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Political realism does not require, nor does it condone, indifference to political ideals and 
moral principles, but it requires indeed a sharp distinction between the desirable and the 
possible—between what is desirable everywhere and at all times and what is possible under 
the concrete circumstances of time and place.

Hans Morgenthau, Politics among nations

A broad consensus has emerged among its member states that the EU plays a distinc-
tive role in international politics, eschewing traditional power politics and acting as 
a ‘force for good’ in the world. This discursive move to provide the EU’s foreign 
and security policies with ideological and political legitimacy has been favourably 
received in much of the academic world where concepts such as ‘civilian’ or, more 
recently, ‘normative’ power have been widely applied to the EU’s emerging inter-
national role. This article critically examines the notion of ‘ethical power Europe’, 
drawing on realist international theory and the political philosophy of Michael 
Oakeshott.

After some brief introductory remarks, the first of the article’s three central 
sections provides a theoretical explanation—grounded in structural realism—for 
the emergence of the EU as a self-proclaimed ‘ethical power’. The next section 
puts the argument that, in a world of rival states with competing visions of the 
summum bonum (‘the good life’), the pursuit of an ‘ethical’ foreign and security 
policy risks two tragic outcomes: either the EU will be left as a weak and ineffective 
actor unable to further the shared interests of its member states, or it will indulge 
in quixotic moral crusades—with the attendant risk of hubris leading to nemesis. 
If member states wish the EU to become a serious international actor, they should 
ensure that on the major issues of the day it acts as a ‘calculator not a crusader’—in 
other words, crafting its foreign and security policies on the basis of the common 
interests of its member states rather than pursuing normative or ‘ethical’ crusades. 
The article concludes by arguing that in contexts where the structure is indetermi-
nate and vital interests are not at stake, and consequently, where the pursuit of a 
normative or political agenda is feasible, the ethical dimension of the EU’s foreign 
and security policy should be limited to a modest set of three principles of state-
craft rooted in a Weberian ‘ethic of ultimate ends’, namely: prudence, scepticism 
and reciprocity.
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Ethical power Europe

The EU’s lack of hard power capabilities and its weakness as an international actor 
have given rise to a number of attempts by those sympathetic to the European 
project to redefine, in ways more favourable to the EU, the qualities required to 
shape the international system. The most influential of such enterprises in the 
Cold War was that of François Duchêne, who argued in 1972 that the then EC 
was a ‘civilian power’, and that, given the change in the nature of international 
politics and the declining utility of hard power capabilities, it was well positioned 
to become a major international actor.1 More recently, Mark Leonard has spoken 
of the ‘power of weakness’ in which ‘each element of European “weakness” is in  
fact a facet of its extraordinary “transformative power”’,2 while Ian Manners has 
described the EU as a ‘normative power’, capable of changing the international 
system ‘not by what it does, but by what it is’.3

Beyond the broad-ranging academic debate that swirls around the concepts 
of ‘civilian’ and ‘normative’ power, it is evident that political elites in member 
states have increasingly sought to present the EU’s foreign and security policies as 
distinctly ‘ethical’ in character. With the EU’s strengthened presence and weight 
in the international system since the demise of Cold War bipolarity, the official 
discourse surrounding its foreign and security policy role has been articulated 
in terms of serving as a ‘force for good’ in the world. This trend has been well 
documented. As Lisbeth Aggestam noted in her study of the ‘Big Three’ and 
European foreign policy in the 1990s, by the end of the decade a clear consensus 
had emerged in Paris, London and Berlin that the EU should be an ‘ethical’ actor 
in international politics.4 This self-perception has grown in the first decade of 
the twenty-first century, and is evident from the title of the European Security 
Strategy—A Secure Europe in a Better World. 

Explaining the emergence of ‘ethical power Europe’

Structural realism and ethical power Europe

The emergence of the EU as a self-proclaimed ‘ethical’ power can be explained 
theoretically by drawing on structural realist theory. In a nutshell, the theory 
posits that all states (and it is states, particularly the great powers, that remain the 
most important and influential actors in the international system) are primarily 
concerned with their security and survival, given the anarchic structure of inter-
national politics.5 For this reason, major powers are unwilling to give up their 
sovereignty in the crucial realm of foreign and security policy, making coopera-

1 François Duchêne, ‘Europe’s role in world peace’, in R. Mayne, ed., Europe tomorrow: sixteen Europeans look ahead 
(London: Fontana, 1972), pp. 32–47.

2 Mark Leonard, Why Europe will run the 21st century (London: Fourth Estate, 2005), p. 5.
3 Ian Manners, ‘Normative power Europe: a contradiction in terms?’, Journal of Common Market Studies 40: 2, 

2002, pp. 235–58.
4 Lisbeth Aggestam, A European foreign policy? Role conceptions and the politics of identity in Britain, France and Germany 

(Stockholm: Stockholm University Press, 2004), pp. 241–5.
5 John Mearsheimer, The tragedy of great power politics (New York: Norton, 2001).
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tion under anarchy difficult. But, as most realists recognize, states are not simply 
motivated by considerations of the balance of relative power capabilities. They 
also pursue distinctive normative or ideological agendas, usually in response to 
domestic political factors, which might include spreading religion,  championing 
the rights of oppressed groups or furthering a particular political cause.6 However, 
in practice most states have proved ‘rational’ in the sense that they are keenly aware 
of the  structural distribution of power in the international system, and do not 
pursue their normative agendas at the expense of their vital national interests.

