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  1
Realism in Context


Political realism came out of a crisis, not comfort. It is important to start with a world that has been shaken many times by war, rivalry and the unyielding nature of power to see why it still has a hold on people's attention. 

The Rise of Power to Political Thought
Realism in reaction to disillusionment
Political realism was not a purely intellectual fashion. It emerged as a powerful reaction against the disastrous failures of international politics in the first half of the 20th century. Realist thought was reasserting itself in the wake of two world wars, the collapse of old empires, the rise of totalitarian regimes and the failure of legal and moral declarations to prevent violence (Carr 1939, 22-38). The faith of many scholars and statesmen in progress, reason and international goodwill seemed to be sadly misplaced. Realism thus became a serious counterpoint to the modern discussion. It argued that the behaviour of states could not be explained in terms of aspirations but in terms of the long-term dynamics of power, fear, interest and insecurity (Morgenthau 1948, 4-15).
This insistence did not amount to a celebration of conflict. Instead, realism said, a more responsible political judgement starts with the world as it is, not as it should be ideally. In this way, realism can be seen more as a doctrine of restraint than a doctrine of aggression (Kennan 1951, 95-103). It cautions against rhetorical overkill, strategic innocence and moral vanity in foreign policy. Realists believe that states exist in a world without a higher power to ensure their survival and where miscalculation can be very dangerous. In such a case, reason is more important than sentiment, and lasting peace is more likely to be achieved through a balance of forces than through good will (Waltz 1979, 116-123).

Why realism became indispensable
The interwar years are the classic setting for the development of realism. Following the First World War, there was a strong feeling that a new international order could be established based on law, collective security and institutional cooperation. The League of Nations was a symbol of that hope and a more general faith in the power of moral development and rational planning to bring an end to war (Zimmern 1936, 280-295). However, the 1930s proved to be a test of the strength of these assumptions. The revisionist powers challenged the status quo; states and treaties were easily broken, and calls for universal principles were not always effective in stopping expansion. Later realists learnt that law or morality was not the end of the world, but that neither was a substitute for political skill and determination (Carr 1939, 102-113).
It is because realism was born out of failure that it is still a compelling idea. It was created in opposition to historical facts. It questioned the repeated misreading of danger by well-intentioned actors, the liberal optimism of the international institutions, and the difference in the behaviour of states threatened with extinction. Such questions are still relevant today. In all the dimensions of analysis, from great power rivalry to regional wars, from alliance politics to energy competition, from coercive diplomacy to more, the realist lexicon of security, calculation, and national interest still sheds light on patterns that idealised accounts might fail to capture (Mearsheimer 2001, 29-54).

Historical Roots Before the Twentieth Century
Ancient and early modern inheritances
Modern realism has been influenced by the twentieth-century's tumult, but its intellectual roots are far older. The tradition goes back to thinkers who looked at political life in a non-illusionary way. In his account of the Peloponnesian War, Thucydides painted a picture of a world in which fear, honour and interest were the motivating factors in decision-making and where appeals to justice were limited by inequalities of strength (Thucydides 1954, 400-408). His work is still fundamental since he does not view interstate conflict as an aberration from harmony but as a constant part of political life. His history is a sad one, in which good sense is pitted against ambition and insecurity, and in which the issues of the limits of moral aspiration under strategic competition conditions are anticipated.
Machiavelli sharpened this awareness by divorcing the requirements of good rule from the comforts of moralistic ideals. He was not opposed to the importance of virtue, but he redefined political virtue as judgement, adaptability and the ability to save the state (Machiavelli 1998, 61-68). During a time of civil war, Hobbes emphasised the importance of security to political life and the effects of disorder. His main concern was with the authority in the home, but his conception of a state of anarchy without a common power had an impact on later realist conceptions of international anarchy (Hobbes 1996, 82-90). These earlier thinkers did not constitute a single school, but they did have one thing in common: they were not driven by political necessity but by moral wishfulness.
From European statecraft to modern international theory
Realism was further substantiated with the development of the modern state system in Europe. The practical tradition of statecraft that developed under the influence of diplomacy, dynastic rivalry, military competition and the rise of the balance of power made it imperative to be sensitive to changing alliances in order to survive (Meinecke 1957, 1-22). Statesmen found that good intentions were not sufficient without resources, alliances and strategic credibility. Although realists did not believe that such an equilibrium would be stable, just, or easy to maintain, the concept of equilibrium among powers to prevent domination came to be one of the enduring devices of realist analysis (Bull 1977, 101-115).
