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Introduction 
 The past decade has witnessed the revival of political realism within contemporary political 
theory.  These political realists have a standard story they tell themselves about themselves.  It is 
a story about a theoretical approach that, while targeted at the particular pathologies of 
contemporary liberal political philosophy, has its roots in the work of Thucydides, Augustine of 
Hippo, Niccolò Machiavelli, Thomas Hobbes, David Hume, Publius, Friedrich Nietzsche, Max 
Weber, and Carl Schmitt.1  There are at least two interesting facts about this story.  First, none of 
the thinkers listed self-identify as “realists.”  Second, the list excludes a sizable group of mostly 
self-identified realists in the field of international relations (hereafter, “international realists”)—
for instance, mid-century classical realists like E.H. Carr and Hans Morgenthau (hereafter, 
“classical realists”) and more contemporary structural realists like Kenneth Waltz and John 
Mearsheimer (hereafter, “structural realists”).2  This chapter is primarily concerned with this 
second fact. 3   In particular, it will ask whether this exclusion is well-grounded.  Are there 
                                                
1 William W. Galston, “Realism in political theory,” European Journal of Political Theory 9, no. 4 (2010): 385-411; 
Matt Sleat, Liberal realism: a realist theory of liberal politics (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2013); Enzo 
Rossi and Matt Sleat, “Realism in Normative Political Theory,” Philosophy Compass 9/10 (2014), 689-91.    
2 At this point, the sensitive reader is no doubt reeling at the sheer number of “realisms” that I have managed to invoke 
in a single paragraph.  Some conceptual and definitional clarification is in order.  I take “international realism” to 
include both classical realism and structural realism, as well what has come to be called “neo-classical realism.” See: 
Gideon Rose, “Neoclassical Realism and Theories of Foreign Policy,” World Politics 51, no. 1 (1998): 144-72.  
However, I take the central contrast for our purposes to be that between classical and structural realism.  Both of these 
forms of international realism share “common orienting principles regarding the significance of the role of anarchy, 
fear, the balance of power, and the national interest, as well as the central role of politics in explaining the behavior 
of actors in international relations.”  See: Jonathan Kirshner, “The Economic Sins of Modern IR Theory and the 
Classical Realist Alternative,” World Politics 67, no. 1 (2015): 156. There are at least three differences worth flagging 
here.  First, structural realists (e.g. Kenneth Waltz and John Mearsheimer) locate the causes of international order and 
disorder in the structure of the international system (e.g. anarchy, the distribution of power, changes in the distribution 
of power).  Classical realists attend not only to structural explanations but also to those at the first (human nature) and 
second (domestic politics) levels of analysis.  Second, classical realists tend to be comparatively less sanguine than 
their structural realist counterparts about the possibilities of reliably predicting state behavior.  This is because, in 
contrast to their structural counterparts, classical realists tend both to emphasize uncertainty and contingency in 
international politics and to reject strongly rationalist assumptions.  See: Kirshner, “Economic Sins.” Third, classical 
realists do not tend to affirm a clear is/ought distinction and therefore, in contrast to their structural counterparts, are 
more comfortable making overtly normative claims and extending their analysis beyond a strict focus on the 
explanation of outcomes.  See: William E. Scheuerman, “The realist revival in political theory, or: Why new is not 
always improved,” International Politics 50, no. 5 (2013): 789-814; William E. Scheuerman’s chapter in this volume. 	  
3 For a piece that deals with the problems raised by the first fact, see: Alison McQueen, “Political Realism and the 
Realist ‘Tradition,’” paper presented at “What is Realism?” working paper (2015).  Available: 
https://www.academia.edu/10029317/Political_Realism_and_the_Realist_Tradition_ 
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foundational theoretical differences between political realism in contemporary political theory 
(hereafter, “political realism”) and international realism that might reasonably ground a firm 
distinction between the two? 
 Many political realists seem to think that there are.  The exclusion of all international 
realists from political realism’s standard list of forerunners suggests an implicit argument to this 
effect.  Some political realists make the case quite explicitly.4  The most frequent ground for such 
a distinction is international realism’s purported tendency to underplay the role of moral 
considerations in the explanation and evaluation of political outcomes.5  International realists are 
often cast as amoral strategists who are “normative without being moral, eager to advise political 
actors on the basis of what will help them succeed without regard to the moral costs of success.”6   
However, there is a small body of recent work that rejects the distinction between political and 
international realism, claiming that both approaches share a set of canonical forerunners (e.g. 
Machiavelli, Hobbes, and Weber) and targets (e.g. various forms of “idealism”).  Given these 
points of commonality, the argument goes, political realists should pursue a deeper engagement 
with at least some strands of international realism.7  
 I am sympathetic to this line of argument and in many ways this chapter seeks to build 
upon it.  However, I think that arguments for a foundational distinction between political and 
international realism are worth taking seriously.  I also think that the case for a deep foundational 
connection between political and international realism has, so far, been made in rather gestural 
terms.  Shared canonical forerunners and a common tendency to rail against “idealism” are not, in 
themselves, evidence of the kind of deep conceptual and analytical kinship that could make closer 
engagement between political and international realism fruitful.  The case for kinship demands a 
stronger and more sustained articulation.  For, if political realists and international realists are 
engaged in fundamentally different projects, it is less clear that the former has anything to learn 
from the successes and failures of the latter.  Political realists might then carry on much as they 
have been, setting international realism aside as a distant and substantially distinct member of the 
realist family.8   

This chapter will consider the most plausible arguments for a firm distinction between 
political and international realism.  I will ultimately argue that while there may be foundational 
theoretical differences between political realism and structural realism, there are no similarly 
strong axes of distinction between political realism and classical realism. The exclusion of thinkers 
like Carr and Morgenthau from the political realist “canon” cannot be justified on the grounds of 
important foundational differences and is more likely the result of a caricatured picture of classical 

                                                
4 Raymond Geuss, History and Illusion in Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001); Raymond Geuss, 
Politics and the Imagination (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010).   
5 For example: Geuss, History and Illusion, 55; Geuss, Politics and the Imagination, 39; Bonnie Honig and Marc 
Stears, “The New Realism: From Modus Vivendi to Justice,” in Political Philosophy Versus History?  Contextualism 
and Real Politics in Contemporary Political Thought, eds. John Floyd and Marc Stears (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2011),182.  	  
6  Andrew Sabl, “Strategy: Liberal Realism in Politics,” working paper (2014), 7.  Available: 
www.academia.edu/6188408/Strategy_Liberal_Realism_in_Politics.  Sabl himself resists such a reading.  	  
7 Scheuerman, “Realist Revival”; Sleat, Liberal Realism, 12-14; Rossi and Sleat, “Realism in Normative Political 
Theory,” 696-7.	  
8 I’m grateful to Charles Beitz, who helpfully pushed me on these questions.  	  
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realism.  What is more, as William Scheuerman has suggested, this exclusion comes at a cost.9  
Classical realists offer important lessons for thinking about the possibilities and challenges of the 
political realist research agenda.  This chapter will seek to highlight three lessons that strike me as 
both particularly valuable and underexplored.  The first concerns the nature and breadth of the 
realist target.  The second addresses realist assumptions about human nature.  The third deals with 
realism’s purported conservative bias.   
 
