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Waltzian neorealism advances neither the analytical power of the realist school nor its utility for 

practitioners. Discuss. 

 

A. Introduction 

 

The already widely-discussed goal of Waltzian neorealism, considered here as primarily set out in 

Waltz’s Theory of International Politics (“TIP”) (1979), was to provide greater parsimony to realist 

thinking through a purely structural theory of the international system.  Waltz argued that while 

neorealism’s conclusions are conditional on ‘all other things being equal’, they would tell us “…what 

to expect in general”, despite being rooted solely in an analysis of the structural causes of 

international relations (1979, p.91).  It has been acknowledged by even its critics as having had the 

goal of achieving a “…very parsimonious approach” (Buzan and Little, 2009, p.447). 

Whether this increased parsimony is in fact achieved by a purely structural analysis of international 

relations is the key to assessing the impact of Waltzian neorealism on the analytical power of the 

realist school (Wood, 1996, pp. 20-22).  Further, in focusing on this issue of structural analysis, it is 

necessary to set aside those empirical disputes with liberalism, constructivism and other paradigms 

over the validity of common fundamental empirical assumptions of realism (e.g. primacy of the state, 

international anarchy, or rational behaviour) which are replicated in Waltzian neorealism, but which 

in their continuation, do not have any effect on the utility of the realist school per se.   

Rather the dispute over the particular effect of neorealism is defined by its distinctions with previous 

realist thought and later ‘structurationists’.  It will be argued in this essay that (1) the Waltzian swing 

to a purely structural explanation of international relations was no less myopic than purely agency-

based explanations; that empirically there is evidence for the importance of agency and structure; and 

Waltz was aware of the problem but rationalised rather than solved it; and (2) the approach of the later 

theories which combine structure and agent show that while Waltzian realism was insightful about 

structure, it was just as incomplete as pure agency-based theories of international relations. 

 

B. An Unjustifiable Exclusion of Agency? 

 

Looking at the arguments in TIP as a starting point, despite the apparent desire to increase parsimony, 

there is a great deal to suggest that Waltz was in fact more concerned with isolating structural causes 

irrespective of the effect on parsimony.  This reflected a shift away from classical realist approaches 

which were almost entirely non-structural, and focused on the motives and attributes of agents within 

the structure. Morgenthau as one of the most prominent modern classical realist theorists was 

primarily concerned with the first of Waltz’s ‘images’, and grounded his theory of international 

relations in a fundamental first principle that: “Political realism believes that politics, like society in 
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general, is governed by objective laws that have their roots in human nature” (2005, p.4).  While 

Morgenthau conceived of motive as defined in terms of power, he also admitted the existence of a 

counter-theory of “irrational politics”, based on, for example, ideological persuasion, and that this 

was also worth exploring. In an analysis not far removed from that of constructivists, Morgenthau did 

just so by analysing a string of typical agency level ‘errors’ grounded in modes of human thought, 

namely: (a) persistence in outmoded approaches, driven by cultural or experimental conditioning; (b) 

demonization that gives a substituted sense of control; and (c) denial or belief that all problems are 

somehow solvable to reduce a sense of distress (2005, pp.7-10).  

Similar approaches are taken by other classical realists such as Carr, Kennan, and Niebuhr (Smith, 

M.J. 1987, p.219). Likewise classical realists put a degree of importance on the second image, relating 

to national attributes, in particular: “…realists from Max Weber [onwards] treat domestic politics as 

another factor among many that combine to equip a nation more or less stoutly for the struggle with 

other states” (Smith, M.J. 1987, pp.221).  Classical realists’ analysis of structure, which otherwise 

includes the common assumptions of international anarchy and primacy of states, is otherwise broken 

down into agency level factors (Smith, M.J. 1987, p.223; Doyle 1997). 

Waltzian neorealism is an attempt to break away from this approach. However, Waltz, in excluding 

all attributes and relations of states (which to varying degrees featured in classical realist thought) 

acknowledges he did not do so because they are wholly irrelevant.  In particular, it is made clear by 

Waltz in TIP on several occasions that states’ attributes and relations can be relevant, (1979, pp.92) or 

that non-state actors can be relevant (1979, p.94) and in particular making it clear that these are left 

out not because of any irrelevance, but because this is purposively a structuralist model that leaves 

“…aside the qualities, the motives, and the interactions of the actors, not because those matters are 

uninteresting or unimportant, but because [we] want to know how the qualities, the motives, and the 

interactions of tribal units are affected by… structure” (1979, p.81).   

This however does not appear to be the whole story: the reality is that Waltz sees these factors as 

relevant but insufficiently important to be included. Rather, they generate the ‘outliers’.  This must at 

least be implicit in the context of: (1) the above statement that neorealism will tell us what will 

happen in general; (2) the examples given in TIP of generally repetitive structural effects (for example, 

regarding British Prime Ministers); and (3) in later work which emphasised the import of structural 

factors throughout history to explain the identity of behaviour of countries of different political 

persuasions (1991, 2000); that Waltz attributes to these other factors the role of generating effect and 

results, but only ones worthy of being treated as ‘aberrant’.   

As such, while within this model Waltz admits only what he described as the “minimum of content” 

(1979, p.97), Waltz appears to struggle between having to admit the relevance of other factors, but at 

the same time having to explain their exclusion by reference to their limited relevance.  
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Waltz rationalised the exclusion of these factors by reference to the approach to microeconomic 

theory, citing the fact that the theory does not look to the motivations of individual firms, or for 

example consider the impact of government regulation (1979, pp.89-91); however, he did not point to 

any microeconomic theorist that argued these are of only minor effect and that this was the basis for 

their exclusion. This is what as Waltz tacitly seeks to do: TIP becomes a piece of advocacy for the 

pre-eminence (rather than the isolated study) of structure.   