Realism was by the nineteenth century a part of diplomacy. Men like Metternich and Bismarck were not academic theorists, but they had a realist attitude, one that was not yet formalised in the post-1789 sense of the word but that was nevertheless evident in their actions: a wariness of ideological crusades, a concern for relative power, and a preference for order over abstract moral enthusiasm (Kissinger 1957, 4-25). The twentieth century brought these themes to the fore but did not discover them; rather, it was a systematic articulation of them in the academic study of international relations. In that context, realism was adopted as a theory and a warning: a theory of the forces that influence state behaviour and a warning against political projects that fail to take those forces into account.

The Twentieth Century and the Collapse of Illusions
War, ideology and institutional weakness
Realism became modern because of the trauma of the twentieth century. The devastation of industrial warfare was something that previous generations could not have fathomed. The First World War undermined the belief in the progress of civilisations, and the peace that followed was a punitive one that did not lead to lasting peace. The combination of economic crisis, nationalist grievance, fascist mobilisation and strategic uncertainties of democracies brought the promise of a peaceful order based on collective norms to an end. The Second World War then made it abundantly clear, in the most extreme of terms, that political communities that failed or refused to face up to force could be destroyed by force (Herz 1951, 3-18).
Realists saw these events as not only a tragedy of history but also a lesson in the nature of international politics. States, they said, can't expect that common principles will take precedence over conflicting interests. When members of the institution are split, unwilling, or even involved in the conflict, institutions rely on the support of powerful members. While ideology can mobilise populations and give legitimacy to action, there are conflicts of influence, territory, prestige and security under the ideological conflict (Aron 1966, 47-70). The realist view is thus able to pierce through official rhetoric. It poses questions about who wins, who loses, what abilities are at their disposal, and what strategies are open.
The Cold War as a realist laboratory
The world wars paved the way for realism, and the Cold War cemented it. The bipolar organisation with the United States and the Soviet Union as poles brought the issues of deterrence, alliance management, spheres of influence and military credibility to the forefront of international analysis (Gaddis 1987, 215-245). The stakes were raised, and paradoxes were added to the mix with the advent of nuclear weapons. Now, in addition to winning, they had to be able to prevent catastrophic escalation. Realism's language was essential to the understanding of why opponents might be ideological enemies while at the same time being strategic stabilisers and why some degree of accommodation was sometimes required between two highly antagonistic systems (Waltz 1964, 881-909).
In this time, realism was helpful not because it foretold all events but because it was able to explain the basic logic of competition in anarchy. It provided an explanation for the importance of alliances being more than sentimental, for small states to look for protection in alliances or hedging, and for the superpowers to see local conflicts in the light of wider balances of power. It also revealed the perils of moral simplicity. The Cold War policymakers consistently expressed their conflicts in universal terms, but foreign policy involved selective commitments, compromises, and calibrations. Realism did not take ethics out of the public arena, but it did assert that ethics without prudence can be destructive (Morgenthau 1951, 33-42).

Core Assumptions of Political Realism
Power, security, and survival
Political realism is based on a group of assumptions concerning the nature of international life. The first is that the world is divided into a number of states, of which there is no sovereign head to keep them in order. It is not chaos at all times; this is what is known as 'anarchy' (Dickinson 1916, 12-25). It does not mean that states are dependent on the capabilities of others and the nature of their partnerships, but rather that states must depend on their own capabilities, partnerships and judgement to maintain their security. In such a setting, power is essential. Power is not just about the military; it's about the military as well. It involves economic strength, diplomatic power, technological superiority, legitimacy, and influence over others' decisions (Morgenthau 1948, 13-28).
Realists argue that security is the priority given to states since it is the precondition for all other objectives. All states, regardless of their vision of the future or business interests, have to come to terms with their susceptibility (Wolfers 1952, 481-502). It does not mean that all governments behave wisely and consistently, but it does mean that those that know their limits and are ready for threats are rewarded by international competition. When a state takes on declarations for guarantees or goodwill for strategy, it puts itself at risk. Realistically, foreign policy starts with a realistic appraisal of relative power and likely intentions.
