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Hans Morgenthau: Politics Among Nations - A Foundational Text for
Understanding International Relations

Hans Morgenthau's seminal work, "Politics Among Nations: The Struggle for
Power and Peace," remains a cornerstone of international relations theory.
This comprehensive exploration delves into the enduring realities of power,
national interest, and the perennial struggle for dominance that shapes the
global stage. Morgenthau, a leading figure in classical realism, meticulously
dissects the forces that drive state behavior, offering a pragmatic yet often
stark perspective on the nature of international politics. This article will
provide an in-depth analysis of Morgenthau's key concepts, tracing the
evolution of his thought and examining its continued relevance in
understanding contemporary global challenges, from geopolitical rivalries to
the pursuit of lasting peace. By exploring the core tenets of Hans
Morgenthau's politics among nations, we can gain a deeper appreciation for
the persistent dynamics of power in international affairs.
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Understanding Hans Morgenthau's Politics Among
Nations

Hans Morgenthau's "Politics Among Nations: The Struggle for Power and Peace"
is more than just a book; it's a paradigm that has profoundly shaped the
study of international relations for decades. Published in 1948, it emerged
at a critical juncture in history, in the aftermath of World War II and at
the dawn of the Cold War, offering a framework for understanding the



persistent realities of power politics. Morgenthau, a German-born jurist and
political scientist, brought a unique perspective shaped by his experiences
with the tumultuous events of the 20th century. His work is a testament to
the enduring influence of classical realism, a school of thought that
emphasizes the centrality of power and self-interest in the interactions
between sovereign states. The book's enduring appeal lies in its clear
articulation of timeless principles that, for many scholars and policymakers,
continue to offer the most compelling explanation for the patterns of
conflict and cooperation observed on the global stage. This foundational text
by Hans Morgenthau, politics among nations, provides a robust intellectual
toolkit for navigating the complexities of the international system.

The Six Principles of Political Realism in
Politics Among Nations

At the heart of "Politics Among Nations" 1lie Hans Morgenthau's six principles
of political realism, which serve as the intellectual bedrock of his
analysis. These principles, rather than being rigid dogma, are presented as
guiding assumptions that help to illuminate the fundamental nature of
international politics. Morgenthau believed that by understanding these core
tenets, one could better grasp the motivations and actions of states in the
international arena. He argued that these principles, while descriptive of
human nature and its manifestation in the political realm, were not immutable
laws but rather tendencies that could be influenced by context and human
effort.

Principle 1: Politics is Governed by Objective Laws
Rooted in Human Nature

Morgenthau begins by positing that international politics, like all politics,
is governed by objective laws that have their roots in human nature. He
asserts that human beings are driven by a will to power, a fundamental desire
to dominate and control others. This innate drive, he argues, is not unique
to any particular historical period or civilization but is a constant factor
in human behavior. Therefore, understanding international politics requires
an understanding of this inherent human tendency. This principle establishes
a deterministic element in his thinking, suggesting that certain patterns of
behavior are almost inevitable due to our fundamental makeup. The concept of
"animus dominandi," the desire to dominate, is central here.

Principle 2: The Concept of National Interest



Defined in Terms of Power

This is perhaps the most famous and influential of Morgenthau's principles.
He argues that the key to understanding foreign policy is to analyze it
through the lens of national interest, and that national interest itself must
be understood in terms of power. States, as rational actors, will always seek
to maximize their power to ensure their survival and security in an
anarchobic international system. This does not necessarily imply aggression,
but rather a continuous effort to enhance one's position relative to other
states. Defining national interest in terms of power provides a stable and
objective standard for evaluating foreign policy decisions, distinguishing it
from the vagaries of ideology or personal preference. This focus on power as
the primary currency of international relations is a defining characteristic
of Hans Morgenthau's politics among nations.

Principle 3: The Meaning of National Interest is Not
Fixed

While national interest is defined in terms of power, Morgenthau clarifies
that its specific meaning is not static. The content of national interest can
change depending on the political and cultural context in which it is
pursued. For example, a nation's interest might evolve from primarily
economic concerns to security considerations, or vice versa, based on
prevailing threats and opportunities. This principle acknowledges the dynamic
nature of the international environment and the need for states to adapt
their understanding of their interests accordingly. It prevents realism from
becoming a rigid or static doctrine, allowing for flexibility in its
application.

