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 Realism, Neorealism, and
 American Liberalism

 Keith L. Shimko

 Neorealism has recently been portrayed as an attempt to systematize the
 insights of classical realism in order to put them on a more solid theoretical
 foundation. This essay rejects this common characterization of the emergence of
 neorealism by arguing that neorealism constitutes a fundamentally different
 conceptualization of international politics than that provided by classical realists.
 Neorealism is best understood as an alternative to classical realism shaped by
 enduring liberal traditions in the United States, which is where neorealism
 emerged and thrives.

 One of the most widely accepted observations about the
 American political experience is the dominance of liberalism as the
 framework of American political discourse. There appears to be
 little quarrel with Louis Hartz's conclusion that the only political
 tradition of consequence in the United States is liberalism; politics
 in America is distinguished by the lack of any genuinely radical or
 conservative political movements which contend for power. As
 Hartz observed, "the ironic flaw in American liberalism lies in the
 fact that we have never had a real conservative tradition."' Indeed,
 conservatives have often debated among themselves whether a
 genuine conservatism is possible in America (the free-market
 "conservatism" which is found in the United States is actually a
 version of classical liberalism, of course, not philosophical conser-
 vatism).2 The reasons for the political hegemony of liberalism are
 the subject of lively debate, but divergent explanations for the
 dominance of liberalism should not be allowed to obscure the basic

 consensus that what passes for political conflict in America occurs
 largely within the confines of liberalism.

 The author would like to thank Stanley Michalak, Patricia Morris, Harvey
 Starr, Michael Stohl, and Cynthia Weber for useful comments and suggestions on
 earlier drafts of this article.

 1. Louis Hartz, The Liberal Tradition in America: An Interpretation of American
 Political Thought Since the Revolution (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company,
 1955), p. 57.

 2. George Nash, The Conservative Intellectual Movement in American Since 1945
 (New York: Basic Books, 1976), pp. 186-253.

 281
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 The impact of the liberal tradition on American thinking about
 international affairs is a somewhat more contentious issue. The

 most common analysis emphasizes the resulting naivete, legalism,
 and moralism which supposedly plagued American foreign policy,
 at least until the onset of World War II. In the postwar period, so the
 story goes, hard-nosed realism replaced wooly idealism as the
 prevailing intellectual perspective in the United States. Woodrow
 Wilson was out; Hans Morgenthau was in. As neatly as this story
 unfolds, the plot remains unsatisfying. The unresolved question
 should be obvious: how did realism, which has (or had) important
 roots in conservative political philosophy, take hold in a nation
 whose entire political tradition was liberalism?

 The thesis of this essay is that "classical" realism never did
 establish firm roots among American students of international
 affairs. After the war realism triumphed largely by default; liberal
 idealism and its attendant utopianism were discredited and radical
 perspectives did not receive serious attention until the Vietnam
 war and the rise of cold war revisionism. Classical realism, whose
 primary exponents were often European emigrees such as Hans
 Morgenthau, Nicholas Spykman, George Liska, and Henry
 Kissinger, did not mesh well with the innate liberalism of most
 American intellectuals. As Robert Cox points out, it was "Euro-
 pean-formed thinkers like Reinhold Niebuhr and Hans Morgenthau
 who introduced a more pessimistic and power-oriented view of
 mankind into the American milieu conditioned by eighteenth-
 century optimism and the nineteenth century belief in progress."3
 There were some native Americans who espoused versions of
 classical realism, the most prominent being George Kennan and
 Reinhold Niebuhr, but their intellectual orientation was more
 European than American. Despite Cox's claim that these thinkers
 "introduced" this conservative realism into American thought,
 one wonders how successful the introduction was. There is little

 doubt that the rhetoric of realism was adopted by both supporters
 and critics of American policy-that is, an emphasis on power, the
 balance of power, struggle, etc-but it is more doubtful that the
 philosophical roots ran deep enough to take firm hold. The diffi-

 3. Robert W. Cox, "Social Forces, States, and World Orders," in Neorealism and

 Its Critics, ed. Robert O. Keohane (New York: Columbia University Press, 1986),
 pp. 240-41.
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 culty of transplanting realism to the United States is to be found in
 the main conflict between classical realism and American liberal-

 ism-the former's pessimistic view of man, which is at odds with
 the basic optimism of liberalism.4

 This is where neorealism enters the picture. Neorealism's great
 accomplishment is that it preserves much of the structure of
 classical realist analysis while abandoning some its more objec-
 tionable (read "unliberal") foundations. Behind all the claims of
 neorealism's methodological and epistemological superiority, all
 of which may or may not be true, lies a more basic explanation for
 the rise and popularity of neorealism among American scholars.
 We cannot fully understand the popularity of neorealism in the
 United States without examining it and classical realism in the
 context of the American liberal tradition. Theoretical perspectives,
 particularly in the social sciences, thrive not merely because of
 their scientific superiority, but also because they are consonant
 with a society's prevailing values and beliefs.

 Classical Realism in the United States

 A good place to begin this discussion is to examine how most
 people think of realism today in the context of general debates over
 international relations theory, because as one does so it becomes
 clear that there are some problems. Two of the most recent and
 widely used surveys of the field are K. J. Holsti's The Dividing
 Discipline and Kauppi and Viotti's International Relations Theory.5
 Holsti identifies three contending paradigms-the classical tradi-
 tion, theories of global society, and neo-Marxist approaches. Kauppi
 and Viotti also present three schools of thought-realism, plural-

 4. Readers may want to examine Stanley Hoffmann's seminal essay, "An
 American Social Science: International Relations," Daedalus 106 (1977): 41-60.
 Hoffmann's argument differs from the one offered here in two respects: first, he
 does not emphasize the difficulties of adopting realism in the United States in
 terms of its conservative assumptions; and second, Hoffmann did not and really
 could not have specifically addressed issues dealing with neorealism (Waltz's
 Theory of International Politics did not appear until 1979).

