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UNDERSTANDING THE THEORY OF INTERNATIONAL
POLITICS ACCORDING TO KENNETH WALTZ

The study of international relations has been shaped by many
influential  thinkers,  but  few  have  left  as  profound  an  impact  as
Kenneth Waltz. His seminal work, Theory of International Politics,
published  in  1979,  fundamentally  altered  how  scholars  and
policymakers  understand  the  behavior  of  states  and  the
dynamics  of  the  global  system.  Waltz’s  theory,  often  called
neorealism or  structural  realism,  moved the focus away from
human nature and domestic politics and placed it squarely on the
structure  of  the  international  system  itself.  This  shift  in
perspective  has  become  a  cornerstone  of  modern  political
science, offering a parsimonious yet powerful explanation for why
states act the way they do.
To  appreciate  the  full  weight  of  Waltz’s  contribution,  it  is
essential  to  understand  the  intellectual  landscape  he  was
responding to.  Prior  to  his  work,  the dominant paradigm was
classical  realism,  championed  by  figures  like  Hans  Morgenthau.
Classical realists argued that the drive for power was rooted in

human nature. Waltz disagreed. He believed that a valid theory
of international politics had to be systemic, meaning it should
explain  outcomes  based  on  the  constraints  and  incentives
created by the structure of the system, rather than the attributes
of  individual  units  within  it.  This  article  explores  the  key
components of the theory of international politics as articulated
by Kenneth Waltz, its implications, its criticisms, and its enduring
relevance in the twenty-first century.

The Core Premise:
Structural Realism
Waltz’s  theory  begins  with  a  simple  but  radical  premise:  the
international  system is  anarchic.  By  anarchy,  Waltz  does  not
mean chaos or disorder.  He means the absence of  a central,
overarching  authority  that  can  enforce  rules  and  guarantee
security.  Within  a  domestic  political  system,  citizens  and
institutions are subject to the authority of  a government that
holds a monopoly on the legitimate use of force. Internationally,
no  such  government  exists.  States  must  therefore  rely  on
themselves for their own survival. This condition of self-help is
the single most important variable in Waltz’s framework.
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Because there is no higher authority to protect them, states must
prioritize their own security. This does not mean that all states
are aggressive or expansionist by nature. Rather, the structure of
the system compels them to be concerned with their  relative
power and position. In an anarchic system, a state can never be
entirely certain of the intentions of other states. A state that is
more  powerful  today  might  become  a  threat  tomorrow.  This
fundamental  uncertainty  creates  a  security  dilemma:  actions
taken by one state to increase its own security, such as building
up its military, can be perceived as threatening by other states,
prompting them to do the same, thereby escalating tensions and
potentially leading to conflict.
Waltz  identifies  three  defining  features  of  the  international
structure. First, the ordering principle of the system is anarchy,
as opposed to hierarchy which characterizes domestic politics.
Second, the system is defined by the functional differentiation
of  its  units.  In  a  domestic  system,  units  (people,  businesses,
government  agencies)  have  different  functions.  In  an
international system, Waltz argued that states are functionally
alike; they all perform the same basic tasks of self-preservation,
defense, and foreign policy. The key difference between them is
not  what  they  do,  but  their  capabilities.  This  is  the  third
element: the distribution of capabilities across the system. The
international system is shaped by the number of great powers
and the distribution of power among them. This distribution is
what Waltz calls the system’s structure.

The Three Images of
International Relations
To fully  grasp  Waltz’s  contribution,  it  is  helpful  to  revisit  his
earlier work, Man, the State, and War, published in 1959. In this
book,  Waltz  outlined  what  he  called  the  three  images  of
international relations. Each image represents a different level of
analysis for explaining the causes of war.