At the same time, all states have an interest in shaping a benign international 
environment favourable to their first-order interests (primarily associated with 
their security and prosperity). Consequently, they will seek to use their material 
power capabilities not only to exert direct influence or control over other actors, 
but also to shape their external milieu.7 Moreover, some states face common global 
or regional problems, including pollution, proliferation, terrorism, failed states 
and regional conflicts. This creates an incentive for cooperating to address their 
shared problems, which is difficult in the absence of a central authority given the 
problems of ‘free-riders’ and concerns about how international cooperation affects 
relative power capabilities (the relative gains problem). As Kenneth Waltz argued, 
the initiative in shaping regional or international milieux is most likely to be taken 
by great powers, because they have a greater stake in the stability of the system, and 
because they have the capabilities to take on special responsibilities.8

In the light of this brief outline of realist international theory, it is apparent that 
the EU serves three primary purposes for its member states. First and foremost, 
it functions as an instrument for the collective economic interests of those states 
in the context of the global economy (trade, agricultural subsidies, standards, 
etc.): this is the traditional purpose of EEC/EC external policy. Second, the EU 
serves as an instrument for collectively shaping the regional milieu. This role has 
grown in response to the structural changes occasioned by the end of Cold War 
bipolarity, and is manifested in the (failed) EU intervention in the Balkans in the 
early 1990s; the (successful) process of EU enlargement; the (ineffective) Barce-
lona Process and the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP); and the (coercive) 
use of conditionality clauses for aid and trade. It is important to note that, as an 
instrument of collective milieu-shaping, the EU is far from being a ‘normative’ 
power whose influence derives from ‘what it is’ rather than ‘what it does’. On 
the contrary, whatever ‘transformative power’ the EU has wielded is based on its 
economic clout, the fear of exclusion from its markets and the promise of future 
membership—all very tangible sources of hard power.9

Finally, the EU has come to serve as the institutional repository of the second-
order normative concerns of EU member states. These include human rights, aboli-

6 John Mearsheimer, ‘E. H. Carr vs idealism: the battle rages on’, International Relations 19: 2, 2005, pp. 139–52.
7 Arnold Wolfers, Discord and collaboration: essays in international politics (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University 

Press, 1962), pp. 73–5.
8 Kenneth Waltz, Theory of international politics (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1979), pp. 194–210.
9 Adrian Hyde-Price, ‘“Normative” power Europe: a realist critique’, Journal of European Public Policy 13: 2, 

March 2006, pp. 217–34.
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tion of the death penalty, democracy promotion, environmental protection and 
tackling poverty in the global South (particularly Africa). It is in this sense—as a 
vehicle for the collective pursuit of shared second-order normative concerns—
that the EU can be understood theoretically as an ‘ethical power’.10

A ‘tragic actor’?

The antinomies of ethical power Europe

As should be evident from the above, there is a fundamental contradiction at the 
heart of the EU’s identity and role as an international actor. On the one hand, 
it serves as the vehicle for the collective pursuit of common or shared interests. 
These common ‘European’ interests include the territorial integrity, political and 
strategic security, and prosperity and economic well-being of its member states.11 
These common interests have led to the EU’s international role as a global economic 
actor and as a vehicle for cooperative milieu-shaping. On the other hand, the EU 
sees itself as an ‘ethical’ power, serving as the institutional repository of member 
states’ shared second-order normative concerns. In this way, the EU is regarded 
as a ‘force for good’ in the world, championing values and principles that have 
universal applicability and reflect cosmopolitan norms.

The problem here is obvious: no actor can effectively pursue its own interests 
in a diverse and pluralist international system, and claim to be ‘doing good’ by 
others, at the same time—unless one uncritically accepts liberal–idealist claims 
that there are cosmopolitan or universal values and interests that transcend those 
of individual political communities. The EU is not the only international actor 
that flatters itself that it pursues an ‘ethical’ foreign policy—the same can also be 
said of the United States.12 It is ironic that many Europeans have seen through 
the  Bush administration’s claims that what is good for America is also good for the 
world, but fail to question EU claims that what is good for ‘Europe’ is good for 
the world.

The contradiction between the EU’s particularist interests as an economic actor 
and a vehicle for regional milieu-shaping on the one hand, and its aspirations to be 
an ‘ethical’ international actor on the other, is starkly evident from the Common 
Agricultural Policy (CAP). As the Australian Trade Minister Mark Vaile has pointed 
out, a typical cow in the EU receives a subsidy of $2.20 a day—more than what 1.2 
billion of the world’s poorest people live on each day. Some experts have suggested 
that if the EU acted ‘ethically’ to bring about genuine reform of the CAP, more 
than 140 million people in the developing world could be lifted out of poverty.13 
The same contradiction between particularist interests and ethical intentions is 

10 Adrian Hyde-Price, European security in the twenty-first century: the challenge of multipolarity (London: Routledge, 
2007), pp. 107–13.

11 Gnesotto et al., Proposal for a White Paper, 2004, p. 13, 27. See also articles 2 and 3.4 of the draft Constitutional 
Treaty.

12 Richard Lock-Pullan, ‘The church and the war on terror’, in Tim Blewett, Adrian Hyde-Price and Wyn Rees, 
eds, The Anglican Church and British foreign policy (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007), pp. 89–104 at p. 97.

13 International Herald Tribune, 25 Oct. 2005.



A ‘tragic actor’?

33
International Affairs 84: 1, 2008
© 2008 The Author(s). Journal Compilation © 2008 Blackwell Publishing Ltd/The Royal Institute of International Affairs

evident from EU policy towards the Balkans and China. In the Balkans in the 
1990s, the EU faced the perennial tension (identified by Hedley Bull) between 
seeking justice and establishing order.14 In the interests of establishing regional 
order, the EU proposed solutions that implicitly recognized Serbian military gains 
and ethnic cleansing, and worked politically and diplomatically with regimes 
guilty of gross human rights abuses. In China, European economic interests have 
overridden both human rights and regional security concerns—as the debate on 
arms sales to China illustrates.