Principle 4: Realism Must Consider the Moral
Significance of Political Action

Morgenthau, despite his emphasis on power, does not advocate for a purely
amoral approach to international politics. He acknowledges that political
action has moral implications and that a statesman must consider the ethical
dimensions of their decisions. However, he cautions against imposing
universal moral standards on the actions of states, as such an approach can
lead to diplomatic isolation and ultimately undermine national interest and
security. Instead, he advocates for prudence and a contextual understanding
of morality in foreign policy. This nuanced view distinguishes him from more
Machiavellian interpretations of power politics, emphasizing a responsible,
though power-conscious, approach to statecraft. The tension between morality
and the necessities of state survival is a constant theme.



Principle 5: Universal Moral Principles Cannot Be
Applied to the Actions of States as Such

Building on the previous principle, Morgenthau argues that while universal
moral principles exist, they cannot be directly applied to the actions of
states in the same way they are to individuals. States are not moral agents
in the same sense as individuals; their primary responsibility is to their
own citizens and their survival. Therefore, actions that might be considered
immoral for an individual might be deemed necessary for a state to protect
its interests and its people. This does not condone reckless or cruel
behavior but rather recognizes the unique pressures and responsibilities
faced by governments. This principle highlights the difficulties in
translating ethical frameworks from the domestic to the international sphere.

Principle 6: The Difference Between the Political
and the Moral Sphere

Morgenthau emphasizes the crucial distinction between the political and the
moral spheres. He argues that the success of a statesman lies in their
ability to understand and navigate these distinct realms, recognizing when
political considerations must take precedence over moral aspirations. A
statesman driven solely by moral ideals, without regard for the realities of
power, is likely to fail in protecting their nation's interests. Conversely,
a statesman who completely disregards morality risks alienating allies and
undermining the legitimacy of their actions. This principle underscores the
pragmatic approach advocated by Hans Morgenthau's politics among nations,
requiring a careful balancing act.

The Concept of National Interest Defined in
Terms of Power

The concept of national interest is arguably the most pivotal element in
Morgenthau's "Politics Among Nations." He argues that to understand the
actions of states, one must first understand their motivations, and these
motivations are invariably driven by the pursuit of national interest.
However, Morgenthau provides a specific and rather stark definition of this
interest: it is always to be understood in terms of power. This is not merely
about military might, but encompasses a broader spectrum of influence,
economic strength, diplomatic leverage, and the capacity to shape
international norms and institutions. The pursuit of power is, for
Morgenthau, the primary and most rational objective of any state operating
within the anarchic international system. His consistent emphasis on this
definition distinguishes his realist framework from other theories that might
prioritize different national objectives.



Morgenthau's definition of national interest in terms of power serves as a
crucial analytical tool. It allows scholars and policymakers to cut through
the rhetoric and ideological justifications that often surround foreign
policy decisions and to identify the underlying strategic calculations. By
focusing on power, Morgenthau believes we can gain a more objective
understanding of why states act the way they do. This perspective suggests
that even seemingly altruistic actions by states can often be traced back to
a desire to enhance their power or influence, either directly or indirectly.
Understanding this fundamental drive is key to comprehending the dynamics of
Hans Morgenthau's politics among nations.

The Role of Power in International Relations

Power, in Morgenthau's schema, is the central currency of international
relations. He views the international system as a perpetual struggle for
power, where states constantly seek to increase their own power and limit the
power of their rivals. This struggle is not necessarily about conquest or
outright domination, but about maintaining and enhancing one's relative
position in the global hierarchy. Power, for Morgenthau, is multifaceted; it
includes not only military might but also economic strength, diplomatic
skill, ideological appeal, and the ability to influence the behavior of other
actors. He famously stated that the "objective of every state in its foreign
policy is to increase its power." This drive for power is seen as an
intrinsic characteristic of states operating in an environment devoid of
overarching authority.