The Realist Family 

This section asks whether there are fundamental distinctions between political realism and 
international realism.  It does so by considering whether international realists can affirm what 
political realists take to be a series of defining commitments.  A close examination of the recent 
literature on political realism suggests that it is a distinctive family of approaches to the study, 
practice, and normative evaluation of politics that tend to (a) affirm the “autonomy” (or, more 
minimally, the “distinctiveness”) of politics; (b) hold an agonistic account of politics; (c) reject as 
“utopian” or “moralist” those approaches, practices, and evaluations which seem to deny these 
facts; and (d) prioritize the requirements of political order and stability over the demands of justice 
(or, more minimally, reject any kind of absolute priority of justice over other political values).10   

I take this conceptualization of political realism to be relatively uncontroversial.  The 
question for our purposes is whether international realists can affirm these commitments.  It seems 
clear that most structural realists—those writing in the aftermath of Kenneth Waltz’s Theory of 
International Politics (1979)—could affirm neither the particular conceptual framings nor the 
normative dimensions of these claims.  This is for the simple reason that structural realism is 
predominantly an analytic paradigm whose aim is to explain and predict international outcomes.11  
Consider two examples of commitments that structural realists would likely fail to accept.  First, 
while structural realists might seem to affirm something like the “autonomy” of (international) 

                                                
9 Scheuerman argues that the failure of political realism to engage seriously with classical realism is a mistake for two 
reasons.  First, it means that political realists do not learn from the failures of the classical realists.  The former 
therefore “unwittingly reproduce [the] conceptual ambiguities” of the latter, particularly on the question of the 
relationship between morality and politics and the autonomy of the political.  Second, the political realist failure to 
engage with classical realism means that political realists do not learn from the successes of the classical realists (i.e. 
the latter’s ability to move beyond polemical critique and toward “a powerful descriptive account of real-life 
international politics.” See: Scheuerman, “Realist Revival,” 799; Scheuerman's chapter in this volume.  I am largely 
in agreement with Scheuerman’s diagnoses, but I think he has far from exhausted the case for a more productive 
engagement between political and classical realism.   	  
10 Raymond Geuss, Philosophy and Real Politics (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008); Karuna Mantena 
“Another Realism: The Politics of Gandhian Nonviolence,” American Political Science Review 106, no. 2 (2012): 
455-7.; Rossi and Sleat, “Realism in Normative Political Theory”; Sleat, Liberalism Realism; Bernard Williams, 
“Realism and Moralism in Political Theory,” in In the Beginning Was the Deed, ed. Geoffrey Hawthorn (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2005), 1-17.  I should note than in conceiving of political realism as a distinctive family 
of approaches I mean to emphasize both pieces of this phrase equally.  Political realism is distinctive in the sense that 
there are other approaches and positions that reject these commitments (e.g. those found in Plato’s Republic or John 
Rawls’ Theory of Justice).  It is a family of approaches in the sense that its various commitments can, as we shall see, 
be developed and expressed along different lines.  Despite their differences, the approaches that emerge from these 
developmental trajectories bear a certain “family resemblance” to one another. See: Duncan Bell, “Introduction,” in 
Political Thought and International Relations: Variations on a Realist Theme, ed. Duncan Bell (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2008), 3.    I owe part of this conception of a “distinctive family” to Joshua Cohen.       
11Waltz, Theory of International Politics; Charles Beitz, Political Theory and International Relations, 2nd edition 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999). 	  



  4 

 

politics, their reasons for doing so are purely analytical.  As Kenneth Waltz explains: “In reality, 
everything is related to everything else, and one domain cannot be separated from others.  Theory 
isolates one realm from all others in order to deal with it intellectually.”12    The structural realist 
is not committed to the notion that politics is, in reality, an autonomous realm, but only that it may 
be analytically useful to treat it as such.  On these grounds, she would reject the political realist’s 
conceptual framing of the “autonomy” of the political.  Second, the structural realist would not 
affirm any kind of normative priority of political order and stability over the demands of justice.  
She might instead insist on the empirical and descriptive claim that states primarily act on the basis 
of their interest in political order and stability (or security and survival), rather than on the basis 
of justice and right.  On an extreme version of this view, state arguments that invoke the demands 
of justice are just “cheap talk” that conceal “real” power interests.13 Thus, the structural realist 
would reject the normative dimension of the political realist’s claim about the priority of order.  I 
take these examples to be illustrative of deeper differences and sufficient for concluding that the 
political realist and the structural realist are engaged in fundamentally different projects.  From the 
perspective of the political realist, the structural realist is, at best, a rather distant relative. 

However, the case seems far less clear once we turn to the classical realists.  Let us take 
each of the four commitments above in turn.  First, political realists affirm the “autonomy” of 
politics.  To my mind, this framing of the commitment is somewhat misleading because what 
political realists tend to mean when they make claims about the “autonomy of the political” is that 
politics is not reducible to other fields or domains.  The variant of this claim advanced by many 
contemporary political realists concerns the non-reducibility of politics to ethics. It is this kind of 
argument about non-reducibility, rather than a broader claim about the autonomy of the political, 
that seems to underpin both Raymond Geuss’ critique of “ethics-first” approaches to political 
philosophy, which try to derive political principles from ethical ones, 14  as well as Bernard 
Williams’ insistence that “political philosophy is not just applied moral philosophy.”15  

There may be several reasons why politics might be non-reducible in this way.  One is that 
politics is an entirely separate and contained sphere of human activity.  It is not clear that political 
realists want to explicitly endorse this claim.16 Another is that politics is a distinctive realm of 
human activity with “its own character, purposes and means,” albeit one which “sits in a series of 
complex relations with other human activities.”17 Both the more radical claim about separateness 
and the more moderate claim about distinctiveness might be taken to ground a range of familiar 
arguments about the relationship between politics and ethics—for instance, that politics is an 
amoral realm, that it is a realm with its own normativity that is distinct from that of other spheres, 
or that it is a realm in which conventional and/or universal moral rules must be overridden and 
“good” political actors must dirty their hands. However, a third reason why politics might not be 
reducible to ethics is because the two are deeply mutually enmeshed.  On this view, politics 
deserves “attention in its own right, not because we think that it is something separate and 
autonomous, but precisely because we think it is an important dimension of all realms of human 
                                                
