the OPEC oil cartel 
was one very special example of this). In Africa, large states such as 
Nigeria saw themselves as vectors of a newly empowered continent, and 
it played a major role in negotiating Lomé.29 This international context is 
the reason why the Lomé arrangements were so extensive and relatively 
generous. It gave the ACP countries duty-free access to the EU for most 
industrial products and it offered increased economic aid, to be used 
according to the ACP states’ own priorities. In return, EU member states 
ensured a continued European presence (in political and socio-economic 
affairs) and maintained the existing economic relationship at a relatively 
cheap price. The EU’s policies thus served a broad geo-economic and 
geopolitical function: securing the supply of raw materials, maintaining 
diplomatic relationships and supporting the maintenance of capitalist 
systems more generally. The last was more of an ideological role but 
in the Cold War context this had a geopolitical dimension. It is also 
important to note that member states were not constraining their own 
autonomy of action. Most notably France pursued a series of very pro-
active policies to maintain its own power in Francophone countries. It 
nurtured and preserved two currency unions based on the French franc 
and essentially controlled from Paris.30 It distributed its own extensive 
economic aid; it managed a network of allies and clients in Africa; and 
it maintained numerous bases and intervened militarily several times in 
support of its allies.31 

The EU and Africa in the globalization era

The EU’s range of policies in Africa expanded notably as the international 
system evolved and the pretensions of African states faded. The banking 
and financial turbulence of the 1980s led to acute financial crisis in most 
African states. The cash-strapped Soviet Union was of no use in this 
scenario. Governments had to turn to Western international institutions. 
In return for financial aid, these insisted on denuding states of much of 
their role and public expenditure.32 In retrospect it is clear that the crisis 
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and the response helped deprive the governments in question of much of 
their capacity for autonomous action and legitimacy. 

The imposition of a harsh neoliberal orthodoxy was led by the Inter
national Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank, while the EU 
institutions played a minor role. However, this process created a space for 
the EU to project its power more forcefully at a later date. The Lomé IV 
Agreement, signed in 1989, witnessed much more assertiveness on the 
part of the Europeans. Aid would have more strings attached with regard 
to economic reform. Prescriptions on democracy and human rights (with 
associated conditionality reinforced in a mid-term review), while hardly 
realist in nature, did signal an increased willingness on the Europeans’ 
part to promote their political values. Shortly after the terms for Lomé 
IV were agreed, the end of the Cold War, and the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, reduced whatever geo-strategic importance Africa had and thus 
further diminished its leverage. Governments could no longer rely on 
Western fear of Soviet influence. Generally, the efforts towards regional 
integration after 1989, and the creation of the continent-wide African 
Union in 2002, were more about attracting foreign investment than 
forging an indigenous power bloc. The transformation of South Africa 
raised the possibility of it being a leader and a strong interlocutor with the 
EU, but the latter took care to develop a separate trading and political re-
lationship with South Africa, separating it from other African countries. 

The 1990s witnessed a further implosion of many African states, amid 
continued economic failure and political chaos. On the European side 
the new post-1989 international dispensation opened up a plethora of 
possibilities. The EU had greatly integrated since the 1970s and was set 
to extend its legal and institutional framework over the entire European 
continent. The apparent decline of interstate conflict within a globaliz-
ing world (albeit one maintained by US hegemony) opened up a space 
within which an entity like the EU could extend its role in many sectors. 
Geo-economics appeared to trump geopolitics as the dominant issue in 
international affairs and the security problems that were most salient 
appeared as features of socio-economic problems. All of this inspired 
a much more proactive effort on the part of the EU to use its economic 
instruments to influence international politics and economics. This was 
evidenced in the Euro-Mediterranean Partnership, launched in 1995. 
This project, from which the United States was excluded, sought to 
combine economic, political and security policies to develop a sphere of 
influence in the Mediterranean. Sub-Saharan Africa had clearly faded in 
importance (both strategically and economically), although it was still 
a vital source of raw materials, such as cobalt, and still of relevance to 
European security. In global commercial terms, EU business interests 
were not primarily directed at Africa itself: emerging markets in Asia and 
Latin America were much more tempting. 
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All of the above opened what Federica Bicchi calls a ‘policy window’, 
in that a strikingly new environment seemed to require a new approach, 
the nature of which was unclear.33 Within the EU, the Commission 
attempted to set the agenda. Its inclination was not to break the elaborate 
institutionalized relationship that had been developed and which it had a 
prime role in operating.34 However, it proposed a radical reshaping of the 
existing relationship, essentially aligning it more closely with EU interests. 
(This Commission proposal was complied with by the EU member 
states.) The interests included direct trading interests of the EU as well 
as support for the neoliberal globalization agenda more generally. This 
decade witnessed the reinvigoration of the world trading regime, in which 
the EU led the way in changing the rules and in expanding the remit of 
‘trade’ law to deeper elements of the economy. An element of this effort 
to reinvigorate multilateral trade law ran contrary to the notion of special 
preferential trading relationships with developing regions (apart from 
with those states classified as ‘least-developed countries’ due to particular 
vulnerability). The EU was in no way willing to fight to preserve the Lomé 
trade preferences. Although civil society movements to support Africa’s 
poorest picked up momentum in this decade, this had more effect on 
aspects of EU discourse (references to poverty reduction and the mil-
lennium development goals) than on the thrust of its economic policy. 
Meanwhile, within the political institutions, general moves to develop the 
Union’s identity in security and defence issues were also relevant. 

All of the above helped to shape the Cotonou Agreement, signed 
between the EU and ACP countries in 2000. This was much more flexible, 
from the EU’s point of view, than the Lomé Conventions.35 It laid out a 
broad framework for interaction between the (entirely unequal) partners. 
Conditionality was increased and there were no guaranteed commitments 
for countries any more. Money would be granted according to progress. 
A broader political dialogue was established which would include 
security issues (conflict prevention and peace-building) and migration. 
Regarding trade, the current preferences were extended until 2008, after 
which there would be a radical reshaping of the relationship one way 
or the other. Only the least-developed countries would be offered ‘free’ 
access to the EU market. Richer (but still very poor) developing countries 
would have to open their own domestic markets in return, exposing their 
own economies to full competition with European business. 

The EU actually proposed an arrangement to sign regional economic 
partnership agreements (EPAs) with six regions. This broke up the ACP 
as a trading group, which was now to be divided up into six geo-economic 
regions, or into a series of bilateral arrangements with the EU should this 
option be rejected. Such a move led to criticism that the EU was adopting 
a ‘divide and conquer’ approach. Furthermore, the four regions which 
the EU delineated in Africa (see table 9.1) cut across existing regional 
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structures. The Treaty on an African Economic Community had isolated 
eight regional economic organizations, which were to integrate intern-
ally and then with each other, eventually to form an African common 
market, which would increase the continent’s leverage in world affairs. 
The Commission had now created different regional frameworks and was 
linking their own integration with integration with the EU. Thus the EU 
vision threatened to distort the development of regional integration in 
Africa. It had already done this in southern Africa through its free trade 
agreement with South Africa.36 

The Commission was given a mandate to begin EPA negotiations in 
2002 (see table 9.1). As many had feared, the EPAs were essentially free 
trade agreements, similar to what the EU had been negotiating with 
much wealthier developing countries, such as Argentina and Brazil. 
There were no new policies to support development, apart from the offer 
of longer transition periods than usual. In addition to allowing for free 
trade in goods, they also provided for free trade in services and some 
protection for EU investors. The EPAs gave an opportunity for the EU 
to reintroduce the infamous Singapore issues, which had been intensely 
resisted by developing countries within the WTO. These included 
agreeing common rules for national procurement policy, competition 
policy and other issues that impinged on the freedom of states to control 
their own economies. Developing countries see efforts to create binding 
international law on such issues as overly intrusive and these issues have 
been (together with agriculture) the greatest stumbling block to a new 
world trade agreement.37 Unsurprisingly, the EU’s pursuit of this kind 

Table 9.1  The EU’s proposed regional economic partnership agreements 

Acronym Title Opening of 
negotiations a

CEMAC Communauté Économique et Monétaire 
de l’Afrique Centrale (Economic and 
Monetary Community of Central Africa)

4 October 2003

ECOWAS Economic Community of West African 
States

6 October 2003

ESA Eastern and Southern Africa 7 February 2004

SADC Southern Africa Development Community 8 July 2004

a Date of opening of negotiations over economic partnership agreement.
Source: European Commission Trade Directorate General, Factsheet on Regional 
Negotiations on Economic Partnership Agreements, 6 November 2006, http://ec.europa.
eu/trade, accessed 4 December 2006.



The EU’s engagement with sub-Saharan Africa    173

of trade deal led to heated rhetoric and criticism from the African side 
and from international civil society groups. The EPAs have been likened 
to a form of neocolonialism, and even modern-day slavery. Meanwhile, 
Commission officials and leaders doggedly pursued their goal, quietly 
insisting that the EPAs would be for the long-term benefit of all. African 
governments were less vitriolic than civil society groups but it is 
apparent that the EPA format was not what they would have wished for 
(this is clear from their arguments within the WTO on similar issues). 
The fact that EPA negotiations were begun, and progressed significantly 
in some cases, is testimony to the power and prestige of the EU. African 
governments felt unable to explicitly reject the EU’s policy framework. 
They chose to engage in negotiations but made clear their unhappiness 
with the process.38 

Given the feelings of the European public, and the wave of popular 
support for development in Africa, the harshness of the EPAs is sur-
prising. It is strikingly illustrative of the EU’s role in supporting Europe’s 
economic power above all. Officials and politicians from EU member 
states have expressed concern at the Commission’s approach, but it is the 
member states which gave it this mandate. In fact, this is a classic case 
of the member states using the Commission to perform a useful but not 
very edifying policy. While politicians such as Tony Blair and Jacques 
Chirac portrayed themselves as pro-African leaders, the much-maligned 
Brussels bureaucrats performed their function of pursuing EU com-
mercial and geo-economic power. As it turns out, for reasons discussed 
below, the EU’s vision was not implemented and no regional EPAs were 
signed with Africa before the end of the deadline. It was always going to 
be difficult for the designated regions to complete integration within the 
designated timeframe. (Regional integration has been a long-running 
official objective in Africa but has rarely been realized, for various 
reasons, including state weakness and the prevalence of neo-patrimonial 
politics.) Bilateral interim EPAs were signed with most of the larger 
economies when the 2008 deadline was reached. Some interim regional 
EPAs were also agreed, although not in the comprehensive manner en-
visaged in table 9.1, and with considerable acrimony. For example the 
South African Customs Union (the oldest customs union in the world) 
came under intense strain, as some member countries agreed an interim 
regional EPA with the EU in 2009 but others did not. The EU has suc-
ceeded in intermingling itself with the endogenous integration process 
in these regions, at some cost to its own reputation and to the regional 
organizations. As one NGO alliance put it:

At the end of 2007, Europe deployed manipulative and heavy-handed 
tactics in an attempt to force African governments into so-called 
‘interim’ agreements. When it became clear that no African regional 
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bloc would agree to its demands, the European Commission, with the 
active support of its member states, resorted to blatant divide-and-
rule tactics. Europe capitalised on the fact that, for historical reasons, 
a few export sectors in Africa are largely dependent on the European 
market.39

EDF aid in this period (2001–7) primarily served as the sweetener 
to compensate for the harsher trade diplomacy. Indeed, of the 
€11,300 million allocated for this period, a relatively large proportion went 
directly to poverty-reduction, humanitarian and infrastructural projects 
(compared with EU aid for more strategically important regions, such as 
the Middle East).40 A significant proportion did go to purposes directly 
linked to the EU’s trade promotion agenda (especially regional-level aid). 
Blunt conditionality was used mainly against countries with severely 
repressive governments or which had fallen into internal conflict: states 
such as Sudan and Equatorial Guinea received delayed and/or minim-
ized aid. The new element of Cotonou was to have performance-based 
funding to act as an incentive for government behaviour. For smaller, 
aid-dependent African countries, this could have been a significant factor 
in government calculation. In fact, though, only Cameroon suffered a 
significant real reduction in aid; other countries had minor reductions or 
aid reallocated to different sectors (or in some cases the reserve amount 
was reduced). The Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) received 
a massive boost in EDF support, which was clearly related to the EU’s 
broader political engagement with the country. Cotonou had signalled 
the EU’s intention to have a greater security role in Africa. This decade 
did see a major increase in EU interventions of different sorts. (The vast 
majority of EU CSDP/ESDP actions have been in either wider Europe, 
for obvious reasons, or in sub-Saharan Africa.) A French-led ESDP 
mission to the DRC in 2003 heralded the EU’s arrival as a military actor 
in Africa. This was followed by another mission to provide security for 
the elections in 2006. The largest single mission was to Chad, to help 
provide security for refugees from Darfur (2008–9). This was a tricky 
affair, as the force was French-dominated and France is not seen as an 
impartial actor by rebel forces within Chad. The EU flag (and an Irish 
commanding general) did, though, help it project a more neutral stance. 
As well as military missions, there have been numerous policing and 
security training missions, and financial and technical support to other 
peacekeeping efforts. All missions have been coordinated with EU aid 
policy and other aspects of its engagement, as symbolized by joint press 
conferences held by EU military staff and Commission officials. These 
operations are in line with United Nations actions and are an illustration 
of the EU’s professed values, although a more cynical view has been put 
forward that the EU has been using sub-Saharan Africa as a means to 
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practise its new military coordination and planning mechanisms and 
to promote its own military and foreign-policy identity.41 Certainly, it 
is not clear that its military activities are a direct response to demand: 
it refused to provide troops to the DRC in 2008 despite appeals from 
local and international voices. The revision of Cotonou in 2005 added 
more meat to the political dimension, with new clauses on cooperation 
regarding terrorism and weapons of mass destruction. 

Ironically, while the reality of Cotonou was unfolding, Africa’s general 
importance for EU policy-makers had revitalized somewhat. The reasons 
for this change in attitude are worth dwelling on. Obviously, there were 
always basic economic and security interests, but since the end of the 
Cold War Africa’s broader strategic significance was diminished. The 
attacks of ‘9/11’ increased US and European security elites’ concern 
about sub-Saharan Africa’s failed states and religious/ethnic tensions. 
Of course, Al-Qaeda’s first attacks had been in East Africa, rather 
than the Middle East or the West, but this was not taken so seriously 
at the time. Now, for better or worse, Africa had the full attention of 
US policy-makers. Apart from security issues, US dependence on oil 
from West Africa is growing. For the first time it looked to establish its 
own Africa military command, although this was received without much 
enthusiasm. Also, the massive economic growth of countries such as 
China and India was further changing the geo-economic/geo-strategic 
environment. With the rise of such heavily populated countries, the 
relative scarcity of natural resources was thrown into sharp relief. 

India began to develop its deep, but relatively dormant, relations with 
the continent in this period. But by far the most striking new operator 
was the People’s Republic of China. The energy and mineral reserves 
of Africa were highly prized by China, which devoted massive financial 
and diplomatic resources to developing strategic economic relationships 
with key countries.42 It was able to do this with some success because 
of its willingness to offer direct aid, in terms of cash, people and equip-
ment, with no strings attached (no inconvenient conditionality). Thus 
China became a major partner of oil-rich countries such as Angola. The 
high-profile Forum on China Africa Cooperation (with regular high-
level ministerial meetings) launched in 2000 heralded its new role. The 
Forum also signified China’s intention to derive broader diplomatic and 
geo-strategic benefits from its economic diplomacy. China’s emergence 
as a major power in Africa would appear to be an example of the EU 
being outmatched by a more coherent partner. This conclusion should 
be moderated by the fact the Chinese role in Africa has not been as 
monolithic as the headlines suggest. Ian Taylor describes the Chinese 
policy-making system as a form of ‘fragmented authoritarianism’ which 
does not always lead to coherent policies; for example, he points out 
that the two major Chinese state oil companies have been competing 
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with each other as much as with Western companies.43 He also notes 
that many of the Chinese economic entities that are contracting with 
Africa are private-sector companies. Nevertheless, China’s success does 
illustrate the impact that a state can have, as opposed to a regional bloc. 
Its expanded presence illustrated that the continent was no longer to 
be taken for granted as Europe’s backyard, or as a site in which new 
techniques of global governance could be exercised.

Accordingly, the phrase ‘scramble for Africa’ came back into fashion. 
Apart from any specific European need, it was this competition that 
motivated it. This is not to say that its thinking was entirely zero-sum, 
but the renewed interest clarified the long-term importance of Africa. As 
the EU Development Commissioner put it: 

Africa is evolving and changing more than many other region of the 
world. Africa is once again being courted by all the global powers, with 
the United States and China leading the way. It is no longer regarded as 
a ‘burden’, but as an opportunity, a ‘new frontier’.44

Thus, completing the move away from the ACP framework, the EU 
launched its own Strategy for Africa in 200545 (this included North 
Africa, although this region was already saturated in EU policy initia
tives). Why another initiative? Apart from the exclusive all-Africa focus 
(which allowed for a coherent treatment of the migration question) 
the strategy was to help develop a holistic analysis of Africa. Above all, 
the major aim was to help develop coherence between EU policies and 
member states’ policies towards Africa, and an end to the pattern of 
member states using the EU as an instrument for broad policies while 
pursuing their own agendas. In practice, this will be difficult to maintain. 
Energy-rich but repressive states such as Equatorial Guinea may be 
cold-shouldered by the European Commission but they find individual 
member states more cordial. 

The EU’s strategy was to a large extent transferred into a joint Africa–
EU Strategic Partnership agreed at a rather awkward EU–Africa summit 
at Lisbon in 2007. Buoyed by renewed interest from other great powers, 
African governments had shown renewed assertiveness towards the EU, 
in different senses. As stated above, they only grudgingly signed trade 
agreements. The programming process for the next round of aid (post-
2007) was also one of the most controversial processes in memory, not 
because the EU was any more insistent about funding its own priorities 
than before, but because Africans were more conscious of other options. 
The partnership offers new modes of cooperation within key sectors: 
energy, climate change, trade, science, migration and mobility, the 
millennium development goals, democratic governance and peace and 
security.46 It is not clear what the partnership offers in addition to the 
already extensive Cotonou arrangements. It does involve a new focus on 



The EU’s engagement with sub-Saharan Africa    177

the African Union itself (which the EU is heavily involved in supporting) 
and the rhetoric emphasizes the move beyond a donor–recipient relation
ship. This was also illustrated by the Lisbon summit controversy over the 
attendance of Robert Mugabe. Many Europeans objected to the latter but 
the African leaders insisted on his presence and the EU acquiesced.

A rising or a fading power?

In the post-1989 era, the EU and its key stakeholders have been attempt-
ing to take advantage of the dominance of global neoliberalism and the 
weakness of the African state. They have attempted to further the deep 
power of the EU and of (Western-dominated) global governance struc-
tures more generally. On the economic frontier, the regional free trade 
areas should promote its business interests and further strengthen its 
negotiating power in the WTO. 

The EU has also sought to insert itself inextricably into the regional 
integration process in Africa, to ensure that Africa develops in partner
ship with Europe, with structural advantages for European business. 
(The evolving security role should add another dimension to the EU’s 
presence.) All of this supports an interpretation of the EU acting as 
an expansive neo-mercantilist force in the post-Cold War order. It is 
important, though, to qualify this view with the fact that the EU is 
supporting global capitalism more generally, as well as its own partic-
ular configuration of business interests. Values are a factor (although in 
reality they are applied inconsistently and autonomous member states’ 
policies may openly flout them), as is the broader project of developing 
global governance. Indeed, arguably, the EU could benefit by being more 
conventionally realist and acting more like China (or France in the Cold 
War era). Also, while there is a degree of competition with China, this 
is not an all-encompassing zero-sum rivalry, as the EU and China are 
different kinds of actors, and the EU’s interests are broad. China is also a 
major economic partner of the EU and, in a typical EU move, the EU has 
offered China a collaborative ‘triangular partnership’ vis-à-vis Africa.47 It 
is offering the value of its experience and subtly trying to draw China into 
the donor community, and thus to attach some ‘strings’ to its aid.48

Bearing in mind the very particular objectives of EU policy, how 
successful has it been? It is indisputable that some of the EU’s key objec-
tives for its Africa policy have not yet been achieved (most notably the 
complete set of regional trading arrangements it wanted). Certainly the 
opinion among the commentariat would be that it is being overshadowed 
by more dynamic powers. Its role with regard to the most explosive 
political issues, such as Darfur and Zimbabwe, appears to be weak. The 
goal of achieving complete regional economic partnerships was always 
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very ambitious on the EU’s part, as they are sharply contrary to popular 
opinion and its own pro-development rhetoric. Interim economic 
partnership agreements have been signed with most of the major partners 
and the relentless push for integration continues. The EU is still Africa’s 
greatest trading partner and has a much deeper relationship (in terms 
of societal and cultural links) than the likes of China. It is true that this 
deep economic and social power cannot be transformed into immediate 
political power (as evidenced by its failure to exclude Robert Mugabe 
from the Africa–EU summit and its frequent disagreements with African 
states within the United Nations). However, the EU’s presence will never 
be as bombastic and impressive as the presence of powers such as China 
and the United States, and it should not be evaluated in these terms. 