‘Ethical power Europe’ and the tragedy of international politics

The pursuit of an ethical agenda for any actor in international politics is an inher-
ently problematic undertaking, given the anarchic structure of the international 
system. In domains structured on the basis of anarchy rather than hierarchy, the 
danger of unintended outcomes is much more prevalent. Good intentions are no 
guarantee that desired outcomes will be realized in a strategic context in which 
other actors will be pursuing their own goals, creating structural pressures that 
‘shape and shove’ the behaviour of states in ways that may not be conducive to their 
ethical intentions. ‘How often’, Hans Morgenthau mused, ‘have statesmen been 
motivated by the desire to improve the world, and ended up by making it worse? 
And how often have they sought one goal, and ended by achieving something they 
neither expected nor desired?’15

Moreover, in the context of an anarchic international system, different actors 
have different—and, more often than not, competing—visions of the good life. 
The international system is structured on the basis of particularist individual 
communities, and the universalist and cosmopolitan ethics claimed as the basis 
for foreign and security policies are more often than not little more than specific 
interests wrapped up as ‘universal’ values. Conceptions of the EU as an ethical or 
normative power tend to rest on an assumption that there are cosmopolitan norms 
and values that transcend the particularist claims of discrete political communities. 
This is nothing new. Many states with hegemonic or power-maximizing goals 
have wrapped their particularist national interests in cosmopolitan or universalist 
language, claiming that what is good for them is good for the world as a whole.

Yet there are clear problems with cosmopolitan universalism in a pluralist and 
diverse world of discrete political communities. The most obvious is that univer-
salist claims more often than not serve to disguise particularist interests. Cosmopol-
itanism assumes an underlying harmony of interests. As E. H. Carr notes, clothing 
one’s ‘own interest in the guise of a universal interest for the purpose of imposing 
it on the rest of the world’ is nothing new; he quotes Dicey to the effect that ‘Men 
come easily to believe that arrangements agreeable to themselves are bene ficial 

14 Hedley Bull, The anarchical society: a study of order in world politics (London: Macmillan, 1977).
15 Tony Blair’s protestations of his ‘good intentions’ in Iraq are a case in point. See Hans Morgenthau, Politics 

among nations: the struggle for power and peace (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1993), p. 6.
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to others.’16 ‘Theories of social morality’, Carr goes on to argue, ‘are always the 
product of a dominant group which identifies itself with the com munity as a 
whole, and which possesses facilities denied to subordinate groups or individuals 
for imposing its view of life on the community.’ The doctrine of the harmony of 
interests ‘thus serves as an ingenious moral device invoked, in perfect sincerity, by 
privileged groups in order to justify and maintain their dominant position’.17

Carr also argues that ‘the concept of internationalism [or cosmopolitanism] 
is a special form of the doctrine of the harmony of interests. It yields to the 
same analysis; and there are the same difficulties about regarding it as an absolute 
standard independent of the interests and policies of those who promulgate it.’ 
In the same way in which ‘pleas for “national solidarity” in domestic politics 
always come from a dominant group which can use this solidarity to strengthen its 
own control over the nation as a whole’, he continues, ‘so pleas for international 
solidarity and world union come from those dominant nations which may hope 
to exercise control over a unified world’. As Carr concludes, ‘[t]he exposure of the 
real basis of the  professedly abstract principles commonly invoked in international 
politics is the most damning and most convincing part of the realist indictment of 
utopianism’.18

The weaknesses of an ethical foreign policy

In addition to the charge of hypocrisy, the pursuit of an avowedly ‘ethical’ foreign 
policy by the EU in the context of an anarchic international system raises two 
further problems. The first is that placing undue emphasis on the pursuit of an 
ethical agenda may leave the EU a weak and ineffective actor, unable to further the 
economic and strategic interests of its member states. As Machiavelli noted, ‘the 
fact is that a man who wants to act virtuously in every way necessarily comes to 
grief among so many who are not virtuous’.19

Evidence for this comes from both the EU’s Common Strategy on Russia and 
the diplomatic engagement of the ‘EU3’ (Britain, France and Germany) with Iran. 
The Common Strategy on Russia—the first of its kind—was agreed in June 1999, 
and was an attempt to fashion a coherent European approach towards the Eurasian 
Great Power to its east. It was strong on declaratory principles, and articulated 
member states’ second-order normative concerns in terms of democracy promo-
tion and human rights. But it promised Russia little in return, and had few effective 
mechanisms for leverage. Not surprisingly, therefore, the major powers pursued 
their own policies towards Russia regardless of the concerns of Poland and the 
three Baltic states, and have shown little willingness to subordinate their national 
interests to a Common Foreign and Security Policy shaped on the principle of the 
lowest common denominator.

16 E. H. Carr, The twenty years’ crisis: an introduction to the study of international relations (New York: Palgrave, 2001), 
p. 71.