12 Waltz, Theory of International Politics, 8.  	  
13 John Mearsheimer, “The False Promise of International Institutions,” International Security 19, no. 3 (1994): 5-49.	  
14 Geuss, Philosophy and Real Politics, 8-9.	  
15 Bernard Williams, “From Freedom to Liberty: The Construction of a Political Value,” in In the Beginning Was the 
Deed (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005), 77.	  
16 For example, Geuss, Philosophy and Real Politics, 23.	  
17 Matt Sleat, “Realism, Liberalism and Non-Ideal Theory Or, Are there Two Ways to do Realistic Political Theory?”  
Political Studies (2014), 6. [Early view].  DOI: 10.1111/1467-9248.12152.	  
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activity and experience: we cannot just work out ethical truths and then apply them to ‘politics’ 
because ethics is already a part of politics (and politics a part of ethics).”18  If politics and ethics 
are enmeshed in this way, then it is simply a mistake to think that there are moral values that are 
insulated from the forces of politics or that have “antecedent authority over the political.”19 Only 
the first of these three arguments for non-reducibility commits the realist to a strong claim about 
the “autonomy of the political.”  The remaining two are committed to the more moderate claim 
that politics is a distinctive realm that is connected in various ways to other kinds of human activity 
and forms of evaluation.   

Classical realists affirm the overarching commitment to the non-reducibility of politics to 
ethics.  For Carr, the tendency to “regard politics as a function of ethics” is part of a broader 
tendency within “idealist” or “utopian” thought to first devise moral principles a priori and then 
to apply them to the political world.20 It is this kind of thinking, he suggests, that lies behind the 
bankrupt doctrine of the harmony of interests and the spectacular failure of the League of Nations.  
However, his objection to reductionist thinking is not exclusively practical.  It is not just that 
reductionism may lead to costly and dangerous political outcomes.  It is also that it fails to 
understand the relationship between politics and ethics.  For Carr, as for those who take the third 
route outlined above, politics cannot be reduced to ethics because ethics is always and already 
deeply political.  Wearing his Marxism on his sleeve, Carr claims that realism’s great achievement 
was to reveal that moral arguments could never truly be formulated a priori and were always both 
the product and reflection of power and interests.21   

Morgenthau similarly sees the reduction of political questions to moral ones as a utopian 
tendency.22 At first blush, he appears to ground this commitment to non-reducibility in a claim 
about the radical separateness of politics as a sphere of human activity.  He argues that the realist 
sees “politics as an independent sphere of action and understanding apart from other spheres, such 
as economics, ethics, aesthetics, or religion.”  However, it would be a mistake to interpret this as 
a commitment about the nature of politics as such.  Like Waltz, Morgenthau thinks that treating 
politics as an autonomous sphere is a necessary theoretical abstraction.  Without it, “a theory of 
politics, international or domestic, would be altogether impossible.”23 When Morgenthau tries to 
capture the actual relationship between politics and ethics, he most often affirms a claim about the 
distinctiveness of politics.  For Morgenthau, politics is a realm with its own imperatives and stands 
in a complex and often fraught relationship with the demands of morality.  In the realm of politics, 
“universal moral principles cannot be applied to the actions of states in their abstract universal 
formulation, but they must be filtered through the concrete circumstances of times and place.”24 
The political realm is governed by a contextual, consequentialist, and prudential ethics, which 
means that political actors will regularly face tragic choices between the moral imperatives of 

                                                
18 Finlayson, “With radicals like these,” 4.  	  
19 Rossi and Sleat, “Realism in Normative Political Theory,” 689.	  
20 E.H. Carr, The Twenty Years’ Crisis, 1919-1939 (New York: Harper and Row, 1964), 14.	  
21  Carr, Twenty Years’ Crisis, 63-88.  See also: Raymond Geuss, “Realism and the relativity of judgement,” 
International Relations 29, no. 1 (2015): 3-22.  	  
22 Hans J. Morgenthau, Scientific Man vs. Power Politics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1946), 168-203; 
Hans J. Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations: The Struggle for Power and Peace, 2nd edition (New York: Albert A. 
Knopf, 1954), 3.	  
23 Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations, 5.	  
24 Ibid., 9.	  
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politics and the demands of the universal moral law.25  The prevalence of these tragic choices is 
part of what makes the political realm distinctive.  That they are experienced both as “tragic” and 
as “choices” is evidence that the political realm is not entirely separate from the moral realm. 

Second, political realists have an agonistic conception of politics.  They take disagreement 
and conflict to be perennial (or, more strongly, constitutive) features of the political condition.  
Williams gives one of the stronger articulations of this claim when he suggests that the “the idea 
of the political is to an important degree focused in the idea of political disagreement.”26 Political 
realists attribute this disagreement to a variety of causes that tend to fall roughly into one or more 
of the following categories—human nature and the limits of human rationality, 27  competing 
identities and interests,28 and value pluralism.29  Whatever their causes, these disagreements are 
not primarily intellectual and will not tend to be resolved through “the unforced force of the better 
argument.”30 The fact that we disagree over moral, religious, economic, aesthetic, and other 
matters makes it difficult (or impossible) to live together in the absence of a political authority 
capable of making and enforcing commonly binding decisions.  Politics is necessary “because we 
have to live and act alongside those with whom we disagree.”31  There are various possible political 
frameworks (e.g. representative democracy, direct democracy, competitive authoritarianism)—
each with its own core values, institutional arrangements, practices, and procedures—that may 
allow us to live together in the face of deep disagreement.  While these frameworks may channel 
and manage disagreement, they will not eliminate it.  In fact, realists expect that the terms of 
political association will themselves be the subject of ongoing disagreement.  Not only will we 
disagree about the normative desirability of particular political frameworks, but also about the 
interpretation and relative priority of the values that any given framework is seen to instantiate.32 
It is in part for this reason that political realists view all forms of political order as provisional and 
fragile. 

Classical realists affirm a similarly agonistic conception of politics.  For Carr, the primary 
explanation for political disagreement and conflict lies in the competing interests of hierarchically 
situated groups.  Dominant groups will tend to defend and justify the status quo, while less 
powerful groups will tend, so far as they are able, to resist and criticize it.  In the face of this 
disagreement, dominant groups will deploy their formidable ideological resources to make the case 
that the existing order benefits everybody.33 For Morgenthau, in contrast, the roots of political 
disagreement can be found in human nature.  Evincing his debts to Nietzsche and Freud, 