Conclusion

Although there has been an underlying continuity in the EU’s policy 
towards sub-Saharan Africa over the years (most notably an effort to 
institutionalize relationships), a closer examination reveals that substan-
tial changes have taken place. The reasons for these changes can be found 
in the changing international political and economic system (the fall of 
the Soviet Union and the intensification of neoliberal globalization), 
corresponding changes in the strategy of the EU institutions, as well as 
broader political and economic interests within Europe. The new dis-
pensation after 1989 allowed the EU to pursue its ethical objectives more 
directly but it also led policy-makers to attempt to exploit its relationship 
with Africa to further its geo-economic trade strategy, and this was the 
major thrust of EU policy (as exemplified by the Cotonou Agreement). 
In the last decade, due to Africa’s renewed importance, the EU has paid 
more attention to the continent as a geopolitical entity and has developed 
new efforts at a cooperative partnership. 

Liberal understandings of the EU’s role are patently inadequate. 
Clearly, considerations other than ideals or free markets have played 
a major role in its African policy. Mainstream neorealism is hardly 
appropriate either. The EU is not a state nor about to become one. Its 
increased CSDP activity does not herald its arrival as a military power. 
It is not mimicking the standard ‘great power’ approach to carving 
out a sphere of influence (as the French did in the post-war period). 
Structural neorealism cannot really accommodate the EU as an agent, 
as opposed to an instrument of member states. On the other hand, the 
neoclassical approach does have much to offer. It can help us understand 
how EU processes, elites and interest groups combine to expand its role, 
in accordance with the opportunities presented by the evolving global 
order. It also helps us understand the limitations of the EU’s role, as it 
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fails to apply the latent power of the states that make it up. Furthermore, 
the emphasis on culture, and how it interacts with institutions and power 
structures, is fruitful. EU policy-makers are certainly acting on behalf of 
Europe’s interests but aspects of their approach, such as the obsession 
with region-building, reflect more than purely rational calculation: this 
regionalist approach is a cultural or ideological bias. The EU as a totality 
is likely to remain a conundrum both for policy-makers and for theorists. 
I would argue that neoclassical realism in itself can offer only a rough 
panoramic model of the EU’s evolving international role. Its structure 
is sui generis and the ‘intervening domestic variables’ are phenomenally 
complex in such a multi-level, and to a degree transnational, system. No 
international relations theory resting on an internal/external dichotomy 
can truly capture this entity. We need theoretical insights from IPE to 
comprehend the socio-economic forces which shape the evolution of the 
EU and its foreign policies. 
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The rise and fall of the Common Security 
and Defence Policy: bringing strategic 
culture back in

Jean-Yves Haine

A civil war breaks out in a country neighbouring the Europe Union (EU). 
Civilians are targeted and suffer many casualties. Europeans are divided: 
one of the European ‘big powers’ recognizes one side to the conflict, uni-
laterally and without any consultation, while another breaks ranks with 
its European counterpart and no consensus can be reached. Brussels is 
the theatre of a European cacophony and the EU becomes irrelevant. 
The United States is reluctantly dragged into the crisis. In an emergency, 
the Security Council of the United Nations (UN) designs a resolution 
allowing for a no-fly zone. Nothing is solved on the ground. Sound 
familiar? When it happened in Bosnia twenty years ago, the discord seen 
in Europe was tragic. 

When the Libya crisis flared up in 2011, the same display of divisions 
was farcical. So, after two long decades of introspection, triggered by 
several constitutional crises and failed referenda, after the creation of a 
Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) which was supposed to give 
the Union one telephone number and an EU ‘foreign minister’ who was 
supposed to speak in its name with one voice, more than ten years after 
the establishment of the Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP), 
which allows Europe to act militarily on its own, Europe’s coherence and 
influence do not seem to have moved one inch further since the end of 
the Cold War. 

How can we explain this paralysis? The traditional explanations and 
theoretical frameworks, realism and constructivism, are at odds to 
explain the rise and fall of Europe’s CSDP. What needs to be introduced 
is a neoclassical realist understanding that underlines the role of his-
torical context, elites’ consensus, shared beliefs and actual practices, all 
encapsulated in the rich and contested notion of strategic culture. 

Neoclassical realism has its roots in the Aronian tradition in 
international relations, which emphasized a ‘historical and socio
logical’ understanding of international politics, rather than abstract 
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generalizations deduced from explaining the international system.1 Its 
focus on historical knowledge implies ‘re-enactments’ of thinking and 
intentions and offers a ‘synoptic judgement’ based on interpretations.2 As 
an approach, it thus rejects the overzealous and ultimately fake rigour of 
rationalism; it remains sceptical about artificial demarcation and excessive 
formalism between causes and effects, dependent and independent vari-
ables.3 As such, it proudly claims its reductionist aspect and its pragmatist 
eclecticism. It is well aware of its marginal status in any academic depart-
ment of political science and often feels more at home in a department of 
history. At the same time, it tries, with all its ‘scientific’ limitations, to fill 
the gap between abstract theories and real-world politics.4 In doing so, it 
has embraced the intangible realm of ideas, beliefs, emotions and cultures 
in parallel to the more tangible domain of national interests, raison d’état 
and power calculations. In short, it recognizes that rational and non-
rational expressions of domestic interests and leaders’ preferences – what 
Raymond Aron called ‘passions’ versus ‘interest’ – do matter in world 
politics. It acknowledges the considerable significance of power and in-
fluence but at the same time it admits its elusiveness and its ambiguity. It 
is keen to underline the specificity of high politics, but it accepts the role 
and the complexities of individual, cultural and sociological factors in the 
decision-making processes of foreign policies. 

These elements allow for ‘deviations’ from the international system’s 
constraints and forces.5 In a sense, neoclassical realism tends to give 
‘muscles and blood and nerves’ to the complexities of world politics.6 In 
the development of international relations theories, neoclassical realism 
was thus first a reaction to the blind and cold logic of structural world 
politics, a plea for recognition of the diversity of international goals and 
configurations, and a call to integrate the richness of domestic politics 
and the complexity of decision-makers’ preferences and processes. Vis-à-
vis constructivism, neoclassical realism is more accommodating, as long 
as constructivists remember that what is ultimately voluntary cannot be 
made necessary or, to put it in another way, that ideas belong to human 
virtù, not to mechanistic necessità. The common foes are reification 
and structure – material and ideational – which deny human freedom, 
responsibility and thus tragedy; the common aversion is to causal deter
minisms that exclude the contingent, the unexpected and thus also 
the tragic. It is ultimately a matter of common sense and a question of 
middle ground about what realism and constructivism could achieve.7 
As a research programme, neoclassical realism has thus emphasized 
different elements and factors that blurred the transmission belt of the 
international system: resource extraction, state capacities, social mobil-
ization, leaders’ beliefs and cognitive systems, elite consensus, domestic 
interest groups, threat assessments and strategic beliefs. Focusing on 
CSDP processes and outputs, this chapter will focus primarily on the last 
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element, encompassed in the familiar notion of strategic culture. It will 
argue that this concept offers the best framework to understand the rise 
and fall of the CSDP. 

The concept of strategic culture has been controversial since its 
development in the late 1970s. These controversies were part of a larger 
debate about realism versus constructivism, which was itself an illus-
tration of the old dispute about the nature of causality in international 
relations.8 Broadly defined, a strategic culture encapsulates the set of 
basic assumptions, values, norms, beliefs and knowledge shared by 
actors which help to shape and rank policy and military options and 
operations to achieve security and defence goals. Following Colin S. 
Gray’s well known formulation, strategic culture offers a context – the 
historical contingency – and a framework of cognition – the sociological 
milieu – that informs and is informed by practices. As we shall see, these 
two elements are crucial to understand the kind of ‘security’ culture 
developed by the EU,9 its painful translation into practice and ultimately 
its demise as an efficient and coherent means to achieve political objec-
tives. Indeed, when applied to the EU, the concept becomes even more 
disputed, because the Union as a strategic actor is a matter of dispute. 
Indeed, the EU in security and defence issues is a strange political animal. 
For some analysts, the very idea of a European strategic culture is a 
contradiction in terms. Precisely because the EU is not a state and never 
will be, it cannot have a proper strategy, since the unity of command and 
the legitimacy of the decision to use force will always escape it.10 

The concept has three main advantages, however. First, it gives a 
better understanding of agency. If the EU could be best described as a 
classic inter-governmental entente, it operates nonetheless in a dense 
institutionalized environment.11 It is sensitive to power positions among 
its member states but it is also heavily influenced by linkages and bridges 
with other European policies. It is equally open to other actors’ influence, 
in particular the Commission, which has the crucial leverage provided 
by money and administrative capacities. If the process is thus mainly 
shaped by inter-governmental politics, it is also informed by the density 
of networks, institutions, bureaucracies and transnational actors that 
crowd the EU. Indeed, constructivists underline the role of institutions as 
key elements of an ongoing socialization process and this feature makes 
the Union a relevant level for the analysis of a strategic culture. The 
Lisbon Treaty – which established the External Action Service to assist 
the European ‘foreign minister’ – is supposed to bring more coherence 
and efficiency to this peculiar process of decision-making, but it will not 
erase the inter-governmental nature of the CSDP.12 By its very nature, the 
CSDP is thus preoccupied with internal legitimacy and due process, and 
therefore is not very receptive to systemic forces. It represents a case in 
which neoclassical realism would seem particularly pertinent. 
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Second, the concept of strategic culture allows for a more compre-
hensive approach to defence and security. As we shall see, in the case 
of the EU, it is remarkable how foreign policies and defence strategies 
have been developed in parallel, without effectively converging. There 
remains considerable discrepancy between the structure and the level of 
forces, the strategic thinking and the overall foreign-policy objectives. Or 
to put it differently, there are few organic links between Europe’s grand 
strategy and CSDP developments and operations. Yet the CSDP cannot 
be properly understood outside the context of the CFSP. 

Third, the CSDP has to be evaluated in terms of its institutional 
development and shared beliefs, as well as in its actual implementation 
and results on the ground. Together, discourse and practice constitute 
a culture. The significant strategic test for CSDP endeavours occurs 
in actual engagements, where the enemy has a vote. Precisely because 
strategy is about ‘an adversary’s will and behaviour’, relevant learning 
occurs in conflicts and on battlefields.13 This ‘strategic’ dimension of 
the CSDP is often neglected by constructivist approaches. Inside the 
Union they have mainly focused on the legitimacy and socialization 
process – most often in relation to its NATO counterpart – and outside 
the EU they underline its normative ‘power’ dimension.14 It is often 
overlooked that the most relevant evaluation belongs either to Europe’s 
eventual adversaries or to its potential allies. Seen from Beijing, Moscow 
or indeed Washington, the perception of Europe’s actual power seems 
to be quite different from the normative-power mantra repeated ad 
nauseam in Brussels. 

Before turning to the study of Europe’s security culture as the crucial 
element to better understand the trajectory of the CSDP, the chapter will 
first review the traditional approaches to its rise and fall and underline 
their limits. 

Classic interpretations and their limits

When observing the rise of the CSDP, both realist and constructivist 
scholars have presented important explanations and supporting argu-
ments. Yet, when confronted with its current crisis and its demise, none 
could offer a coherent analysis. Neoclassical realism, through the concept 
of strategic culture, has to come to the rescue. 

The realist approach has underlined the two traditional elements of 
power and threat as the main variables to explain the rise of the CSDP. 
Starting with its structural version, it has been suggested that the EU 
launched its defence and security initiative mostly because US power 
and its exercise became a concern for Europeans. The CSDP is a classic 
illustration of the balance-of-power theory, with its usual pitfalls of 
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indeterminacy, oversimplification and ambiguity. As argued by Barry 
Posen in 2006:

the EU is preparing itself to manage autonomously security problems 
on Europe’s periphery and to have a voice in the settlement of more 
distant security issues, should they prove of interest. It is doing so 
because Europeans do not trust the United States to always be there to 
address these problems and because many Europeans do not like the 
way the United States addresses these problems. They want another 
option, and they realize that military power is necessary to have such 
an option.15 

We have to differentiate at least two aspects of US power to fine tune 
the realist argument. First, in its plainest version, it is the very power of 
the United States which, after the end of the Cold War, was a sufficient 
element to explain the rise of a European defence policy. Implicitly, the 
relevant aspect concerned the likely US disengagement from Europe, 
which would have triggered the end of NATO as a meaningful alliance 
for European security and thus have led to the process of building 
European military capabilities, which in turn would make the prediction 
of US withdrawal accurate. Instead, the 1990s saw the slow and complex 
process of the Europeanization of NATO, that is, Europe’s search for 
more autonomy, not to break the Atlantic circle but, on the contrary, 
to strengthen it.16 As we shall see, the 1998 Saint-Malo Agreement was 
in many ways the last embodiment of that process. Second, behind US 
power, what is referred to is actually its revisionist character during the 
‘Bush revolution’ in world affairs after the terrorist attacks on the United 
States on 11 September 2001. US revisionism was translated in an excep
tional prerogative to proclaim right and wrong for the world, with a 
clear emphasis on unilateralism to achieve US objectives, a shift from 
institutions to ad hoc coalitions and a new prominence of the preventive 
use of force. This ‘hegemonic revisionism’ is the crucial element that may 
have triggered Europe’s balancing behaviour.17 

Neoclassical realists have long pointed out that in order to explain 
balancing behaviour, it is necessary to bring the revisionist back in to 
correct the status-quo bias of neorealism.18 The evidence of Europe’s 
balance against a revisionist United States is slim, however. Beyond the 
obvious point that the CSDP pre-dated Bush’s agenda, the fundamental 
reality of Europe during the crisis years of the early 2000s was its core 
division. If there were indeed some French and German declarations 
about the exorbitance of US power, these were met by opposite positions 
held in London, Warsaw, Rome, or Madrid.19 If NATO went through a 
near-death experience, the EU’s foreign policy itself ceased to exist. There 
was no consensus among Europeans on the need to ‘balance’ the United 
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States, and a significant number of them did the opposite, preferring to 
‘bandwagon’ it, for a variety of reasons, none strategic.20 

Precisely because the evidence is so thin, some scholars have intro
duced the rather problematic concept of ‘soft balancing’ to depict 
Europe’s reactions, as yet another extension to the concept of balance.21 
Soft balancing is the use of diplomatic measures, tacit understanding, 
international institutions and the creation of ad hoc entente to neutralize 
a threatening power.22 In this view, the CSDP is understood as a re-
straining institutional device against the US hegemon. To substantiate 
further the claim of Europe’s soft balance, some have pointed to the so-
called ‘praline’ summit of April 2003, when Belgium, France, Germany 
and Luxembourg proposed the creation of a European headquarters 
for CSDP missions, and to the meeting between Germany, Russia and 
France to coordinate at the UN their positions on the Iraq war. The 
first was a fiasco that divided Europeans. The second was a symbolic 
gesture that cannot be properly understood without taking into account 
a French attempt to find common ground with the Bush administration 
in December 2002, whereby if the United States wanted to go to war, it 
should do so under Resolution 1441 and not under a second UN Security 
Council Resolution. In that case, the French would agree to disagree. 
The idea was to go for a Kosovo scenario, where no formal vote would 
have taken place.23 Basically, President Bush left them no choice. Beyond 
these two minor elements, conceptual problems make soft balancing 
undistinguishable from normal diplomatic practices and regular conflicts 
of interests. It does not resist empirical evidence in Europe’s case.24 

The second variable usually considered by realists concerns the threat 
element derived from and infused in power. In an effort to refine the 
balancing proposition, some scholars have introduced this subjective 
element – itself a contradiction to neorealism – but the results remain 
unconvincing. Facing a danger, a state still has a wide range of options and 
it is not clear that balancing is actually the most frequently chosen.25 No 
one of course has suggested that the United States represented a threat to 
Europe – except in the constructivist sense developed below – but there 
was another obvious candidate which could have brought Europe to 
seek a balancing strategy, namely Russia. Although weakened, Moscow 
remained a formidable nuclear power. Its increasing assertiveness during 
the years of Putin’s presidency culminated with the war in Georgia, 
which caught Europeans by surprise and exposed Europe’s vulnerabil-
ities. Yet the rising Russian problem in fact divided, rather than united, 
Europeans. The division among Europeans was so blatant that the actual-
ization in 2008 of the 2003 Solana paper, the European Security Strategy 
document,26 was simply abandoned, although it was one of the key objec-
tives of the French presidency. Simply put, between Berlin and London 
or Warsaw, there was and remains no consensus about a meaningful 
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European strategy vis-à-vis Moscow. In the same vein, countries with 
the highest stakes in the Russian matter could not wait indefinitely for a 
common position in Brussels and, not surprisingly, Poland and Sweden 
launched the Eastern Partnership in May 2008.27 So, fragmentation 
rather than aggregation was the main result of a rising neighbour. 

Overall, the realist approach could at best explain Europe’s autonomy, 
but autonomy is not balancing. In fact, the CSDP is more an expectation 
in realist theory than an explanation. Some authors have offered ‘hedging’ 
as a middle ground between the two familiar concepts of balancing and 
bandwagoning, and this seems to better describe the CSDP project. 
Borrowed from the traditional alliance dilemma defined by Glenn 
Snyder – entrapment when an ally is forced to enter a conflict in which 
it has no stakes and abandonment when an ally is refused assistance in 
a conflict – hedging is a behaviour where an actor seeks to offset risk by 
pursuing multiple policy options to undermine, frustrate and increase 
the cost of unilateral action of the hegemon. In the case of the EU, it 
thus combines policies that ‘on one hand stress engagement and integra-
tion mechanisms and on the other hand, emphasize alternative security 
cooperation in the shape of CSDP’.28 Europe’s security and defence 
framework is thus an insurance policy vis-à-vis the US unipolar position, 
not an inspiration against its power. Precisely because Washington may 
have other priorities, Europe’s sudden fall from primacy in American 
interests meant the creation of a more autonomous ‘fifth wheel’ on the 
Atlantic cart. If the CSDP has indeed been inspired by the traumatic 
Bosnian conflict and the belated US intervention, as a practice it fell 
short of an insurance policy. The CSDP was thus not balancing, hard or 
soft, nor even hedging: as we shall see, it was just posturing. 

The constructivist approach may seem more promising but it also 
has clear limitations. Focusing on the sociological aspect of institutions 
or the reflective approach to security regimes, constructivist arguments 
underline the convergence of security norms, the increasing ideational 
and cognitive homogeneity among European states, and the role of epi-
stemic communities in bringing these ideas to the inter-governmental 
level. Through this lens, the CSDP is the result of a successful socializ
ation process through European institutions and the translation of 
a collective identity that sustains them.29 Institutions are important 
because they constitute ‘social environments’ where friends share ideas, 
agendas and best practices.30 As such, however, this norm emergence 
does not tell us why a separate European institution was created beside 
NATO. To fill that gap, some scholars developed the concept of onto-
logical security: a sense of self built on narratives and principles and 
translated into security preferences.31 The constructed identity is less a 
matter of differentiation with others than positive security with friends. 
In this respect, institutions offer a comfortable, friendly and legitimate 
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zone where a specific identity is recognized and accepted and where 
domestic and international ideas of order are shared. If in the NATO 
circle – ‘where friends can fight and even agree’, as Lord Ismay once put – 
inappropriate behaviour, most significantly by the most powerful of these 
friends, is imposed on the others, first dissonance then estrangement 
threaten this ontological security. This may lead to emancipation, where 
new friendship is sought and alternative institutions are created. So, US 
behaviour in Iraq exposed crucial dissonance between the United States 
and some European countries, notably France and Germany, which felt 
alienated and then created an alternative institution, the CSDP, which 
they deemed more legitimate and more appropriate.32 If this process 
of dissent, estrangement and emancipation fits the German trajectory 
relatively well, it is at odds however to explain why France, one of the 
two key pillars of the CSDP, did return to NATO’s integrated military 
command,33 and why Britain never perceived the CSDP as an alternative 
but as a complement to NATO. Moreover, as we shall see, the process of 
dissatisfaction seems to affect the CSDP as well, whose actual military 
operations have often taken place in Africa, where Germany and many 
others have no stakes at all. Estrangement thus occurred in the European 
context also. In other words, Paris and Berlin may temporarily have 
shared a common aversion to Bush’s Iraqi adventure, but this did not 
translate into a permanent entente based on common interests. 