 5. K. J. Holsti, The Dividing Discipline: Hegemony and Diversity in International
 Theory (Boston: Allen and Unwin, 1984); Paul R. Viotti and Mark V. Kauppi, eds.,
 International Relations Theory: Realism, Pluralism, and Globalism (New York:
 Macmillan, 1987).
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 ism, and globalism. It is clear from reading these overviews that the
 different categorizations are basically the same (i.e., realism is the
 classical paradigm, pluralism is theories of global society, and
 globalism is the same as neo-Marxist approaches). The analysis
 and citations in both volumes also makes it clear that the authors

 see the classical paradigm (Holsti) or realism (Kauppi and Viotti)
 as the dominant frameworks for understanding international rela-
 tions in the United States. Even the most cursory examination of
 the literature suggests that this judgment is correct.

 The problems emerge when different labels are employed and
 when we look at the specific issue of international conflict. In Why
 War?, for example, Nelson and Olin lay out three philosophical
 approaches to understanding war-conservatism, liberalism, and
 radicalism.6 This tripartite categorization is analogous to those
 provided by Holsti and Kauppi and Viotti, which we can tell from
 the fact that all the authors cited in these works as realists are also

 included in Spencer and Olin's discussion of conservative ap-
 proaches. That is, Holsti's classical paradigm and Kauppi and
 Viotti's realism are the same as Nelson and Olin's conservatism. As

 a result, one is led to conclude that if realism is the dominant
 approach of American students of international relations, then
 conservatism must be the prevailing intellectual orientation and
 political philosophy toward understanding international conflict.
 This is a more difficult issue because the logical answer would
 seem to be yes, but this would conflict with what I believe to the
 correct assumption of liberal dominance. This raises a number key
 issues concerning the relationship between realism, conservatism,
 and liberalism in America which guide the present essay. How,
 one wonders, does realism thrive in a liberal milieu when some of
 its key assumptions are at variance with liberal beliefs?

 Classical Realism, Liberalism, and Conservatism

 It is always dangerous to attempt to summarize the key aspects
 of rich and varied traditions in a short space; centuries of political
 thought are not easily reduced to a few sentences. At the risk of

 6. Keith L. Nelson and Spencer C. Olin, Why War? Ideology, Theory and History
 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1979).
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 being overly simplistic, however, we can say the debate between
 liberals and conservatives revolves in large part around disagree-
 ments concerning the nature of man and his social institutions-the
 human condition. They offer differing assessments of the human
 condition because they present divergent portraits of man. Liber-
 alism is ultimately dependent upon an optimistic assessment of
 man and his potential. As David Sidorsky explains:

 When liberalism is considered as a secular faith, its central vision is a
 conception of man, of society, and of history. In simplest terms, it is, first,
 a conception of man as desiring freedom and capable of exercising ra-
 tional free choice. Second, it is a perspective on social institutions as open
 to rational reconstruction.... It is, third, a view of history as progressively
 perfectible through the continuous application of human reason to social
 institutions.7

 The liberal mind-set entails a view of man as a creature of

 reason, capable of overcoming the more obnoxious features of his
 natural and social environment by applying his ever expanding
 body of knowledge. Social problems such as war are the result of
 inadequate information and/or faulty, but reformable, institu-
 tional structures. More modest versions of liberalism downplay
 the notion of perfectibility, emphasizing instead more limited,
 though inevitable, progress: liberalism, according to Kukathas, is
 merely "meliorist, affirming the corrigibility and improvability of
 all social institutions and social arrangements."'

 A conservative orientation, on the other hand, rests upon a
 pessimistic analysis of man stressing his limits and shortcomings.
 In some ways the conservative view of man is more complex, and
 several strains of thought can be found in conservative analyses.
 Some, such as Burke, stress that people are creatures of habit,
 tradition, and custom who desire stability and order above other
 values. Other facets of conservatism, however, stress more nega-
 tive features of human nature. In its more religious manifestations,
 some conservatives stress notions of original sin and man's fall
 from grace with God. Man's inherent spiritual and moral inad-

 7. David Sidorsky, ed., The Liberal Tradition in European Thought (New York:
 Capricorn Books, 1970), p. 2.

 8. Chandran Kukathas, "Conservatism, Liberalism, and Ideology," Critical
 Review: A Journal of Books and Ideas 1(1987): 37; see also John Gray, Liberalism
 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986).
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 equacies, according to this view, stand in the way of the progress
 anticipated by liberals. More secular variants of conservatism tend
 to portray man as an animal of lust, passion, self-interest, egoism,
 and emotion. It is not that man is purely evil, lustful or irrational;
 it is simply that these elements of human nature are integral
 components of man's social relations: the "irrational" facets of
 human nature inevitably influence man's behavior and are re-
 flected in his necessarily imperfect social institutions.9