                                                
25 Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations; Morgenthau, Scientific Man vs. Power Politics; Richard Ned Lebow, The 
Tragic Vision of Politics: Ethics, Interests, and Orders (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 216-56.	  
26 Williams, “From Freedom to Liberty,” 77.  See also: Galston, “Realism in political theory.”	  
27 Carl Schmitt, The Concept of the Political, trans. George Schwab (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996); 
Geuss, Philosophy and Real Politics; Mark Philp, Political Conduct (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
2007).  	  
28 Chantal Mouffe, On the Political (London: Routledge, 2005); Bonnie Honig, Political Theory and the Displacement 
of Politics (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993).	  
29 John Gray, Two Faces of Liberalism (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2000); David McCabe, Modus Vivendi Liberalism: 
Theory and Practice (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010).	  
30  Jürgen Habermas, Between Facts and Norms: Contributions to a Discourse Theory of Law and Democracy 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1998), 306.	  
31 Sleat, Liberal Realism, 44.	  
32 Matt Sleat, “Legitimacy in Realist Thought: Between Moralism and Realpolitik,” Political Theory 42, no.3 (2014), 
323.	  
33 Carr, Twenty Years’ Crisis, 41-62.	  
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Morgenthau argues that man has a lust for power and a will to dominate.  This “aspiration for 
power over man” is, for Morgenthau, both an important cause for conflict and “the essence of 
politics.”34 Whatever the cause of conflict and disagreement, classical realists tend to be cautiously 
optimistic that domestic political and social institutions and practices can effectively channel and 
manage it, thereby preventing outright war.  Like political realists, classical realists think that a 
number of possible political frameworks can plausibly achieve this goal.  However, because the 
sphere of international politics lacks any comparable kinds of institutions and practices, classical 
realists think that disagreement and conflict are liable to become far more explosive here.  Despite 
the international focus of their arguments, classical realists clearly hold the kind of agonistic 
account of politics that would be familiar to political realists. 

Third, political realists tend to reject as “utopian” or “moralist” those approaches which 
seem to deny the autonomy of politics and the persistence of disagreement and conflict.  The first 
of these labels is at least somewhat misleading.  To be sure, political realism is frequently 
interpreted as a rejection of the “utopianism” of contemporary liberal political philosophy.35 On 
this interpretation, political realists are primarily concerned with questions of fact-sensitivity and 
feasibility.  They take aim at theories and approaches that fail to attend to psychological, 
sociological, and institutional constraints on political action and therefore offer inadequate (or even 
dangerous) guidance for political reform.  “Top-down,” “ethics-first” theories are, suggest political 
realists, particularly prone to these purported pathologies.  Political realism, on this view, is 
primarily a methodological critique aimed at prompting greater fact-sensitivity—a corrective to 
the abstraction and idealism of contemporary liberal political philosophy.   

This anti-utopian interpretation of political realism captures something important. Political 
realists do take aim at top-down approaches to political thinking and often raise questions about 
feasibility.  However, the interpretation fails to capture the foundational conceptual motivation for 
these positions.  Political realists are not concerned with feasibility and fact-sensitivity per se.36 
Rather, they are concerned with the conception of politics that lies at the heart of much liberal 
political philosophy.  As Matt Sleat puts it, for the realist, “liberal theory fails to be sufficiently 
political: either it does not adequately recognise the extent to which politics is an autonomous 
human activity or it overlooks the extent to which politics is characterised by political 
disagreement and conflict rather than harmony and consensus.”37  These purported pathologies are 
better captured by what political realists call “moralism,” or an approach to political thinking that 
insists on the priority of the moral over the political and understands the purpose of politics as the 
elimination of conflict and disagreement. 38  By conceiving of the political realist’s target as 
utopianism, we run the risk of mistaking a conceptual criticism for a methodological one.  To the 
extent that realists are concerned with fact-sensitivity and feasibility constraints, these concerns 
are derivative of a conceptual disagreement with political moralism.  We will return to this point 
in the following section.              

                                                
34 Morgenthau, Scientific Man, 45.  	  
35  Galston, “Realism in political theory”; Laura Valentini, “Ideal vs. Non-ideal Theory: A Conceptual Map,”  
Philosophy Compass 7, no. 9 (2012), 654-664.  	  
36 Rossi and Sleat, “Realism in Normative Political Theory”; Sleat, “Realism, Liberalism and Non-Ideal Theory”; 
Enzo Rossi,“Facts, Principles, and (Real) Politics,”  Ethical Theory and Moral Practice (2015).  [Early view].  DOI:  
10.1007/s10677-015-9647-8	  
37 Sleat, “Realism, Liberalism and Non-Ideal Theory,” 8.	  
38 Sleat, “Realism, Liberalism and Non-Ideal Theory”; Williams, “Realism and Moralism.” 	  
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For now, it is worth noting that, framed in this way, the commitment may seem like a 
difficult one for classical realists to affirm.  Thinkers like Carr and Morgenthau bear much of the 
responsibility for framing realism as a reaction to, or even the opposite of, “utopianism” (or 
“idealism”).  For Carr, pure realism and absolute utopianism stand in a dialectical relationship, 
each offering a corrective for the excesses of other.39  Morgenthau takes a similar line when he 
argues that the struggle between utopianism and realism is the central story of modern political 
thought.40 It is largely due to Carr and Morgenthau that the encounter between utopianism and 
realism is often seen as the “first great debate” in the field of International Relations.41 Yet, while 
it is certainly true that both Carr and Morgenthau take aim at utopianism for its fact-insensitivity 
and failure to attend to feasibility constraints, these complaints do not capture their fundamental 
worry.  For Carr, the underlying problem with utopianism is its appeal to absolute and pre-political 
ethical standards as the basis for political evaluation and reform.42 Realism, in contrast, insists that 
there are no pre-political ethical standards because ethical judgments are deeply inflected by power 
relations.43 For Morgenthau, utopianism is motivated by a disdain for power, disagreement, and 
conflict.   For the utopian, these are contingent features of social life, atavistic remnants of a past 
age that must be repudiated and replaced by a “rational and moral political order derived from 
universally valid abstract principles.44 I think there is a plausible case to be made that, even for 
classical realists, political moralism is a more fundamental target than utopianism. 
 Finally, political realists tend to prioritize the requirements of order and stability over the 
demands of justice.  For political realists, order and stability are fragile accomplishments.  Because 
disagreement and conflict are ineradicable, order and stability are always vulnerable.  They should 
never be understood as “once-and-for-all achievements.”45  It is precisely because of this fragility 
that stable systems of authoritative political order should be viewed as profound accomplishments.  
This is part of the reason why Bernard Williams objects to John Rawls’ characterization of a 
pragmatic social consensus as “a mere modus vivendi.”46 For Williams, there is nothing “mere” 
about a modus vivendi: “experience (including at the present time) suggest that those who enjoy 
such a thing are already lucky.”47 However, political realists do not merely want to insist that order 
and stability are more fragile and valuable achievements than contemporary political liberals seem 
to assume.  Many political realists want to defend the stronger claim that order and stability enjoy 
a certain priority over the demands of justice.  Williams identifies the problem of securing “order, 
protection, safety, trust, and the conditions of cooperation” as “the ‘first’ political question.”  The 
question of order and stability enjoys priority “because solving it is the condition of solving, indeed 
of posing, any others.  It is not (unhappily) first in the sense that once solved, it never has to be 