Interest, prudence and tragic choice
A second core assumption is that states have a national interest, but what that interest is depends on the situation. Realism is not the same as the notion that leaders are emotionless calculators. Decision-making is influenced by domestic politics, ideology, memory and misperception (Jervis 1976, 13-31). However, realism is based on the premise that lasting analysis must be based on the question of what interests states have in terms of security, influence, and maintaining political autonomy. This orientation provides a timeless practical value to realism. It invites analysts to delve beyond statements to the underlying stakes that drive policy.
A third assumption is related to prudence. Realists are frequently caricatured as cynical, but it is tragic choice that is their deeper concern. In international politics, leaders are often confronted with choices where there are no morally pure alternatives and all options have costs. Allying with an ally can extend the conflict, and not allying with an ally can lead to aggression. It may seem like you are compromising by negotiating with an opponent, but it may increase the danger if you don't. Realism thus makes prudence the highest political virtue, for prudence is the most important virtue when there is no certainty and no virtue to determine policy (Morgenthau 1948, 7-12).

Hans Morgenthau and the Renewal of Realist Thought
An intellectual shaped by rupture
Hans Morgenthau is the most associated thinker of the twentieth century with classical realism. In the midst of the collapse of Europe and the emergence of total war, Morgenthau infused international theory with a rare blend of historical consciousness, legal sophistication, philosophical insight, and political engagement. Exile, the disillusionment of liberal optimism, and a sensitivity to the precariousness of political order were all part of his intellectual development (Frei 2001, 102-124). These experiences led him to abandon simplistic faith in legalism and to be suspicious of projects which overlooked the darker aspects of political life.
It is not only Morgenthau's defence of realism that is important, but also his definition of realism. He was not a man who made politics into a matter of brute force, nor did he say that morality was of no concern. Rather, he said, political action should be understood in terms of objective laws based on human nature and in terms of interest as it is understood in terms of power (Morgenthau 1948, 4-8). This was a formulation that aimed to save international analysis from sentimentalism and technocratic abstraction. Politics was for Morgenthau a distinctly human affair, one of ambition, fear, judgement and the possibility of cloaking power in the universal language.
Why Morgenthau still matters
Politics Among Nations was Morgenthau's most significant publication, providing generations of students and practitioners with a disciplined approach to thinking about foreign policy. Its durability is based on its inability to divorce theory from responsibility. Morgenthau was not only interested in the conduct of the states but also in the thinking of statesmen who want to prevent catastrophe (Morgenthau 1948, 143-155). His realism therefore has a moral seriousness that is sometimes not appreciated by critics. He was sceptical of dogmatic crusades, which set goals that were unattainable; he was against moral absolutism, which could justify recklessness; he was for restraint, which would prevent power from being excessive and thus bring about destruction (Morgenthau 1951, 221-242).
Morgenthau is an essential figure for modern readers, who will find him both analytical and politically astute. He understood that today's states have unprecedented ways of destroying themselves but operate in a state of uncertainty, pride and competition. He also knew that foreign policy is no better than noble words if it fails to take into account proportion and consequence. That lesson is as true today as ever in an era of renewed competition and recurring temptations to interventionism (Barkin 2003, 325-342).

Realism Beyond Caricature
What realism does and does not claim
Realism is often confused with a doctrine that celebrates war, justifies domination and ignores morality. These readings fail to show its analytical and ethical complexity. Realism is not a doctrine that says that war is good, but only that it is inevitable. It is not that might makes right, but that political results are highly influenced by the imbalance of power (Donnelly 2000, 6-22). It does not ignore the importance of norms, law and institutions. Instead, it poses the question of when they work well, who they serve and how they are maintained. The questioning attitude may seem harsh, but it is this questioning attitude that makes realism explanatory.
Realism is not a monolithic and static theory, either. There are variations of classical realism, such as structural realism, neoclassical realism, etc., which vary in emphasis. Some foreground human nature, others the distribution of capabilities in the international system, and others the interaction between systemic pressures and domestic interpretation (Wohlforth 1993, 1-17). But these threads are related in a family way: they all have a mistrust of facile harmony, a focus on coercion and vulnerability, and a demand that political order is more than a moral aspiration. The emphasis of the present chapter is on classical realism, since it is in this tradition that the moral and historical aspects of realism are most clearly visible in Morgenthau.