17 Carr, The twenty years’ crisis, pp. 74–5.
18 Carr, The twenty years’ crisis, pp. 78–80.
19 Niccolò Machiavelli, The prince (London: Penguin, 1961), p. 91.
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As regards Iran, the EU3 negotiations with Tehran over its uranium enrich-
ment programme have widely been seen as a test-case for ‘European’ foreign 
policy. Yet this diplomacy has been as fruitless as the Bush administration’s 
threats. Europeans—with the possible exception of France’s President Sarkozy—
seem unwilling to recognize that ultimately they must decide which is the lesser 
evil: a nuclear-armed Iran, with all the attendant risks of regional proliferation 
that entails; or the use of effective instruments of coercion—up to and including 
military action—to prevent Iran acquiring a nuclear weapons capability. As 
Robert Cooper has argued, ‘when dealing with more old-fashioned kinds of states 
outside the postmodern limits, Europeans need to revert to the rougher methods 
of an earlier era—force, pre-emptive attack, deception, whatever is necessary for 
those who still live in the nineteenth-century world of every state for itself. In the 
jungle,’ he concludes, ‘one must use the laws of the jungle’—advice which does 
not fit comfortably with the pursuit of a self-consciously ‘ethical’ agenda based on 
second-order normative concerns.20

The dangers of moralism in foreign policy

If ineffectiveness is one problem inherent in the pursuit of an ethical foreign policy, 
another is the danger of succumbing to the temptations of moralistic crusades. 
This temptation arises from the fallacy of assuming that one’s own values and 
interests are of universal applicability, and what is good for oneself also benefits 
others. Historically, this is a temptation few great powers have been able to resist, 
leading them to articulate their own particularist values and interests in universal 
or cosmopolitan terms. The realist critique of ‘moralism’ in foreign policy was 
most clearly articulated by Hans Morgenthau. ‘Political realism’, he argued, 
‘refuses to identify the moral aspirations of a particular nation with the moral laws 
that govern the universe.’

All nations are tempted—and few have been able to resist the temptation for long—to 
clothe their own particular aspirations and actions in the moral purposes of the universe 
… There is a world of difference between the belief that all nations stand under the judge-
ment of God, inscrutable to the human mind, and the blasphemous conviction that God 
is always on one’s side and that what one wills oneself cannot fail to be willed by God 
also.21

Given the weakness of the Union as an international actor and the existence of 
debilitating divisions between its member states, the temptation to engage in 
moralistic crusades in the pursuit of ‘ethical’ intentions may not come to disfigure 
EU foreign policy in the way it has that of the United States. However, a tendency 
towards moralistic posturing is sometimes worryingly evident from comments 
by EU officials on the Middle East; this is manifested in a tendency to argue that 
Europe’s resolution of its historical enmities through integration is an experience 

20 Robert Cooper, The breaking of nations: order and chaos in the twenty-first century (London: Atlantic, 2003), p. 62.
21 Morgenthau, Politics among nations, p. 13.
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with universal applicability and should be emulated by the peoples of this troubled 
region.22

Towards a realist ethics of statecraft

The EU as a ‘calculator not a crusader’

If member states want the EU to be a serious actor in the international system, 
the best advice they could follow would be to tone down its ‘ethical’ discourse, 
recognize the complexities and moral dilemmas of international politics, and 
stop assuming that what is good for Europe is good for the world. Given the 
anarchic structure of the international system, some degree of security competi-
tion between great powers is inevitable. Anarchy and the unequal distribution of 
relative power capabilities generate a self-help system, in which projects to create 
perpetual peace, international harmony and ‘effective multilateralism’ remain 
vulnerable to shifts in the underlying balance of power. ‘To achieve their objec-
tives and maintain their security, units in a condition of anarchy—be they people, 
corporations, states or whatever—must rely on the means they can generate and 
the arrangements they can make for themselves’.23 Liberal–idealist visions of the 
EU as the harbinger of a future cosmopolitan world order based on a harmony 
of interests and on universal norms and values are profoundly damaging to the 
prospects of the Union becoming an effective vehicle for the pursuit of common 
European interests. A realist approach to the framing of a common foreign and 
security policy would eschew moralism in foreign policy and recognize the struc-
tural constraints of international anarchy in a pluralist world. Realists acknowl-
edge the irreducible existence of rival national interests in international anarchy, 
based on a plurality of discrete political communities, each of which generates its 
own conceptions of the summum bonum and how to achieve it. By accepting the 
existence of rival interests and the propensity for security competition in a self-
help international system, realists open up space for political processes designed 
to manage and resolve conflicts on the basis of reciprocity and prudence, rather 
than through moral crusades designed to reshape the world in a liberal, European 
image. ‘Thinking in terms of national interests—of balancing power and commit-
ments’, David Clinton has written, forces policy-makers ‘to be calculators rather 
than crusaders’.24

Structural constraints and ethical statecraft

Being calculators rather than crusaders does not mean that the EU or its member 
states should remain indifferent to gross human rights violations, international 
aggression or shocking manifestations of social and economic injustice. Realist 
international theory, and the philosophical traditions that nurture and sustain 

22 Richard Youngs, Europe and the Middle East (London: Lynne Rienner, 2006), pp. 21–2.
23 Waltz, Theory of international politics, p. 111.
24 David Clinton, The two faces of national interest (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1994), p. 259.
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it, is not necessarily conservative or biased in favour of the status quo. All too 
often, it is assumed—and sometimes insinuated—that structural realists are 
favourably disposed towards the international status quo and care little or nothing 
about manifestations of injustice, conflict and aggression, however shocking or 
egregious.25 This is most certainly not the case. Politically and normatively, realists 
come in all shapes and sizes, and many would admit to being ‘closet liberals’.26