                                                
39 Carr, Twenty Years’ Crisis, 93.	  
40 Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations, 3.	  
41 See, for instance: Steve Smith, “The Self-Images of a Discipline: A Genealogy of International Relations Theory,” 
in International Relations Theory Today, eds. Ken Booth and Steve Smith (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1995), 1-37; 
Chris Brown, Understanding International Relations (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1997). 	  
42 Carr, Twenty Years’ Crisis, 22-4.	  
43 Ibid., 67-71.	  
44 Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations, 3; Morgenthau, Scientific Man, 41-74.	  
45 Philp, Political Conduct, 62.	  
46 John Rawls, Political Liberalism (New York: Columbia University Press, 1993), 147.	  
47 Williams, “Realism and Moralism,” 2, n. 2.  See also: Geuss, Philosophy and Real Politics, 21-2.	  
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solved again.  This is particularly important because, a solution to the first question being required 
all the time, it is affected by historical circumstances.”48 

Williams’ framing of this point manages to be both ambiguous and forceful.  There are at 
least two points here on which political realists might disagree amongst themselves.   The first 
concerns the kind of priority claim that is being made here. Is it the case that order and stability 
enjoy a logical priority over the demands of justice, such that it is not possible to work out the 
conditions for a just regime without first working out the conditions for a stable one?49  If so, this 
seems implausible.50  Or, do order and stability merely enjoy a political priority over the demands 
of justice, such that, as a practical matter, we must generally secure order and stability before 
pursuing other political values?  The latter view seems more plausible because, in a political 
context at least, “justice purchased at the expense of order is likely to prove self-defeating.”51 The 
second point on which political realists might disagree concerns the strength of Williams’ claim.  
Political realists want to insist on a certain asymmetry in the relationship between justice, on the 
one hand, and order and stability, on the other.  While a just but unstable order will tend to be self-
defeating, history suggests that a radically unjust order will not reliably face the same fate.52  
Nevertheless, it seems possible to acknowledge this asymmetry without committing oneself to any 
absolute priority of order and stability over justice.  The political realist might instead commit 
herself to the more minimal view that “justice enjoys nothing like an absolute priority over other 
valued features of political life.”53 Indeed, this would be consistent with a realist suspicion of 
“ethics-first” and a priori thinking.  On this more minimal version of the commitment, political 
realists would abstain from any antecedent judgment about the relative priority of political values.  
Tensions between justice, order, stability, and any number of other political values must, on this 
view, be subject to more local forms of political judgment.  On this more minimal framing, the 
political realist rejects any absolute political priority of justice over other values.   

Can classical realists accept either the maximal or minimal versions of this claim about the 
relative political priority of justice and order?    The principal view that runs through classical 
realist thought is that it is imprudent for states to affirm the absolute political priority of justice 
                                                
48 Williams, “Realism and Moralism,” 3.	  
49 I have in mind here something like the kind of logical priority claim that is sometimes made about the relationship 
between ideal and non-ideal theory.  A. John Simmons argues, for instance, that ideal theory necessarily enjoys logical 
priority over non-ideal theory such that we cannot engage in non-ideal theorizing without first working out an ideal 
of justice.  See: A. John Simmons, “Ideal and Nonideal Theory,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 38, no. 1 (2010), 34; 
Burke A. Hendrix, “Where Should We Expect Social Change in Non-Ideal Theory?” Political Theory 41, no. 1 (2013): 
133-5.  In the case of the relative priority of order and stability, on the one hand, and justice, on the other, this kind of 
claim about logical priority would be consistent with thinking that, as a political and practical matter, the conditions 
of a just society have to be compatible with those of a stable one.  I refer to this as a claim about political priority and 
address it separately in a moment.        	  
50 It seems more plausible to think that it is possible to establish the conditions for a just regime without any concern 
for the requirements of order and stability.  We might then identify a range of possible institutions, practices, and 
procedures that meet the requirements of justice.  Finally, we might use the requirements of order and stability as a 
constraint when choosing institutions, practices, and procedures from that range that seem best suited for the 
circumstances we find ourselves in “now and around here.”  Williams, “Realism and Moralism,” 2. 	  
51 Galston, “Realism in Political Theory,” 388.	  
52 One only has to think about the persistence of India’s caste system or any number of brutal imperial orders to dispel 
any optimism on this score.  The only way in which the situation might look different is if one were to adopt, like 
Rawls, a moralized conception of stability.  Rawls, Political Liberalism.   This move is, understandably, something 
that political realists want to resist.    	  
53 Galston, “Realism in Political Theory,” 388.  	  
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over other values.  This is because doing so will dangerously distort foreign policies.  Classical 
realists offer several reasons for this view.  First, as a general matter, our reasoning about justice 
is unreliable.  This is true both at the level of the individual and the international level.  At the 
individual level, classical realists think that arguments from justice are often mere rationalizations 
for unconscious drives, irrational impulses, and material interests.54  At the international level, 
where these drives, impulses, and material interests are less effectively contained by laws and 
institutions, classical realists expect this tendency to be even more pronounced.55  

Second, classical realists worry that state representatives who think that they are primarily 
motivated by justice are comparatively more likely to pursue absolute ends and less likely to be 
susceptible to moderation and compromise.  Instead of seeing states with competing ends as 
opponents to be reckoned with through bargaining and war, the justice-motivated state sees them 
as immoral pariahs and legitimate targets of unlimited violence.56  Finally, even when justice does 
not serve as moral cover for baser interests or propel a state toward dangerously absolute ends, 
classical realists think there may nonetheless be good prudential reasons to avoid assigning 
absolute political priority to justice (or indeed to any political value). This is because the political 
realm is tragic.  The complexities of social coordination mean that we are often unable to control 
and anticipate the effects of our actions.  Once performed, a political action collides with other 
actions, leading to consequences that we could never have foreseen and have only a limited 
capacity to control.  These collisions “deflect the action from its intended goal and create evil 
results of our intentions.”57 This is especially true at the international level, which lacks the laws 
and institutions that might channel political actions in more predictable ways.  Instead of assigning 
absolute priority to any one political value or moral end, the prudential actor must evaluate and 
compare policies according to our best estimation of their political consequences.58 Importantly, 
classical realists insist that none of these arguments should lead us to abandon the transformational 
project of international justice.  Rather, they are “persuaded that this transformation can be 
achieved only through the workmanlike manipulation of the perennial forces that have shaped the 
past as they will the future.”59 

To sum up, I have argued that political and classical realists affirm a common set of 
defining commitments, even if they sometimes do so through different routes.  Insofar as the 
affirmation of a common set of conceptual commitments is sufficient for inclusion within a 
theoretical family or tradition, there are no clear grounds for ignoring the conceptual and analytical 
kinship between political and classical realism.  I also take the conceptual arguments above to be 
sufficient to demonstrate that classical realism is hardly amoral in its commitments and approach.  
Why, then, have most contemporary political realists tended to ignore the possibility of such a 
kinship with classical realism?  I think that this rejection is not based on profound conceptual or 
analytical differences but rather on a caricature of classical realism as a form of amoral 
realpolitik.60 There may be rhetorical reasons to insist on such a caricature.  Many of the most 
powerful critiques of realism have tended to reduce the entire family of approaches to the uncareful 
                                                