 Classical realists by and large accepted the conservative view
 of human nature, and these assumptions about human nature
 were central elements of the classical realist perspective on inter-
 national relations (in saying this I mean mainly that they adopted
 the more negative, secular view of man as inevitably being moti-
 vated, in part, by emotion, lust for power, and greed). Certainly
 some emphasized human nature more than others, but as Michael
 Joseph Smith observes in his recent analysis of realist thought,
 "Realists assume an ineracible tendency to evil, a universal animus
 dominandi among all men and women.... This treatment of
 human nature, reaching back to Thucydides, informs every facet of
 realist analysis."10 Still, some discussions of realist thought pro-
 ceed without any mention of such assumptions. The survey by
 Viotti and Kauppi, for example, attempts to lay out the "major
 actors and assumptions" of realism, but one searches in vain for
 any mention of human nature whatsoever.- John Vasquez main-
 tains that there are three fundamental assumptions of realism:

 1. Nation-states or their decision-makers are the most important actors
 for understanding international relations.
 2. There is a sharp distinction between domestic politics and international
 politics.
 3. International relations is a struggle for power and peace. Understand-
 ing how and why that struggle occurs and suggesting ways for regulating
 it is the purpose of the discipline.12

 9. See Robert L. Schuettinger, ed., The Conservative Tradition in European Thought
 (New York: G. P. Putnam's Sons, 1970), pp. 11-34.

 10. Michael Joseph Smith, Realist Thought from Weber to Kissinger (Baton Rouge,
 LA: Louisiana State University Press, 1986), p. 219.

 11. Kauppi and Viotti, International Relations Theory, pp. 6-7, 32-67.
 12. John Vasquez, The Power of Power Politics (Rutgers, NJ: Rutgers University

 Press, 1983), p. 18.
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 Again, no discussion of human nature. Robert Keohane has singled
 out three assumptions which supposedly form the "hard core" of
 a realist research program: (1) the state-centric assumption, (2) the
 rationality assumption, and (3) the power assumption.13 Keohane
 does recognize Morgenthau's assumptions about human nature,
 but for some reason they are judged insufficiently important to
 warrant inclusion in the "hard core" of the realist paradigm.14
 Joseph Grieco also lists the assumptions of realism without refer-
 ence to any view of human nature.'" From most accounts of realist
 thought, one would have little indication that realists had anything
 at all to say about the matter.

 All of this seems very odd, since it was the classical realists'
 assumptions about the nature of man which lead to their argument
 that politics inevitably involved a struggle for power. Nonetheless,
 the realist view of human nature, which Smith argues influenced
 every facet of realist analysis, is routinely relegated to some theo-
 retical never-never land, swept under the rug, or treated as if it
 were a tangential and disposable element of realism. Over the past
 few decades we have witnessed a slow and steady transformation
 of realism which reached its logical conclusion in Waltzian
 neorealism. The alterations of realism have made it more compat-
 ible, or less incompatible, with political liberalism.

 Classical Realism and Human Nature

 A complete survey of realists is neither possible nor necessary.
 Suffice it to say that it is impossible to read the works of such
 prominent realists as Kissinger, Niebuhr, Kennan, and, most im-
 portantly, Morgenthau without coming to the realization that their
 entire outlook on international politics rested on an unflattering
 view of man. As David Mayers observes in his biography of
 Kennan, "Reinhold Niebuhr, Hans Morgenthau, and Henry

 13. Robert O. Keohane, "Theory of World Politics: Structural Realism and
 Beyond," in Keohane, Neorealism and Its Critics, pp. 164-65.

 14. Not all accounts are deficient in this respect. See, for example, James
 Dougherty and Robert Pfaltzgraff, Contending Theories of International Relations
 (New York Harper and Row, 1981), pp. 84-86

 15. Joseph Grieco, Cooperation Among Nations: Europe, America, and Non-Tariff
 Barriers to Trade (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1990), pp. 3-4.
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 Kissinger have in their distinctive ways shared with Kennan [an]
 orientation toward foreign politics that emphasizes a pessimistic
 notion of human nature."16 Assumptions about human nature were
 not merely afterthoughts, excess intellectual baggage, or flowery
 rhetorical flourishes; they were the cornerstone of the classical
 realist analysis of political conflict.

 This emphasis was not unique to postwar realists: as Smith
 points out, one can find commentary about the importance of
 human nature in realist thought as far back as Thucydides' ob-
 servation that in war "human nature, always ready to offend even
 where law exists, showed itself proudly in its true colors, as
 something incapable of controlling passion, insubordinate to the
 idea of justice, the enemy of anything superior to itself."17 Not
 surprisingly, Niebuhr's Christian realism grew out of his as-
 sumptions concerning man's inherent flaws, though his views had
 a more secular tone than earlier theologians such as St. Augustine.
 For Niebuhr, the tragedy of the human condition was rooted in
 man's egoism and will to power. In his influential Moral Man and
 Immoral Society Niebuhr argued that "the easy subservience of
 reason to prejudice and passion, and the consequent persistence of
 irrational egoism, particularly in group behavior, make social
 conflict an inevitability in human history, probably to its very
 end."18 According to Niebuhr, "man is ignorant and involved in
 the limitations of a finite mind; but he pretends not to be limited.
 ... All of his intellectual and cultural pursuits, therefore, become
 infected with the sin of pride. Man's pride and will-to-power
 disturb the harmony of creation."19 Richard Fox explains the im-
 portance of Niebuhr's ideas:

 The real significance of Moral Man lay not in its call for proletarian for-
 titude or even its justification of violence as an ethical resource..... Its chief
 importance lay in Niebuhr's biting repudiation ... of the historic liberal
 Protestant quest for the Kingdom of God. He dismissed with utter
 derision the hope that animated thousands of liberal and radical Chris-