Structural realists are therefore not coldly indifferent to conflict and injustice. 
They do, however, recognize that there are limits to political agency imposed by 
what critical realists term the ‘strategic selectivity of structure’, that is, the way in 
which structures facilitate certain actions and impede others. ‘Men make their own 
history,’ Marx famously argued in The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, ‘but 
they do not make it just as they please; they do not make it under circumstances 
chosen by themselves, but under circumstances directly encountered, given and 
transmitted from the past.’27 Much the same can be said for the EU as an interna-
tional actor, which makes its own history under circumstances directly encoun-
tered, given and transmitted from the past. In this sense, the EU and its member 
states are ‘situated actors’, located within distinct structural contexts that define 
the range of potential strategies and opportunities available to them.28

Ethical behaviour assumes the ability to choose between alternative courses of 
action. Where there is no choice, where behaviour is predetermined, there can 
be no ethics or morality. The moral life, Oakeshott argues, ‘appears only when 
human behaviour is free from natural necessity; that is, when there are alterna-
tives in human conduct’.29 The problem with the domain of international politics 
is that the range of alternatives is severely circumscribed by the anarchic struc-
ture of the international system. EU foreign and security policy thus needs to 
be based on a clear understanding that the pursuit of an ‘ethical’ agenda will be 
heavily constrained by the structural dynamics of a competitive, self-help system. 
Statesmen and women, Henry Kissinger argued, ‘must attempt to reconcile what 
is considered just with what is considered possible. What is considered just depends 
on the domestic structure of the state; what is possible depends on its resources, 
geographic position and determination, and on the resources, determination and 
domestic structure of other states.’30

Realist international theory is particularly concerned with identifying the 
extent to which systemic factors either enable or constrain political choices in inter-
national politics, thereby ‘shaping and shoving’—but not determining—foreign 
25 Alexander Wendt, John Mearsheimer writes, implies ‘that realists like me are irresponsible and do not care 

much about the welfare of future generations’. But, he argues, liberal institutionalists and critical theorists 
make claims about the ‘peace-causing effects of institutions’ which they cannot substantiate empirically, and 
which lead to poor policy choices. See his ‘A realist reply’, in Michael Brown, Owen Coté, Sean Lynn-Jones 
and Steven Miller, eds, Theories of war and peace (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2000), pp. 427–38 at pp. 437–8.

26 Robert Gilpin, ‘The richness of the tradition of political realism’, in Robert Keohane, ed., Realism and its critics, 
p. 321.

27 Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, Selected works in one volume (Moscow: Progress, 1973), p. 96.
28 On ‘critical realism’ in the social sciences, see Colin Hay, Political analysis: a critical introduction (London: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2002), pp. 116–17, 122–6.
29 Michael Oakeshott, ‘The moral life in the writings of Thomas Hobbes’, in Rationalism in politics and other essays, 

pp. 295–350 at p. 295.
30 Henry Kissinger, A world restored: Europe after Napoleon (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1957), p. 5.
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and security policies. Realists assume that to act effectively requires knowledge of 
existing circumstances together with the power to act. Causal knowledge about the 
way in which international politics works is a necessary precondition for making 
informed choices between alternative courses of action. Structural realism thus 
seeks to develop a set of theoretical tools for identifying the ‘parameters of the 
possible’, that is, the extent to which structural factors either enable or constrain 
political choices in international politics.

Realists, Mearsheimer notes, assume that state behaviour ‘is largely shaped by the 
material structure of the international system. The distribution of material capabil-
ities among states is the key factor for understanding world politics. For realists, 
some level of security competition among great powers is inevitable because of 
the material structure of the international system.’31 Realists also argue that it is 
difficult, perhaps close to impossible, to transcend the structural limits of anarchy. 
The only conceivable means of achieving this is through one state emerging as a 
global hegemon—a development highly improbable because of what Mearsheimer 
terms the ‘stopping power of water’.32 Realist theory is thus based on the assump-
tion that states will remain the primary actors in the international system for the 
foreseeable future, and that consequently anarchy, not hierarchy, will remain the 
dominant ordering principle of the international system.

Nonetheless, realist scepticism about the prospects for transcending the struc-
tural constraints of a self-help system is not incompatible with a political and 
ethical commitment to preventing aggression, conflict and injustice. Realists 
certainly look askance at ambitious projects for large-scale social and political 
engineering, and are sceptical about ‘rationalist’ schemes to establish utopian 
peace orders designed without reference to the structural dynamics of the inter-
national system.33 They are painfully aware of the often tragic nature of interna-
tional politics, and of the danger that noble intentions can generate unintended 
outcomes. Consequently they tend not to be favourably disposed towards radical 
political programmes based on abstract ideals such as ‘emancipation’, cosmopolitan 
order or perfect justice. As Reinhold Niebuhr observed, the concern of ‘collective 
man’ cannot be ‘the creation of an ideal society in which there will be uncoerced 
and perfect peace and justice’, but can only be ‘a society in which there will be 
enough justice, and in which coercion will be sufficiently non-violent to prevent 
his common enterprise from issuing into complete disaster’.34 ‘Policy’, in Michael 
Oakeshott’s words, ‘will not be the imagination of some new sort of society, or the 
transformation of an existing society so as to make it correspond with an abstract 
ideal; it will be the perception of what needs doing now in order to realize more 
fully the intimations of our existing society.’35

31 Mearsheimer, ‘A realist reply’, p. 436.
32 Mearsheimer, The tragedy of great power politics, pp. 252–61.
33 A prime example is the ‘political reformers of the time of Louis XIV’, who invented rational plans for Euro-

pean peace based on pure intelligence but no practical understanding of diplomacy and statecraft. See Michael 
Oakeshott, ‘Rational conduct’, in Rationalism in politics and other essays, pp. 99–131 at p. 113.