First Image: This focuses on human nature and the
behavior of individual leaders. Wars are caused by the
greed, ambition, stupidity, or malice of human beings.
Think of the role of Alexander the Great, Napoleon, or
Hitler. While this image captures some truth, Waltz found it
insufficient because it cannot explain why war is recurrent
across different times and cultures with different leaders.
Second Image: This focuses on the internal structure of
states. Wars are caused by the nature of specific regimes.
For example, Marxist theorists blamed capitalism for
imperialism and war, while liberal theorists have often
argued that democratic states are more peaceful than
authoritarian ones. Waltz acknowledged this image has
merit, but argued it is also incomplete. A peaceful state can
still be drawn into war by the pressures of the international
system.
Third Image: This is the level of the international system
itself. Waltz argued that the third image provides the most
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comprehensive explanation for the recurrence of war. Even
if all human beings were angels and all states were
republics, war would still be possible, and even likely,
because of the anarchic structure of the system. The
absence of a central authority forces states into a condition
of perpetual insecurity. The third image does not contradict
the first two; rather, it provides the context within which
the first two images operate.

This  three-image framework laid  the groundwork for  his  later
systemic theory. In Theory of International Politics, Waltz refined
the  third  image  into  a  full-blown  theoretical  model,  stripping
away any reliance on unit-level attributes such as human nature
or regime type.

The Logic of Balancing and
the Stability of Bipolarity
A central contribution of Waltz’s theory is his argument about
how states respond to concentrations of power. In an anarchic
system, Waltz asserted, states tend to balance against the most
powerful  state or  coalition,  rather than bandwagoning with it.
Bandwagoning is the act of joining the stronger side. Balancing is
the act of aligning with the weaker side to prevent domination.
Waltz argued that balancing is the more common and rational
behavior because the goal of states is survival, not simply being
on the winning side. If a state allows one power to become too
dominant, its own long-term security is jeopardized.

This logic leads to one of Waltz’s most famous and controversial
claims: the international system is most stable when it is bipolar,
meaning  when there  are  two roughly  equal  superpowers.  He
made this argument in the context of the Cold War, comparing
the bipolar system of the United States and the Soviet Union with
the multipolar system that preceded the two World Wars.
Waltz offered several reasons for the stability of bipolarity. First,
the  number  of  great  powers  is  small,  which  reduces  the
complexity  of  interactions.  In  a  multipolar  system,  there  are
many shifting alliances and a high degree of uncertainty about
who is aligned with whom. Miscalculations are more likely. In a
bipolar  system,  the  two  superpowers  are  clearly  identified,  and
their  spheres  of  influence  are  well  understood.  Second,  in  a
bipolar system, the two main powers rely primarily on their own
internal resources rather than on unreliable allies. This internal
balancing (building up one's own military and economic strength)
is  more  predictable  and  controllable  than  external  balancing
(forming alliances).  Third,  the two superpowers have a strong
incentive  to  manage  crises  carefully.  They  cannot  shift  the
burden of balancing to an ally, and they know that any direct
confrontation between them could be catastrophic. This mutual
vulnerability,  Waltz  argued,  actually  promotes  caution  and
restraint.
The Cold War, in Waltz's view, was not a period of dangerous
instability but rather a long peace, at  least among the major
powers. There were many proxy wars and regional conflicts,  but
the two superpowers avoided direct military confrontation. Waltz
considered this a testament to the stabilizing effects of bipolarity.
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Criticisms and
Counterarguments
Waltz's theory has not gone unchallenged. Critics have raised
several important objections. One major line of criticism comes
from liberal and institutionalist scholars, who argue that Waltz
underestimates the role of  international  institutions,  economic
interdependence, and shared norms. They point to the European
Union as an example of a zone of peace where anarchy has been
mitigated  by  dense  institutional  ties.  Waltz  responded  that
institutions are essentially tools of the most powerful states and
have  little  independent  effect  on  the  basic  structure  of  the
system.
Another criticism comes from constructivists, such as Alexander
Wendt,  who  argue  that  anarchy  is  not  a  given  but  a  social
construct. In his famous phrase, "anarchy is what states make of
it." Constructivists contend that the meaning of anarchy and the
identity  of  states  can change through interaction  and shared
ideas.  Waltz  dismissed  this  as  a  conflation  of  process  with
structure. For him, the material  distribution of power was the
primary driver of outcomes, regardless of how states perceived it.
Feminist scholars have also critiqued Waltz for ignoring the role
of gender in shaping the international system. They argue that
his focus on power, security, and the state as a unitary actor
overlooks  the  experiences  of  women  and  the  gendered
hierarchies that operate within and between states. Waltz did not