 16. David Mayers, George Kennan and the Dilemmas of US Foreign Policy (New
 York Oxford University Press, 1988), p. 7.

 17. Smith, Realist Thought, p. 103.
 18. Reinhold Niebuhr, Moral Man and Immoral Society: A Study in Ethics and

 Politics (New York: Charles Scribners' Sons, 1934), p. xx.
 19. Quoted in Smith, Realist Thought, p. 103.
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 tians... the hope that human history would eventually seethe inauguration
 of a community of love.20

 Fox concludes that, despite Niebuhr's liberal and even radical
 politics during the 1930s, he was "alien to the Anglo-Saxon Protes-
 tant tradition that gave rise to [the] transformative dream." By
 questioning whether egotistical man could transcend his nature
 and eradicate war and violence, Niebuhr was rejecting what Fox
 identifies as "the central heritage of American social thought, both
 Protestant and secular."21 That is, in accepting the inevitability of
 conflict and violence stemming from man's inherent flaws, Niebuhr
 was repudiating key elements of the liberal social and political
 creed. As Cox observes, Niebuhr's "revival of a pessimistic Augus-
 tinian view of human nature challenged the optimistic Lockean
 view native to American culture."12

 Kennan's analysis of international politics was less philosophi-
 cal than Niebuhr's and less explicitly theoretical than Morgenthau's,
 but his conservative approach to understanding the human condi-
 tion was, if anything, even more pronounced. Considering the rise
 and nature of fascism in Europe and totalitarianism in the Soviet
 Union, Kennan tried to disabuse his compatriots of their comforting
 belief that they were somehow different than the Germans and
 Soviets:

 I wish I could believe that the human impulses which give rise to the
 nightmares of totalitarianism were ones which Providence had allocated
 only to other peoples and to which the American people had graciously
 been left immune. Unfortunately, I know that that is not true ... the fact
 of the matter is that there is a little bit of totalitarian buried somewhere,
 way down deep, in each and every one of us.3

 Kennan warned of "the incorrigible vanity and tragedy and
 futility of all human endeavor" and the "built-in tragic nature of
 the individual human predicament which men ha[ve] always had

 20. Richard W. Fox, Reinhold Niebuhr: A Biography (New York: Harper and
 Row, 1987), p. 140.

 21. Ibid., p. 140.
 22. Cox, "Social Forces, States, and World Orders," p. 249.
 23. George F. Kennan, Memoirs 1925-1950 (Boston: Little, Brown and Com-

 pany, 1967), p. 319.
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 to face."24 During a visit to Switzerland several years after the end
 of World War II Kennan wondered whether men could really
 sustain such a civilized and pristine society: "Man is still an animal,
 whose physical nature depends on combat; and whether he can
 ever find self-expression and peace in these gleaming well-ordered
 stables, where the discipline of good social behavior is demanded
 of him as in no other place, seems doubtful."25 Kennan was skep-
 tical because "the individual cannot do anything about the beast in
 himself."26 Kennan's writings are infused with the traditional
 conservative fear that civilization is a fragile enterprise and that
 slightly beneath the veneer of order and civility lay a festering
 violence waiting for release. Mayers is a prophet of the obvious
 when observing that Kennan's view of man "has never really
 commended itself to the jaunty American outlook, based on opti-
 mism, materialistic success, and the legend of the rugged indi-
 vidual who triumphs over all odds."27

 Kennan and Niebuhr, however, did not devote their attention
 specifically to articulating and constructing a theory of interna-
 tional relations. Niebuhr focused on theological issues and polem-
 ics about current affairs while Kennan was more concerned with

 the practical conduct of American diplomacy. In the area of inter-
 national relations they are best viewed as thoughtful critics and
 commentators, not theorists. When one thinks of explicit attempts
 to devise a theory of international relations along classical realist
 lines, there is really only one name which comes to mind, Hans
 Morgenthau.

 Even though Morgenthau argued that students of interna-
 tional relations should focus their attention on the behavior of

 states (hence the frequent and proper identification of a "state-
 centric" assumption in Morgenthau's realism), he consistently
 emphasized that behavior of states and the resulting dynamics of
 international relations could not be understood without reference

 to fundamental aspects of human nature. Morgenthau's two most
 important works in this respect were Scientific Man versus Power

 24. George F. Kennan, Sketches from a Life (New York: Pantheon, 1989), pp. 47,
 225.

 25. Ibid., p. 176.
 26. In John W. Coffey, Political Realism in American Thought (Lewisburg, PA:

 Bucknell University Press, 1977), pp. 32-33.
 27. Mayers, George Kennan, p. 328.
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 Politics, which was a heated polemic against liberal and rationalist
 approaches to politics, and, of course, Politics Among Nations, which
 applied Morgenthau's general orientation toward politics to the
 specific problems of international relations.28

 Examining Politics Among Nations one quickly discovers that
 two of the key elements of realism which most seem to focus on--
 the state as the most important international actor and rationality
 in state behavior--do not really jump out. Though present, these
 issues seemed relatively muted in comparison to Morgenthau's
 emphasis on power, struggle, and human nature, and it was clear
 that his view of the role of power in politics could not be divorced
 from his assumptions about the forces which drove men. That is,
 Morgenthau's view of human nature was the center of his theory
 of international politics; everything else was extrapolated from it.
 He spoke of "human nature, in which the laws of politics have their
 roots" and argued that "the world ... is the result of forces inherent
 in human nature."29