This elegant constructivist approach, not dissimilar to soft balancing, 
suffers from several and, in many ways, opposite pitfalls. First, it tends 
to underestimate the domestic base of ontological security, or, to put it 
in other way, it neglects the national character, which expresses its own 
specific security preferences despite socialization. For example, German 
pacifism is an essential component of Germany’s ontological identity 
before it was a translation of Berlin’s dissonance with Washington. The 
individuality of a state’s identity is more important than its attribute as 
an ally or a friend.34 

Second, if this emphasis on collective friendship captures well the 
legitimacy of the CSDP, it encounters another set of problems. The EU 
is not in the business of collective defence (i.e. the in-group definition 
is more important than the out-group dynamic). It has no enemy to 
fight, only friends to save or help; it has no war to wage, just peace to 
keep or build. But precisely for this reason, participation in operations 
linked to collective security or humanitarian objectives becomes a 
matter of national choice, not of collective necessity. This reinforces 
the domestication of foreign-policy issues and the predominance of 
national sensitivities, preferences, constraints and caveats. The collective 
dimension is lost through the prism of national experiences. All security 
institutions suffer from this unavoidable predicament, but especially the 
‘ethical’ EU.35 Situations, not institutions, shape foreign-policy choices. 



190    Jean-Yves Haine

Friendship does not erase strategic preferences and interests. Neither the 
position of a European ‘foreign minister’ nor the External Action Service 
will change this fundamental dynamic and, for this reason, the Lisbon 
Treaty is unlikely to succeed in bringing more coherence to Europe’s 
voices.36 The Europeanization of national interests can happen only if it 
follows a strategic, not a political, logic. If discussions at the European 
Council address the threat posed by a resurgent Russia, then Finland’s 
high stakes cannot be reduced to Austria’s complacency or Portugal’s 
indifference. The qualified majority voting cannot be politically defined 
semper idem: it has to be strategically measured hic et nunc. That was and 
remains the crucial advantage of core and flexible groups.37 In practice, 
the CSDP is thus reduced to à la carte groupings, whose actions are 
triggered by the thrust of the big powers’ agenda or the congruence of 
some members’ foreign-policy objectives, but not by a sense of collective 
obligations. Every crisis thus demands an intense and difficult debate 
about the rationale and the stakes of a potential mission. If CSDP military 
operations have been collectively endorsed, they have been implemented 
in practice by only a few member states, with symbolic contributions 
being the rule rather than the exception.

Lastly, the CSDP is about security and defence and thus the collec-
tive identity formation and European socialization process concerned a 
different level of analysis, that is, the military themselves. First, it should 
be noted that, at the highest level, European defence ministers still rarely 
meet. At a lower level, the EU military staff could in theory represent a 
nexus for exchanging best practices, yet the turn-over of military per-
sonnel is high, and for officers of the most powerful nations it is not clear 
whether a ‘tour’ in Brussels would represent a promotion. More import-
antly, operational headquarters remain mostly national. In the same vein, 
the European battle groups have been useful exercises in inter-operability, 
in standards harmonization and in shared practices but they remain just 
that – exercises, and, in some instances, temporary ones.38 

As mentioned before, the real test for the CSDP occurs in actual en-
gagement and relevant learning occurs on battlefields, not in Brussels 
seminars.39 Transformation, adaptation and innovation are more a 
product of engagements with enemies than the result of a socialization 
between and emulation of friends. Was the conscription system in 
Germany reconsidered because of European peer pressures or because of 
the experience of the Bundeswehr in Afghanistan?40 Was not Srebrenica 
a decisive learning moment for Dutch troops and Rwanda for Belgian 
troops? The ‘battle groups’ concept itself was a key lesson of the CSDP 
engagement in Ituri, eastern Congo. The socialization process cannot 
ignore strategic encounters in practice. 

Realists define world politics with too strong an emphasis on enemies 
and rivals that need to be balanced, while constructivists focus excessively 
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on the socialization process among friends. To capture the rise and fall of 
the CSDP, the concept of strategic culture needs to be introduced. 

Strategic culture as context 41

Since its introduction at the end of the 1970s, the concept of strategic 
culture has enriched and divided security and defence scholarship. As 
noted above, following Gray’s classic distinction, the concept of strategic 
culture offers a historical context and a sociological framework of shared 
beliefs that informs and is informed by practices. The context helps us 
to better understand the European insistence on autonomous actions 
and the focus on Africa, while shared beliefs help us to better define the 
specific nature of European ‘security’ objectives and the acceptable risks 
to achieve them. 

The historical context brings us back to the core of the ambiguity of 
the Saint-Malo Agreement, the complex relationship with NATO and the 
relative position of Europe vis-à-vis the United States. This background is 
well known and thus does not demand elaboration here. Less well known, 
however, is the B-side of the Anglo-French cooperation, i.e. the African 
theatre as the pre-eminent zone of potential actions. As cognition, the 
concept of human security as understood and implemented by the Union, 
with an implicit ‘zero casualties’ doctrine attached to it, encapsulates 
the strategic beliefs inside the CSDP. Essentially, Saint-Malo was the last 
episode of a decade-long question about the role of the United States 
in European crises. The ‘Europeanization’ of NATO, through a separate 
identity and separable (but not separate) forces within a Combined Joint 
Task Force, could not hide the two fundamental discrepancies of, on the 
one hand, an American selective and non-negotiable engagement and, 
on the other, Europe’s increasingly inadequate military capabilities after 
a decade of peace dividends. Against the background of the Bosnian 
tragedies and the bitter success in Kosovo, the British pragmatic approach, 
focused on the second disparity, and the French more political approach, 
focused on the first imbalance, led to a fragile but real compromise that 
became the founding act of the CSDP.42 In its aftermath, transatlantic 
discussions were largely dominated by the compatibility of this new 
European focus on capabilities with the NATO framework. Overall, the 
reorganization of European military capabilities within NATO but under 
an EU umbrella was tolerable, while any political body reflecting this 
military impetus was unacceptable. The conundrum was partly solved by 
the ‘Berlin Plus’ agreement within strict US limits. The implementation 
of the nascent CSDP naturally took place in the Balkans, as a belated 
redemption for Europe’s ‘hour’ failure.43 In practice, Washington was not 
really interested in protracted state-building missions in a zone that was 
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Europe’s responsibility and the CSDP was a benign addendum of ‘a foreign 
legion of peace-keepers’ to the Pentagon’s and NATO’s fighting forces.44 

The missions in the Balkans, as a theatre of operations, drew from a 
European postmodern identity based on strengthening states rather than 
weakening them – as a balance-of-power framework would predict – and 
they were essentially a continuum of an agenda of eventual enlargement 
driven by the Commission. From the start, these missions were thus 
framed in a state-building framework and were mostly civilian by nature. 
Soldiers were also deployed, but their task was to assist rather than to 
compel, to deter rather than to fight. They were also tasked to be differ-
ent from NATO, the EU being extremely keen to claim very publicly its 
new ownership of the operation, for internal and external audiences.45 
Incidentally, as far as Bosnia is concerned, this overall enlargement 
strategy, which was a clear success for central and eastern Europeans 
in 2004, is currently in serious crisis.46 The first application of the CSDP 
was thus an exercise in succession and in gentle separation from NATO, 
without antagonism or balancing, but with a distinctive EU mould. 

This initial modus vivendi, uneasy but practical, did not resist the 
shock of ‘9/11’ and the US reaction to it. With the global ‘war on terror’ 
mantra and the war in Iraq, the fundamental equation of the transatlantic 
partnership dramatically changed: it was no longer about the US role in 
Europe for European security, but about Europe’s place in the US strategy 
for global security. With the unilateral and revolutionary character of US 
security strategy, the debate about decoupling turned out to be essentially 
different: the US fear of Europeans decoupled from NATO was replaced 
by the reality of Washington estranged from NATO. This fundamental 
shift had two significant consequences. First, it gave a new momentum 
to the French ambition to build Europe’s military autonomy and a new 
credibility to the traditional French objective of creating an independent 
political Europe. Yet if Europeans, with significant internal dissonances, 
opposed the US way in global security, a consensus about what Europe 
should do in world affairs was more difficult to reach. It was one thing 
to emphasize the divergence with the United States, quite another to 
demonstrate this difference in practice. In that gap, the ‘African’ chapter 
of the Franco-British rapprochement of 1999 became suddenly very con-
venient, at least for France. Before and at Saint-Malo, London and Paris 
had bilaterally strengthened their defence cooperation through several 
instruments aimed at joint crisis-management operations in Africa.47 A 
significant agreement in defence cooperation was signed at the Cahors 
Franco-British summit in February 2001, and subsequently, in Le 
Touquet in February 2003, Paris and London set up the framework for a 
European role in African crises.48 In the worst division with Washington 
after the start of the Iraqi war, French President Jacques Chirac thus 
seized the opportunity offered by UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan to 
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put this Franco-British agreement into practice by accepting an offer for 
a UN bridging mission in the Ituri region in Congo. 

France was determined to demonstrate that the EU could act auton
omously and in a distinct and contrasting manner to the American 
unilateral regime change.49 It was an ideal case of what the Iraq war 
was not: legitimacy was ensured by a UN Security Council Resolution; 
the ownership of the process belonged to the African Union; the use of 
force was only a temporary device to restore order and prevent further 
atrocities; and a devolution to African peacekeepers would deny any 
imperial design. What actually happened militarily in Bunia was far 
less important than the political objective of branding an autonomous 
Europe as a legitimate and legal force for good. To achieve this, and with 
London’s tacit consent, France was the main, if not the sole, leader of the 
mission. The command was entirely French, with the OHQ (Operational 
Headquarters) located in the Defence Ministry in Paris and with a 
Force Headquarters in Entebbe, while London provided logistical and 
engineering support in setting a joint support base. Operations in the 
city of Bunia were conducted mostly by French soldiers.50 Yet, although 
the European force had secured Bunia, the rest of the Ituri region of the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo remained the theatre of massacre 
and the strict exit date clearly signalled to the armed belligerents the 
transitory nature of the intervention. Bunia itself saw renewed violence 
a year after the Artemis operation.51 So, when the then French Defence 
Minister Michèle Alliot-Marie declared – with an unfortunate choice 
of words – the ‘mission accomplished’ at the end of August 2003, she 
obviously referred to its political objective rather than its military 
accomplishment. Indeed, in European rhetoric, the mission was deemed 
successful precisely because it was an autonomous operation. Instead of a 
means to an end, it became an end in itself, setting the pattern for future 
operations in Africa. Building on that ‘success’, France and the United 
Kingdom in November 2003 fleshed out the role of the EU military in 
Africa.52 Using the battle groups, which would become operational in 
2005, the EU should be able to respond quickly to a crisis while giving 
time for the African Union or the UN to prepare a longer-term interven-
tion. Short-term military missions – ‘quick in and quick out’ – to support 
the UN or the African Union became the strategic framework. This was 
echoed by the Solana paper’s call for a European strategic culture aimed 
at ‘early, rapid and robust interventions’ and translated into a European 
agreement about the battle groups concept. 

The war in Iraq had a second and more profound impact. If it trans-
formed the CSDP into an exercise in posturing differences vis-à-vis 
Washington, it also led to the beginning of a genuine strategic debate 
in Europe which culminated in the adoption of the European Security 
Strategy (ESS) in December 2003, which, at least on paper, had the 
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ambition of offering a grand strategy for Europe. At the most general 
level, a grand strategy, traditionally defined, is ‘the capacity of a nation’s 
leaders to bring together all of the elements, both military and non-
military, for the preservation and enhancement of the nation’s long-term, 
that is, in wartime and peacetime, best interests’.53 Essentially, a grand 
strategy is the adaptation of domestic and international resources to 
achieve foreign-policy and security objectives. Beyond the usual im-
precision attached to such documents, a grand strategy represents an 
important element in foreign and security policy formations and as such 
is an essential element of a strategic culture.54 

The remarkable novelty of the ESS lay in the identification of threats 
and vulnerabilities for Europe as a whole. The document was relatively 
precise about the nature of these threats – international terrorism, the 
proliferation of weapons of mass destruction (WMD), regional conflicts, 
failed states and organized crime – even though these were presented 
in a very generic fashion and without any hierarchy attached to them. 
Much more problematic was the common design to address them, and 
it has been widely noted that two essential concepts at the core of the 
document – ‘preventive engagement’ and ‘effective multilateralism’ – 
were vague means rather than specific ends. 

As a strategic document and as a framework for foreign-policy choices, 
the ESS was more notable, however, for what it was lacking than for what 
it set out. First and most crucially, a strategy is about dealing with signifi-
cant others, friends and foes. Making a difference vis-à-vis the second 
determines the kind of relationships with the first. Within the nascent 
CSDP and the overall ESS framework, it was more the other way around. 
The relative position with the United States largely determined the shape 
and the content of the European security framework. The only enemy 
implicitly mentioned was Al-Qaeda, but counter-terrorism policies were 
a matter for member states, not a European endeavour. The same can be 
said about dealings with Iran: a common approach developed outside 
CSDP structures and before the ESS, aimed at engaging in a dialogue 
which was, at the time, taboo in Washington. This tendency to mark a 
difference with a friend rather setting the conditions and objectives ‘to 
influence an adversary’s will’ became even more pronounced with the 
first CSDP missions. 

This leads to the second gap, the relationship between objectives and 
resources – the essence of what a strategy is all about. The discrepancy 
between the European security framework and the actual development of 
resources and capabilities to fulfil it is indeed striking. If an essential part 
of strategic culture is the ‘art of distributing and applying military means 
to fulfil the ends of policy’, then the CSDP process has been a quanti
tative and a qualitative failure, even though military capabilities were 
at the core of the Saint-Malo grand bargain.55 Moreover, one may argue 
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that these capabilities were developed in a strategic void, and the ESS did 
nothing to clarify their organic and command structure, their necessary 
transformation or their doctrinal framework. The CSDP process was 
much more capacity-driven than strategy-led. The saga of the much 
talked about but never used battle groups illustrates this discrepancy.56 
Beyond military capabilities, other crucial resources – diplomatic assets, 
intelligence services, civilian officials, assistance budgets – need to be 
adjusted and streamlined to the overall strategy. All have lagged behind 
the proclaimed ambition of a strategic role. 

The last gap is more familiar and is of course a consequence of the 
above discrepancy. The link between a European overall strategy and 
actual operations is tenuous at best. The Petersberg tasks, now extended 
and formally codified in the Lisbon Treaty, offered a framework for EU 
military missions, but by themselves they do not constitute a strategic 
umbrella: they suggest only vague security preferences.57 As Richard 
Betts has noted, strategy is a distinct plan between policy and operations, 
‘an idea for connecting the two rather than either of the two themselves’.58 
What was this idea and how ‘European’ was it? 

Strategic culture as cognition

The historical context helps us to better understand the exercise in differ-
ence, in words – in the form of the ESS – and in practice – in the form of 
the Artemis operation. Yet, the application of the CSDP in Africa was not 
unanimously supported among Europeans. The obvious intrumentaliza-
tion by France of CSDP structures and goals was met by the reticence on 
the part of those European member states with no tradition and no will-
ingness to play an active military role in Africa, most notably Germany, 
which started to call the CSDP ‘the French Africa Korps’. Moreover, 
if Africa was to become the main theatre of EU military operations, 
other Brussels institutions were keen to reassert their specific role and 
added-value in that region. A majority of European actors favoured other 
ways to achieve progress in Africa, through a more consensual agenda, 
based on human security rather than militarization through the CSDP. 

First, with the enlarged membership of the Union in 2004, it was not 
obvious that Africa should represent a priority for the CSDP. As long as 
other missions, notably in the Balkans, were continued, few were ready 
to object, but fewer were ready to participate, and even less so after 
2003–4, when Afghanistan started to emerge as a theatre of deploy-
ment of European troops, under the NATO-led International Security 
Assistance Force (ISAF) and national mandates. And since Europeans 
have only one set of forces, the reserve to conduct operations in Africa 
became severely reduced. 
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Second, Brussels institutions, mostly the Commission, reasserted 
their authority on Africa by issuing a series of ‘strategic’ documents to 
contain the militarization of Europe’s policies in Africa and to dilute 
it into broader objectives linked to poverty and development.59 These 
documents called for ‘a more comprehensive approach’ than a narrow 
military quick-fixing; they also promoted a natural linkage with the UN 
and a reinforced partnership with the African Union. The First Action 
Plan for the Implementation of the Africa–EU Strategic Partnership led 
to a more streamlined support of the African Union, based on ‘commit-
ments to equality, partnership and ownership’. More crucially, it focused 
on the development of African capabilities through the Europeanization 
of the French Recamp initiative, whose objective was to help to build 
and train African troops. The EU was willing to help build up African 
capabilities with military, logistics and financial aid but the process 
was to be ‘demand-driven’.60 It was thus a firm reminder to France and 
others that the EU was not in the business of ‘colonial’ interventions, and 
that, if forces needed to be sent, they should be a small part of a larger 
political framework aimed at assistance, development, state-building 
and democracy. The Congo operation in 2006 illustrated the significant 
reduction in the use of the CSDP among the European instruments used 
in relation to Kinshasa. The mission, controversial from the start, caught 
the Germans in a classic entrapment dilemma, and was framed in such 
a way that ‘nobody could test the European forces and nothing danger-
ous could happen during the mission’, with the bulk of German forces 
outside the country, in neighbouring Gabon. After the French ‘non’ and 
the Dutch ‘nee’ to the European constitution, the Congo operation served 
the purpose of reaffirming that the EU still existed in foreign affairs.61 

Third, this dilution of Europe’s military policies on Africa was helped 
by the emergence among European security circles – some official, 
some private – of an agenda inspired by the concept of human security. 
Without addressing the ambiguity of the concept itself, human security 
offered, at least in theory, a convenient compromise between the tradi-
tional European civilian power and its military role. If the ‘postmodern’ 
identity of Europe has to include a place and a role for the armed forces, 
then issues of human rights, peacekeeping and state-building became 
the obvious areas for their involvement, however limited. The Barcelona 
report, commissioned by Javier Solana and presented at the end 2004, 
was a clear attempt to reconcile armed forces and Europe’s ‘ethical’ or 
‘humanitarian’ beliefs and values.62 The report laid out seven principles 
to inform and guide CSDP operations involving the use of armed forces: 
the primacy of human rights; clear political authority; multilateralism; 
a bottom-up approach; regional focus; the use of legal instruments; 
and the appropriate use of force. To that end, the report called for 
the creation of a human security response force, and emphasized its 
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police and civilian elements. This civilian component was very popular 
throughout Europe, for at least three reasons. First, it underlined again 
the difference between the venusian Europe and the martial United 
States, at the moment when the attempted regime change in Iraq 
had started to turn into a disaster. Second, it enhanced the position 
and influence of European small and medium powers in security and 
defence policies, where the modesty of their actual military capabilities 
would have reduced them to a marginal role.63 It was an opportunity to 
Europeanize the CSDP and it was indeed duly seized. Lastly and most 
importantly, it led to the framing of CSDP operations in a postmodern 
manner, one that did not entail any risks of actual combat against an 
identified enemy, one that could not lead to potential casualties among 
European forces, one that domestic public opinion would support but 
one that reduced significantly the scope of the Petersberg tasks. It fitted 
the risk-averse preferences of most decision-makers and political parties 
in Europe, an aversion that goes well beyond the use of force.64 Embraced 
by the Commission, supported by Solana and shared by a majority of 
European actors, human security as a security norm and as a guiding 
principle for actual operations became an extremely useful tool to avoid 
what might be deemed an excessive militarization of security policies in 
Africa. It became the consensual buzzword of the time. Following the 
same trajectory as its sister concept, normative power, it flooded official 
documents, and it was referred as the main, if not the unique, ‘strategic’ 
narrative for European external actions.65 

Put into practice, however, this ‘European idea’ did not translate 
into effective strategy. First, it was not used where it was needed most. 
Second, when actually implemented, it led to mixed results, at great cost. 
The first case referred to EU’s inaction in Darfur. Despite repeatedly 
pressuring President Al-Bashir to ensure the protection of the civilian 
population, the EU made clear that it would not act without the consent 
and the collaboration of the government of Sudan and that the main 
instrument should be the African Union, although the refusal of the 
first and the weakness of the second were known to everyone. The EU 
expressed ‘concerns’ repeatedly but did nothing to address the crisis.66 
Yet it had the capability and the forward bases to police at least the 
refugee camps in Darfur but Peter Feith, a close advisor of Solana, after 
a short fact-finding mission, declared in the summer of 2004 that the 
crisis in Darfur did not amount to genocide and so did not justify an 
intervention, while France made it clear that the EU was not ‘in the 
business of invading an Islamic country’.67 Moreover, at the Council level 
it was assessed that the EU could not afford to antagonize the regime in 
Khartoum, for the sake of the peace agreement between north and south 
Sudan.68 Britain at the same time was contemplating an intervention 
but, without a French contribution of forward bases and troops, London 
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realized that its military, already overstretched in Iraq, would not have 
the sufficient weight to make a difference on the ground. So Europe, 
despite a very public humanitarian and ethical agenda, went ‘back to 
sponsoring peace talks and bankrolling other actors, back to applying 
measures [it] knew were ineffective’.69 The inaction in Darfur was more 
than an embarrassing display of political cowardice and hypocrisy: it 
demonstrated the limits of the ‘human security’ concept, which pre
supposed a world without power and interests, a world made of consent 
and neutrality, a world that did not exist. 