Realism as discipline for policymakers
Realism for diplomats and policymakers is not a formula but a way of thinking. It helps decision-makers to separate out essential interests from lesser preferences, to align interests with capabilities, and to think about what threats and opportunities adversaries see. It serves as a reminder to governments that signal matters, that vacuums invite competition, and that strategic environments are interactive and not controllable (Jervis 1976, 58-83). Most of all, realism requires leaders to consider the consequences instead of intentions. An intention good in itself can lead to instability if it fails to take account of local balances, competing interests, or the constraints of external influence.
These attitudes towards thinking are still essential in modern statecraft. All of these have their role, but none of them can be a dangerous illusion without a realistic understanding of constraint and without a cooperative ambition. The best of realism does not kill moral purpose. It brings moral purpose to political reality to enable action to be more proportionate, more enduring, and less destructive (Schweller 2006, 12-35).

Why Realism Still Matters Today
Global interdependence and enduring rivalry
The modern world is sometimes said to be interdependent, governed by global rules, linked by transnational networks, connected by digital technologies, and vulnerable to climate change, pandemics and financial crises. But these changes have not taken the place of power politics. In many ways, they have created new spaces for the exercise and contest of power (Keohane and Nye 1977, 23-42). Economic leverage can be used as well as economic benefit. Technological systems can facilitate cooperation and create vulnerabilities for states to be spied on, sabotaged, and reliant on. International institutions can help to coordinate, but they are also a place of bargaining between unequal actors. The realist understanding of politics as a competitive arena in a context of uncertainty is therefore very relevant.
This relevance has been strengthened by the return of the great power rivalry. Competition between key states is now a key driver of discussions on military modernisation, supply chain security, access to critical minerals, maritime control, sanctions and technology standards. The smaller states are once again playing in a game of alignment, hedging and strategic ambiguity that can be a matter of life or death (Allison 2017, 15-38). Realism offers an explanation for the importance of seeking influence in areas distant from one's borders, why security pledges are still a key element of alliance systems, and why the rhetoric of universal values can often be used to accompany a struggle for strategic advantage (Mearsheimer 2018, 122-145).
New threats, old questions
Realism is not out of fashion even when a threat arises from outside the country's borders. In a political environment that remains structured by states of varying power and agendas, cyber conflict, terrorism, irregular warfare and climate-related instability are all playing out. Governments choose the level of risk to take, the commitments to make and the people to believe in. The allocation of resources remains a determinant of who has their security needs met first and who's security needs are left unmet. Realism does not reject the importance of global issues; it is just that the answers to these issues are uneven, contested, and interwoven with other considerations of interest (Walt 1991, 211-239).
Realism provides a way of understanding the world beyond the surface stories for journalists, analysts, and students of international relations. It not only asks what principles are being called upon but also what strategic environment is giving them weight. It explores the influence of prestige on policy, the relationship between domestic legitimacy and foreign behaviour, and the possibility of escalation in the absence of a desire to go to war. These are not artefacts of an older time. They are characteristics of the current international order, which is unstable, pluralist and fragile.

The Purpose of This Book and the Road Ahead
A framework for reading Morgenthau in our time
This book does not use Morgenthau as a model to solve all the current problems of world politics, but rather as a useful point of departure for considering the perennial issues of world politics. The chapters which follow will look at his life and mental evolution, at his main claims and at their pertinence in the changing historical context. The meaning of objective laws in politics, the concept of interest as power, the priority of the national interest, the tension between morality and politics, the role of context and the autonomy of the political sphere will be discussed. These themes are not museum artefacts. They continue to be issues that divide interventionists from deterrence advocates and strategic competitors from small powers and are central to the decisions of both powers.
It's not about glorifying realism or rejecting its detractors. Instead, the aim is to grasp what realism illuminates, what it needs to be corrected and how, and why Morgenthau's voice still resonates in a divided century. Those who read; make policy; teach; research; and are engaged in diplomacy require historically informed, conceptually disciplined, and practically alert frameworks. Realism has remained so popular because it is a voice of necessity, but not fatalism. It identifies risk but also the potential for better judgement.