 Just as one cannot escape the conclusion that Morgenthau's
 view of man was the foundation of his theory, it is also hard to deny
 that his assumptions about human nature were conservative. It is
 no coincidence that Morgenthau opened Scientific Man versus
 Power Politics by quoting Edmund Burke: " ... and politics ought
 to be adjusted, not to human reason, but to human nature; of which
 reason is but a part, and by no means the greatest part.""
 Morgenthau's reference to Burke was favorable. Following some
 of the themes stressed by Niebuhr, Morgenthau claimed that "the
 selfishness of man has limits; his will to power has none... his lust
 for power would be satisfied only if the last man became the object
 of his domination."31 He warned of "the immorality inherent in all
 human action."32 According to Morgenthau:

 it is the ubiquity of the desire for power which... constitutes the ubiquity
 of evil in all human action. Here is the element of corruption and sin

 28. Hans Morgenthau, Scientific Man versus Power Politics (Chicago: Univer-
 sity of ChicagoPress, 1946); Hans Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations: The Struggle
 for Power and Peace (New York: Alfred Knopf, 1967).

 29. Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations, pp. 4, 3.
 30. Morgenthau, Scientific Man, p. ii.
 31. Ibid., p. 193.
 32. Ibid., p. 188.
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 which injects itself into the best of intentions at least a drop of evil and
 thus spoils it. On a grand scale, the transformation of churches into
 political organizations, of revolutions into dictatorships, of loveof country
 into imperialism, are cases in point.33

 This unquenchable lust for power which Morgenthau viewed
 as essential to our understanding of politics in general was, of
 course, a necessary component of any attempt to comprehend the
 conflictual and violent aspects of international politics. The reason
 "international politics, like all politics, is struggle for power" is that
 men, acting alone or in concert, inevitably seek to dominate others.m
 All of this must have been disconcerting to scholars raised in a
 liberal society. Justin Rosenberg notes wryly that "Morgenthau, it
 will be recalled, had some rather unflattering and unsophisticated
 views of human nature, and an embarrassing habit of parading
 them as the philosophical basis of Realism."3

 First-Image Realism Versus Third-Image Realism

 Morgenthau's emphasis on human nature as the cornerstone
 of his approach to understanding political conflict led Waltz in
 Man, the State, and War to classify him as a "first-image" theorist of
 war.- Morgenthau located the causes of war in characteristics of
 individuals. The essentially conservative content of Morgenthau's
 image of man meant that he was, in Waltz's terminology, a "pes-
 simistic" first-image theorist in the same league as St. Augustine,
 Niebuhr and Spinoza. Foreshadowing his future intellectual de-
 velopment, Waltz was highly critical of first-image explanations
 such as that presented by Morgenthau, preferring "third-image"
 theories which found the causes for war in deficiencies of the

 international system. In his insightful discussion of the confusion
 which often surrounds discussions of realism, Kjell Goldman
 highlights the fundamental difference between classical realism of
 the Morgenthauian variety and so-called neorealism-- the relative

 33. Ibid., p. 194-95.
 34. Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations, p. 25.
 35. Justin Rosenberg, "What's the Matter with Realism?" Review of Interna-

 tional Studies 16 (1990): 292.

 36. Kenneth Waltz, Man, the State, and War (New York: Columbia University
 Press, 1959), pp. 21-27.
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 "explanatory power" of anarchy and human nature.37 Neorealism,
 which is more appropriately labeled structural or systemic real-
 ism, seeks to explain international conflict and war in terms of the
 imperatives imposed on states by an inherently insecure, anarchical
 environment. It is the dynamics of the system which compel states
 to behave in certain ways if they wish to survive, and survival is
 assumed to be the minimum objective of all states. Neorealism
 provides a situational or environmental explanation of state be-
 havior. States seek to maintain or expand their influence because
 they are forced to do so by the logic of the system, not because they
 are disposed to do so. As Goldman notes, this type of explanation
 "is radically different from [explaining behavior] in terms of man's
 nature.""

 Although anarchy was an important fact of international life in
 Morgenthau's analysis, he did not stress the explanatory power of
 anarchy. Anarchy was relevant in the sense that it failed to provide
 constraints in the form of a higher authority to restrict man's baser
 desires, which are reflected in state behavior, to dominate others.
 Anarchy does not cause, and does not lead to, the struggle for power
 in Morgenthau's analysis. Anarchy in the classical realist scheme
 is a permissive force, not a causal force. Neorealists such as Waltz
 provide a "top-down" explanation for state behavior; Morgenthau
 provided a "bottom-up" explanation, which meant that he com-
 mitted the cardinal Waltzian heresy of "reductionism." In
 Morgenthau's view, the desire of states to maintain and expand
 their control over others was not an anarchy-induced imperative,
 but rather a collective reflection of man's lust for power and
 domination. Morgenthau talked about the process of man
 "transferring his egotism and power impulses to the nation."39
 Anarchy was important because it allowed these impulses to have
 free reign; in international politics, Morgenthau explained, "there
 is no centralized authority beyond the mechanics of the balance of
 power which could impose actual limits upon the manifestations
 of [the state's] collective desire for domination."40 Anarchy was

 37. Kjell Goldman, "'The Concept of Realism as a Source of Confusion,"
 Cooperation and Conflict 23 (1988): 7-9.

 38. Ibid., p. 8.
 39. Morgenthau, Scientific Man, p. 198.
 40. Ibid., p. 197.
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 significant because it failed to impose constraints, not because it
 imposed behavior.