The second impediment is best illustrated by EUFOR Chad, the 
longest and most complex CSDP operation so far. Without reviewing the 
details of this mission, whose main objective was to create humanitarian 
corridors and safe havens where European peacekeepers and humanit
arian relief workers could operate to protect and assist the estimated 
460,000 internally displaced persons (IDPs) and refugees from Darfur, 
the operation is illustrative of the strategic confusion that the human 
security concept as understood and implemented by the EU creates. 
Under the initiative of then French Foreign Minister Bernard Kouchner, 
a leading figure among humanitarian non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs), the Council approved in October 2007 an operation based on 
the UN Security Council Resolution 1778. The UN Resolution framed 
the mission in its usual manner, whereby the EUFOR Chad/CAR mission 
would represent a bridging deployment, to be replaced by a UN follow-on 
force in March 2009.70 All EU instruments, diplomatic, political and 
financial, were mobilized, including a €10 million programme to train 
and equip a special Chadian police/gendarmerie – the Détachement 
Intégré de Sécurité (DIS) – a force specially set up to provide security for 
refugee camps in the east. Europeans, by and large, were hesitant to be 
involved in such a demanding operation. Their reluctance was translated 
in a very long and painful force-generation process. France carried the 
bulk of the deployment, with 2,000 troops – some of which were part of 
the permanent French presence in Chad – while Ireland and Poland sent 
one battalion each.71 Given obvious logistical difficulties and the existing 
gaps in European strategic lift, the operation became fully operational 
only on 17 September 2008, ten months after its EU endorsement. 

The environment was particularly challenging. The Déby regime in 
Chad lacked the ability to establish effective control over its entire ter-
ritory and diverse ethnic groups and tribal clans contested its authority. 
Moreover, there was a proxy war between Chad and Sudan.72 In the 
Central African Republic (CAR), the situation was roughly the same, a 
failed state facing regular rebellions, often funded by Sudan. Overall, 
the deployment could face a mix of Janjaweed militias from Khartoum, 
different rebels groups in Chad and several bandit gangs, some of which 
were known to be well organized and heavily armed.73 This balance of 
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forces on the ground was thus potentially very risky. And yet, this was 
not the main preoccupation among European countries and in Brussels. 
To reach a consensus, the conceptualization of the operation took great 
care to avoid any confusion with French heritage in Chad. Emphasis was 
repeatedly put on the ‘neutral, impartial and independent manner’ under 
which EUFOR would operate. With 1,500 troops – named Opération 
Epervier – permanently stationed in Chad since the mid-1980s, France 
was a king-maker, a role that the EU was keen not to be associated with. 
The CSDP was not designed to take over the traditional colonial role 
of saving or deposing troubled regimes in Africa. So the insistence on 
neutrality was an obvious political way to avoid any such confusion. Yet 
the EU operation was mainly French, and this ambiguity plagued the 
mission’s initial phases.74 Brussels was thus more preoccupied with dis-
tancing itself from France than with assessing the strategic situation on 
the ground. In France itself, the objective of protecting civilians did not 
seem to contradict the strengthening of the Déby regime against Sudan. 

The painful birth of the Chad mission got worse as soon as it started. 
As early as September 2007, one important rebel group, the RFC 
(Rassemblement des Forces pour le Changement), had already warned 
EUFOR not to obstruct their struggle to topple President Déby, other-
wise the group threatened to fight EUFOR. On the very day when the 
first elements of the mission were to be deployed, rebels ganged up and 
mounted a flash attack, leaving the Sudanese border on 28 January, to 
reach the capital, N’Djamena, four days later, after a 700 km dash across 
the desert. Paris spotted the manoeuvre with its satellites but did not 
stop the column as it did in similar circumstances in November 2006 
by flying over French Mirages. But Paris did warn and help Déby to 
defend his regime and the attack was repelled. In Brussels, there were 
frantic discussions about the possible cancellation of the EU mission and 
further deployments were postponed. The pretence of neutrality made 
the mission far more difficult than it already was. Collective action is 
about aggregating power, not taming it. French leverage in the region 
was a crucial enabler to the mission, not an obstacle to it. To cling to a 
neutral posture when your potential adversaries have denied it amounts 
to strategic short-sightedness. The long-standing relationship between 
France and Chad was an asset, not a liability. That France eschewed 
crucial leverages of influence to please Brussels reveals the mission’s 
ambiguity.75 Sending troops to Chad was doomed to increase tensions 
with Sudan and change the security landscape in Chad itself. The ‘hope’ 
in Brussels was that the Sudanese government and the Chadian rebel 
groups would not confront European forces. That wishful thinking was 
denied by the reality on the ground, and it could have turned the EUFOR 
mission into a nightmare.76 Even the UN Department of Peacekeeping 
Operations (UNDPKO) considered that the conditions for a successful 
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operation – a peace to keep, a firm commitment of troops and a clarity of 
mandate – were not met on the ground in Chad. 

The mission’s actual impact was debatable. Over 2,500 short-range 
patrols and 260 long-range patrols were conducted during the operation. 
But according to EU military officials, EUFOR spent too much time ‘aim-
lessly patrolling the vast deserted lands along the Chad–Sudan border’.77 
Because of the limited number of troops, the operation could not inter-
vene in trouble spots, and in October 2008 NGOs had to evacuate their 
operations in some cities. Overall, humanitarian agencies and NGOs 
acknowledged EUFOR’s positive contribution, yet they all underlined 
that the humanitarian situation remained precarious and that relations 
between Chad and Sudan had deteriorated. Although the European 
troops made some civilians feel safer, ‘the underlying security situation 
has not significantly improved’.78 Criminality and banditry had continued 
unabated, refugee and IDP flows had increased and failed governance 
in Chad was left unaddressed. For the International Crisis Group, the 
operation ‘has failed to achieve its main goal, the creation of an en-
vironment that would favour the return of displaced people and protect 
the civil population and humanitarian workers against attack’.79 From a 
strategic culture point of view, however, this operation illustrated how 
the ‘human security’ umbrella remained prevalent in Brussels and how 
it led to serious strategic miscalculations and mistakes. More broadly, 
CSDP operations had more to do with Europe’s own image, posturing 
and legitimacy than with Africa’s or the Balkans’ strategically relevant 
interests. They were more cosmetic than strategic. 

The fall of the CSDP

Besides Atalanta, the EU naval operation off Somalia, EUFOR Chad 
was the last significant mission undertaken under the CSDP. The entire 
process is now in crisis and for several reasons. First, and most import-
antly, the security beliefs developed along the way led to a contradiction 
with the Saint-Malo initial objective. The human security concept as it 
was understood by Brussels is the opposite of strategic thinking. It denies 
by definition the possibility, and disregards the probability, of influencing 
a state or a sub-state actor, by deterrence, compellence or coercion. It 
presupposes a posture of neutrality and impartiality while it neglects the 
geopolitical environment. It ignores the very essence of what a soldier 
does and dismisses how his or her mere presence is perceived. It con-
siders the EU as an NGO and conflates the rank of its armed forces 
with the status of Red Cross personnel. It contradicts the few lessons 
learned from humanitarian and peace-enforcing operations. As Michael 
Ignatieff, one of the main architects of the ‘Responsibility to Protect’, has 
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argued, ‘an intervention strategy that takes sides, that uses force and that 
sticks around to rebuild is very different from one premised on neutrality, 
casualty avoidance and early exit strategies’.80 The predominant ‘security’ 
culture in Europe today is one that favours minimal and low-risk opera-
tions, i.e. an obsolete type of humanitarian operation. As an alternative to 
‘early, rapid, and, when necessary, robust’ interventions, human security 
is thus a dangerous illusion.81 Saint-Malo was about building capabilities 
that could be employed in a battle, preferably alongside the United States 
under a NATO framework. The Europeanization process has seriously 
downgraded this objective, both quantitatively – from the initial 60,000 
troops, the number is now reduced to two battle groups on stand-by – 
and qualitatively – there is no battle to fight, and only peace to keep. The 
integration of armed forces into the post-modern framework was not 
what London and Paris had signed up for. 

While London’s confidence in the ‘Brusselization’ process in security 
and defence has always been very low, the dissatisfaction of France has 
also become obvious. France had been the main supporter of a European 
role in security and defence, mainly because it was a traditional political 
ambition to build an independent Europe from Washington. Paris has 
always endorsed the role of a would-be soft balancer. But France may not 
want to repeat the experience of taming its own interests and leverage 
in Africa for the sake of a minimal European consensus while Paris has 
to carry the bulk of such operations. The CSDP exercise in ‘difference’ 
may not be worth a candle if it means the deference of French interests 
and power to a Europe which seems so reluctant to be engaged in power 
politics. In others words, the current security culture framework has 
become a burden to the classic French ambition of a Europe puissance 
and, most importantly, an obstacle to French strategic interests and role. 
For Berlin, the translation of a Brussels security culture into deploy-
ments in Africa has also triggered a dissonance process, not based on the 
culture itself, but on the strategic stakes at hand. Germany’s traditional 
European preference has led to an ontological security problem linked 
to activism in Africa that Berlin does not share. Moreover, the ‘early and 
robust’ deployment envisaged by Paris and London seemed contradic
tory to Germany’s core pacifist culture.

When the three most powerful countries in Europe are dissatisfied 
with the CSDP process, this can only lead to a crisis of legitimacy for 
the institution itself. The level of dissonance is such that it has started to 
trigger emancipation options. Institutions may be disregarded if they do 
not offer meaningful and relevant added-value, if they do not respond 
to expectations and interests, or if they are instrumentalized towards 
strictly national purposes. They become obsolete if cheating or free-
riding repeatedly occurs with impunity, if ‘voice’ remains unheard and 
‘loyalty’ unrewarded. Then the ‘exit’ option becomes the preferred choice, 
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sometimes officially – as with Denmark – or more often implicitly – as 
with the Netherlands, Britain and, to some extent, Germany – while at 
the same time ‘loyalty’ is often hypocritically exercised by contributing 
only symbolically to the institution.82 France was the most loyal player, 
until it considered the burden-sharing too disproportionate, or, to 
put it in another way, until its own loyalty was not matched by others. 
Paris seems indeed to have reordered its relationship priorities outside 
Brussels, with strategically meaningful allies, especially Britain. The 
Lancaster House Defence Treaty of November 2010 was significant in 
this regard. It is striking how this defence agreement was about Paris 
and London’s respective power perceptions as declining world powers 
rather than as leaders of Europe. Indeed, Europe and the CSDP are 
barely mentioned in the Treaty.83 In its current format, the CSDP is 
nearly dead and its life support rests either on institutions’ inertia or 
on small and medium powers in Europe that are just nursing it while 
the capable doctors – the big powers – have left the room. To put it 
differently, Europe as a legitimate framework has failed to mobilize and 
generate enough traction to have a significant role at the strategic level.84 
A concert of great powers outside Europe, shaping ad hoc coalitions of 
willing partners and associates, will increasingly become the favoured 
format for collective action, rather than the institutionalized minimal 
consensus of the EU. Only the concept of strategic culture helps us to 
understand why this estrangement process, for opposite reasons, took 
place. In other words, there is currently no sufficient consensus about a 
meaningful and strategic role for Europe. This lack of elite consensus is a 
crucial factor to understand Europe’s paralysis and irrelevance.85

The emancipation option is all the more attractive for Paris and 
London because the United States has changed. The defensive realist and 
pragmatic presidency of Barrack Obama, with its original focus on re-
positioning the image of Washington around the world, has deprived the 
CSDP of its posturing role. If Washington has become ‘appropriate’ again, 
then for London and Paris it becomes an indispensable partner, while for 
the rest of Europe free-riding becomes a comfortable default position. 
But Washington, in an emerging ‘heterogeneous’ multipolarity,86 may not 
be ready, willing or able to listen to Europe’s pleas for collective action 
that answers strictly European concerns. The reluctant participation of 
Washington in the no-fly zone against Libya and its quick, if fake, buck-
passing to NATO may prefigure future Europe’s strategic loneliness. 
Then, Europeans may be willing to reconsider a CSDP that would defend 
and protect their interests – like the Atalanta operation, the only CSDP 
strategic mission – a CSDP based on strategic calculations, not on ideal-
istic chimera. But that would imply that Europe speaks with one voice. 
That would also mean a serious but probably contentious questioning of 
what Europe’s actual power means. Can Europe’s postmodern identity 
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and the ‘security’ beliefs that it entails escape ‘the perpetual quadrille of 
the Balance of Power’?87 Would a civilian Europe be ultimately compelled 
by world geopolitics to become a normal and strategic power?88 And a 
neoclassical realist may add: would European decision-makers eventually 
recognize the relevance of power as a legitimate instrument of inter-
national relations and would they correctly assess the position of Europe 
in the emerging multipolar system? The development of the CSDP so far 
seems to indicate that the EU is reluctant to do so. And as Robert Jervis 
once commented, ‘there certainly would be difficulties if crucial states 
did not recognize their place in the system’.89 
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Hegemony by invitation:  
neoclassical realism, soft power and  
US–European relations 

Felix Berenskoetter and Adam Quinn

This chapter explores the potential for neoclassical realist analysis to 
employ a concept of power which incorporates the influence of ideas 
across borders. It combines principles from contemporary realism with 
insights from classical realists E. H. Carr and Hans Morgenthau to offer 
a reading of international politics which takes into account the co-optive 
power of ideas in order to explain the phenomenon of bandwagoning. 
Complementing chapter 4, by Brian C. Schmidt and Thomas Juneau, we 
propose that a neoclassical realist approach would do well to examine 
power in relational terms rather than focusing exclusively on tangible re-
sources. Within this perspective the chapter emphasizes the role of ideas 
not only in a ‘power over’ but also in a ‘power to’ sense, that is, not only 
as a dominating but also as an enabling force. It illustrates how such an 
approach offers fruitful avenues for explaining the success and, possibly, 
limits of US hegemony in Europe. 

We start from the core premise of realist thinking, that ‘power is the 
fundamental feature of international politics’.1 Part of this ‘feature’ is the 
assumption that states strive for power, or, as Morgenthau put it, that 
‘power is always the immediate aim’.2 It also underpins the prominent 
realist argument that states form balancing coalitions against a potential 
hegemon, that is, against the state considered the greatest power in the 
system. According to realists, the hegemon constitutes a potential threat, 
against which weaker states must protect themselves through domestic 
investment in ‘power’ resources or through alliances. While for some this 
is a law of history, a quasi-natural dynamic with little place for agency, 
others emphasize its normative, prescriptive character. As Ole Holsti 
writes, the balance-of-power proposition requires that statesmen ‘must 
form alliances to prevent any nation … from achieving a position of 
hegemony. Failure to do so when the situation demands it is not merely 
irrational, it is also a serious dereliction of duty’.3 
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Over the years, the balance-of-power proposition, central to the neo
realist4 theory formulated by Kenneth Waltz, has been scrutinized on 
empirical and conceptual grounds.5 Arguably the greatest challenge is 
posed by the phenomenon of bandwagoning, that is, when states choose 
to actively cooperate with the apparent hegemon. A classic illustration 
is the continuing existence of the transatlantic alliance after the end of 
the Cold War, which has been a niggling source of discomfort for neo-
realism. The submission of Western Europeans to a subordinate role 
within the US sphere of influence made sense in the reading of the Cold 
War as a bipolar structure, where small states sought protection from 
one superpower in exchange for a degree of subservience to the other. 
When the Soviet Union disbanded and the United States remained as the 
sole superpower, the logic of neorealism seemed to imply the emergence 
of balancing behaviour among Europeans.6 Yet twenty years later little 
movement towards such a destination has occurred. While there have 
been efforts among members of the European Union (EU) to generate 
some capacity for coordinated European military activity outside NATO, 
and notable disagreements between the United States and core allies 
over the 2003 invasion of Iraq, analysts have difficulty identifying any 
serious European attempts at the kind of hard balancing that neorealist 
logic would lead one to expect.7 Indeed, one could argue that, exceptions 
aside, Europeans have done quite the opposite and continued to invite 
the United States to play the role of a European hegemon.

Those who predict counter-hegemonic balancing behaviour may 
respond with an admonition of ‘Just wait!’ That is, they may argue that 
the timeframe for international systemic change is long and that a bal-
ancing trend will eventually become visible.8 Yet a theory which cannot 
account for two decades (and counting) of international politics clearly 
has its limits in terms of explanatory power. It also opens the ground for 
easy occupation by liberal and constructivist arguments highlighting the 
transatlantic ‘glue’ provided by compatible domestic political structures, 
shared liberal norms and values, common international institutions 
and shared identities. These factors are downplayed by neorealism, yet 
would explain the lack of European balancing by pointing to a deeper 
bond between the United States and European societies.9 The only realist 
argument offered in response is that the sheer scale of US pre-eminence 
in military capabilities has deterred Europeans from seriously contem-
plating balancing because the massive investment this would require 
is not deemed worth the cost.10 At this point, the debate devolves into 
a familiar division between those (realists) emphasizing material capa
bilities and those (non-realists) arguing that some ideational/normative 
‘x factor’ imbues transatlantic relations with a depth and vigour that 
transcend the shifting distribution of material resources. As such, we are 
presented with a division between realist scholarship measuring power 



216    Felix Berenskoetter and Adam Quinn

in terms of ‘hard’ resources and others looking at influence obtained 
through ‘soft’ measures. 

This divide is overstated. Just as constructivists like Alexander Wendt 
do not consider ideas as operating ‘all the way down’, it is safe to say that 
scholars who consider themselves realists would be prepared to admit 
that while the distribution of capabilities places hard parameters on 
international events, commonalities between US and European political 
values and the established nature of the alliance play some role in sus-
taining relations. It is on this unspoken common ground that neoclassical 
realism takes up its analytical residence. Keen to adopt the neorealist 
emphasis on the limits (and opportunities) given by material resources 
and willing to entertain a more complex understanding of motivations 
and to assess the role of ideas in shaping outcomes, the neoclassical 
perspective seeks to nudge realist scholarship a little further away from 
parsimonious but incomplete predictive theories and a little closer to an 
approach that accepts elements of contingency and multi-causal explana-
tion in return for historical accuracy and insight. As such, the potential of 
neoclassical realism consists of more than ‘filling in the gaps’ of Waltzian 
neorealism and providing a neorealist theory of foreign policy.11 While 
this may be the dominant concern of the US research community, as 
discussed in the introduction to this volume, the present chapter directs 
attention to the potential of integrating ‘soft power’ phenomena into 
a neoclassical realist theory of international politics. It is divided into 
three main parts. The first outlines some shortcomings of prominent 
realist explanations of bandwagoning. The second discusses how ideas 
may structure relations in terms of both domination and empowerment. 
The third illustrates this argument through the example of US–European 
relations. The conclusion notes some qualifications and challenges for 
this research agenda.

Bandwagoning for everything but power?