Morgenthau's analysis highlights the constant interplay of power between
states. Diplomacy, alliances, and even war are all seen as instruments in
this ongoing struggle. He recognizes that while the accumulation of power is
the ultimate goal, the methods used to achieve it can vary. This
understanding of power is crucial for comprehending the strategic
calculations that underpin international crises, negotiations, and the
formation of alliances. The pursuit of power shapes the very fabric of
international interactions, making it a critical concept for understanding
Hans Morgenthau's politics among nations.

The Balance of Power

The concept of the balance of power is another cornerstone of Morgenthau's
realist theory, closely linked to the omnipresent pursuit of power. He argues
that in an anarchic international system where states are constantly striving
to increase their power, the most effective mechanism for maintaining a
semblance of stability and preventing the rise of a single, dominant power 1is
the balance of power. This system involves states forming alliances or
engaging in other diplomatic and military maneuvers to counteract the growing



power of any one state or coalition. The goal is to create a distribution of
power that is relatively stable, deterring any single actor from attempting
to achieve hegemony.

Morgenthau identifies several types of balance of power systems, including
those based on alliances, territorial compensation, and the prevention of
territorial expansion. He acknowledges that balance of power politics is
inherently precarious and requires constant adjustment and vigilance. States
must be willing to shift their alliances and engage in strategic maneuvering
to maintain equilibrium. While the balance of power can prevent the outright
dominance of one state, it does not necessarily guarantee peace; it often
leads to proxy wars and a climate of suspicion and competition. Nevertheless,
Morgenthau views it as the most realistic and effective means of preserving
the sovereignty and independence of states in the absence of a global
government. This pragmatic approach to international stability is central to
the insights offered by Hans Morgenthau's politics among nations.

The Limitations of Realism

Despite its enduring influence, Morgenthau's brand of classical realism, and
indeed realism in general, has faced significant critiques. One of the most
prominent criticisms is its perceived overemphasis on power and self-
interest, which some argue neglects other crucial factors that shape
international relations, such as ideology, norms, international institutions,
and the role of non-state actors. Critics suggest that realism offers a
rather pessimistic and deterministic view of the world, underestimating the
potential for cooperation and the impact of shared values in fostering
international order.

Furthermore, the concept of "national interest" itself has been criticized as
being too vague and easily manipulated by policymakers to justify actions
driven by domestic political considerations or personal ambition rather than
genuine national security concerns. The emphasis on states as rational,
unitary actors also fails to capture the complexities of decision-making
within states, where bureaucratic politics, domestic pressures, and societal
interests can all play significant roles. The failure of realism to
adequately predict or explain the end of the Cold War, for instance, led to
renewed questioning of its explanatory power. Despite these criticisms, many
scholars still find value in the core insights of Hans Morgenthau's politics
among nations.

Morgenthau's Legacy and Contemporary Relevance

Hans Morgenthau's "Politics Among Nations" has left an indelible mark on the
study of international relations. Classical realism, as articulated by



Morgenthau, continues to be a dominant theoretical framework, offering a
powerful lens through which to analyze contemporary global affairs. The
enduring relevance of his work lies in its insistence on the persistent
realities of power politics, national interest, and the anarchic nature of
the international system. In an era marked by renewed great power
competition, geopolitical tensions, and a resurgence of nationalist
sentiments, Morgenthau's insights into the struggle for power remain
strikingly pertinent.

Many contemporary debates in foreign policy, from understanding the
motivations behind Russia's actions in Ukraine to the complex dynamics of the
U.S.-China relationship, are often framed through a realist perspective.
Morgenthau's emphasis on the importance of understanding the national
interest of other states, defined in terms of power, provides a crucial
analytical starting point for navigating these challenging relationships.
While other theoretical frameworks offer valuable perspectives, the
foundational principles laid out by Hans Morgenthau in "Politics Among
Nations" continue to provide a robust and pragmatic foundation for
understanding the enduring dynamics of the international system. His work
serves as a constant reminder that the pursuit of peace must be grounded in a
clear-eyed understanding of the realities of power.