 Thus, classical realism and neorealism part company when it
 comes to the basic question of international relations theory: Why
 do states behave as they do? As is usually the case in disagreements
 in the social sciences, the basic point of contention is the divergent
 assumptions about what motivates the behavior of the actors
 whose conduct is being analyzed. In a model which stresses the
 explanatory power of anarchy, the primary motive for state com-
 petition is the fear of domination by others; in one which empha-
 sizes human nature, the central motive is the desire to dominate
 others. An anarchy model explains the international struggle for
 power as the tragic result of systemic inadequacies; a human
 nature model portrays the struggle as the inevitable reflection and
 extension of man's inadequacies. Neorealism is not merely an
 attempt to make classical realism more rigorous, as some would
 have us believe; it is, instead, a fundamental reconceptualization of
 international political dynamics. The basic motivational dynamic
 has been altered.

 One may object to this distinction by arguing that the fear of
 domination on the part of some presupposes the existence of some
 actor(s) who is(are) genuinely pursuing domination. Logically,
 however, the fear of something does not assume the existence of
 that which is feared. Fears can be based on misperceptions, mis-
 conceptions and overreactions derived from the worst-case thinking
 promoted by anarchy. The neorealist formulation of the security
 dilemma and the prisoners dilemma embodied in game theory do
 not assume that some of the actors are out to exploit others; they are
 agnostic on this issue. The only thing that need be assumed is the
 possibility of being exploited, not the desire to exploit.

 Even if the distinction is accepted as analytically valid, it may
 dismissed as practically and theoretically insignificant in the sense
 that the result is the same-international struggle, self-help, and
 insecurity. That is, these two assumptions about what motivates
 states may appear equally pessimistic. But this argument cannot be
 sustained either. One need only look at this on a personal level.
 Most of us would rather be surrounded by people who fear us than
 people who want to dominate us. If someone's conflict with me is
 motivated by their fears and uncertainties, I may be able to do
 something that could alleviate these fears. But if someone desires
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 to control me, submission would be the only way to quench this
 desire. Recall that in Morgenthau's view, the desire of states to
 dominate one another sprang from inherent and unalterable fea-
 tures of human nature. The fear of the neorealists is imposed on
 states by the situation in which they find themselves. Fear is the
 product of circumstance and situation, not a fundamental feature
 of human existence. The result might be struggle nonetheless, but
 what produces the struggle is different and the character of the
 struggle is likely to be different and less amenable to resolution.
 The move away from first-image realism did not, of course, originate
 with Kenneth Waltz. Early formulations of the security dilemma,
 which emphasized the explanatory significance of international
 anarchy, were provided by Arnold Wolfers and, particularly, John
 Herz.4' But it was not until Waltz that the third image blossomed
 into a full-fledged theory of international relations. The security
 dilemma of Herz and Wolfers was primarily a heuristic construct
 designed to highlight a basic element of international politics;
 there were no real pretensions to theory as with Waltz.

 What might account for this transformation of realism? Why
 has Waltz's third-image realism triumphed over Morgenthauian
 first-image realism? The "official" explanation is that neorealism
 represents an attempt to refine classical realism and place it on a
 more "scientific" footing. Classical realism was supposedly too
 fuzzy and intuitive for those schooled in the methodologies of
 modern political science. Steve Smith, for example, attributes the
 emergence of neorealism to a behavioralist distaste for the
 unempirical and untestable elements of classical realism, particu-
 larly its assumptions about the nature of man: "Morgenthau's
 account of international relations relied on unobservable laws of
 human nature, all of which was unacceptable to positivists, whose
 definition of theory started with a desire to explain what was
 observable."2 According to Robert Keohane, neorealism was the
 product of efforts to "systematize" the insights of classical realism

 41. See John Herz, "Idealist Internationalism and the Security Dilemma,"
 World Politics 2 (1950): 157-80; Arnold Wolfers, Discord and Collaboration (Baltimore:
 Johns Hopkins University Press, 1962).

 42. Steve Smith, "Paradigm Dominance in International Relations: The De-
 velopment of International Relations as a Social Science," Millenniumv A Journal of
 International Studies 16 (1987): 105.
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 into a more rigorous theory of international politics. Joseph Nye
 shares Keohane's analysis of neorealism: "the significance of Waltz's
 work is not in elaborating a new line of theory, but in the system-
 atization of realism."3 Adopting Lakatosian terminology and
 standards, Keohane treats neorealism as a "progressive problem
 shift" within the realist paradigm, which entails a preservation of
 the theory's "hardcore."" Apparently, Keohane thinks it possible
 to retain the core assumptions of realism while rejecting the
 pessimistic view of human nature, or any view of human nature for
 that matter.

 Casting a more skeptical eye on the shift from first to third
 image realism, Richard Ashley describes developments in less
 cozy terms:

 For the neorealist rescue of realist power politics, [the] structuralist move
 was decisive ... neorealists seemed to cut through the subjectivist veils
 and dark metaphysics of classical realist thought. Dispensing with the
 normatively laden metaphysics of fallen man, they seemed to root realist
 power politics, including conceptsof power and national interest, securely
 in the scientifically defensible terrain of objective necessity.4"

 As the tone of Ashley's account suggests, the "official" version of
 neorealism's origins, as embodied in Keohane's analysis, presents
 a wonderfully reassuring and possibly naive picture of how and
 why theoretical notions emerge and evolve. Implicit in such an
 account is a view of social science as being divorced from broader
 contextual forces such as interests, values, and cultural predispo-
 sitions: social theorizing is seen as a purely "scientific" enterprise
 rather than a social process. Such a view is, at best, problematic.