The simplest way for realists to deal with the phenomenon of band-
wagoning is to treat it as a deviation from a historical pattern. This 
reading maintains that throughout history states have been more likely 
to balance, and classifies instances in which a weaker state aligns with 
the strongest state in the system as misguided, anomalous and ‘irrational’ 
decision-making, contrary to the core interest of the state.12 One reason 
for such ostensibly ‘irrational’ behaviour may be lack of awareness of 
the actual distribution of power. Indeed, the difficulty practitioners 
may have in recognizing shifts in the balance of power has long been 
noted, with Morgenthau quoting Lord Bolingbroke to the effect that ‘the 
precise point at which the scales of power turn … is imperceptible to 
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common observation’ and that even after the balance has shifted it is 
often misjudged.13 

Although a coherent explanation as far as it goes, declaring all band-
wagoning to be the result of misjudgement, or ‘misperception’, among 
decision-makers is intellectually unsatisfying, because it implies a 
(mis)reading of power as an objectively measurable property. Whereas 
a neorealist approach relies on tangible resources for substantiating its 
portrait of the ‘international system’, its understanding of the distribu-
tion of ‘power’ as equivalent to the distribution of military capabilities is 
problematic.14 As classical realists from Hans Morgenthau to Raymond 
Aron knew well, the possession of ‘power’ is characterized not simply 
by the accumulation of resources (of whatever kind) but by one’s ability 
to further one’s goals, leveraging those resources at one’s disposal, in 
a social setting. More precisely, the measure of A’s power requires an 
understanding of how A’s presence, decisions and actions affect others. 
It looks at streams of influence within a relationship and holds that 
increase in A’s (control over) resources does not amount to a shift in the 
distribution of power unless it is capable of affecting B’s behaviour in 
some desired way.15 Thus, if we assume that the (potential) hegemon A 
would wish to prevent B from counterbalancing, then a decision on the 
part of B to bandwagon would indicate that A wields greater power over 
B than in a case where the latter decided to balance. However, we still do 
not know whether this decision rests on coercion (A forcing B to align 
against B’s interests) or on persuasion (A convincing B that alignment 
serves a mutual interest). This important qualitative distinction directs 
our attention to a broader and quite crucial point: as theorists of power 
have long pointed out, we cannot identify, let alone specify, the exercise 
of power without knowing the interests of the parties involved and, 
hence, the context in which such interests are formulated.16 

The weakness of the neorealist argument when it comes to band-
wagoning can be traced to its narrow understanding of interests. 
Waltz’s argument that bandwagoning goes against the weaker state’s 
basic interest is grounded in his move to subsume the classical realist 
assumption of states driven by a ‘will to power’ under the assumption 
that the primary motivation is survival. His argument that the latter is 
best served by balancing as a precautionary measure in an anarchical 
environment narrows the meaning of ‘power’ to possession of the means 
to attack (or defend oneself ) successfully in a military sense. This reading 
may be sensible from within neorealist logic and satisfies the demand 
for parsimony, yet it ignores the fact that power is not only a relational 
phenomenon but also has many facets, as reflected in the writings of 
Morgenthau and Carr.17 By bypassing its relational and multifaceted 
nature, Waltz and his followers close off the possibility for realists to 
understand bandwagoning as consistent with states’ concern to increase 
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their ‘power’. The claim that a core task of neoclassical realist scholar-
ship is to ‘fill out Kenneth Waltz’s sparse understanding of power’ raises 
expectations of a fruitful re-engagement with this possibility.18 However, 
a brief look at some prominent attempts to explain bandwagoning 
phenomena illustrates that, despite offering useful pointers, the new 
generation of realists still tends to neglect the task of (re)conceptualizing 
power, or has done so in a rather narrow fashion. 

In their recent work examining US unipolarity since the end of the 
Cold War, Stephen Brooks and William Wohlforth assess possible 
systemic constraints faced by the United States. Their finding that 
there are no significant constraints and that there has been no counter
balancing dynamic is instructive in a number of ways. Although the 
aim of Brooks and Wohlforth is to clarify the extent of US power, they 
explicitly discard the relational conceptualization and adopt the simpler 
reading of power as material resources.19 This not only excludes the 
role of ideas as a possible resource but also neglects the mechanisms 
by which resources are translated into influence and, hence, does not 
provide an analysis of US hegemony, which Brooks and Wohlforth openly 
admit.20 In turn, their focus on material resources allows them to set 
up the argument that the gap between the resources controlled by the 
United States and those available to other states is so large that it makes 
balancing ‘prohibitively costly’.21 This seems a compelling argument, yet 
it ignores the effect that US resources have on other states and bypasses 
the question of why others might be drawn into the US orbit and choose 
alignment. By acknowledging only the costs of balancing and not the 
benefits of bandwagoning, Brooks and Wohlforth tell only half the story.

Works by Stephen Walt and Randall Schweller offer useful steps 
towards integrating the role of ideas and the motive of expected benefits 
into an explanation of bandwagoning. Seeking to explain cooperative 
dynamics in the Middle East, which appear to defy balance-of-power 
logic, Walt recognizes the need to conceptualize power more carefully. 
However, he decides to sidestep this recognition by arguing that states 
do not balance power but threats. Rather than offering a bandwagoning 
argument through a different reading of power, he opts to reformulate 
the balancing proposition through a more nuanced understanding of 
threat. His suggestion that states feel threatened not simply by relative 
military capabilities but by a combination of aggregate power, geographic 
proximity, offensive capabilities and aggressive intentions corrects, but 
does not depart from, the neorealist understanding of power as military 
capabilities/threat. It brings in a relational dimension by shifting atten-
tion to how states perceive each other’s capabilities and the likelihood 
that they are used against them, yet it does not present a reconceptualiz-
ation of power. This neglect is clearly visible in Walt’s key argument that 
ideology affects how policy-makers judge others’ intentions: instead of 
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grounding this in a discussion on the power of ideologies, Walt keeps the 
argument vague.22 

Walt’s tentative suggestion that states may bandwagon because 
they hope to benefit from the spoils of victory is taken up by Randall 
Schweller, who calls it ‘strategic surrender’.23 According to Schweller, ‘the 
primary motivation’ for bandwagoning is ‘the expectation of profit and 
easy gains’.24 This re-enacts a core argument from hegemonic stability 
theory, which suggests that small states align with a potential hegemon 
because they expect to benefit from it.25 Drawing on George Kennan, 
Schweller captures this by noting that states calculate it is better to join 
the ‘winning side’ because it represents the ‘wave of the future’. This 
supposes that states view the potential hegemon as a ‘winner’, with goods 
at (or soon to be at) its disposal which can be shared. Although Schweller 
does not discuss this in detail, he suggests that such expectations 
about future benefits can be traced to ‘dynamic ideologies, especially 
when buoyed by massive propaganda campaigns and demonstration 
of superiority on the battlefield’.26 Unfortunately, Schweller does not 
take this argument further and also neglects to rethink the matter of 
power. Instead of grounding the ‘bandwagoning for profit’ motive in a 
(re)conceptualization of power relations between the hegemon and the 
bandwagoning state, his subsequent work focuses on explaining ‘under
balancing’ through a ‘theory of mistakes’, emphasizing the influence 
of domestic cohesion/fragmentation on threat (mis)perception, with 
ideology playing only a minor role.27 

This neglect is also apparent in Brian Rathbun’s discussion following 
his claim that one of the major contributions of neoclassical realism 
is that it ‘uses domestic politics and ideas to flesh out the concept of 
power’.28 The fleshing-out, however, is limited to the recognition that 
military resources have to be ‘mobilized’ before they can have effect. 
More precisely, it revolves around the classical realist insight that 
domestic institutions or nationalist sentiment can enhance or constrain 
the state’s ‘extractive’ and ‘inspirational’ ability and, hence, its ability 
to fight wars.29 This argument introduces the relational dimension and 
could be used to argue that bandwagoning occurs due to the inability 
of a potential balancing coalition to convert resources. The limitation 
of such an argument is that it continues to employ a narrow reading 
of power as the ability to defend, attack and conquer, that is, win wars. 
Yet, as noted in the introduction to this volume, a distinguishing feature 
of neoclassical realism is to be more nuanced in assuming what states 
want. Following this call, we adopt the view of Schmidt and Juneau, set 
out in chapter 4, that states seek to maximize influence. This assump-
tion returns to the classical realist view that states are driven by the 
‘will to power’, though without reducing it to a ‘will to dominate’, that 
is, to an offensive urge within human nature.30 Rather, we pick up the 
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suggestion also found in the writings of Morgenthau, Carr and Aron 
that individuals and collectives strive for prestige, or status/standing. 
As George Liska points out, this desire is not limited to great powers 
but also motivates small states joining an alliance.31 Taking up this cue, 
the following section outlines an explanation for bandwagoning that 
takes into account the power of ideas promising a future of gains and 
improved standing.

Recognizing the power of ideas

Integrating the power of ideas into the realist paradigm is a conceptual 
challenge because it appears to be at odds with the realist emphasis on 
the constraining force of material factors and the warning against the 
use of ideology as a guide for foreign policy. Attacks on the deceptive 
function of idealistic language, traceable to the historical materialism 
of Marx and Engels, are common among realists, from E. H. Carr to 
John Mearsheimer.32 Yet it is important to note that the realist critique 
of ideas masquerading as ‘reality’ is itself a normative stance necessarily 
based on awareness that policies/decisions often are informed, if not 
motivated, by ideas. The realist point is that policy-makers seduced 
by ideas still cannot escape the fact of value pluralism and the logic 
of material consequences. Thus, as Carr’s critique of the ‘harmony of 
interest’ assumption illustrates, realists are particularly critical of ideas 
with universalist features promising a world ruled by international law 
and moving towards ‘perpetual peace’. While the normative stance of 
realism rejects ideas claiming universal validity, analytically speaking, 
ideas nonetheless play a central role in its argumentative framework, 
whether as deceptive devices or as inspiration for policies doomed to 
fail. Seen from this angle, ideas can be safely incorporated into realist 
arguments so long as one remains faithful to the principle that the dis-
tribution of material resources determines the framework of possibilities 
within which ideational phenomena operate.33

As Rathbun notes, neoclassical realists have hitherto limited their 
attention to the domestic level, to assessing how ideas affect state–society 
relations and providing cognitive frameworks for policy-makers.34 
Despite academic debates over the nature of US hegemony, or ‘empire’, 
and practical concerns over the strategic use of ‘public diplomacy’, an 
evaluation of how ideas serve as an instrument of power projected 
outwards is missing from realist analyses. As Rathbun observes, ‘there is 
no notion of ideas being used to co-opt … in the form of “soft power”’.35 
This apparent reluctance to trace the role of ideas in interstate relations 
does not seem justified. If one accepts that ideas (can) ‘interact’ with 
material factors, then the analytical scope can surely be expanded further 
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to include assessing the power of ideas across borders, particularly if 
doing so offers a useful explanation for bandwagoning. A logical exten-
sion of the argument that ideas provide policy-makers with cognitive 
frames affecting the processing of information would be that such ideas 
might be shared among states and generate similar perceptions.36 And 
what prevents neoclassical realists from arguing that the mobilizing force 
of ideas operates not only domestically, as in the case of nationalism, 
but also internationally? Rathbun’s passing observation that such an 
argument would go ‘beyond the neorealist boundary’37 suggests that 
that boundary may be drawn too strictly. Elevating Waltzian theory 
to the status where it sets the standard for what makes an acceptable 
neoclassical realist argument seems counterproductive if it prevents 
engaging classical thinkers who recognize the power ideas may have on 
an international level. 

When Joseph Nye coined the notion of ‘soft power’ in the 1990s, the 
phenomenon behind the label had been discussed previously not only 
by neo-Gramscian scholars like Richard Ashley and Robert Cox but also 
by Morgenthau and Carr. For Morgenthau, power is a psychological 
phenomenon involving ‘man’s control over the minds of other men’. He 
warns against the equation of power with military strength and stresses 
its ‘immaterial aspects, especially in the form of charismatic power, and 
… political ideologies’.38 Thus, despite his warning against ideologies 
(mis)guiding foreign policy, Morgenthau notes that alliances may well 
be held together by an ‘ideological factor’. Although he maintains that ‘a 
purely ideological alliance … cannot but be stillborn’, shared ideological 
commitments and concerns about subversion by a rival/hostile ideology 
are not uncommon among allies, and supplement material interests, 
perhaps even leading to ‘ideological solidarity transcending the limita-
tions of material interests’. He notes that the ideological factor can ‘lend 
strength to the alliance by marshalling moral convictions and emotional 
preferences for its support’.39 Morgenthau does not explicitly discuss 
ideologies as an instrument of power, but he does so indirectly when 
noting how they can be used to ‘disguise’ imperial policies.40 

Morgenthau’s observations are complemented by Carr’s discussion of 
the ‘power over opinion’, which, according to Carr, is ‘not less essential 
for political purposes than military and economic power, and has always 
been closely associated with them. The art of persuasion has always been 
a necessary part of the equipment of the political leader.’41 In addition 
to his discussion of the manipulation of domestic public opinion, Carr 
highlights the frequent use of propaganda instruments in foreign policy, 
most obviously in the psychological dimension of warfare, with the aim 
of influencing the thinking of the adversary. He also reminds us that in 
Europe revolutionary ideas have had significant mobilizing power across 
borders. This demonstrates that populations may be won over not merely 
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by promises about military protection and economic profit, but also by 
offering them some form of ideational ‘payoff’, an association with an 
idea that satisfies their desire for standing. Carr even suggests that all 
material power is infused with the power of an idea, and that economic 
and military resources alone cannot impose power over opinion.42 This 
argument can be fruitfully linked with his emphasis on the role that 
utopias – visions of a future promising a better life – play in politics. As 
has been pointed out, contrary to the line taken by many realists, Carr 
stresses the ‘inherent utopianism of human nature’ and concedes that 
political thinking is always based on elements of both utopia and reality.43 
Taking this on board suggests that exercising power over opinion rests 
to an important degree on the successful propagation of an idea with 
promise, a credible utopia, though Carr is careful to note that for any 
idea to be effective it needs to take on a ‘national colour’. The ideas of the 
French and Russian revolutions may have had a universal character, but 
it would be misleading to see them as genuinely ‘international’ and dis-
connected from national context. In his words, ‘propaganda is ineffective 
as a political force until it acquires a national home and becomes linked 
with military and economic power’.44 Carr suggests that the instrumental 
use of ideas is real but limited: power over opinion can be exercised 
effectively only if an idea is adopted by the receivers as part of their 
own story, and is sustainable only if the expectations raised by the idea 
are met by subsequent experiences, that is, if promises are considered 
fulfilled on the receiving end. 

Closer examination of this logic leads to an important insight: paying 
attention to the influence of ideas does not merely add another resource 
to the analytical toolkit but opens up a different way of thinking about 
power. Whereas Carr’s discussion highlights the role of ideology in 
holding power over opinion, if ideas tap into and satisfy certain desires and 
raise expectations then their power can, indeed must, also be read from 
the angle of power to, or empowerment. To be sure, the choice to band-
wagon implies an acceptance of being dominated to some extent, and an 
argument which recognizes ideas as a mechanism for power could hold 
that ideas simply mediate military superiority by making it acceptable, 
or legitimate. But an exclusive focus on acceptability/legitimacy risks 
ignoring the desire for ‘power’ as a motive on the part of the bandwagon-
ing state and, hence, neglects Liska’s insight that small states also strive 
for status/standing, as well as Schweller’s point that states bandwagon 
for expected profit. Bringing these desires into the picture allows for 
the ascription of a power motive to the small state, except that here the 
‘will to power’ is understood to be satisfied not through domination but 
through being empowered by siding with the hegemon: the small state 
follows because it sees itself joining on a progressive journey towards 
some ‘better life’. By subscribing to the ‘winning formula’ propagated by 
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the hegemon, the weak state is surfing, as Schweller puts it, the ‘wave of 
the future’. Such a reading adds not only that states decide to cooperate 
for rather than simply against something, it also requires neoclassical 
realists to address a core liberal theme, namely belief on the part of actors 
in ‘progress’ of some kind. Satisfying this belief is not a zero-sum game, 
that is, pace Schweller, gaining status by joining a hegemon’s world does 
not necessarily reduce the ability of others to obtain the same.45 At the 
same time, neither should it be assumed that surfing the wave of the 
future can be done without cost, as the hegemon is likely to expect a 
contribution of some useful sort. 

Ask first about capabilities, then about desires. But ask about both

The frame outlined above offers a plausible realist explanation for how 
the United States was able to build and sustain its hegemony in Europe 
and why Europeans ‘invited’ US domination. It asks realists to explore 
the phenomenon of bandwagoning as a power relationship by looking at 
both sides, addressing: first, the fact that exercising ‘power over opinion’ 
was part of the US strategy to maintain America’s superior position in 
Europe; and second, how and why the ideas emitted were found to be 
promising by Europeans and satisfied their desire to improve their own 
status. The resulting picture is not one of simple domination (power 
over) but mutual empowerment (power to).46 While the following dis-
cussion does not pretend to offer novel historical insights, its aim is to 
delineate what a neoclassical realist perspective that takes into account 
the power of promising ideas might look like and, thus, make a case for 
the analytical potential of such an approach.

Inviting hegemony

Arguably, US hegemony in (parts of ) Europe was established following 
the end of World War II and, hence, it can be said that the European 
decision to bandwagon began not in 1990 but in 1945. As Stephen Walt 
notes, ‘the United States was overwhelmingly the world’s most powerful 
country immediately after World War II, yet was able to bring most 
of the industrial powers into an alliance’.47 Whereas Walt explains this 
phenomenon with the Soviet threat perceived by American and Western 
European leaders, the neoclassical realist frame outlined above also em-
phasizes shared expected benefits.

To begin with, US policy followed the tendency, common among 
states with growing resources, to expand the horizon of their strategic 
concerns and seek to project power accordingly.48 As Donald White has 
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shown, in the decade following the end of the Wold War II the political 
elite and the majority of the American public agreed on their country’s 
new status as the most powerful nation.49 And the societies of Europe 
provided an important base of operations for the emergent US military 
behemoth and a vital component in the establishment of the post-war 
‘American system’ of states favouring (relatively) open-door economics 
and liberal politics. As John Ikenberry and many others have noted, 
the US motive for maintaining its presence in Europe was not simple 
territorial control, but securing the dominance of those economic and 
ideological principles conducive to the sustenance of the United States’ 
status as leader of a prosperous West.50 

In line with the reading of the Cold War as an ideological struggle, key 
strategic documents such as NSC-68, Kennan’s ‘long telegram’ and the 
Clifford–Elsey report show that US leaders considered the threat from 
the Soviet Union to be not only military but also ideological.51 Aggressive 
Soviet policy was seen as an outward manifestation of pathologies in the 
national psyche and Marxist–Leninist ideas a challenge to the stability of 
capitalist societies. Beyond the possibility of a military assault, the key 
concern was the subversion of the political process in European societies 
weakened by war and the encroachment of Soviet power through the 
spread of its model of government. Under the declared goal of preserving 
the ‘free’ societies and countering (‘containing’) the potential of Soviet 
material and ideological resources, the United States pursued a strategy 
aimed at attaining power over opinion in Europe, which took various 
forms: direct material support for resistance to communist forces in 
Greece under the Truman doctrine; the use of financial resources to 
re-establish a narrative of prosperity around capitalist economies in the 
West through the Marshall Plan; and the encouragement of European 
integration, economic and military, as a means of ‘locking in’ the liberal 
social model and the mutual cooperation needed to make it function.52 
With regard to the Eastern bloc, the perceived universal character of 
liberal ideas meant a continued appeal to the ‘peoples’ of other nations, 
whose interests and rights were understood to be in line with US liberal 
ideals. The rhetoric of freedom as a universal good transmitted through 
tools such as Radio Free Europe was intended to foster political dis-
content in societies under Soviet rule, as a source of advantage for the 
United States.53 In short, the vital security and economic interests of the 
United States in Europe were bound up inextricably with the ideological 
value attached to a wider liberal international order. Separating this US 
project out into neatly defined parcels representing material self-interest 
and the pursuit of ideological goals is a fool’s errand.54 

American ideas of order and their political upholders were not simply 
imposed on Europeans. Rather, as Ikenberry has argued, governments 
in Britain, France and other parts of Western Europe invited the US 
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presence.55 Soviet military capabilities arguably played an important 
part in motivating these countries to band together in subordinate 
roles within an American-led military alliance. Yet even if we read the 
post-war decade as one of military bipolarity between the United States 
and the Soviet Union, neorealism provides no automatic answer to the 
question of which side Europeans ought to have embraced. A neoclassical 
analysis shifts the focus from the neorealist preoccupation with threats 
onto the need for physical and ideational reconstruction, and the fact 
that both emerging ‘superpowers’ wrapped their respective victories over 
Nazi Germany in an idea of order promising a better life for suffering 
European societies. 