34 Reinhold Niebuhr, Moral man and immoral society (London: Continuum, 2005), p. 16.
35 Michael Oakeshott, ‘The political economy of freedom’, in Rationalism in politics and other essays, pp. 384–406 at 

p. 397.
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Indeterminacy and second-order normative concerns
Neo-realism is an avowedly parsimonious theory that seeks to explain only a 
few aspects of reality—albeit important ones. It certainly does not claim to 
provide a comprehensive explanation of all aspects of international life. This 
leaves con siderable scope for normative debates on a wide range of secondary 
issues where the imperatives of security and survival in a self-help system are less 
intense. Realists do not deny or bemoan the fact that liberal ideas (such as just war, 
‘effective multilateralism’, human rights and democracy promotion) can and do 
shape policy; what realists question is the claim that such ideas continue to deter-
mine policy when they conflict with vital national or common interests. Conse-
quently, concerns about human rights and democracy promotion are more likely 
to influence those who make EU foreign policy when Europeans’ security or vital 
economic interests are not at stake.

The possibilities for ethical and moral approaches to international politics 
are also enhanced by the sometimes indeterminate nature of systemic pressures. 
Systemic theory is concerned with the structural pressures on states, yet these 
pressures can be—indeed, frequently are—indeterminate in terms of state behav-
iour or international outcomes. In contexts where structure is indeterminate and 
vital national interests are not at stake, therefore, foreign policy decisions are more 
likely to be shaped by domestic political interests and ethical considerations. ‘If 
the preservation of the state is not in question,’ Waltz argues, ‘national goals easily 
fluctuate between the grandiose and the frivolous.’36

Although ethical principles are less likely to shape EU foreign and security 
interests when vital European interests are at stake than they are in contexts where 
structure is indeterminate, this does not absolve European decision-makers from 
weighing ethical issues in the balance when they consider alternative policy options, 
however constrained these options may be. Realist international theory  emphasizes 
the enduring constraints of structure on the behaviour of states. But structures 
‘shape and shove’, they do not determine behaviour and outcomes—not only, 
Waltz argues, because ‘unit-level and structural causes interact, but also because 
the shaping and shoving of structures may be successfully resisted’. ‘With skill and 
determination,’ he continues, ‘structural constraints can sometimes be countered.’37 
As ‘situated actors’, states are constrained by structural pressures, but their behav-
iour is not determined mechanically by systemic forces. Because they can choose 
between alternative courses of action, states can still make ethical choices. In this 
light, Niebuhr’s admonitions concerning the implications of political realism for 
individual moral behaviour have resonance for the ethical choices of EU member 
states: ‘No political realism which emphasises the inevitability and necessity of a 
social struggle can absolve individuals of the obligation to check their own egoism, to 
comprehend the interests of others and thus to enlarge the areas of cooperation.’38

36 Kenneth Waltz, Foreign policy and democratic politics: the American and British experience (Boston: Little, Brown, 
1967), pp. 15–16.

37 Kenneth Waltz, ‘Reflections on Theory of international politics: a response to my critics’, in Keohane, Neorealism 
and its critics, pp. 322–46 at pp. 343–4.

38 Niebuhr, Moral man and immoral society, p. 180.
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This sensitivity to ethical considerations about justice and cooperation does not 
necessarily mean that subscribing to the liberal–idealist agenda of ‘effective multi-
lateralism’, the sanctity of international law and reliance on the UN to provide 
international peace and security is the most appropriate ‘ethical’ choice. Conflict 
avoidance and the deification of international organizations—what George 
Kennan termed the ‘legalistic–moralistic approach to international problems’—
are rarely ethically defensible stances in a self-help system.39 Policy-makers must 
consider the security of their own citizens, and the health of the wider inter-
national system—particularly the balance of power—when they are faced with 
decisions about the use of coercive power. Decisions on humanitarian intervention 
or preventing proliferation cannot be allowed to depend on Chinese or Russian 
acquiescence in the UN Security Council—as Operation Allied Force in Kosovo 
demonstrates. At times, pre-emption and preventive war—not compromise and 
appeasement—might be the morally right choice when faced with proliferators 
or aggressors. Winston Churchill noted that the ‘Sermon on the Mount is the last 
word in Christian ethics’, but that it does not provide appropriate guidelines for 
dealing with the complexities of international politics. The primary responsibility 
of state leaders, he argued, ‘is first so to deal with other nations as to avoid strife 
and war and to eschew aggression in all its forms, whether for nationalistic or 
ideological objects. But’, he continued, 

… the safety of the State, the lives and freedom of their own fellow countrymen … make 
it right and imperative in the last resort … that the use of force should not be excluded. 
If the circumstances are such to warrant it, force may be used. And if this is so, it should 
be used under the conditions which are most favourable. There is no merit in putting off 
a war for a year if, when it comes, it is a far worse war or one much harder to win. These 
are the tormenting dilemmas upon which mankind has throughout its history been so 
frequently impaled.40

Non-teleological ethics and the idioms of moral conduct

Liberalism is optimistic about the inevitability of progress; critical theorists, as 
heirs to the secular eschatology of Marxism, believe in the ‘utopian realism’ of 
‘emancipation’. Whether they adopt the more moderate ‘English School’ guise, 
or the more radical form of critical theory, liberal–idealists share a common belief 
that moral behaviour is associated with ‘rationalist’ politics and teleological polit-
ical action.41

Realist ethics, by contrast, are non-teleological in character; rather than musing 
on abstract schemes for a ‘just world order’, realists seek to examine the extent 
to which moral behaviour by states and other international actors is heavily 
constrained by the dynamics of international political life. Given the assumption 

39 Kennan is quoted in Cooper, The breaking of nations, p. 170.
40 Winston S. Churchill, The gathering storm (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1948), p. 320.
41 See e.g. Mervyn Frost, ‘Tragedy, ethics and international relations’, International Relations 17: 4, 2003, pp. 477–95. 