54 E.H. Carr, The New Society (Boston: Beacon Press, 1957), 69, 105-6; E.H. Carr, What is History? (Houndsmills: 
Macmillan, 1986), 134; Morgenthau, Scientific Man, 155.  	  
55 Carr, Twenty Years’ Crisis; Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations, 81.	  
56 Ibid., 53; Hans J. Morgenthau, “The Twilight of International Morality,” Ethics 58, no. 2 (1948): 87-99.	  
57 Morgenthau, Scientific Man, 189.	  
58 Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations, 7; Beitz, Political Theory and International Relations, 190.  	  
59 Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations, 9; Carr, Twenty Years’ Crisis, 224-39.	  
60 Geuss, Politics and the Imagination, x; Geuss, History and Illusion, 55.	  
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skepticism and amoralism of a crude realpolitik.61 By insisting on the caricature, contemporary 
political realists can contain these criticisms by conceding their force against a particular strain of 
realism while insisting on the distinctiveness of their own approach.  But however rhetorically 
useful it may be, the caricature obscures deep conceptual and analytical connections.    
         
Three Lessons  
 In this section, I will suggest that there at least three important lessons to be learned from 
political realism’s closer engagement with classical realism.  First, such engagement might allow 
political realists to be clearer about the nature of their critical targets.  This is a question about 
which there is some confusion.  We have already considered one sort of confusion.  While realists 
often claim that their target is utopianism, I argued that their target is more accurately construed 
as political moralism.  One advantage of clearing up this confusion about realism’s target is that it 
helps us to distinguish more clearly between political realism and non-ideal critiques of ideal 
theory, which are also concerned with questions of fact-sensitivity and feasibility.62 Non-ideal 
critiques are primarily methodological, operate within liberal political philosophy, and take aim at 
theories that make assumptions about human behavior and institutional capacities that are unlikely 
to hold true in a world like ours (e.g. Rawls’ assumption of full compliance).  These critiques 
contend that, insofar as one of the goals of liberal political philosophy is to offer guidance to 
political actors and reformers, an insufficient regard for the facts or attentiveness to feasibility 
constraints will prove counterproductive.  Non-ideal critiques are methodological interventions 
and internal correctives of liberal ideal theory.63  In contrast, realism’s criticisms are conceptual 
ones that resist a particular vision of politics that is common to much of liberal political philosophy. 
 The disadvantage of conceiving of the target in this way is that it too easily leads to a 
potentially misleading view of realism’s relationship to liberalism.  The realist’s target is political 
moralism, of which some forms of liberalism are a species.  Because liberal approaches have 
dominated contemporary Anglo-American political philosophy and because liberal democracies 
have been the dominant postwar political form in the West, most political realists have focused 
their critical attention there.  This focus has obscured two facts—that there are forms of liberalism 
that are not moralistic and that there are forms of political moralism that are not liberal.  The first 
helps us to account for the fact that many political realists either self-identify or are plausibly 
categorized as liberals.64 There is nothing contradictory about this.  There are forms of liberalism 
that acknowledge the distinctiveness of politics and are not wedded to the strongly harmonious 
vision of politics that is characteristic of political moralism.  These forms of liberalism might 
plausibly include contestatory Madisonian liberalism, Judith Shklar’s liberalism of fear, modus 
vivendi and value pluralist liberalisms, as well as several more recent articulations of liberal 
realism.65  There are also many core liberal values that do not depend on (and are perhaps even 
antagonistic toward) a strongly harmonious conception of politics.  These might, as Andrew Sabl 

                                                
61 For example: Beitz, Political Theory and International Relations, 13-66; Marshall Cohen, “Moral Skepticism and 
International Relations,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 13, no. 4 (1984): 299-346.  	  
62 For example: Colin Farrelly, “Justice in Ideal Theory: A Refutation,” Political Studies 55 (2007): 844–864; Zofia 
Stemplowska, “What’s Ideal About Ideal Theory?”  Social Theory and Practice 34, no. 3 (2008): 319-40; Laura 
Valentini, “On the Apparent Paradox of Ideal Theory,” Journal of Political Philosophy 17, no. 3 (2009): 332-55.  	  
63 Sleat, "Liberalism, Realism, and Non-Ideal Theory,” 3-4.	  
64 Finlayson, “With radicals like these”; Galston, “Realism in political theory.”	  
65 Sabl, “Strategy: Liberal Realism in Politics”; Sleat, “Liberal Realism.” 	  
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has suggested, plausibly include: “liberty, equality, individualism, freedom of speech and dissent, 
at least a minimal form of justice, dispersion of the effective ability to choose, and security against 
arbitrary power—and, in all modern contexts, representative democracy.”66 Indeed, for much of 
the history of liberalism, defenses of these values have happily coexisted with more contestatory 
and agonistic visions of politics.  However, just as there are forms of liberalism that are not 
moralistic, so too are there species of political moralism that are not liberal.  And contemporary 
political realists have had far less to say on this matter. 
 For classical realists, however, liberalism is very clearly a species of the larger genus of 
political moralism.67  Classical realists have a fuller account of both the features and the dangers 
of this larger genus.  Like political realists, classical realists think that the problematic features of 
political moralism flow from its failure to acknowledge the distinctiveness of politics and its 
reliance on a strongly harmonious vision of politics.  For these reasons, political moralists will 
tend to see conflict and the exercise of coercive power as objectionable disturbances and 
exceptions to harmonious normalcy, to have confidence in the human capacity to impose our will 
on the political world, and to share a belief in the possibility and durability moral progress in 
politics.68 While liberalism may provide the paradigmatic instance of these tendencies, they are 
shared by other post-Enlightenment political programs like Marxism and Nazism. 69  These 
commitments become dangerous when they are challenged by the realities of the political world—
when conflict and coercive power can no longer be dismissed as exceptional, when politics escapes 
human mastery, and when moral progress proves elusive or reversible.  At this point, suggest 
classical realists, there is a temptation for the moralist political actor to double down and to 
contemplate more radical and violent means for achieving a harmonious and moral political 
order.70   
 Contemporary political realists need not affirm the particular details of this account of 
political moralism and its dangers.   However, they might do well to follow the lead of classical 
realists in offering a fuller account of non-liberal instances of political moralism and specifying 
the features they share with liberal ones.  Which forms of republicanism, Marxism, or conservatism 
are appropriately subject to the realist rejection of political moralism?  What sorts of practical 
dangers do all of these forms of political moralism share?  What is missed by focusing the critique 
of the genus of political moralism so squarely on its liberal species?      
 Second, political realists might look to classical realists for a more empirically-attentive 
account of human motivation.  Regardless of whether one understands it as a methodological or a 
conceptual critique, it is clear that one of the advantages political realism claims over its targets is 
that of a more bottom-up approach to political thinking.  In contrast to the abstract ethics-first, top-
down approach of the political moralist, the political realist begins “from an account of our existing 
motivations and our political and social institutions.”71 What the political realist aims to capture is 
not the behavioral and institutional requirements of a fully just state, or even a “realistic utopia,” 
but rather “the way the social, economic, political, etc., institutions actually operate in some society 
                                                