Material factors spilling over from wartime collaboration, such as 
financial debt owed to the United States, the distribution of armies 
and ad hoc administrative structures gave pragmatic incentives for the 
choice on the part of Western Europeans to prefer US ‘leadership’ to 
incorporation within the Soviet sphere of influence. An essential part 
of this choice was the conviction that liberal democracy and capitalism 
were superior forms of social organization compared with the Soviet 
model. This conviction was intertwined with the view that embracing 
US tutelage represented the best means of maximizing the status of their 
respective nations in the post-war order. Of course, the specific narrative 
varied in each national case: Britain wished to maintain its empire, or 
at least its great-power status as its grip on empire weakened; France 
sought rehabilitation of its status as a grand nation; and German leaders 
aimed fundamentally to redefine the country’s position in Europe as a 
pacific and responsible nation. In each case the view prevailed that these 
varying concerns could best be satisfied by seeking a role in a US-led 
Western order. In this context, the founding idea of NATO was not 
merely military deterrence but the creation of an alliance fostering the 
idea of a ‘Western civilization’.56 Factions sympathetic to the communist 
promise were in a difficult position, not least because of the US strategy 
of actively rewarding those politicians supporting liberal ideas and 
giving them a place as active participants in constructing the post-war 
system.57 American investments, most notably the Marshall Plan, gave 
credibility to the US commitment to supporting European reconstruc-
tion, and when economic recovery validated the promise of this system, 
Europeans willingly submitted to a degree of subordination. Although 
over the following four decades this degree was gradually reduced and 
some, like France, sought to establish their status outside American 
structures, overall, American hegemony remained the accepted condi-
tion in Western Europe. This, we argue, was not simply the product of 
a sentimental fondness for shared values but the expectation that such 
an arrangement would provide material and ideational benefits, and the 
subsequent belief that this expectation was paying off. 
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Extending the invitation

If the US–European alliance was created and sustained by a sense of 
mutual benefit from investing in liberal ideas of order, then there was no 
obvious reason to expect this incentive to disappear with the dissolution 
of the Soviet Union. Indeed, the fact that the United States could claim 
to have ‘won’ the Cold War, its swift military victory in Iraq in 1991 and 
its impressive economic growth in the 1990s appeared to validate the 
promise of the capitalist-democratic model as the ‘wave of the future’. 
US administrations thus could claim quasi-natural American leadership 
premised upon both military superiority and liberalism as the victori-
ous ideology, tempting a view of the United States as ‘bound to lead’.58 
Although throughout the 1990s US administrations avoided triumphalist 
rhetoric, they still actively propagated Western ideals. In Europe, an im-
portant aspect of the strategy of sustaining and expanding US hegemony 
focused on the post-Soviet space. The desire to integrate Eastern Europe 
into the liberal order took concrete form through the Support for East 
European Democracy (SEED) Act of 1989, which channelled significant 
resources and attention to nations in that region for the purpose of 
‘enabling them to overcome their past and become reliable, productive 
members of the Euro-Atlantic community of Western democracies’.59 

After 1993, this agenda was advanced most explicitly through NATO 
enlargement. US leaders continued to see the Atlantic Alliance as 
a useful vehicle for projecting power and sought to maintain it as the 
primary security institution in Europe.60 Most obviously US military pre-
ponderance ensured its dominance in NATO’s planning and command 
structure and in deciding when and how the organization was to be used. 
Viewing NATO as an alliance enhancing Western ideas of order, US 
commitment to the first round of enlargement was significantly driven 
by a mixture of ‘neo-Wilsonean ambitions with residual realpolitik about 
European stability’, topped off with the idea that democracies would 
make natural friends.61 The strong desire among Central European states 
to join NATO, noted below, meant that the United States merely had to 
issue the invitation and rhetorically confirm the benefits of the capitalist 
democratic system. The expected main benefit in doing so did not lie in 
the military realm but in enhancing the United States’ status as the leader 
of the ‘free world’ in Europe. Similar calculations motivated the George 
W. Bush administration to push for a second round of enlargement. The 
expectation that states from ‘new Europe’ would support the US liberal 
agenda compensated for the insufficient enthusiasm some ‘old’ European 
allies, such as Germany, showed for the Manichaean framework in which 
the United States cast the ‘war on terror’.62 

The US strategy was largely successful because Western European 
states had no reason to seriously question the benefits of the ‘winning 
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formula’ contained in the American model. They had internalized the 
body of ideas shared with the United States and had become successful 
co-architects of the Western liberal order, a role which had brought 
benefits and empowerment, not least by emerging on the ‘winning side’ 
of the Cold War. Close trade links across the Atlantic and the promises 
of ‘globalization’ were evaluated positively on both sides, and acceptance 
of continued US military dominance among West European societies 
was coupled with expectations that the United States would continue 
to underwrite a stable and prosperous European order. Promises such 
as those given by President Bush, Sr, to create a Europe ‘whole and free’ 
seemed to confirm that America would muster its resources towards 
this goal.63 There was thus a general sense that the United States would 
continue not only to lend credibility to NATO’s function as a deterrent, 
but also to support the integration of Europe along liberal ideas of order. 
Europeans also continued to be content with relying on the United States 
to deal with larger strategic questions and to carry the responsibility for 
military engagements. When in the wake of the Maastricht Treaty some 
Europeans played up the idea of the EU as sufficiently competent to solve 
conflict on the Balkans without American help, they soon backtracked 
and called for US military assistance, thereby affirming the latter’s status 
as Europe’s pacifier.64 

American hegemony was particularly welcomed in Central Europe, 
where the desire was strong to escape the Russian sphere of influence 
and join ‘the West’. The eagerness of these countries to obtain the status 
of NATO membership was in part driven by the deterrent quality of US 
military assets constraining a possibly resurgent Russia and a unified 
Germany. An equally strong motivation was the desire to be part of the 
‘winning club’ and to benefit from the order of political and economic 
liberalism. Hence, from the perspective of states like Poland, the willing 
submission to US tutelage was understood not so much as catering to 
a hegemon – a condition from which these states had, after all, just 
escaped – but as benefiting from its protective and supportive umbrella. 
The promise of NATO membership was a powerful vision which 
prompted governments in Central Europe to pursue domestic reforms 
and adopt Western ideas of ‘good governance’.65 European support for 
US hegemony was also demonstrated in the months following the attacks 
of 11 September 2001, when the US interpretation of what occurred 
as an assault on the values of Western civilization was accepted and 
prompted Europeans to invoke NATO’s article 5 for the first time and to 
follow the United States into Afghanistan and, in most cases, Iraq. 

In sum, US hegemony in Europe emerged and endured not simply 
because the United States had vast material resources but because the 
visions it propagated – that is, the ideas of order it promised – were 
considered attractive by Europeans. To be sure, European motives for 
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inviting the American presence were varied and require more careful 
analysis than offered here, yet the broader point is that they often met 
in the assessment that cooperation within a US-dominated alliance was 
beneficial. In other words, they saw US hegemony not so much as a con-
straining, let alone threatening condition but, rather, as one that guarded 
appreciated values and improved their status. 

Conclusion: disillusion is always around the corner

This chapter has suggested that neoclassical realism is well equipped to 
take account of ‘the power of promising ideas’ as part of an explanation 
for bandwagoning, and more generally as a component in understanding 
the relationship between hegemonic and subordinate states. The case of 
US–European relations illustrates that, while material conditions set the 
scene, the way in which actors interpreted potential rewards and defined 
their alliance preferences was entwined with ideology and a sense of 
mutual empowerment achieved through its shared pursuit. In conclu-
sion, having made the case for a ‘soft power’ perspective, it is necessary 
to direct attention to one important qualification of this argument. To 
retain realist credentials, it needs to maintain that if a relationship is 
held together primarily by the mutual belief in a promising future, and 
not also supported by structural pressures stemming from material 
capabilities and interests, it will ultimately prove to be a source of dis-
illusionment. This can be traced back to Carr’s point on the limits of 
propagating ideas across borders and to Morgenthau’s argument about 
the necessary connection between ideologies and material interests. As 
Morgenthau warns, ideologies may also weaken alliances by ‘obscuring 
the nature and limits of the common interests … and by raising expecta-
tions, bound to be disappointed, for the extent of concerted policies and 
actions’.66 In other words, the realist emphasis on material conditions 
holds that, eventually, they will trump even the most promising idea and 
generate disillusion among the parties. 

Exactly when disillusion occurs is a question that is difficult to 
answer in the abstract. In the case of transatlantic relations one can find 
a number of examples for such ‘reality checks’ on both sides, brought 
about by over-reliance on supposedly shared ideas. Just a few examples 
from the post-Cold War period are mentioned here. First, US hesitancy 
to get involved in Bosnia sowed doubts among Western Europeans 
regarding the American commitment to a shared idea of European 
security. Conversely, the trials of cooperative military operations over 
Kosovo undermined American faith in the usefulness of Europeans as 
effective allies in a shooting war. Franco-German opposition to the 2003 
invasion of Iraq, despite their expressions of solidarity with the United 
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States in the wake of ‘9/11’, caused great disappointment in Washington. 
Meanwhile, the Iraq experience and American backtracking on the 
promise to include them in the construction of a missile defence shield 
generated the feeling among Central Europeans that Washington was 
taking their support for granted. Such reality checks do not mean that 
the United States and Europeans have ceased to share ideas.67 However, 
they remind us that for strategies of hegemony and of bandwagoning to 
be sustainable they need to rely on more than well meant promises – 
they need to sustain a sense of mutual empowerment for the attainment 
of desired goals, including sustaining or improving national status. At the 
same time, in order to recognize disillusionment as an important politi-
cal phenomenon, we must start by recognizing the power of promising 
ideas have in generating expectations and their effect on behaviour. 

Thus, to return to this chapter’s central argument, neoclassical realism 
should be more sensitive to the role ideas can play in determining 
policy and shaping relationships, as a means of both domination and 
empowerment. Exploring these complex dynamics requires a sophisti
cated understanding of power on the part of realists. Rather than treating 
hegemony as a natural outcome of unipolarity, defined by military 
capabilities, neoclassical realists may benefit from engaging the original 
Gramscian understanding and its emphasis on ideology. In particular, 
analysts need to pay attention to the desires of small states and under-
stand how these states sometimes expect to benefit from aligning with 
a potential hegemon. The most obvious difficulty to be addressed by 
anyone taking this analytical approach forward lies in identifying what 
ideas, or types of ideas, appeal across borders and how they attract. 
Simultaneously, there is the challenge of identifying the limits set by 
material factors upon the way ideas may structure relations between 
states. Scholars wanting to remain classifiable as realists must system
atically incorporate the conviction that states will be punished for placing 
too much faith in the transnational glue of ideas and for losing sight of 
the need for material capacity to achieve objectives. A ‘reality check’ need 
not play out as a dead end for ideas, however. As Carr suggested, the 
relationship between idealism and materialism can be viewed as a dia-
lectical one, in which overly idealistic policies will eventually be reined in 
by material forces, and material reality challenged in turn by new ideas.68
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Towards neoclassical realist thinking  
in Russia?

Tatiana Romanova and Elena Pavlova

Even given the relatively recent emergence of international relations (IR) 
as a discipline, it is still at a young age in Russia. Its development there 
started in the Soviet Union in the 1970s but it was confined to Marxist 
critiques of other (bourgeois) schools, and most studies took place in 
Moscow, which made it easier to control their content. With the demise 
of the Soviet Union, Russia saw a rapid increase in IR studies. The disci
pline became much more pluralistic. However, it has stayed empirical 
rather than oriented towards the construction of distinct theoretical 
concepts. Various theoretical paradigms have been borrowed from the 
West to explain events or developments in Russia or elsewhere. For that 
very reason, there are limits to how far we can talk about the develop-
ment of IR theoretical studies in contemporary Russia.

Realism swiftly acquired a central role in Russian IR studies, for 
reasons explored below. Its application to empirical cases has ensured 
its firm link with official documents and speeches. Still, Russian realists 
have been quite heterogeneous, and in the course of the chapter we will 
identify historical, structuralist, geopolitical and politico-economic 
currents before coming to neoclassical realism. At the same time, 
Marxism was rejected due to the historical failure of communism in the 
Soviet Union, liberalism was judged to be too naive, and constructivism 
and post-structuralism were considered to be too specific and lacking 
real-world explanations. Studies of these paradigms in Russia were much 
more theoretical than empirical and their influence on the IR discipline 
in Russia has so far been marginal.

In Russia, neoclassical realism has only recently gained ground; in a 
nutshell, it is about ‘bringing the state back in’ to the debates about the 
international system and the pressure it exerts on national interests. At 
the same time, it has followed the Russian tradition, in that neoclassical 
realism has mostly been used for empirical purposes rather than for any 
sort of theoretical advance. Even those who are not neoclassical realists 
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sometimes have to apply its categories and lines of reasoning because 
this is the only paradigm that enjoys public support and that is reflected 
in the basic Russian foreign-policy documents.

In what follows we first explore in more detail the theoretical context 
of realist and neoclassical realist studies in Russia. We then turn to the 
ontology of (neoclassical) realism in Russia. We start with the three 
key filters that are pivotal for Russian neoclassical realists: the strong 
authority of the President; debates about Russian identity and about 
Russia belonging – or not – to the West/Europe; and the collision of hard 
security interests with the wish to maximize profit. We then examine 
how these ‘filters’ influence Russian debates on three categories, pivotal 
for Russian IR studies: polarity, national interest and neighbourhood/
coalitions. This is different from the conventional approach, which traces 
methodology and the evolution of the discipline rather than following 
the subject of research. However, our logic is determined by the nature of 
Russian realism; only through changes in the context of the three categor-
ies can we trace developments in Russian realist thinking. In doing so, we 
address both theoretical work and key Russian foreign-policy documents.

Realist studies in Russia in methodological context 

In the Soviet Union IR studies started in the 1970s but were limited to the 
Institute of World Economy and International Relations (IMEMO) and 
the Moscow Institute of International Relations (MGIMO). However, 
even these institutions produced – instead of their own theoretical 
research – only summaries and compilations of Western works, adding 
at the end a Marxist-Leninist critique. This was due to the specificity of 
humanities in the Soviet Union, the essence of which was that everything 
had already been formulated by the Communist Party and its ideology 
and there was no need to advance this knowledge. Thus the approach 
taken by these institutes was the only way to introduce at least some 
Soviet readers to Western thinking and trends in IR studies.

This ideological approach to world politics led to the prevalence of 
empirical studies over solid theoretical research and conceptualiza-
tion. The approach had a serious impact on post-Soviet IR studies. The 
transformation of the humanities in Russia started from the revision 
of history, from the effort to understand what really happened. As a 
result, it strengthened the development of IR from historical rather than 
philosophical roots.1

Certainly, the collapse of the Soviet Union led to the liberalization of 
research. Andrey Tsygankov and Pavel Tsygankov astutely identify three 
key tendencies of that time: pluralization, Westernization and isolation.2 
Pluralization emerged when Marxism lost its centrality in the Russian 
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social sciences and IR studies spread beyond Moscow establishments. 
Westernization and isolation are two poles of the same phenomenon. 
The former was due to the fact that knowledge-hungry Russian special-
ists addressed fundamental Western IR works, although this meant a lack 
of independent Russian studies; indeed, Alexei Bogaturov3 concluded 
in 2000 that Russian IR studies had for ten years concentrated only on 
mastering and absorbing Western works instead of producing original 
works. Isolation became a reaction to this Westernization and mani-
fested itself in a refusal to learn from sources outside Russia (and so any 
learning in the field was mostly empirical). 

Whether the development of IR studies is attributed to the period 
in which Russia aspired to break with the Soviet legacy,4 or to the ex
perience accumulated precisely in the Soviet period,5 (neo)realism 
promptly became the dominant IR theory in the new Russia. Various 
factors contributed to the strength of realist paradigms. First, Russia 
has been characterized by a powerful state machine in all periods, but 
especially in modern times. The post-Soviet decades of Russian history 
reconfirmed this trend. After a brief period of weak statehood in the 
1990s, the centrality of federal institutions, particularly that of the 
presidency, was re-established, and the ability of subnational entities and 
companies to design their policies was curtailed. The growing influence 
of powerful ministries reinforced this centrality of the state. Hence, the 
IR paradigm, which gives primacy to the state (i.e. primarily executive 
power), fits neatly in studies of Russia. 

Second, and linked to the first factor, foreign policy became an in-
strument to mobilize the support of the Russian population, and realism, 
which provides a simplistic explanation of state motives, became an 
attractive methodology. This tendency was exacerbated by the fact 
that throughout the 1990s and into the new millennium the emphasis 
was on the empirical application of IR, while non-applied research was 
not properly supported and the development of more theoretical IR 
thinking (which one Russian scholar famously called textbooks for senior 
students) was not encouraged.

Third and last, all strands of realism provided the basis for consensus 
among the political elite. Most analysts, especially those who were close 
to the Kremlin and other parts of the executive branch, were ardent sup-
porters of this paradigm. This, in turn, led to the all-permeating presence 
of realist thinking in numerous documents and statements related to 
Russian foreign policy. This, however, does not mean that other schools 
(liberalism, neo-Marxism, constructivism) did not develop. However, 
they have thus far been much less influential in Russian social sciences 
and marginal to the discussions of the political elite.

Andrei Tsygankov and Pavel Tsygankov 6 as well as Alexander 
Sergounin7 have called Russian realists derzhavniki (i.e. those who 
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support the great statehood of Russia). More recently, however, 
Sergounin8 recognized two currents in Russian realist thinking, real-
politik and geopolitics/Eurasianism, a typology that emphasizes the 
importance of the identity debate in Russia.

Tatiana Shakleina and Alexei Bogaturov9 describe six approaches to 
Russian realism: systemic-historic, which dates back to 1970s Soviet 
research; structural,10 which emphasizes Russia’s relations with the 
West; geopolitical, which conceptualizes the specificity of the Russian 
position in both Europe and Asia; political sociological; political psy-
chological; and, finally, political economic. These classifications certainly 
remain important, as they demonstrate the dividing lines in Russian 
(neo)realism and its pluralization. Moreover, they reveal some of the 
features of Russian neoclassical realism, which is developing on this basis 
and which certainly exploits the arguments about Russian identity and, 
to a lesser extent, the specificity of Russian interests abroad (security and 
politics but also economics). There is also more than a hint of the nascent 
interest in psychology and sociology, for example in relation to how the 
Russian polity perceives the pressure of the world system. 

Although these studies certainly provide early signs of neoclassical 
realism in Russia, it is hardly possible to talk about well defined realist 
schools in Russia. This is mainly due to the lack of fundamental, 
non-applied studies and the plethora of analytical papers and applied 
research that make use of various ideas. Moreover, which concepts and 
approaches are borrowed depends on the goal pursued rather than on 
methodological clarity and consistency. Therefore, we use the differ
entiation between various strands of realism below mainly for analytical 
purposes. 

Neoclassical realism is relatively new to Russian researchers and con-
sequently many recent works do not differentiate between neorealism 
and neoclassical realism. Valery Konyshev, for example, analyses neo-
classical realism as one of the trends in contemporary US neorealism.11 
Moreover, the term ‘neoclassical realism’ has been used in Russia to 
describe neorealism.12

The recent popularity of neoclassical realism among Russian scholars 
is largely due to the writings of Fareed Zakaria, whose analysis of US 
politics immediately attracted attention. Zakaria’s appeal in turn was due 
to Newsweek (he was editor of Newsweek International and he wrote a 
column for Newsweek itself ), his use of fairly simplistic realist categories, 
and his critique of the United States and thoughts about its decreas-
ing influence in some spheres.13 However, we have witnessed a gradual 
shift in the approach to Zakaria’s works, from an emphasis on empirical 
materials to a greater stress on theory. An increasing number of Russian 
scholars now use his ideas to rethink Russian politics and Russia’s inter-
actions in the international arena.
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From around 2009 we have therefore seen a more specific interest in 
neoclassical realism. On the one hand, some summaries and critiques of 
the basic categories of neoclassical realism have appeared. On the other 
hand, Russian scholars have tried to construct an alternative picture of 
world politics with the help of the neoclassical realism. Neither approach 
has been without flaws. For instance, Ivan Chikharev tried to marry neo-
liberalism and neoclassical realism in developing his vision of a ‘smart 
power’.14 Timofei Bordachev interpreted neoclassical realism as a depar-
ture from a traditional approach to the vision that ascribes a primary, 
definitive role to various sets of internal politics within the international 
system.15 He concluded that the rise of neoclassical realism is due to the 
weakening of (crude military) power.

Three specific Russian filters have shaped the development of Russian 
neoclassical realism: the political system, with the dominance of the 
all-powerful President; an unresolved identity question, with national 
identity oscillating between belonging to Europe and becoming a Eurasian 
power; and conflict between economic interests (profit maximization) 
and an improvement in political status as well as hard security preoccu-
pations. These filters are examined below before we get to the debates 
about polarity, the national interest and neighbours/coalitions. 

Filters in question: what determines the specificity of Russian 
neoclassical realism? 

The particularity of the political system

The Russian polity is distinct from that of many other countries because 
it was constructed around one post (or even one person), namely the 
President of Russia. The roots of this phenomenon go back to the charis-
matic Russian tsars. The tsar was substituted by the Communist Party 
after the October 1917 revolution, thus interrupting the construction of 
civil society. After 1990 the President and administration (‘the Kremlin’) 
replaced the Political Bureau of the Communist Party, which had been 
responsible for the design of the internal and external policies of the 
Soviet Union.16 

Foreign policy had always been regarded as the domain of the tsar, the 
Politburo or the President, with little space reserved for interest groups 
or civil society. The early 1990s were a slight exception but Vladimir 
Putin’s reaffirmation of the centrality of the state re-established this 
tradition. The influence of the Russian parliament, interest groups or 
civil society on foreign policy remains marginal. Putin’s statement in 
2010 (when the former President was Prime Minister) that he was ‘fed 
up with making foreign policy’ and that this was currently the domain 
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of President Dmitry Medvedev, who was ‘doing his work with high 
quality’,17 is illustrative.

Debates on the particular interests and options open to Russia within 
the international system are deprived of any meaning by the absence of 
domestic players capable of challenging the authority of the President. It 
also logically restricts the scope of neoclassical realism in Russia. Jeffrey 
Taliaferro, Steven Lobell and Norrin Ripsman rightly argue that 

neoclassical realists … expect policy to deviate from the require-
ments of systemic imperatives when the state has limited authority 
to conduct foreign policy, when there are many domestic veto players 
in the policy process, when domestic opposition to the government’s 
policy is high, or under other domestic political circumstances that 
impede policy flexibility.18

At the same time, the specificity of Russian foreign and domestic 
policy is that it presupposes rationality and intelligence on the part of 
political leaders. On the one hand, it strengthens the realist tradition with 
its belief in the rationality of all decisions. On the other hand, it deprives 
political deliberation over policy choices of any meaning. Simplistic 
political analysis, therefore, makes neoclassical realism marginal. 