His response to tragedy in international politics is vintage liberal–idealism: ‘Tragedy asks us to consider the 
possible transformation of the social formations that provided the agon that produced the tragedy’ (p. 494).
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that anarchy will remain the dominant ordering principle of international politics, 
and that tragedy is inherent in the structure of the international system, a realist 
ethics cannot be based on a conception of moral behaviour that consists in working 
to achieve a particular telos (a ‘single substantive purpose’), whether rationally deter-
mined or revealed by religious prophecy.42 Realists follow Michael Oakeshott in 
rejecting ‘the illusion that in politics there is anywhere a safe harbour, a destina-
tion to be reached or even a detectable strand of progress’.43 This non-teleological 
ethics implies a distinctive approach to statecraft, one that seeks to navigate the 
shifting tides of international politics, conscious of the ebb and flow of systemic 
forces:

In political activity, then, men sail a boundless and bottomless sea; there is neither harbour 
for shelter nor floor for anchorage, neither starting-place nor appointed destination. The 
enterprise is to keep afloat on an even keel; the sea is both friend and enemy; and the 
seamanship consists in using the resources of a traditional manner of behaviour in order to 
make a friend of every hostile occasion.44

What is the basis of ethical behaviour in this non-eschatological and non- teleological 
understanding of international politics? Here Michael Oakeshott’s reading 
of Hobbes is apposite. Oakeshott argues that there are three ‘idioms of moral 
conduct’: the morality of communal ties; the morality of the common good; and 
the morality of individuality. In the first, ‘good conduct is understood as appro-
priate participation in the unvarying activities of a community’. Such a ‘morality 
of communal ties’ implies the existence of deeply rooted social conventions of 
various kinds defining a complex pattern of mutual obligations—a Gemeinschaft, 
to use the language of Max Weber and classical German sociology. Clearly, this 
idiom of morality is inappropriate for international politics because the interna-
tional system is composed of sovereign political communities with competing 
national interests and rival conceptions of the summum bonum: even the most avid 
proponent of ‘international community’ or ‘international society’ would be hard 
pushed to argue convincingly that there is a ‘moral community of humankind’ 
based on a shared identity and shared values.45

The second idiom of morality envisages the existence of a socially constituted 
‘common good’. It envisages the existence of a ‘society’ (Gesellschaft) composed of 
independent actors, but believes that all are ‘engaged in a single, common enter-
prise’ and consequently share a common understanding of ‘the good of all’, or the 
‘social good’. It assumes that there are shared normative values such as democracy 
and ‘human rights’ which should be available to all. This ‘morality of the common 
good’ corresponds to Max Weber’s ‘ethic of ultimate ends’, which decrees absolute 

42 Oakeshott, ‘Logos and telos’, in Rationalism in politics and other essays, pp. 351–60 at p. 358. Oakeshott defines 
‘rational’ activity as ‘behaviour in which an independently premeditated end is pursued and which is deter-
mined solely by that end’: ‘Rational choice’, in Rationalism in politics and other essays, pp. 99–131 at p. 102. 

43 Oakeshott, ‘Political education’, in Rationalism in politics and other essays, pp. 43–69 at p. 66.
44 Oakeshott, ‘Political education’, p. 60.
45 Barry Buzan and Ana Gonzalez-Pelaez, ‘“International community” after Iraq’, International Affairs 81: 1, 2005, 

pp. 31–52 at p. 35.
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and unconditional fidelity to principle.46 This understanding of morality has 
become highly influential throughout much of Europe.47 The problem with it 
is that it can lead to a crusading, messianic and imperialist mentality, whereby 
one’s own understanding of the ‘good life’—with its associated, and culturally 
rooted, conceptions of ‘liberty’, ‘democracy’ and ‘freedom’—is seen as justifying 
intervention in states and societies with different conceptions of the ‘good’. As 
Oakeshott notes,

every moral ideal is potentially an obsession; the pursuit of moral ideals is an idolatry in 
which particular objects are recognised as ‘gods’ … Too often the excessive pursuit of one 
ideal leads to the exclusion of others, perhaps all others; in our eagerness to realize justice 
we come to forget charity, and a passion for righteousness has made many a man hard 
and merciless. There is, indeed, no ideal the pursuit of which will not lead to disillusion; 
chagrin waits at the end for all who take this path.48

The third idiom of moral conduct is the one most appropriate to a realist ethics—a 
‘morality of individuality’. This involves give and take, mutual accommodation 
and a pursuit of ‘enlightened’ self-interest. ‘In general,’ Oakeshott argues, ‘moral 
activity may be said to be the observation of a balance of accommodation between 
the demands of desiring selves each recognized by the others to be an end and not 
a mere slave of somebody else’s desires.’49 It corresponds to an ‘ethic of responsi-
bility’, which specifies that one should consider the consequences of one’s actions 
for others and behave accordingly. In Oakeshott’s ‘morality of individuality’ the 
agents are individual human beings; but the sentiments expressed apply equally 
well to international politics where the primary actors are states. In the morality 
of individuality, he argues,

human beings are recognized … as separate and sovereign individuals, associated with one 
another, not in the pursuit of a single common enterprise, but in an enterprise of give and 
take, and accommodating themselves to one another as best they can: it is the morality of 
self and other selves. Here individual choice is pre-eminent and a great part of happiness 
is connected with its exercise. Moral conduct is recognised as consisting in determinate 
relationships between these individuals, and the conduct understood to be characteristic 
of human beings. Morality is the art of mutual accommodation.50

A ‘morality of individuality’, applied to the realm of international politics, thus 
provides the basis for a non-teleological ethics characterized by three principles: 
prudence, scepticism and reciprocity. Realist ethics are prudent in that they are 
circumspect and modest; they seek not perfection but the lesser evil, preferring 
the familiar to the unknown, the tried to the untried, ‘present laughter to utopian 

46 On Weberian ethics and international politics see Lawrence Freedman, ‘The transatlantic agenda: vision and 
counter-vision’, Survival 47: 4, Winter 2005–2006, pp. 19–38 at p. 22).