66 Sabl, “Strategy: Liberal Realism in Politics,” 11.	  
67  As I suggested above, classical realists often use “utopianism,” “idealism,” and “moralism” somewhat 
interchangeably.  For the reasons I suggested above, I tend to find the interchangeable use of these terms misleading.      	  
68 Carr, Twenty Years’ Crisis, 22-62; Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations, 3; Hans J. Morgenthau, In Defense of the 
National Interest (New York: Albert A. Knopf, 1951), 92-101.	  
69 Carr, Twenty Years’ Crisis, 90-1; Morgenthau, Scientific Man, 41-74.	  
70 See, for example: Morgenthau, Scientific Man, 52-67; Carr, Twenty Years’ Crisis, 89-93. 
71 Geuss, Philosophy and Real Politics, 59.	  
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at some given time and what really does move human beings to act in given circumstances.”72 Yet 
most political realist work has hovered between the abstract and the polemical without much 
attempt to offer these kinds of empirically-attentive accounts of human motivation or institutional 
operation.73  
 For the sake of argument, let us focus on the question of human motivation.74  Political 
realists rely on both explicit and implicit assumptions on this question.  Untethered to empirical 
evidence, the explicit assumptions have the air of timeworn ritual utterances.  Echoing “realist” 
forerunners like Thucydides, Augustine, and Machiavelli (all of whom, it bears noting, wrote 
during times of war or deep political crisis), contemporary political realists ask us to take it as an 
“undeniable fact that most human agents most of the time are weak, easily distracted, deeply 
conflicted, and confused.”75 These agents’ beliefs are often indeterminate, incoherent, and the 
product of various forms of illusion.76 “Facts” such as these are made to bear a heavy burden in 
the realist’s attempt to explain why the moralist’s political and institutional principles translate so 
poorly into effective political proposals.  Yet, despite decades of major advances in the empirical 
study of individual and social psychology, such statements remain purely stipulative.  What is 
more, many political realists seem to assume that human weakness, distraction, and irrationality 
are virtually constant traits.  They do not offer any account of how and under what circumstances 
we might expect such traits to be more or less pronounced.    

It may seem rather strange to suggest that classical realists have anything to teach political 
realists on this question.  After all, classical realists are often taken to have a hackneyed account 
of human nature that was influenced more by a pessimistic theology of original sin and a dated 
philosophical anthropology than it was by empirical psychological findings.  However, classical 
realists like Morgenthau and Carr were far more attentive to the psychological findings of their 
day than is generally supposed.  This attention is most visible in these thinkers’ intellectual debts 
to Sigmund Freud. For instance, Morgenthau argues that man is motivated by two instincts: self-
preservation, which is satisfied when the requirements of survival have been met, and self-
assertion, a will to dominate which “would be satisfied only if the last man became an object of 
domination, there being nobody above or beside him, that is, if he became like God.”77 For 
Morgenthau, these instincts produce the intense disagreements and conflicts that define the 
political condition.  As Robert Schuett’s textual and archival work has shown, this account of 
human motivation reflects Morgenthau’s close engagement with Freud’s instinct theory.78 Both 
Morgenthau and Carr evince additional debts to Freud’s accounts of repression and identification 
in their common argument about the roots of aggressive state behavior.  Within the state, the 
individual’s instinct toward self-assertion is diverted and weakened by rules, institutions, and 
social norms.  However, the individual compensates for the domestic repression of these instincts 
by vicarious identification with the self-assertion of his state.79  Of course, these arguments now 
appear hopelessly dated.  However, I suggest that this reflects the nascent state of the field of 
psychology in the mid-twentieth century, rather than a failure on the part of classical realists to 
engage seriously with empirical questions of human motivation. 
                                                
72 Ibid., 9.  Emphasis mine.  	  
73 Galston, “Realism in political theory”; Scheuerman, “Realist revival.”	  
74 On the relationship between realism and human motivation, see William Galston’s chapter in this volume.	  
75 Geuss, Philosophy and Real Politics, 2.  	  
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 One aspect of human motivation about which classical realists may have been generally 
correct concerns our tendency toward moral rationalization.  They argue that what appear to be 
moral arguments may often be post-hoc and largely unconscious justifications for our inclinations, 
intuitions, and interests. Contemporary political realists like Raymond Geuss share this 
motivational assumption, treating the tendency toward rationalization as a virtual constant and 
therefore as a ground for suspicion of moral argument.  Arguments about justice and right are, he 
suspects, often moral cover for the interests of the powerful and the preservation of the existing 
order.80 However, where Geuss makes motivational suggestions, Carr and Morgenthau offer more 
complete and empirically-attentive accounts.  For Carr, Freud’s great contribution to the 
understanding of human motivation was to drive “the last nail into the coffin of the ancient illusion 
that the motives from which men allege or believe themselves to have acted are in fact adequate 
to explain their action.”81  While he is unwilling to give up altogether on the explanatory power of 
human reason, Carr insists that it is a less potent motivational force than post-Enlightenment 
optimists tend to suppose.  Carr combines this Freudian insight with a Nietzschean moral 
psychology and a Marxist diagnosis of ideological illusion, all of which point to the ways in which 
moral reasoning might be motivated by unconscious drives, irrational impulses, and material 
interests.  Morgenthau largely echoes these arguments.  While the individual “is dominated by 
interests and driven by emotional impulses, as well as motivated by reason, he likes to see himself 
primarily in the light of this latter, eminently human quality.  Hence he gives his irrational qualities 
the earmarks of reason.  What we call ‘ideology’ is the result of this process of rationalization.”82 
This motivational account provides the psychological underpinning for an account of international 
state behavior.  State actors will tend to rationalize the drives and material goals of their states by 
appealing to arguments about justice and right.83  For both Carr and Morgenthau, the task of the 
realist is to unmask the drives and interests lurking behind these ideological smokescreens.84   