engage extensively with these critiques, but they have led to a
richer and more diverse field of international relations.
Empirically, the end of the Cold War posed a challenge to Waltz’s
theory.  His  prediction  of  continued  bipolar  stability  was
invalidated by the sudden collapse of the Soviet Union. Critics
argued that Waltz had failed to anticipate the role of internal
economic pressures and ideational factors in bringing about the
end of the Cold War. Waltz countered that his theory was about
the logic of the structure, not about predicting specific historical
events. He also argued that the system had simply shifted from
bipolarity  to  a  new  structure,  which  he  initially  identified  as
unipolarity,  but  he  maintained  that  balancing  against  the
remaining  superpower,  the  United  States,  would  eventually
occur.

The Enduring Legacy of
Kenneth Waltz
Despite these criticisms, the theory of international politics as
articulated by Kenneth Waltz remains an indispensable tool for
understanding  global  affairs.  Its  parsimony  and  logical  rigor  are
unmatched.  Waltz  provided  a  clear,  testable  framework  that
forces scholars and practitioners to think systematically about the
constraints  and  opportunities  created  by  the  distribution  of
power.
The concept of the security dilemma, which is central to Waltz's
theory,  remains  highly  relevant  in  contemporary  geopolitical
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issues. The rise of China has been interpreted by many Waltzian
scholars  as  a  classic  case  of  a  rising  power  challenging  the
existing  order,  prompting  the  United  States  to  engage  in
balancing behavior.  The tensions in the South China Sea, the
technological  competition  over  semiconductors  and  artificial
intelligence,  and the expansion of  military alliances all  fit  neatly
into a structural realist framework. Similarly, the war in Ukraine
can  be  understood,  at  least  in  part,  through  the  lens  of
neorealism,  as  a  consequence  of  NATO  expansion  being
perceived by  Russia  as  a  threat  to  its  security,  and Russia's
subsequent  attempt  to  balance  against  what  it  sees  as  an
encroaching power bloc.
Waltz also made important contributions to the study of nuclear
strategy. He was a prominent proponent of  the idea that the
spread of nuclear weapons could actually promote stability under
certain conditions. His argument, known as "the more may be
better"  thesis,  was  highly  controversial.  He  contended  that
because nuclear weapons make the cost of war so extraordinarily
high,  states  that  possess  them  are  extremely  cautious.  The
mutual  assured  destruction  (MAD)  that  characterized  the  US-
Soviet relationship, he argued, would apply to other dyads as
well, such as India and Pakistan. While many scholars vehemently
disagree with this position, it has forced a serious debate about
the strategic logic of nuclear proliferation.

Conclusion
Kenneth Waltz’s Theory of International Politics is a monument of
political  science.  By  shifting  the  analytical  focus  from  the
individual  and  the  state  to  the  structure  of  the  international
system, Waltz created a lens that reveals the enduring patterns
of  conflict  and  cooperation  in  world  politics.  His  concept  of
anarchy as the permissive cause of war, his logic of balancing,
and  his  argument  for  the  relative  stability  of  bipolarity  have
become essential reference points for generations of scholars.
No single theory can explain everything, and Waltz was always
clear about the limitations of his own approach. He sought to
explain recurrent patterns and broad outcomes, not the nuances
of every diplomatic exchange. For that reason, his theory remains
a  starting  point  for  analysis,  not  a  final  answer.  Whether  one
agrees with him or not, engaging with the theory of international
politics as presented by Kenneth Waltz is a necessary step for
anyone  seeking  to  understand  the  complexities  of  power,
security, and order in a world without a central government. His
ideas continue to provoke debate, inspire research, and inform
the  decisions  of  those  who  navigate  the  perilous  waters  of
international affairs. The structure of the system may evolve, but
the logic Waltz identified endures.