Preparing for deeper inquiry
This is an introductory discussion and, as such, has tried to set the scene for realism and the world in which it still functions. It has demonstrated that realism is based on historical experience, intensified by catastrophe, and maintained by the constant discrepancy between political hope and political situation. It has also suggested that realism is not descriptive. It is a mindset that requires balance, awareness of power and modesty in the face of complexity. These attributes are particularly crucial during times of competition, dependency and internal instability in a state.
The chapters to follow will take you from context to concept and concept to application. Realism starts with a realistic appraisal of the world, and its continued usefulness is in the way it enables us to think more carefully about how the world can be navigated.
To understand why this is important, it is necessary to understand that Morgenthau was writing in a time when illusions had cost the lives of many. His realism was not the result of an abstract interest in conflict but of a struggle with the breakdown of legal order, the lure of ideology and the tragic inevitability of civilised society turning to violence. In that context, realism was what it was not: it was not pretending to be able to do more than it could. It posed the question of what states might "prudently" do, rather than what they wanted to "affirm.
This is a question that is still relevant in the 21st century. The world of today's leaders is shaped by global competition, energy challenges, climate change, supply chain reliance, and a new great power rivalry. But the growing number of problems has not eradicated the issue of power. Instead, it has expanded the fields of power action, hidden power, and power struggle. The grammar of politics can shift in form but remain realistic in substance, as in the case of economic sanctions, cyber operations, control of strategic minerals, information campaigns, and maritime access.
Realism should not be interpreted as a relic that is only associated with military confrontation and bipolar stand-offs. Its ongoing significance is that it has the ability to detect underlying limitations that persist through surface changes. States continue to assess risk, maintain independence, exert influence and are still afraid of vulnerability. Their rhetoric can be in the terms of universal norms, shared prosperity, or historical mission, but their actions consistently show that they are interested in position and leverage. Morgenthau's legacy is that he insisted on starting analysis with this reality, despite the political rhetoric that says otherwise.
While it is important to avoid caricature, it is also important to avoid a serious reading of realism. Morgenthau was not saying anything cynical enough to be unlimited, nor was he saying anything that was merely a matter of brute force. His mind was more disciplined, more challenging. He knew that in the world of statesmen, there is a lack of knowledge, moral conflict, and unintended consequences. Thus, prudence is a key virtue in prudence. The aim of foreign policy is not purity, but the judicious balancing of ends and means in a world in which there are always costs to be considered.
This is the intellectual seriousness of realism, which is given by this focus on prudence. It challenges the illusion of progress that has taken the tragic element out of politics. It also spurns the other temptation, to revel in power for power's sake. In between the naïve idealism and the reckless domination, Morgenthau found a more demanding stance: to assess situations dispassionately, to weigh interests carefully, and to leave room for political manoeuvre. Realism, in this sense, is an education in restraint, as well as an analysis of competition.
The chapters that follow will elaborate on these themes in a progression towards Morgenthau himself, towards the principles he enunciated, and towards the debates his work continues to stir. His realism has been modified, questioned, and even misinterpreted, but not removed. Every new crisis brings back the questions he asks regarding power, order, legitimacy and survival. To study Morgenthau is not just to revisit a canonical thinker, however. To study Morgenthau, however, is not just to revisit a canonical thinker. It is to be a continuing debate on the possibility of maintaining political judgement in the face of increasing pressures from the international system.
In this perspective, realism in context is not only the theme of this first chapter but also the starting point for the entire book. The aim is to demonstrate the strength of realism in the light of history, but not to be bound by it. The categories remain because the dilemmas remain. In our consideration of Morgenthau's life, ideas and legacy, we will focus not just on what realism says but also on why it continues to capture the interest of anyone interested in the dynamics of global power.
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  2
Morgenthau and His World


Hans Morgenthau did not build realism out of the blue. His thoughts were shaped by a century of turmoil, and his world had left its imprint on the concepts that would form the basis of his scholarship. 