Whatever one makes of the international application of these arguments, it is clear that 
there is powerful empirical evidence that individuals have a tendency to invoke moral reasons in 
order to defend and justify their needs and inclinations. 85  Among these is an inclination to 
consciously and unconsciously justify and rationalize the political, economic, and social status 
quo.86 There is disturbing evidence that, under certain circumstances, individuals will rationalize 
the existing order even when it violates their individual or group self-interest.87   Given the 
centrality of claims about rationalization to their account of human motivation and critique of 
political moralism, contemporary political realists could engage with these findings more closely.  
At the very least, such an engagement might prevent political realists from treating rationalization 
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as a motivational constant and prompt them instead to offer some account of the conditions under 
which we should expect the tendency toward rationalization to be especially pronounced.  This is 
merely one example of how deeper engagement with the empirical study of human motivation 
may both support and strengthen the contemporary political realist agenda.    
 Third, and on a closely related note, classical realists might give political realists insights 
into the routes by which realism acquires a conservative bias.  In both its international and political 
variants, realism is often criticized for being a rationalization of the status quo and an apology for 
existing power relations.  The suggestion seems to be that there is something about the conceptual 
framework or methodological approach of realism that makes it particularly vulnerable to 
becoming a mere rationalization or apology for the existing order.  Yet, on its face, this is a 
puzzling suggestion.  While realist commitments may be consistent with certain strands of 
conservatism, these commitments do not themselves demand that one assign any special normative 
value to the status quo.  For most realists, the fact that a set of institutions, traditions, customs, or 
prejudices happen to have stood the test of time does not invest them with particular normative 
significance.  And, as public intellectuals and political actors, many realists have defended a range 
of progressive positions aimed at challenging or upsetting existing power relationships.  What is 
more, realists are acutely attuned to the ways in which political and moral arguments can serve as 
rationalizations of the status quo and apologies for power.  They diagnose these tendencies—often 
with a certain unrelenting zeal—in the arguments of their “idealist,” “utopian,” or “high liberal” 
targets.88  So, if realism does amount to a rationalization or apology of the kind that its critics 
allege, it is not because realists set out to defend or justify existing power relationships.  If realists 
end up as rationalizers and apologists, they get there through a more circuitous route. 
 Political realism’s critics and interlocutors have proposed several such routes.  Insofar as 
political realists are committed to fact-sensitivity and attentive to feasibility constraints, extreme 
forms of realism may be left with no other option but to affirm the status quo.  David Estlund 
reminds us of Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s complaint in the preface to Emile: “‘Propose what can be 
done,’ they never stop repeating to me.  It is as if I were told, ‘Propose doing what is done.’”89  
Theories that are maximally sensitive to facts and attentive to feasibility constraints must endorse 
or demand precisely the kinds of institutions and patterns of citizen behavior that we have already.  
Of course, as Estlund acknowledges, “virtually no one will insist on this extreme kind of realism 
in normative theory.”90  Even if there were some who did insist on this, it is not clear that it would 
be accurate to equate their fact-sensitivity and attentiveness to feasibility constraints with 
“realism.”  As we have already seen, realists are not concerned with fact-sensitivity and feasibility 
per se, but rather with the conception of politics that is held by their critical targets.  It is at least 
logically possible to be a realist who is not concerned with fact-sensitivity and feasibility.  
Radicalism and critique of the status quo need not sit uncomfortably with realist commitments.91   

Nevertheless, as Lorna Finlayson has forcefully argued, while realist commitments do not 
logically entail an affirmation of the status quo, many political realists tend to make argumentative 
moves that push them towards a kind of conservatism.  They focus on institutional or behavioral 
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phenomena that are allegedly fixed and constant, rather than variable.  They then move from seeing 
these phenomena as fixed to treating them almost always as constraints on political possibility, 
and virtually never as enabling factors.  Finally, they criticize their predominantly liberal targets 
for overlooking these phenomena and constraints and for being too ambitious in their demands on 
institutions and citizens.  To the extent that realists make these argumentative moves, their position 
will shift “towards a greater acceptance of the status quo, towards more modesty in the change 
that [they] are prepared to propose or demand.”92 On Finlayson’s account, realists end up affirming 
the status quo because they make a series of conservative argumentative moves that they 
mistakenly think are entailed by realism’s fundamental commitments.  If they can be persuaded 
that this is indeed a mistake, there is no reason why realists cannot move in more radical directions. 
 Classical realists, however, suggest a subtler route towards an affirmation of the existing 
order—and one that may be more difficult to avoid.  As we have seen, a frequent realist charge 
against political moralism is that, despite its seemingly radical aims, it amounts to a rationalization 
of or apology for the existing order.  Realists often see their role as that of revealing or unmasking 
such rationalizations and apologies.  Carr is especially attuned to the way in which this very 
attention to the possibility of status quo justification can prevent the realist from identifying and 
defending genuine moral principles at all.  The realist, “in denying any a priori quality to political 
theories, and in proving them to be rooted in practice, falls easily into a determinism which argues 
that theory, being nothing more than a rationalisation of conditioned and predetermined purpose, 
is a pure excrescence and impotent to alter the course of events.”93  At its extreme, political realism 
leaves us with no “right of moral judgment” or grounds for principled and purposive political 
action.94  In other words, in attempting to avoid the dangers of rationalization and status quo 
justification, the realist embraces a form of unmasking criticism that threatens to reproduce the 
problem by another means.  If all normative political arguments are potentially corrupted by 
interest, then no particular argument can be easily defended. In these circumstances, the realist is 
left without firm grounds for pursuing political action of any sort.  All proposals are suspect and 
therefore the existing order is likely to continue by default, as no more obviously unjustified than 
any other alternative.95  Carr worries that the only option left for a thoroughgoing realist is the 
“passive contemplation” of political reality.96  
 Now, one might reasonably suggest that Carr has fallen victim to the genetic fallacy.  Even 
if the realist can show that any given moral claim is a rationalization or apology for the existing 
order, this does not itself show that the claim is false.  It is, at best, merely grounds for suspicion—
an invitation to seek independent corroboration for the claim.  However, I take Carr’s worry to be 
that, as both a psychological and an epistemological matter, the realist’s embrace of a certain kind 
of unmasking criticism leaves her suspicious of even the well-justified moral beliefs and therefore 
at perpetual risk of political paralysis.  Offering the realist a remedial philosophy lecture on the 
genetic fallacy may not reliably ease this suspicion.  Given the place of unmasking criticism in 
certain strands of contemporary political realism, this strikes me as a worry worth taking seriously. 
 
Conclusion 
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 In sum, there is a close conceptual and analytical kinship between political and classical 
realism.  While they may do so through different routes, political and classical realists share core 
conceptual foundations: a commitment to the autonomy or distinctiveness of politics, an agonistic 
account of politics, a critique of political moralism, and a rejection of any absolute priority of 
justice over other political values.  Insofar as shared core commitments are sufficient for 
conceptual and analytical kinship, there are no good grounds on which to ignore the familial ties 
between political and classical realism.  What is more, a failure to acknowledge this kinship is 
conceptually and analytically costly.  Classical realists have thought carefully on questions about 
questions on realism’s targets, its account of human motivation, and its potential for status quo 
bias.  These are questions that are at the heart of contemporary conversations both among political 
realists and between them and their critics.  Classical realists like Carr and Morgenthau should be 
given places at the family table. 
 
  