 Neorealism and American Liberalism

 The switch from first to third image realism may, in fact, lead
 to a superior theory of international politics. It may be a "progres-
 sive problem shift," though I would deny that "hardcore" as-
 sumptions have been preserved. There were and are problems

 43. Joseph Nye, "Neorealism and Neoliberalism," World Politics 40 (1988): 241.
 44. Keohane, 'Theory of World Politics," pp. 160-63.
 45. Richard K. Ashley, "The Poverty of Neorealism," in Keohane, Neorealism

 and Its Critics, p. 263.
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 with the classical realist formulation that needed to be tackled. I do

 not want to argue that the conflict with liberalism was the only
 reason why American scholars thought it necessary to revise and
 refine realism. Nor do I wish to argue that neorealism was devel-
 oped consciously and specifically to make realism more compat-
 ible with liberalism: Waltz and others did not set out to liberalize

 realism. Basic values and philosophical perspectives exert a much
 more indirect and subtle impact. It is surely no coincidence,
 however, that the elimination of assumptions about human nature
 also produce a version of realism bereft of its conservative philo-
 sophical roots. The result is, in Rosenberg's words, a "more pal-
 atable" form of realism based on a rational choice model which

 falls well within the liberal paradigm." Though neorealism is oc-
 casionally criticized for the apparently pessimistic implications of
 its analysis of international conflict, which is something it suppos-
 edly shares with classical realism, upon closer examination one
 detects a residual, though subdued, optimism, or at least a possible
 basis for optimism. The extent to which this optimism is stressed
 or suppressed varies, but it is there if one wants it to be.

 Such claims might seem odd in view of the common perception
 of neorealism as a conservative response to the interdependence
 and transnationalism literature which gained wide currency in the
 mid 1970s. While there is no doubt that the assumptions and
 analyses of neorealists tend to be more pessimistic than those
 found in these perspectives, the neorealists did not fully return to
 the theoretical and philosophical pessimism of Morgenthau,
 Kennan, and Niebuhr. The analysis of neorealism, however, is
 complicated by the fact that the label is applied to scholars with
 sometimes very different perspectives. Robert Keohane, for ex-
 ample, is considered a neorealist by Ashley and Cox (and maybe
 even by himself), but Joseph Grieco argues that Keohane's devia-
 tions from realism and neorealism are so great that he should not
 be considered a realist at all. Grieco classifies Keohane as a neoliberal

 or "liberal institutionalist." Since people are free to use whatever
 labels they wish, the waters occasionally become muddied.

 To my mind, neorealism represents an attempt to devise a
 theory of international relations on systemic or structural grounds-

 46. Rosenberg, "What's the Matter with Realism?" p. 292.
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 -international anarchy and the distribution of power. Neorealists
 reject attempts to explain the central phenomena of international
 relations by referring to features and characteristics of states and/
 or individuals. Neorealists treat states as self-interested, rational,
 unitary entities whose tendencies toward conflict and/or coop-
 eration are primarily a function of systemic forces--anarchy, power
 distributions, and the presence or absence of factors which inhibit
 or exacerbate the conflictual consequences of anarchy.

 The main differences between Grieco and Waltz on the one

 hand and Keohane on the other revolves around exactly what
 "self-interested" means as well as the extent to which regimes and
 institutions can counteract the adverse consequences of anarchy.
 Grieco and Waltz see rational, self-interested states as status maxi-
 mizers (or, at a minimum, status conscious)--they are concerned
 about relative, not absolute, gains and benefits. Confronted with
 opportunities to cooperate, states will ask: will we benefit more than
 others. This is different from the view of Keohane who portrays
 states as utility maximizers, what he calls "rational egoists." Here
 Keohane is following the lead of Axelrod's influential work on the
 evolution of cooperation (it is also interesting to compare this to
 Niebuhr's claims about the persistence of "irrational egoism").47
 Faced with cooperative options, utility maximizers will simply
 consider whether they will gain; it is not necessary that they gain
 more than others. Interpreting self-interest as status maximization
 is more pessimistic than assuming utility maximization in the
 sense that the requirements for cooperation are stricter: two actors
 can simultaneously increase their utility, but they cannot simul-
 taneously improve their status vis-a-vis each other."48 As a result,
 Grieco and Waltz are much less optimistic about the ability of
 regimes and international institutions to promote cooperation
 than is Keohane.

 There is no question that this is an extremely significant
 difference among scholars often lumped to together as neorealists.
 Whether states are primarily concerned with status or absolute

 47. See Robert Axelrod, The Evolution of Cooperation (New York: Basic Books,
 1984).

 48. For more on this issue see, Duncan Snidal, "International Cooperation
 Among Relative Gains Maximizers," International Studies Quarterly 35 (1991): 387-
 402.
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 utility is a matter of great theoretical and practical importance.
 Nonetheless, this should not be allowed to obscure the basic
 similarity which unites various neorealists and distinguishes them
 from the classical realists-the systemic or structural emphasis. In
 each case, international anarchy is the critical explanatory variable.
 States must be concerned with status because of the fear imposed
 by the potential threats arising in an anarchic environment. Coop-
 eration among utility maximizers is inhibited by anarchy and the
 consequent concerns about cheating but promoted when the un-
 certainties and fears of anarchy can be ameliorated. Whereas,
 according to Smith, "the realist picture of the world begins with a
 pessimistic view of human nature," neither version of neorealism
 begins with such a view. In Grieco's own words, "[neo]realists do
 not argue that anarchy causes states to be rational egoists but, in-
 stead, to be what I shall term 'defensive positionalists.'"'9 Grieco
 sums up the key similarity (which I think is most important) and
 the key difference (which he thinks is most important): there is
 disagreement among neorealists about what exactly anarchy causes,
 but there is agreement that anarchy causes it.

