Lecture 6 Outline

National Interest and Its Critics

Three Tenets of Realism:

States are the most important actors

States act like rational individuals in pursuing national interests

Act in a system lacking a central authority (anarchy)

Six Principles of Realism

1. Political realism believes that politics is governed by objective laws that have their roots in human nature.  

2. Main signpost is interest defined in terms of power

3. Interest defined in terms of power is an objective category which is universally valid.

4. Political realism is aware of the moral significance of political action.  

5. Political realism refuses to identify the moral aspirations of a particular nations with the moral laws that govern the universe.

6. The political realist maintains the autonomy of the political sphere.  He thinks in terms of interested defined by power.  A political realist cannot subordinate these instincts to other standards (morals).


National Interest:
Morgenthau (1952)
 “The survival of a political unit, such as a nation, in its identity is the irreducible minimum, the necessary element of its interests vis-à-vis other units.  Taken in isolated, the determination of its content in a concrete situation is relatively simple; for it encompasses the integrity of the nation’s territory, of its political institutions, and of its culture.” (Page 148)

Wolfers (1952)

“may be permitting everyone to label whatever policy he favors with an attractive and possibly deceptive name.” (pg. 150)

Kennan (1951)

Niebuhr (1940)

On national neutrality:

“It is morally dubious because it leaves other nations to carry the brunt of defending a civilization which transcends the mere existence of those nations.  Politically it is ambiguous because the vital interests of a nation may be ultimately imperiled.  To wait until ultimate perils become immediate means to wait too long.” 23

On neutrality, morality, and national interests:

“In other words the neutrality policy which the Christian Century and its kind have praised as representing some kind of Christian ultimate is not only bad morals, but bad politics.  It represents the cardinal weakness of democracy in facing the perils of tyranny.  Democracy, which must take account of the fears and apprehensions of the common people as dictatorships need not, cannot act in time.  It can act in time only if it has leaders who are willing and able to anticipate perils which the common man cannot see.  By the time the man in the street sees how great the peril is, the danger is so imminent as to make adequate defense preparations impossible.”  (pg. 23)