47 Richard Tuck, The rights of war and peace: political thought and the international order from Grotius to Kant (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1999), pp. 14–15, 234.

48 Oakeshott, ‘The Tower of Babel’, in Rationalism in politics and other essays, pp. 465–87 at p. 476.
49 Oakeshott, ‘The voice of poetry in the conversation of mankind’, in Rationalism in politics and other essays, pp. 

488–542 at p. 502.
50 Oakeshott, ‘The moral life in the writings of Thomas Hobbes’, p. 297.
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bliss’.51 Prudence entails restraining not only those of evil intent, but also those who 
intend only good, yet whose pursuit of justice and the summum bonum threatens 
to destroy what order, security and justice do exist in the international system. 
Realist prudence thus seeks to guard against the zealous pursuit of utopian visions 
at the expense of order and security. ‘There can be no political morality’, Morgen-
thau argues, ‘without prudence; that is, without consideration of the political 
consequences of seemingly moral action. Realism, then, considers prudence—the 
weighing of the consequences of alternative political actions—to be the supreme 
virtue in politics. Ethics in the abstract judges action by its conformity with the 
moral law; political ethics judges action by its political consequences.’52

This prudence gives rise to scepticism about the human capacity to achieve perfect 
justice through political action. Realists are sceptical about the possibilities of, and 
potential for, political action to produce the ‘good life’, and sceptical about the 
prospects for progress in the human condition, whether through scientific and 
technological innovation, economic interdependence or ‘rational’ political action. 
For realists, politics more often than not involves choosing between the lesser of 
two evils. ‘We are men, not God’, Reinhold Niebuhr argued; ‘we are responsible 
for making choices between greater and lesser evils, even when our Christian faith, 
illuminating the human scene, makes it quite apparent that there is no pure good 
in history; and probably no pure evil either. The fate of civilisations may depend 
on these choices.’53

Finally, realist ethics are based on reciprocity in that they call for compromise, 
restraint, mutual accommodation, and ‘give and take’ between sovereign political 
communities, each with its own vision of the summum bonum. This conception of 
international politics as an arena for competitive interest-based politics accords with 
Weber’s ‘ethic of responsibility’. By emphasizing the importance of reciprocity, 
European statesmen and women ‘may save themselves from the temptation to 
believe that they have a special commission for the reform or punishment of a 
recalcitrant world’.54

Conclusion

The growing tendency to define EU foreign and security policy in terms of an 
‘ethical’ commitment to transform the world in Europe’s image is deeply problem-
atic, as we have seen. First, it leaves the EU open to the charge of hypocrisy when 
it proclaims its ethical intentions but then pursues policies that favour European 
economic, strategic or political interests. Second, defining EU foreign and security 
policy primarily in terms of second-order normative concerns will tend to reduce 
the Union to a weak and ineffective actor in an international system tragically 
disfigured by security competition and by states that are driven by the self-help 

51 Oakeshott, ‘On being conservative’, in Rationalism in politics and other essays, pp. 407–37 at p. 408.
52 Morgenthau, Politics among nations, p. 12.
53 Quoted in Robin Lovin, Reinhold Niebuhr and Christian realism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 

p. 73.
54 Clinton, The two faces of national interest, p. 258.
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logic of international anarchy to maximize their power. Third, an ethical foreign 
policy will tend to degenerate into a crusading moralism, and all too often result 
in outcomes tragically at variance with the original good intentions.

The EU would therefore be well advised to avoid an ‘ethical’ foreign policy 
framed in terms of a liberal cosmopolitanism and an ‘ethic of ultimate ends’. This 
does not, however, mean that the only alternative is the ruthless pursuit of an 
unethical, amoral or immoral foreign policy. Realists argue that an effective EU 
foreign and security policy must be based on a hard-headed calculation of common 
‘European’ interests weighed against the balance of power and competing concep-
tions of the summum bonum, not on the idealistic pursuit of second-order normative 
concerns. For realists, international politics is inherently tragic, and consequently 
the pursuit of ethical goals will be heavily constrained by the structural dynamics 
of the international system. Recognizing the diversity and pluralism of inter-
national society, realist ethics are based on a ‘morality of individuality’, not a 
morality of communal ties or of the common good. They incorporate an ‘ethics 
of responsibility’, and are characterized by prudence, scepticism and reciprocity. 
Because ethical behaviour will always be constrained by the ‘strategic selectivity 
of structure’, realists recognize that there is no easy escape from Churchill’s 
‘tormenting dilemmas upon which mankind has throughout its history been so 
frequently impaled’. ‘Politics’, as Reinhold Niebuhr observed, ‘will, to the end 
of history, be an area where conscience and power meet, where the ethical and 
coercive factors of human life will interpenetrate and work out their tentative and 
uneasy compromises.’55

55 Niebuhr, Moral man and immoral society, p. 4.