A Thinker Formed by Crisis
Europe in an Age of Rupture
The historical context that formed Morgenthau's sensibility is the starting point for an understanding of his realism. He matured in a Europe that was being shaken by the collapse of the empires, the clash of ideologies, economic fragility and moral lassitude after the First World War (Frei 2001, 12-29). The liberalism of the political, which had been linked to constitutional development and civic moderation, seemed to be in jeopardy in the face of mass movements, nationalism, and authoritarian aspirations. The certainties of reason and law were no longer enough for many of his contemporaries to account for political life. This crisis was not just an eyewitness event but a personal one for Morgenthau, who felt himself besieged by a civilisation. Later, his emphasis on the inseparability of politics from struggle, insecurity, and ambition was a world in which hopes for rational harmony had already been severely wounded (Morgenthau 1946, 1-10).
This background is crucial because Morgenthau's realism was never about power for the sake of power. It was, however, a reaction to the failure of the intellectual and political traditions which had underestimated the darker side of public life. He recognised that institutions, laws and ideals were important, but he also knew that they could not eliminate fear, competition, pride and the desire for domination (Herz 1951, 33-49). The Europe of his youth had repeatedly demonstrated that political stability could be lost in a flash if the elites underestimated the threat or if the people gave in to illusory promises. Realism, in this sense, came out of disillusionment, but not cynicism. It was an effort to tell the truth about a broken political world.
The Burden of Historical Experience
Morgenthau was a man of his times who could not have been a mere academic historian of history. War, social upheaval, dictatorship and exile were not theoretical concepts but lived realities. This close-up view of disorder added an element of seriousness to his work, which remains more descriptive than more theoretical approaches to international relations (Craig 1999, 142-156). He didn't start out with pretty pictures of cooperation and then say, "Except for these exceptions." He didn't start off with pretty pictures of cooperation and then say, "Except for these exceptions." He started by acknowledging that politics is not always played in a vacuum, with no trust and power imbalances. His realism thus had a tragic undertone, based on the conviction that war was controllable, but not easily preventable (Morgenthau 1948, 17-25).
This biographical context is important for diplomats, analysts and students today because it shows why Morgenthau was sceptical of intellectual fashions that offered quick fixes. Too much of the volatility for him to trust in technical expertise or legal design to bring peace. He knew that international order was not only a matter of rules but also of prudence, restraint, balance and the disciplined awareness of limits (Kennan 1951, 95-103). These were lessons learnt from catastrophe, not from abstract deduction. This realism was thus informed by his belief that political judgement must be alert to the flaws of human nature and of history.
Early Life and Intellectual Formation
Family, Education, and Intellectual Beginnings
Hans J. Morgenthau was born in 1904 in Coburg, Germany, in a family of Jews who enjoyed a high social standing that enabled them to receive serious education but not protection from the prejudices that would grow stronger in Europe (Frei 2001, 35-52). He was brought up in an environment that valued historical knowledge, legal reasoning and philosophical debate, which had a profound influence on his early education. He studied law and engaged in academic pursuits that were rooted in a continental tradition that tied the law closely to issues of statehood, sovereignty and authority. This legal training had a profound impact on him. His criticism of legalistic methods of international politics, when he did make it, was as precise as if he had been a trained lawyer in the language and form of law (Morgenthau 1940, 260-274).
He developed his ideas at a number of key centres of European thought, such as Frankfurt, Munich and Geneva. Here he not only found himself in the presence of public law and political theory but also in the midst of broader discussions of the fate of modern civilisation. His studies were set against the backdrop of the fall of the imperial orders, the precariousness of the Weimar Republic, and the quest for new bases of legitimacy (Jellinek 1900, 15-38). Normative ideals and political necessity were the concerns of Morgenthau's legal scholars and political thinkers. He came to understand the significance and the weakness of formal legal institutions without any consideration of the relations of power. This insight would be a major component of his mature international politics (Morgenthau 1933, 44-61).
The Impact of German and Continental Thought
Morgenthau's realism cannot be seen as an American theory that emerged after migration. It was deeply influenced by the intellectual currents of the continent, such as German historicism, legal studies and a more general European understanding of tragedy in politics (Meinecke 1957, 1-22). He lived in a world where the study of law was not just a technical system but a representation of social and political order. Meanwhile, he challenged thinkers who focused on decision, sovereignty and conflict (Schmitt 1932, 26-37). He was not a mere copyist of any one line but a constant searcher out of a desire to balance the normative aspiration with the political struggle.