The only exception to have surfaced so far was the widening debate 
about the (plausible) competition between the charismatic and extremely 
popular Putin, who in 2008 moved to the position of Prime Minister, and 
the President, Medvedev, whose political and leadership ambitions were 
said to be on the rise, and who was viewed as gradually emancipating 
himself from Putin. 

In a sense, the fake respect for democracy and the constitution in 
2008, when Putin was ineligible to run for a further term as President, 
led to the return of some power to the government and at the time even 
provoked tension between the President and the government/Prime 
Minister (evident in their debates about the appropriate reaction to the 
events in Libya). If competition between the two became overt, neo-
classical realism could get a more prominent position in Russia. However, 
the prospects for this became dim by the end of 2011, when it became 
evident that Putin was going to stand in the presidential elections again.

Between Europe and Eurasia? The issue of identity

The debate about Russia’s (non-)belonging to the West/Europe19 dates 
back to the eighteenth century and to the transformation initiated by 
Peter the Great, who sought to bring Russia closer to Europe, thus making 
it an essential part of European politics. (Some authors trace it to an 
earlier period, when Russia, emerging from the Mongol yoke, came into 
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contact with European countries and monarchies.20) In summary, due to 
its geographical position, history and culture, Russia can be examined as 
a part of Europe, as ‘another Europe’ (on a par with Western Europe), as 
a non-Europe (a Eurasia entity), or, more recently, as part of the West but 
not part of Europe.21 The idea of Russia belonging to Europe has always 
been a stumbling block for realists. Being socially constructed, this 
category of belongingness conflicted with efforts to define Russia’s real 
role in the region, to understand Russia’s objective and material interests. 

The debates about Russia belonging to Europe (or not) presuppose 
that Moscow should (or should not) follow the European path of develop-
ment and imitate all its political, bureaucratic and economic institutions; 
or whether it has to stand by itself, reaffirming its Eurasian identity and 
grouping other countries around itself. Internal interpretations of this 
dilemma have been the basis for various external initiatives. Moreover, 
throughout its history Russia has tried to reconcile the two options 
(being in Europe and being by itself ) without actually choosing one. This 
debate has so far been the most important and the most speculative filter 
in Russia and, hence, has the largest potential to shape the specificity of 
Russian neoclassical realism.

What interests? Between enhancing political power and maximizing 
economic benefits

The third factor specific to Russia today is that it oscillates between two 
different tendencies. On the one hand, the security services prevail. 
Most of these are successors to the all-powerful Soviet KGB and they 
have fully recovered their position after experiencing a downgrading in 
the 1990s. Today, all events are believed to have security implications 
and are, therefore, analysed through that prism. Moreover, the role of 
the security services has been enhanced because they have always been 
viewed by Putin as the only source of objective and unbiased information. 
Furthermore, scarce resources are used to enhance the standing of Russia 
in the world, to return it a great-power status. This is one explanation why, 
for example, Moscow strives to access the World Trade Organization as a 
developed country, or seeks to develop a new regime for energy explora-
tion and supply (instead of the Energy Charter, for example).

On the other hand, Russia strives to maximize its profit from the 
sale of oil and natural gas, or from the export of nuclear technologies 
or space exploration. Both Putin and Medvedev have stressed the need 
to create all the conditions necessary for Russian companies to succeed 
abroad. It has been argued on a number of occasions that Putin is much 
more aware of oil and gas prices than of the number of warheads in a 
particular location.22
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These Russian external interests are frequently associated with the 
liberal approach to markets and economic relations but not necessarily 
free markets, at least in the way they are generally understood in the 
West. The logic of profit maximization has, for example, determined 
the non-liberalization of the Russian gas market as well as the closing of 
forty-two sectors of the Russian economy to foreign investors seeking 
majority shares. 

Profit maximization frequently competes with security considerations 
and the outcome of this competition is not always easy to predict. This 
competition between political/security and profit-maximization logics is 
the third filter that is of interest to neoclassical realists in Russia.

Towards neoclassical realist thinking in Russia:  
three issues in focus

Polarity and Russia 

Polarity has so far been the most important issue for both (neo)realists 
and those who apply neoclassical realist paradigms in Russia. The largest 
part of Russian IR writing is devoted to this problem. It is also well docu-
mented in various foreign-policy documents. The question of polarity 
entered the Russian agenda in the mid-1990s, when Russia became dis
illusioned with unrestrained cooperation with the West. 

Few writers, however, have attempted to define what polarity means. 
Bogaturov’s writings23 provide a rare exception. He argued that a multi-
polar world is composed of several comparable poles, while a unipolar 
or bipolar system is characterized by the contrast between one or two 
centres of power and the rest of the system. On this basis, Bogaturov, 
in a structuralist way, argued that the world was characterized by uni-
polarity, with the United States being placed at the centre of the system. 
However, he maintained that this unipolarity had a pluralistic nature;24 
in other words, the United States cooperated with the major powers in 
directing global development. Moreover, the United States and its allies 
used non-global (NATO) or informal (G8) institutions to further its 
leadership.25 

Supporters of the systemic-historic approach argued for more 
simplistic models. One is that the world is unipolar, with the United 
States exploiting a decrease in the power of multilateral forums such 
as the United Nations.26 They would also maintain that today’s system, 
due to unipolarity and the asymmetrical leadership of the United States, 
is less democratic than it was during the Cold War.27 Moreover, it has 
also incorporated negative imperial patterns28 reminiscent of the Soviet 
Union.29 
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Other systemic-historic realists would maintain that the world is 
multipolar. One variation is to interpret multipolarity as a competition of 
ideas and values, of civilizations, of the ability to challenge the dominant 
discourse.30 Another interpretation of multipolarity is to say that the 
United States is counterbalanced each time by a different actor (i.e., 
China or the European Union when it comes to the economy, or Russia 
in the military field).31 Finally, Russia (as well as some other actors) can 
aspire to become a pole due to their geopolitical position, energy re-
sources, intellectual potential, membership of particular international 
organizations, or nuclear power.32 In this vision, Russian influence in the 
post-Soviet space contributed to it becoming a pole. 

Some systemic-historic realists argue that the multipolar world can 
actually be quite dangerous for Russia, because too many potential poles 
are located within the immediate proximity of Russia and can, therefore, 
lead to centrifugal processes.33

Researchers who are close to the structuralist paradigm have recently 
argued that it would be useful to recreate a nineteenth-century concert 
of powers which govern the world on the basis of shared views, ‘with the 
participation of the USA, Europe, Russia, Japan, India, most probably 
China’.34 This view is close to the idea of pluralist unipolarity but pre-
supposes a further decline in US influence. Yet another modification 
of the pluralist unipolarity is a model according to which the future of 
the world is essentially determined by four players: the United States, 
Europe, China and India.35 

A more recent systemic-historian version of polarity argues that US 
influence is decreasing but is not being compensated by the growth of 
any one power, which might lead, in fact, to the absence of any pole 
in the near future.36 Russia has to adapt to this situation internally 
through economic restructuring, modernization, improvement of its 
demographic situation and upgrading of its resources in order to meet 
its international ambitions.37 Although multipolarity does not catch the 
headlines, the geopolitical assumption is that Russia has the potential to 
be an independent pole in IR due to its history and traditions. 

Finally, Serguei Afontsev approaches the ‘polarity’ problem from the 
political economy perspective. He argues that Russia and China can 
make today’s world multipolar. Moscow draws its strength from energy, 
investment capabilities and military power, while China’s advantage lies 
in the increase of its share in the International Monetary Fund and in 
its effort to establish a free trade area with the Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations (ASEAN).38 

Three preliminary conclusions can be drawn. First, Russian discussions 
have drifted towards the concept of the ‘entropy of power’ 39 (although 
without using this term). At the same time, the idea of ‘balancing’ the 
United States through various means has played a prominent part. 
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Second, two domestic filters have grown in importance in these debates. 
One is Russian identity, with clear differentiation of Russia from the West, 
while preserving the claims of being a European country. Another one is 
the competition of politics/security versus profit-making agendas. Third, 
structuralist and historic realists have been most influential in developing 
elements of a neoclassical realist vision of polarity in Russia. The peculiar-
ity of the debates on polarity in Russia is that they have always been in line 
with the official discourse on international relations. The appointment of 
Eugeny Primakov (a vehement proponent of multipolarity) to the position 
of the Minister of Foreign Affairs in 1996 coincided with the intensifica-
tion of the debates on multipolarity and with criticism of unipolarity. 

The current trend is for an encouragement of multipolarity, reaffirm-
ing its presence through various means. Both Putin, while President,40 
and Sergey Lavrov, Minister of Foreign Affairs,41 have emphasized 
cultural pluralism and acceptance of various civilizations as the basic 
norms for international relations. This means that multipolarity is mostly 
conceptualized today as having an ideational and civilizational basis 
(with Russia being a distinct part of the European civilization). 

The 2008 Russian Foreign Policy Concept42 mentions nascent multi
polarity only once, as an undisputed fact, substituting it mostly with 
multilateralism and civilizational pluralism. Similarly, the 2009 National 
Security Concept mentions a cooperative multipolar world as a key 
strategic interest of Russia, while stressing multivector diplomacy. This 
might be a way to bypass the notion of balancing, which underlies 
multipolarity, in favour of the entropy of power. A relatively new notion 
of a polycentric world, introduced by Lavrov and based on multivector 
diplomacy and non-confrontation in the pursuit of national interests,43 
should also be viewed through the ‘entropy of power’ perspective. 
Promoting a transfer from undemocratic unipolarity to multipolarity 
(with cooperation rather than balancing; with Russia being accorded one 
of the key roles) Russia clearly adopts a revisionist strategy to today’s 
IR. Furthermore, the Foreign Policy Concept stresses ‘equality, mutual 
respect and mutually beneficial cooperation as well as the norms of 
international law’.44 It therefore implies that Russia no longer seeks to be 
recognized as a part of the West but rather views itself as an equal par-
ticipant in international relations, hence the dilemma of whether Russia 
is European or Eurasian is solved at present in favour of being a part of 
both, while needing the recognition of neither. 

National interests: security versus business

‘National interest’ is a category of prime importance for realists. However, 
its study remains relatively new within Russia. Even ‘national security’ 
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was notoriously absent from the discourse of politicians and political 
scientists45 until the 1990s. Debates on the national interest in the Soviet 
period were circumscribed by the need to see international security as 
achievable only through the transformation of the whole system of inter-
national relations. The concept of soft security (as opposed to crude 
military security) was introduced in Russia in the 1990s.46 Since then, 
concerns over economic challenges, financial (in)stability, information 
security and, increasingly, sustainable development and climate change 
have gained centrality. Globalization has similarly become a central 
concern that requires a transformation of national security and an ad-
justment of national interests.

Growing attention has been paid to the internal stability of Russia, 
to the strength of its institutions and policy processes as well as to the 
needs for its internal modernization and market development. These 
ideas have also gradually worked their way into the official documents of 
the Russian Federation. At the same time, hard security issues (including 
military aspects and counter-intelligence) were not abandoned. Security 
thinking permeated all spheres, and the security implications of virtu-
ally all activities have come under close scrutiny. They naturally were 
reflected in the basic foreign-policy documents of Russia as well. All 
these trends required a conceptual basis.

Systemic-historic analysts came to associate the national interest with 
Russia’s ability to respond to the challenges of globalization and the trans-
formation of the international order. In their view, Russia has little choice 
as regards the process of globalization, which is objective and indepen-
dent. What choice there is, however, is between entering the process of 
globalization consciously (i.e. keeping in mind its interests and goals 
as well as its strong and weak points) and passive drifting. Therefore, 
Russia’s key task, according to this view, is not only to maintain its territ-
ory but also to use it rationally.47 For some conservative systemic-historic 
analysts, Russian national interests are also linked with the recognition 
of its specificity, of its peculiar history and the traditions of the Russian 
empire (i.e., the refusal of Westernization or Europeanization).48 

Russian structuralists, on the other hand, hold that globalization is 
managed and directed by the United States. Therefore, key challenges to 
Russian national security and to its interests will emerge from unipolarity 
and more specifically from an aggressive Washington.49 The alternative is 
to further its own vision of global governance.50

Representatives of the geopolitical school would argue along similar 
lines, insisting that Russia capitalize on its capabilities and potential 
to get ‘a stable position in the world system’.51 Its most recent branch 
(geo-economic) would insist that Russian national interests should 
increasingly coincide with the interests of its key financial and indus-
trial groups (i.e., leading companies, which can restructure the space 
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and accumulate resources, knowledge and wealth and thus further the 
interests of the state).52 

Last but not least, realists assess what qualities a state needs to remain 
competitive in the globalizing environment. Nearly all realists would 
admit the importance of energy resources. They therefore recommend 
that Russia pay particular attention to this sphere, guaranteeing its 
energy security through close links between the state and companies,53 
on the one hand, and through a cautious policy of agreements with third 
countries, on the other.54 At the same time, they rightly argue that Russia 
should diversify its economy instead of relying on the export of energy 
resources to the developed world.55 In particular, they stress the need to 
borrow technologies from the West to catch up with it and to guarantee 
drastic renovation of production capacities. Otherwise, Russia will lose its 
economic competitiveness, based on knowledge and innovation.56 They 
therefore encourage the development of Russian science and research57 
and the enhancement of a Russian role in relation to the Internet.58 

For representatives of all strands of Russian realism, national interests 
are ensured in all spheres through a strong state (i.e. the executive 
branch of the government, President and Prime Minister). They differ, 
however, on the priorities which this strong executive power is to pursue. 
Hence, two filters are of particular importance for national interests and 
national security and the nascent neoclassical realism debates on it: one 
is the strength of the executive power; the other one is a nearly overt 
conflict between economic interests/profit-making and hard security. 
Interestingly, the identity filter is of less importance for debates on 
national interest, which can be explained by the growing confidence of 
the Moscow leadership that Russia is an entity on its own, a European 
one, and with no need to fight for the recognition of its Europeanness. 

The neoclassical realist thinking on national interest will grow out 
of the systemic-historic analysts’ ideas on globalization and the Russian 
role in it. Its second source will be provided by political economists and 
geopolitical thinking on the nature of real interests in today’s world 
(where the economy and profit-making will be overtaking the previously 
exclusively hard security domain).

The Russian National Security Concept59 stresses the need to 
guarantee the interests of the individual, society and the state. It then 
continues that Russia has enough resources to manage globalization 
and to become one of the leaders thereof. The Concept also argues that 
the national interests of Russia will be negatively affected by the uni
lateral power politics of other states. Therefore, the Concept structures 
Russian national interests in line with the logics of the systemic-historic 
and structuralist-realist currents. At the same time, the Concept is not 
coherent in defining how Russia plans to harness globalization. Instead, 
having mentioned globalization, it concentrates on either traditional 
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elements of security (national defence, state security, the security of 
Russian society more generally, non-interference in domestic affairs and 
equality of countries), for example energy security, which constitutes a 
source of strength but certainly does not make it a leader in globaliza-
tion. Science, technology and education appear only briefly, towards the 
end of the document. 

The document seems to be patchy, drafted by several interest groups, 
and reflects the conflict between an orientation towards moderniza-
tion and the market economy, on the one hand, and an orientation to 
hard security, on the other hand. Moreover, the hard security and old-
fashioned definition of national interest clearly prevail, which essentially 
over-securitizes all spheres of life and justifies further enforcement of 
the power ministries. Finally, despite the emphasis on the interests of 
the individual and society, the interests and security of the state are all-
permeating. This is a further illustration of the specificity of the Russian 
political system, with its emphasis on the all-powerful executive branch. 

All these inconsistencies, however, reflect that the state is not as 
monolithic as it used to be and the pressure of the international environ
ment is perceived differently by various actors. It could be said that 
today’s Russia represents a useful empirical test of neoclassical realism.

The 2008 conflict with Georgia over South Osetia and Abkhazia 
provides yet another excellent illustration of how national interests are 
increasingly expressed in neoclassical realist terms. Russia’s military 
intervention in another state would have been much easier to justify in 
terms of peace-keeping and humanitarian reasons. Yet Russia preferred to 
stress the sufferings of Russian civilians.60 Moscow, therefore, emphasized 
that its reaction to the conflict was a result of an interaction with civil 
society. In doing so, Russia also once again emerged as a revisionist state.

It was further reaffirmed in the statements of Putin,61 who then, 
interestingly, continued that Russian companies should invest in 
Abkhazia because it is in their interests to do so and the state would 
encourage and support them. By doing this he appeased not only hard 
security but also economic interests within Russia, ensuring the balance 
between the two competing sets of interests. 

Neighbourhood, temporary coalitions and the search for unity

The final element of realist thinking which permeates Russian writings is 
that of coalition-building and a search for unity. It is firmly linked with 
Russian debates about belonging to the West/Europe or being by itself 
and thus looking to design a coalition of its own.

Most representatives of the systemic-historic school of Russian 
realism argue that Russia must consider the conditions with which it can 
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and should join Europe/the West to maximize its power in the world. 
They would remind us, however, that efforts to integrate Russia with 
the West without due attention to national interests led to attempts on 
the part of the West to establish control over Russian territory, to push 
it out of its sphere of influence (i.e. post-Soviet space) and to exploit its 
national resources.62 

The pragmatic turn towards cooperation with the West strengthened 
in this millennium. The idea is to resolve shared problems but on 
conditions which are acceptable to Russia and minimizing any de-
pendence on the West. The likelihood of Russian ‘emancipation’ will 
depend on developments in the world and in such (potential) partners 
as the European Union and China,63 which present alternative sources 
of innovation. 

For some representatives of structural realism, Russia is a part of a 
single global system and for them, therefore, the whole discussion is 
meaningless.64 Russian political economists would support this point of 
view. Other representatives of structuralist realism would maintain that 
Russia, the West and the East can coexist indefinitely without actual 
integration.65 The specificity of Russian history, its size and structure of 
interests will, in their view, prevent it from becoming a part of the West 
within the next ten years.66 

Russian geopolitical realists also present a wide spectrum of views. 
Some of them imply that the West is not (yet) ready to embrace Russia, 
owing to historical stereotypes. For this reason, they argue, Russia 
should not integrate with the West/Europe.67 For other geopoliticians, 
it is not a question of the West’s readiness; rather, staying outside and 
combining specific Western features with oriental and Russian tradi-
tions, Russia can preserve its specificity and become a new power in 
international relations.68

In summary, the identity filter has been key in Russian policy 
towards its partners and towards the construction of coalitions. At the 
same time, the competition between economic interests and the hard 
security agenda is gaining strength. In adopting a pragmatic, cooperative 
approach while paying attention to the identity debates, neoclassical 
realism will, on the issue of neighbourhood and temporary coalitions, 
draw on the systemic and geopolitical (neo)realist approaches.

Three further things are to be noted. One is that the cherished 
European identity is not the driving force in Moscow’s coalitions. 
Secondly, being confident, Russia no longer needs proof of its European 
credentials and reserves the right to decide on its coalitions pragmatic
ally. In other words, economically motivated behaviour and strategic 
security interests will in future prevail over further affirmation of a 
European identity. Finally, most writers are cautious about any sort of 
reconstruction of the Russian empire. They therefore challenge the thesis 
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of William Wohlforth that there is ‘a bias towards expansion’,69 which is 
central to Russian history. The inherent belief is that – to use neoclassical 
realist terminology – when the ‘entropy of power’ prevails, the regional 
level becomes more important and has to be (re)constructed but on the 
basis of pragmatic involvement as opposed to over-stretch.

Russia’s Foreign Policy Concept70 maintains that the West has tried 
to contain Russia, but Moscow insists on equality and a multilateral 
approach to international relations. Moreover, Sergey Lavrov bluntly 
states that current developments are characterized by the synthesis of 
various civilization models and also by their dynamic competition.71 This 
statement implies that Russia does not intend to integrate itself with the 
West but would prefer to cooperate with it if the parties have shared 
interests in doing so.

Furthermore, the Russian attitude towards the European Union has 
become pragmatic to the point of being cynical. Instead of treating it as 
a single bloc, Russia opts for cooperation with those individual member 
states that are willing to cooperate and stand up for their promises. 
In other words, economic and security pragmatism clearly rules over 
ideational preferences. 

The recent document about how foreign relations are to further 
Russian modernization is an excellent illustration of this approach.72 
While the European Union is the first specific partner to be discussed, 
it is not mentioned in the key goal-oriented introductory paragraphs. 
Moreover, a brief enumeration of cooperation points with the European 
Union is followed by a more extensive elaboration of dialogues with 
various states. This very document also elaborates along similar lines 
Russian cooperation with Asia (Asia–Pacific Economic Cooperation, 
Shanghai Cooperation Organization, ASEAN) and individual countries.