 In neorealist analyses the behavior of states is not, as was the
 case for Morgenthau, Kennan, and Niebuhr, a magnification or
 reflection of features of human nature. Gilpin is correct in observing
 that "political realism itself, as Richard Rosecrance once aptly put
 it, is best viewed as an attitude regarding the human condition ..
 . [which] is founded on pessimism regarding moral progress and
 human possibilities."s? But does neorealism fit the bill? What is
 there in neorealism about moral progress or human possibilities?
 Neorealism is ultimately not a view of the human condition.
 Without an explicit view of man, it cannot have any view of the
 "human condition," good or bad. It is philosophically antiseptic.

 It is this purging of the conservative, pessimistic view of the
 human condition which is critical. Once this is gone, the underly-
 ing reason for the philosophical and theoretical pessimism of the
 classical realists is eliminated. This opens the door for possible
 optimism, at least on a theoretical level. The first source of potential
 optimism is found in the distinction between fear and desire as

 49. Grieco, Cooperation Among Nations, p. 36.
 50. Robert Gilpin, "The Richness of the Tradition of Political Realism," in

 Keohane, Neorealism and Its Critics, p. 304.
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 motivations for state behavior. The point is quite simple: the desire
 to dominate emphasized in classical realism cannot be overcome
 because it supposedly reflects basic features of man's nature; the
 fear of the neorealists can be overcome because it results from the

 insecurities of anarchy. One may disagree with this line of argu-
 ment by claiming that the practical problems associated with
 transcending anarchy and/or ameliorating its consequences are
 staggering. But this is not the same as claiming that conflict results
 from unalterable features of human nature. Practical pessimism is
 not the same as theoretical and philosophical pessimism; classical
 realists were the latter, neorealists the former (in differing degrees).
 Putting a slightly different emphasis on the same point, one can
 locate a glimmer of optimism in neorealist analysis because no
 reason is provided to assume that international anarchy is an
 immutable characteristic of international politics. Though Waltz
 and others tend not to dwell on the possibilities of transcending
 anarchy or speculate about alternatives, they also do not explain
 why international anarchy is an inevitable element of the human
 condition. As a result, there is no necessary, theoretical reason why
 the conflicts generated by the insecurities of anarchy cannot ulti-
 mately be overcome by transcending anarchy. Classical realists,
 however, traced the roots of international conflict to something
 which by definition is unchanging--human nature. While
 neorealism does not necessarily lead to an optimistic outlook, it
 does not preclude one either; classical realism, on the other hand,
 cannot lead to a optimistic outlook.

 A final source of optimism may be found in the differing
 implications of classical realism and neorealism in terms of whether
 or not there exists a harmony of interests between national actors.
 When actors are motivated by a fear of each other, there is no
 inevitable, objective conflict of interest; overcoming these fears
 would provide both with security. When actors are motivated by
 a desire to dominate each other, there is an inevitable conflict of
 interest; logically, all sides' desires cannot be met simultaneously.
 Thus, classical realism argues that there is an inevitable conflict of
 interests between social actors such as nation states; neorealism
 does not.

 One may highlight some of these issues by posing the following
 question: If anarchy were transcended tomorrow in a manner that
 provided security for all, would conflict and violent conflict per-
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 sist? That is, if nations no longer feared that others would attack or
 exploit them, would they cease wanting to exercise control over
 others? And would the conflicts emerging from the attempts to
 exert control disappear? Given the classical realist emphasis on the
 importance of what Gilpin, following Dahrendorf, calls "conflict
 groups" and the desire for control and domination emphasized by
 Morgenthau, Niebuhr, and Kennan, one would still expect conflict
 and occasional violence. In the neorealist formulation, the source
 of conflict and violence (i.e., the uncertainties and insecurities re-
 sulting from anarchy) would be gone: if one is secure, there is no
 reason to control and dominate others according to neorealism. If
 two actors feel secure, what would be the source of conflict between
 them in neorealism? One is hard pressed to identify any source of
 recurring conflict. These are very different approaches to under-
 standing conflict, with the neorealist, systemic orientation being
 dearly more optimistic than the classical realist formulation.

 When viewed from this perspective, we can see that the
 emergence and popularity of neorealism as a significantly modi-
 fied version of, or alternative to, classical realism has gone a long
 way toward reconciling a realist approach to international politics
 with the enduring liberal tradition in America. I do not want to
 argue that neorealists embrace liberalism and all that implies. The
 point is simply that the version of realism which dominates
 American thinking about international relations does not derive
 from the conservative philosophical premises that provided the
 foundation for much classical realist thought. The circle has been
 squared in a sense. Those who found Morgenthau's insistence on
 human nature "embarrassing" (to use Rosenberg's phrasing) need
 no longer be embarrassed. American students of international
 relations can be realists without shedding their liberal predisposi-
 tions.
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