Morgenthau's hallmark was his ability to avoid romantic nationalism and moralistic detachment. He understood the need for political communities to be legitimate, but he also knew that calls to national destiny could be used as weapons of aggression. He was a man of moral values, but he cautioned against the misuse of moral values in politics (Morgenthau 1945, 145-158). This dual awareness was brought about by his education in Europe. It helped him to think historically, to be wary of simple formulas, and to pay attention to the conditions in which concepts like law, sovereignty, and justice function. The outcome was a political philosophy which was still rich in ideas even when it was trying to be relevant.
Dictatorship, War, and the End of Illusions
Confronting Authoritarian Power
The spread of authoritarianism in Europe was not just another political phenomenon in Morgenthau's lifetime but a pivotal one. The prospect of staying in the old world of legal scholarship and civic normality became very slim as liberal institutions declined and anti-Semitic politics grew. In interwar Europe, dictatorship was not a constitutional issue for a Jewish intellectual. It was a threat to life, livelihood and personhood (Frei 2001, 168-185). Morgenthau saw the power of legal systems being twisted, the power of public discourse to legitimate domination, and the power of a cultured society to give itself over to destructive passions. These experiences reinforced his belief that politics could not be comprehended without the presence of power, coercion, and the fragilities of order (Morgenthau 1946, 42-65).
These changes also made him more sceptical of the belief in progress. When faced with totalitarian mobilisation, the idea that modern education, economic development or international law would inevitably bring about a gradual civilisation of state action was unfeasible (Carr 1939, 22-38). Morgenthau did not say that morality was not important, but he did say that morality without power and prudence and institutional strength was "exposed and dangerously so". He saw political judgement as a sober, not sentimental, activity. Statesmen, in his opinion, needed to be aware of threats before they were irrevocable and to consider the consequences of the decisions they made, not just the possibilities (Morgenthau 1951, 33-42).
War and the Collapse of Liberal Confidence
The moral and strategic context of international politics was changed by the wars that shaped Morgenthau's world. The First World War undermined faith in the balance of the world and exposed the potential for devastation of modern states. The interwar period then showed that unbalanced and illegitimate peace settlements could lead to resentment, not stability (Carr 1939, 102-113). The idea that international institutions could restrain aggression was by then completely discredited when the Second World War began. It was a series of failures that led to Morgenthau's realism. He felt that insecurity is a fact of life and the urge to dominate is a constant temptation in international relations and that any serious theory of international relations must begin with these two facts (Morgenthau 1948, 13-28).
Significantly, his attitude towards war was not apocalyptic. He did not say that war was always to be expected and that diplomacy was always hopeless. Instead, he declared that peace must be based on a clear-eyed assessment of interests, capabilities and limits (Aron 1966, 47-70). One of the tragedies of liberal civilisation, as he saw it, was that it mixed up moral desires with political facts. Morgenthau was seeking a disciplined approach to statecraft, one that would be free from the idealistic self-deception and the militaristic recklessness. In this respect his realism was a protest against irresponsibility in a century that had been a series of such protests.
Exile and Migration to the United States
Leaving Europe Behind
Morgenthau's move from Europe to the United States was not an easy transition in his career. It was a journey of exile, of breaking and of rebuilding. He lived in Switzerland and Spain before arriving in America, as did many other European intellectuals forced to flee the dictatorship and persecution of Europe (Frei 2001, 190-211). But he was exiled, and he had to rethink inherited traditions, keeping what was good in them. It also heightened his sense of contingency in political life. The sense of citizenship, status and institutional belonging was no longer guaranteed and was fragile, requiring political circumstances that were subject to change.
This experience helped to make him take sovereignty and political order seriously. People who have experienced displacement have an appreciation of the state as not just a bureaucratic structure but an institution that provides security, membership and legal recognition (Herz 1957, 473-493). This awareness remained with Morgenthau as a realist. He was aware that the breakdown of the states could lead to risk for populations, but he also recognised that powerful states could be instruments of oppression. His thought thus refrained from either celebration or condemnation of the state. Rather, it examined the state as the main political player in a world where there was no higher power to ensure justice (Waltz 1979, 88-101).
Arrival in America and Intellectual Adaptation
Morgenthau came to the United States in the 1930s and was greeted by a new academic and political environment. America was safe and opened up opportunities, but it also demanded adaptation. He was required to convey a European intellectual formation to an American public that was becoming
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