There would, for example, be no part of microeconomic theory based on profit maximising firms to 

seek to accurately describe the pricing behaviour of charities which in fulfilling their particular 

charitable object act with no profit motive whatsoever. However microeconomic theorists would not 

argue that the behaviour of charities is an outlier; merely something not covered in the model.   

Continuing this example, critics of Waltz are therefore concerned that on the international stage, there 

are many potential ‘charity cases’ which have therefore been explicitly dismissed by Waltz, which can 

play an explanatory role. Smith (1987, p.224) puts it eloquently, after citing Waltz’s exhortation of 

importance of structure, that:  

 

“…[realists] have perhaps unwittingly contributed to an unfortunate compartmentalization of 

domestic and international history and theory, leading to fruitless methodological arguments 

about which factors have “primacy”, when we should be studying how they affect each other”. 

 

C. Structure & Agency 

 

The range criticism Waltzian neorealism has generated is certainly broad and varied. Some of this 

criticism comes in the form of attacks on for the empirical invalidity of its assumptions (Lebow, R.N. 

1994). However, as above in framing the question to be answered, these are attacks not on the specific 

contribution of neorealism as embodied in TIP model of creating a solely structural model: they are, 

in fact, criticisms of the basis of the realist project.   

Rather, it was Wendt who is known for his criticism of the sole of use of structure in neorealism (and 

neoliberalism), stating (1987, pp.337-338): 

“All social scientific theories embody an at least implicit solution to the ‘agent-structure 

problem,’ which situates agents and social structures in relation to one another… The agent-

structure problem has its origins in two truisms about social life which underlie most social 

scientific inquiry: 1) human beings and their organizations are purposeful actors whose 

actions help reproduce or transform the society in which they live; and 2) society is made up 

of social relationships, which structure the interactions between these purposeful actors.” 

 

Wendt’s criticism is that the error made is that (1) or (2) above is to be at the exclusion of the other; 

and that neorealism turns agents into “primitive units, which leaves [it] unable to explain the 
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properties of those units, and therefore to justify its theoretically and explanatory claims about state 

action” (1987, p.349).  Wendt puts forward an alternative “structuration theory” which 

“conceptualizes agents and structures as mutually constituted or codetermined entities” (1987, p.350), 

although being rooted in constructivism, arguably sets up structures as constituted by agents, and is 

thus equally reductionist (Rose, 1998, p.152-153). 

Setting aside the debate over realism vs. constructivism, this idea of mutual codetermination has 

unsurprisingly rung true even in the realist school, and to Waltz himself, who as above struggles with 

how to justify leaving out unit level factors.  For example, Waltz modifies his later position to go so 

far as to say: “Structures shape and shove. They do not determine behaviours or shape outcomes, not 

only because unit-level and structural causes interact, but also because the shaping and shoving of 

structures may be successfully resisted” (Waltz, K. 1986, p.343).  The question is: where does this 

leave the billiard ball theory promoted in TIP?  

The answer to this is the worthy ancestor to its descendent holistic paradigm known as ‘neoclassical 

realism’, as coined by Rose (1998), but ultimately, self-admittedly incomplete. Rose, looking across 

neo-classicists, in a summary that cannot be improved upon (1998, pp.152-153): 

“…neoclassical realists occupy a middle ground between pure structural theorists and 

constructivists. The former implicitly accept a clear and direct link between systemic 

constraints and unit-level behavior; the latter deny that any objective systemic constraints 

exist at all, arguing instead that international reality is socially constructed …Neoclassical 

realists assume …relative power… will…have dramatic effects on the outcomes of state 

interactions. They do not assume, however, that states necessarily apprehend that reality 

accurately on a day-to-day basis.” 

 

These neoclassical realism theories are not reductionist as Waltz might argue, in that structure is not 

defined in terms of agents alone, nor vice versa, this latter being arguably something Waltz himself 

does in TIP in the use of relative capabilities (Wendt, 1987 p.341-342).  Rather they are appropriately 

holistic, and Wohlforth (1995, p.19; Rose 1998 p.169) states the conclusion of this essay, and of 

neoclassical realists, that:  

“Any realist discussion of international change must combine the domestic and international 

levels of analysis. A [purely structural] realist explanation cannot offer a comprehensive 

account of precisely why a given state's domestic political, social, and economic institutions 

decline in comparison to those of competing powers.” 

 

D. Conclusions 

 

As pointed out by Goddard (2005, p.24) in some senses this criticism is harsh in that Waltzian realism 

was always intended to be analytical of the structure of international relations, not to predict real 
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policies of states. A purely analytical approach such as TIP has given the realist school a strong 

analytical approach to the effect of structure (something arguably missing pre-1979), but in doing so 

is self-admittedly incomplete.  If a theory is to have utility for practitioners, it must be capable of 

valuable explanation or prediction, which TIP lacks sufficient variables to do.   

Waltzian realism undoubtedly made a valuable contribution in driving forward a stronger analytical 

approach to realism, but in so doing focused on too little of the vast beast that is international relations, 

achieving a simplicity that has often been mislabelled parsimony.  Rather, it is neoclassical realism 

which has both “parsimony” and “fit” (Rose, p.167), having jettisoned assumptions designed to focus 

solely on structure, and incorporated the unquestionably relevant issues that exist at agent level. 
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