Conclusion: The Enduring Significance of
Politics Among Nations

Hans Morgenthau's "Politics Among Nations: The Struggle for Power and Peace"
stands as a testament to the enduring power of realist thought in
international relations. The book's core principles, centered on the innate
human drive for power and the necessity for states to define their national
interest in terms of power, offer a compelling framework for understanding
the persistent patterns of conflict and competition in the global arena.
While critiques of realism persist, the insights provided by Morgenthau
remain remarkably relevant, offering a vital perspective for navigating the
complex geopolitical landscape of the 21st century. His work continues to
inform policymakers and scholars alike, underscoring the timeless nature of
the struggle for power and the perpetual quest for peace in a world shaped by
sovereign states. The foundational concepts presented in Hans Morgenthau's
politics among nations ensure its continued importance for anyone seeking to
comprehend the realities of international affairs.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central thesis of Hans Morgenthau's



'Politics Among Nations'?

The central thesis of 'Politics Among Nations' is that international politics
is driven by the pursuit of power by states, and that this pursuit of power
is rooted in human nature, which Morgenthau identifies as inherently self-
interested and acquisitive. He argues that understanding and managing this
struggle for power through the concept of national interest is key to
maintaining peace and stability in the international system.

What are Morgenthau's six principles of political
realism?

Morgenthau's six principles are: 1) Politics, like society, is governed by
objective laws that have their roots in human nature. 2) The main signpost
which allows us to find our way in international politics is the concept of
‘national interest' defined in terms of power. 3) While the content of
national interest is not fixed, its core, power, is a universally valid
concept. 4) Realism, aware of the universal moral element within the whole
drama of human action, also accounts for the meaning of action. 5) Political
realism refuses to identify the moral aspirations of a particular nation with
the moral laws that govern the universe. 6) The difference between political
realism and other schools of thought is that realism maintains the autonomy
of the political sphere, whereas other approaches, by and large, subordinate
politics to the dictates of economic or moral philosophy.

How does Morgenthau view the role of morality in
international politics?

Morgenthau views morality in international politics as a complex and often
constraining factor. He argues that while universal moral principles exist,
they cannot directly dictate state actions. States must prioritize their
national interest, which is defined in terms of power. However, he also
acknowledges that leaders have a moral responsibility to act in accordance
with prudence and to avoid actions that could lead to catastrophic
consequences, even if those actions are seemingly justified by abstract moral
ideals.

What is the concept of 'national interest' according
to Morgenthau?

According to Morgenthau, 'national interest' is the primary driver of foreign
policy and is defined in terms of power. It is the fundamental goal of states
to preserve and enhance their power, both domestically and internationally.
While the specific content of national interest can change with
circumstances, the pursuit of power remains its constant core.



How does Morgenthau's work relate to the concept of
balance of power?

Morgenthau sees the balance of power as a fundamental mechanism for
maintaining stability in the anarchic international system. He argues that
states, in their pursuit of power, will naturally tend to form alliances and
counter-alliances to prevent any single state from becoming too dominant.
This dynamic, while driven by self-interest, can paradoxically create a more
stable international environment by deterring aggression.

What criticisms are commonly leveled against
Morgenthau's political realism?

Common criticisms include its perceived pessimism about human nature, its
tendency to overlook the influence of non-state actors and international
institutions, its difficulty in accounting for international cooperation and
change, and its perceived justification for aggressive state behavior by
prioritizing national interest over universal morality.

How has 'Politics Among Nations' influenced the
study of international relations?

"Politics Among Nations' is considered a foundational text in the field of
international relations, particularly for the development of realist
theories. It provided a systematic framework for understanding state behavior
and the dynamics of power in the international system, and its concepts
continue to be debated and applied by scholars and policymakers.

What is the role of diplomacy in Morgenthau's
framework?

Diplomacy plays a crucial role in Morgenthau's framework as a tool for states
to manage their pursuit of power and to negotiate their interests. He
emphasizes the importance of ‘'diplomacy of prevention,' which aims to avoid
conflicts by understanding and accommodating the interests of other states,
and 'diplomacy of the possible,' which focuses on achieving realistic and
attainable goals through negotiation and compromise.