The importance of various structures on the post-Soviet space has 
been stressed in every single foreign-policy document (Concepts, 
National Security Strategy, various speeches, etc.). However, pragmatism 
again is gaining ground and the wish of Russia to integrate at any cost has 
receded. Instead, common challenges such as modernization and soft 
and hard security issues are stressed. 

All these coalitions can obviously be conceptualized as the belief 
of Russia in the gradual entropy of power and in the regionalization 
of international relations at a time of weakening unipolarity.73 A new 
Russian term for this process is ‘deglobalization’, which is caused by 
both financial crisis and fundamental systemic shifts. It was coined by 
Lavrov in September 2010.74 As a result of deglobalization, according to 
his vision, regional structures volunteer to take more responsibility for 
governance, and Russia has to participate in them and – where possible – 
shape them. Thus, current Russian practice is an embodiment of nascent 
neoclassical realist ideas.
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Conclusion

Analysing the early development of Russian realism, Sergounin75 argued 
that it has thus far been a powerful school of thought. Moreover, he argued 
that realist writings also led to at least three positive results: greater pre-
dictability of Russian foreign policy; help in overcoming the divide between 
Eurasianism/Westernization; and the articulation of Russian interests.76 

This chapter has demonstrated the evolution of the three key realist 
notions (polarity, national interest and neighbourhood/coalitions) in 
today’s Russian IR thinking and political practice. We have claimed that 
neoclassical realism has so far mostly developed in Russia on the basis 
of systemic-historic realism, which further strengthened its empirical 
bias. However, neoclassical realism in Russia has the potential to borrow 
creatively from structural, political economic and geopolitical currents, 
depending on the issue in focus. We also introduced three filters that 
determine the specificity of Russia’s neoclassical realism. They are 
the overpowerful executive branch, identity debates, and the clash of 
the economic and security agendas. We believe that identity and the 
competition between the economic and political agendas condition the 
current outcome of the discussion on polarity, national interests and 
neighbourhood/coalitions. Strong executive power, concentrated in the 
hands of the President and the Prime Minister, however, limit the imme-
diate prospects for neoclassical realism in Russia.

Another reason for the growing popularity of neoclassical realist 
thinking in Russia is provided by foreign-policy practice. Most concep-
tual foreign-policy documents as well as visionary speeches stress the 
need for a national, pragmatic, specifically Russian approach to world 
politics. The aspiration to design a specific place for Russia in the inter-
national system serves as an additional stimulus. The dynamics between 
political and economic interests is key here, while identity debates are 
being sidelined due to the growing self-confidence of Moscow.

Finally, an essential element that will contribute to the specificity of 
neoclassical realism in Russia is its very limited normative dimension. 
Borrowing ideas from neo-institutionalism and constructivism will allow 
Russian realist scholars and politicians to upgrade their approaches and 
methodological tools, to claim that they are in line with methodological 
developments while not challenging their cynical attitude to the role of 
norms and ideas.
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Conclusion: the future of neoclassical 
realism in Europe

Asle Toje and Barbara Kunz

The post-Cold War decade saw a profound shift in the academic 
approach to international relations. In Europe the shift was towards a 
near-singular focus on structures as social constructs and on patterns of 
cooperation (as opposed to conflict) in courses on international relations 
and European integration. The intellectual climate was conducive to 
idealism, moralism and legalism. This was coupled with notions regard
ing the benign influence of mass public opinion on foreign policy. The 
prevalent view was that if not the international system as a whole, then 
surely European politics had turned a corner and that the future would 
be determined by supranational governance and ‘global values’. The 
European experience dovetailed with American debates on the ‘end of 
history’.1 These views were accompanied by ceaseless summiteering, 
institution-building and a belief shared in Europe and the United States 
alike that liberal states had an obligation to further economic liberalism 
and democracy on a global scale. 

In the first decade of the 2000s several of these assumptions were 
challenged. The interventions in Iraq and Afghanistan if anything high-
lighted the limitations of military power, the travails of nation-building 
and the lack of unity in European foreign policy. And the notion that 
interstate wars was a thing of the past was proven wrong by the 2008 
Georgian–Russian conflict. European and Western institutions proved 
unable to prevent or address the global economic crisis that started in 
the autumn of 2008. The debt crisis that spilled into Europe in September 
2009 appears to have changed the dynamics of European politics. The 
grandiose failure of the attempts to introduce a European constitution 
certainly contributed to the erosion of the belief in integration as an 
unstoppable force of history. 

Since then, Europe has been experiencing a creeping renationaliz
ation of politics. Country after country is now attempting to take back 
the sovereignty they once willingly sacrificed in pursuit of a collective 
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ideal, often pressured by domestic public opinion. In a new economic 
reality, the ‘enlightened self-interest’ that allowed European states to cede 
powers to Brussels appears to have been replaced by policies derived 
from narrowly defined national interest, where the one country’s rescue 
package is considered the other country’s lost pensions. Similarly, opinion 
polls across Europe confirm that electorates are increasingly hostile 
to globalization and integration. It seems common solutions have lost 
their appeal for many Europeans. They wonder what the Union does for 
them, and they ask themselves whether it is all worth the trouble. In any 
case, the on-going crisis in (or, as some would argue, of ) the eurozone is 
there to prove one of neoclassical realism’s key points: domestic (budget) 
constraints definitely do shape state behaviour, as practitioners of the 
Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) constantly repeat these 
days, irrespective of any perceptions about the system held in Paris, 
Berlin or London.

At the time of writing (January 2012) European writers are increas-
ingly questioning the analytical assumptions prevalent in Europe’s 
most recent past. The European constructivist schools in international 
affairs have been predominantly idealist. Wishful thinking has often 
prevailed over critical analysis, discourse analysis over actual patterns 
of behaviour and especially external constraints, and few attempts have 
been made at a quantitative analysis of existing facts or available means. 
It is particularly for this reason that, sorting through the remains of the 
post-Cold War interlude, neoclassical realism will be a relevant, indeed 
indispensable tool for analysis. And it appears that this school of thought 
is gaining ground. In November 2011 there were 858 publications on 
‘neoclassical realism’, regionally and internationally, if we are to believe 
Google Scholar. One year previously the figure was little more than half, 
467. No citation index is entirely reliable, but Google Scholar has been 
shown to correlate well with other scholarly indexes. In any case, and 
contrary to how things were just a couple of years ago, European scholars 
of international relations are now aware of neoclassical realism.

And neoclassical realism is becoming an increasingly rich intellec-
tual tradition. Indeed, Shiping Tang claims that neoclassical realism 
‘is where the action is’, because, for those with a realist inclination, 
as Randall Schweller puts it, the alternative is that of ‘highly abstract, 
purely structural-systemic theories’.2 As a result, an increasing number 
of scholars today identify themselves as neoclassical realists. These have 
sought to counter Stephen Walt’s critique that neoclassical realism ‘tends 
to incorporate domestic variables in an ad hoc manner’.3 The more neo-
classical realism moves beyond being a mere extension of neorealism 
designed to compensate for the latter’s lacunae – that is, the more 
‘European’ it gets in terms of emphasizing the ‘classical’ in its label – 
the broader its intellectual foundation. And the broader the intellectual 
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foundation, the more interesting it is to apply this new analytical frame-
work, in order to explain and understand international politics.

The points made in the book

The chapters in this book cover a number of countries and a host of 
theoretical dilemmas. Each scholar is, of course, worth studying in his 
and her own right but, collectively, do they help us answer the question 
of the budding neoclassical realist tradition’s relevance in the new con-
ditions in international relations as the post-Cold War era is drawing to 
an end? What this book suggests is that the domestic perspective is an 
essential element when analysing how competing ideational forces help 
explain foreign-policy formation in response to the incentives offered 
by the international system. Taking in detailed accounts of contextual 
factors in foreign-policy decisions is a prerequisite to appreciating the 
nation-state as the nexus of both the political and the cultural forces that 
make up the identity of the state and the practices of its foreign policies. 

Neoclassical realism employs as intervening variables both the incen-
tives provided by the international system and the internal proclivities 
facing states, and through this generates more nuanced explanations of 
the making of foreign policy. The case studies illustrate that national 
interests – also when they are conducted in concert – arise to no small 
degree from exactly these kinds of particularism. One might perhaps say 
the much debated American exceptionalism is less unique than some 
scholars tend to assume. Every state to some extent sees itself as excep-
tional. Acknowledging the role of intervening variables as an influence on 
national foreign policy is now possible with the rise of neoclassical realism.

In Torbjørn Knutsen’s introductory essay – chapter 2 – the question 
of how neoclassical realism communicates with the past is addressed: 
neoclassical realism represents an attempt to recapture the classic tradi-
tion of realism. What is meant by ‘realism’ is this context? What kind of 
‘tradition’ is the realist tradition? And what does ‘classic’ mean? These are 
the questions that guide the reader through Knutsen’s essay. He estab-
lishes the ‘family resemblances’ between neoclassical realism and realism 
as such: state-centric, with a focus on capabilities and the idea that states 
coexist and compete under conditions of uncertainty. But Knutsen also 
describes the new school as a reaction to neorealism: ‘It represents a 
distancing from the American concept of reason and, more particularly, 
a US tendency to interpret reason as rational choice. But neoclassical 
realism is a reaction that reaches back to Europe’s own tradition of classic 
realism to design its many-levelled perspective.’

Chapter 3, by Alexander Reichwein, provides an overview of realist 
theories of foreign policy and discusses neoclassical realism as a 
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challenge to both liberal and neorealist theories of foreign policy. He 
argues that neoclassical realism is a new multi-level framework of realist 
foreign-policy analysis, albeit fusing and integrating elements of both 
Hans J. Morgenthau’s European classical realist and Kenneth N. Waltz’s 
neorealist school of thought, and supplemented by liberal and construct-
ivist ideas about the state, its institutions and its perceptions. In other 
words, neoclassical realism is the most competent strand of realism 
in terms of its ability to bridge the methodological and analytical gap 
between state-centred classical realism and systemic neorealism. Since 
neoclassical realists also overcome the separation of liberal ‘Innenpolitik ’ 
and neorealist foreign-policy theories, neoclassical realism is an en
hanced theory available on the theory market.

Chapter 4, by Brian C. Schmidt and Thomas Juneau, examines the 
manner in which neoclassical realists conceptualize and understand 
power. They begin by introducing the two dominant traditions of power 
analysis – the elements of national power and the relational power 
approaches – and describe the break that neoclassical realists make with 
Waltzian structural realists and emphasize the differences with respect 
to how each understands power. They then move on to discussing the 
relationship that exists between classical and neoclassical realism, once 
again by focusing on their respective understandings of power and by 
linking this to the debate between the two dominant traditions of power 
analysis. Schmidt and Juneau conclude that neoclassical realism indeed 
‘proposes a number of innovations in its conceptualizations of power’, 
both in introducing a distinction between national power and state 
power and in measuring power as the perceptions of statesmen regard-
ing the distribution of power; these conceptualizations are introduced as 
a key intervening variable.

Nicholas Kitchen’s chapter 5 is a contribution to the debate on the 
intervening variables neoclassical realists rely upon as a ‘transmission 
belt’ between systemic factors and state behaviour. He attempts to show 
how ‘non-material variables eschewed by neorealist analyses can be in-
corporated into a genuinely neoclassical realist approach’. He concludes 
that, by emphasizing the reintegration of non-material aspects of classical 
realist thought within neoclassical realist theory, European scholars have 
the opportunity to establish a distinct and worthwhile approach, not 
least with regard to the power of ideas, thereby following Gideon’s Rose 
observation that incorporating appropriate constructivist elements adds 
to the strength of neoclassical realism. 

In chapter 6, Barbara Kunz and Ilai Z. Saltzman look at what neo-
classical realism identifies as determinants of state behaviour. Looking 
into recent neoclassical realist works, they describe the external 
(international) and state-level factors – leaders’ perceptions of the inter-
national system and domestic constraints – that neoclassical realism 
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identifies as the most important in determining state behaviour. The 
chapter then moves on to portray how these elements interact and under 
what conditions some play a more central role than the others, follow-
ing Brian Rathbun’s notion that neoclassical realism and its attempts at 
integrating domestic and ideational variables is a ‘logical extension and 
necessary part of advancing neorealism’, while incorporating elements of 
classical realism. Kunz and Saltzman conclude that neoclassical realism 
certainly has made progress towards becoming a full-fledged realist 
research framework. Yet, there clearly is work left for future research 
on a number of highly important issues, such as defining intervening 
variables and establishing a hierarchy among them, and developing a 
neoclassical realist theory of state objectives.

In chapter 7 Dario Battistella puts the French scholar Raymond Aron 
as the intellectual forefather of European neoclassical realism. Despite 
British inter-war idealism, the intellectual enterprise of international 
relations theory is little more than sixty years old. It is the product of 
a particular historical context – the 1950s – and part of a wider effort 
to come to terms with a new international system sown in the ashes 
of two world wars. In different places, theorizing took different forms. 
In Britain it became a historical exercise of recovering lost ‘traditions’ 
of international thought. In the United States, by contrast, doing 
theory meant building something new, a means to guide the policies 
of what was already the world’s most powerful nation. Raymond Aron 
bridges these two traditions while adding a distinctly French twentieth-
century scepticism towards trusting reason as an ‘invisible hand’ in the 
international system. As Battistella demonstrates, Aron refused to dis-
criminate systematically between exogenous and endogenous variables, 
but merely noted that many of the same mechanisms that affect the 
making of Innenpolitik are in play also when conducting foreign policy; 
this helps explain what Battistella calls the ‘basically undetermined 
nature of international politics’.

Catherine Gegout’s chapter 8 takes a rather different approach to the 
subject matter in tackling a policy field generally thought to be the realm 
of pure idealism: the European Union’s interventions in Africa. Taking 
seriously the constructivist dictum that ‘anarchy is what you make of it’, 
Gegout finds that the idealistic public discourse usually taken at face value 
by constructivists veils a range of member states’ national interests clad 
in the EU flag, chief among them the quest for prestige. In addition to this 
come the ‘national’ interests of the EU itself. She finds that two types of 
prestige are important: the prestige of individual EU member states, and 
the prestige of the EU. This conforms to the realist assumption that it is in 
the nature of power to conceal itself, a point made, inter alia, by Raymond 
Aron.4 Gegout concludes that neoclassical realism seems the most appro-
priate theory for explaining European policy on military intervention in 
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Africa: geostrategic interests are crucial for European states, which are 
concerned with their relative power, and humanitarianism is a factor for 
intervention only when intervention benefits European states.

Patrick Holden examines the same question, albeit from a different 
angle, in chapter 9. Holden assesses the apparent paradox of an EU dis-
course on Africa dominated by altruism, but this coexists with behaviour 
geared towards expanding its own economic and political power in the 
region. This is somewhat surprising as, beyond the political rhetoric, 
European society is greatly concerned with poverty alleviation and 
development in Africa. Holden takes an innovative approach to this 
question: he brings together neoclassical realism with international politi-
cal economy (IPE) in order to look for opportunities caused by changes in 
the international distribution of power to study the internal dynamics of 
the EU, to understand how it has reacted to these. Having examined the 
EU’s engagement in Africa, Holden finds liberal understandings of this 
question to be ‘patently inadequate’, but he also finds that neoclassical 
realism in itself can offer only ‘a rough panoramic model’ of the EU’s 
engagement in Africa in particular and of the EU’s foreign policies in 
general. Holden argues that the precision of neoclassical realism can be 
increased by allowing itself to be informed by what he calls ‘critical IPE’ – 
with a greater emphasis on economic motivations. 

Raymond Aron also provides the point of departure for chapter 
10, where Jean-Yves Haine further explores the question of the EU’s 
Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP), ploughing deeper into 
the question of intra-union politics, national sensitivities and institu-
tional illusions. Haine offers an understanding of the limited strategic 
policy output more than ten years after Saint-Malo. Neorealist and 
constructivist assumptions are of limited use to understand the rise and 
fall of the EU’s CSDP, and instead Haine concludes that the CSDP should 
be properly understood through behavioural patterns, historical context, 
elite consensus, shared beliefs and actual practices. The neoclassical 
realist term ‘strategic culture’ best encapsulates his analytical lens. Based 
on cases from Congo, Chad or Libya, Haine reaches a damning assess-
ment of the EU’s CSDP, which he finds to be essentially a non-strategic 
endeavour and a poor and temporary rallying expedient against the 
United States. Haine reaches no doubt provocative conclusions when 
he questions whether Europe’s postmodern identity and the ‘security’ 
beliefs that it entails can indeed escape ‘the perpetual quadrille of the 
Balance of Power’ that A. J. P. Taylor identified as a grand theme of 
European history.5 

Felix Berenskoetter and Adam Quinn’s chapter explores a much-
contested question in realism, namely how the power dynamics in 
international relations are best understood, to explain the success and 
limits of US hegemony in Europe. The authors draw on Morgenthau 
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and Carr to note that neoclassical realists should understand power in 
relational terms (as some already implicitly do, at least to some extent), 
rather than focusing exclusively on tangible resources, and take into 
account the influence of ideas across borders. Thus, instead of treating 
hegemony as a natural result of overwhelming material capabilities, 
they suggest that neoclassical realists would benefit from engaging the 
Gramscian understanding and its emphasis on ideology, with a twist. 
Berenskoetter and Quinn argue that ideas operate not only in a ‘power 
over’ but also in a ‘power to’ sense, that is, not only as a dominating 
but also as an enabling force in which small states bandwagon because 
they expect to be empowered by the hegemon. Moreover, they remind 
readers of Carr’s suggestion to view the relationship between idealism 
and materialism as a dialectical one, in which overly idealistic policies 
will eventually be reined in by material forces, and material reality chal-
lenged in turn by new ideas.6 

In the last substantive chapter of this volume, Tatiana Romanova 
and Elena Pavlova bring a Russian perceptive on neoclassical realism. 
The country largely missed out on the first five decades of international 
relations theory, due to a doctrinal focus on Marxist explanations. But 
since the fall of communism, realism has, according to the authors, 
swiftly acquired a central role in Russian international relations studies. 
The authors argue that neoclassical realism is less used as a theory than 
as a tool to guide policy – and that, in this sense, neoclassical realism 
will be strengthening its position. In what to many (at least Western) 
readers will be genuinely new insights, the authors point out three issues 
that, according to them, shape realist thinking in Russia: the authority of 
the state, personified in the strong President; geopolitical and identity 
orientation; and the peculiarities of the articulation of Russian interests. 
They examine how these three categories manifest themselves in various 
realist discussions on the three key issues for Russia (polarity, national 
interest and neighbourhood). Romanova and Pavlova conclude that the 
popularity of neoclassical realist thinking and its potential in Russia is 
provided by foreign-policy practice, not by academic studies. 

Conclusion

One might say there are four primary debates within the family of 
classical realists, neorealists and neoclassical realists.7 One is the debate 
among offensive and defensive realists. A second is among ‘second 
image’ realists and ‘third image’ realists, that is, those who emphasize 
the determining role of the system in shaping state behaviours and those 
who give primacy to domestic politics, institutions and the role of inter
pretation and bias. A third binary opposition pits neorealists against 
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classical realists over the question of the relevance of human nature. 
Some classical realists point to the sinful nature of people as the source 
of systemic anarchy, while neorealist scholars point to rational self-
interest. A fourth, and final, pairing juxtaposes moral realists and amoral 
realists. The former see no inherent contradiction between the pursuit of 
the national interest and the maintenance of moral standards, while the 
latter see little room for ethical considerations except as a smokescreen 
to conceal the ‘real’ raison d’état motivations. 

The chapters collected in this volume echo these debates. As we dis-
cussed in chapter 1, neoclassical realists share a set of basic assumptions, 
but not all neoclassical realists share each assumption with equal convic-
tion. There are debates among realists, as this volume has shown, that are 
the result of different interpretations and readings of these assumptions. 
There are even neoclassical realists who refute or qualify one or several 
of the key tenets of realism (but then again, some may not even regard 
them as neoclassical realists). Yet, it is also evident that, including among 
European scholars, neoclassical realism has today become an identifi-
able framework, clearly distinct from other realist approaches. Further 
fleshing out the characteristics of neoclassical realist work is what lies 
ahead for scholars on both sides of the Atlantic, and beyond. This book 
represents a step in that direction.

The twin goals of this volume have been to affirm neoclassical realism 
as a European school of thought and to bring a distinctly European voice 
into the debate over the ways in which neoclassical realism may be gain-
fully used as a tool for analysis and as a means to gain insights into the 
workings and outcomes of foreign policy. It is this combination of sound 
assumptions at the base and richness of debate at the superstructure 
that lends neoclassical realism both weight and flexibility as a robust 
international relations theory.
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