How does Morgenthau's concept of power differ from
other understandings of power?

Morgenthau defines power as 'man's control over the minds and actions of

other men.' This is a relational and often psychological concept, distinct
from purely material or military definitions. For Morgenthau, power is not
just about having resources but about the ability to influence and control
others, and it is always intertwined with the pursuit of national interest.



Is Morgenthau's 'Politics Among Nations' still
relevant today, given the changing global landscape?

Yes, despite the significant changes in the global landscape since its
publication, Morgenthau's core arguments about the enduring nature of power
politics and the pursuit of national interest remain highly relevant. Many
contemporary international relations scholars and policymakers continue to
draw on his insights to analyze issues such as great power competition, the
role of national security, and the challenges of maintaining international
order in an anarchic system.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to Hans Morgenthau's Politics Among Nations,
with short descriptions:

1. The Twenty Years' Crisis, 1919-1939

This seminal work by E.H. Carr is a foundational text for understanding the
interwar period and critiques the idealistic approaches to international
relations that preceded World War II. Carr argues for a more realistic,
power-based understanding of politics, echoing Morgenthau's emphasis on
national interest and power. It explores the clash between utopianism and
realism in shaping foreign policy and international order.

2. Realism and International Politics

Edited by Benjamin Frankel, this collection offers a comprehensive overview
and critique of realist thought in international relations. It features
essays from prominent scholars who engage with and expand upon core realist
tenets, including those established by Morgenthau. The book delves into the
enduring relevance and evolving interpretations of realism in a changing
world.

3. The Twenty-First Century World: A New Realism

This book by John J. Mearsheimer argues for a contemporary application of
classical realism in understanding today's global landscape. Mearsheimer, a
prominent proponent of structural realism, builds upon and diverges from
Morgenthau's ideas, focusing more on the distribution of power in the
international system. It examines how great powers behave and the enduring
dynamics of competition.

4. After Hegemony: Cooperation and Discord in the World Political Economy
Robert Keohane's influential work explores how international institutions can
foster cooperation even in an anarchic international system. While not
strictly a realist text, it engages with realist critiques of cooperation and
seeks to explain its persistence, offering a contrasting yet complementary
perspective to Morgenthau's more power-centric view. The book examines the
role of international regimes in mitigating conflict.

5. Diplomacy



Henry Kissinger's sweeping history of diplomacy offers insights into the
practice of statecraft throughout history, implicitly supporting many realist
principles. Kissinger, a student of Morgenthau, analyzes how great powers
have historically managed their relationships through negotiation and balance
of power. The book provides historical context for the enduring challenges of
international politics and the art of statecraft.

6. The Anarchical Society: A Study of Order in World Politics

Hedley Bull's classic text explores how order can be maintained in an
anarchic international system, despite the absence of a sovereign authority.
Bull, influenced by realism but also by traditions of international society,
analyzes the institutions and practices that create stability. It offers a
sophisticated perspective on how states, even while pursuing their interests,
can co-exist and prevent total disorder.

7. Power and Interdependence: World Politics in Transition

Joseph S. Nye Jr. and Robert 0. Keohane introduced the concept of "complex
interdependence," challenging traditional realist assumptions. This book
examines how the rise of non-state actors and transnational issues has
altered the nature of international relations. While it offers a different
framework, it implicitly addresses the power dynamics that Morgenthau
identified.

8. Grand Strategies: A Reader_

Edited by John Lewis Gaddis, this anthology explores the historical
development and theoretical underpinnings of grand strategy. It features
writings from various thinkers, including those who emphasize power and
national interest, aligning with Morgenthau's realist perspective. The book
provides a broad understanding of how states plan and execute their long-term
foreign policy goals.

9. The Balance of Power: Prescription, Concept, History

F.H. Hinsley's detailed study examines the historical evolution and
theoretical significance of the balance of power concept. This concept is
central to Morgenthau's understanding of how states manage power and prevent
the dominance of any single actor. Hinsley's work offers a deep dive into the
mechanisms and historical manifestations of this crucial element of
international politics.
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