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  INTRODUCTION


  



  I open this book’s preface with a personal story—a pivotal experience that profoundly shaped my views on politics, law, and the elusive nature of truth.


  At a certain point in my career, I was tasked with leading a legal dispute of extraordinary political sensitivity. It was a difficult case, full of legal and factual complexities. Ultimately, thanks to the dedication of a remarkable team—and, admittedly, a stroke of good luck—we achieved a favorable final outcome. Midway through the proceedings, however, an unfavorable interim ruling was rendered, igniting a political firestorm. Conspiracy theories began to spread, with some alleging that the unfavorable interim outcome resulted from covert political interference during the legal preparation process. These accusations were wholly baseless. Yet, despite their lack of merit, they cast a long shadow over our team, deeply affecting those who had devoted themselves to the case from the outset.


  As the team leader, I felt a personal obligation to address these rumors and defend the integrity of our work. I publicly explained that the outcomes of the dispute—both interim and final—were the product of careful legal reasoning and sustained effort. Those in positions of responsibility, regardless of political affiliation, largely understood and accepted this explanation. But not everyone was persuaded. Some accused me of defending a flawed legal preparation out of loyalty or pride.


  Despite my repeated efforts to clarify that my defense was not political but professional, the criticisms persisted. One encounter, in particular, stands out in my memory. After I explained that I was simply presenting the ‘facts’ to defend my team’s work, the individual responded with a remark that has stayed with me ever since:


  “Facts? The truth stands above them!”


  I realized that his notion of “truth” transcended mere empirical accuracy—it spoke to deeper convictions, values, and ideological frameworks. In that moment, I glimpsed something essential about the nature of political conflict.


  But such truth claims are inherently subjective. Likewise, political behavior seldom adheres to pure logic. Intuition, emotion, and entrenched beliefs frequently eclipse factual analysis, and once facts are filtered through ideological prisms, they lose their universal authority.


  In principle, logical reasoning should produce objective conclusions. Yet reality proves more complex: logic often serves not as a tool for discovery, but as a post-hoc justification for decisions already shaped by intuition. Legal systems, aware of these pitfalls, are meticulously designed to prioritize objective standards and empirical evidence. But human adjudicators—whether judges, arbitrators, juries or others—remain subject to intuitive influences. Seasoned legal practitioners recognize this dynamic, skillfully steering adjudicators’ intuitions to their advantage. Meanwhile, there are adjudicators who make up their minds long before they hear the argument, driven by preconceptions and intuition rather than reasoned analysis.


  What, then, shapes human intuition? It emerges from a constellation of factors: accumulated knowledge, cognitive frameworks molded by experience, emotional states, innate biases (from pattern-seeking to confirmation bias), and even subconscious inclinations. Even absent direct self-interest, intuition frequently determines judgment—nowhere more visibly than in political opinions. However, when it comes to political judgment—and indeed in all value-based judgments—there is one overriding influence: the value system of the individual.


  People with different value systems can interpret the same set of facts and arrive at radically different ‘truths.’ Whether by instinct or analysis, it is almost impossible to escape one’s own value system completely. These systems—forged through upbringing, personality, and lived experience—ultimately reflect broader worldviews. If the judgments people make are so heavily influenced by their value systems, and if these value systems are themselves grounded in a particular worldview, then it is the worldview that serves as the fundamental framework shaping human thought and behavior.


  But what happens when a worldview is not limited to an individual? What if a community, a nation, or even entire segments of the global population share a common worldview? Such shared worldviews exert immense influence over collective decision-making. In this sense, not only individuals or groups, but entire societies, nation-states, and the international system itself become expressions of the dominant values and worldviews they embody. Thus, worldviews are the lens through which people interpret reality and determine how they ought to act within it.


  These shared worldviews are usually forged through the cultural and historical experiences of a society. Societies with common cultural foundations tend to perpetuate their worldviews through education, collective memory, and tradition. But the shaping of a worldview is not merely a cultural or historical process—it is also deeply philosophical. Time and again, history has witnessed moments when great thinkers emerged at pivotal junctures to either systematize an existing worldview or articulate a bold new vision. Once formed, such ideas often transcend the realm of theory, permeating all aspects of life and reshaping entire societies.


  By influencing the worldviews of an era’s people, these ideological forces have in turn shaped the course of history and international affairs. From this perspective, every major transformation in the international order can be understood not only as a shift in the balance of power, but also as a confrontation between worldviews—between the ideas that justify the existing order and those that seek to legitimize a new one.


  The title of this book, Clash of Worldviews: Understanding the 21st Century International Order Through Ideas, captures its central purpose: to explore the major ideologies and worldviews that have decisively shaped human history at critical junctures. If historical events create the external conditions that influence the behavior of states, then understanding the “thoughts” that guided individuals and nations to act as they did requires an inquiry into the ideas and worldviews that informed their perceptions.


  This task feels especially crucial today, as the U.S.-led liberal international order that defined the post–Cold War era has effectively come to an end, giving way to competing visions of world order now emerging across the globe. In this context, understanding the ideological foundations of these rival paradigms is essential to grasping the nature of the new international landscape taking shape before us.


  As the title suggests, this book is a follow-up to my previous work, Understanding 21st-Century International Order in Context: South Korea’s Future in an Era of Hegemonic Transition, published in 2023 (in Korean). That book examined key historical developments that shaped the current international order—touching upon important ideological shifts along the way. This volume, by contrast, inverts the approach: here, ideas take center stage, providing the interpretive lens through which historical transformations are analyzed. Despite significant overlap in subject matter, the two works are structured differently. In that sense, they may be best understood as two sides of the same coin.


  The final section of this book confronts a defining challenge of our time: the escalating political polarization threatening to destabilize liberal democracies worldwide. As a self-identified centrist, I have long avoided making overt political statements. Centrists are often criticized from both the left and the right, and the very nature of centrism—grounded in an instinct for balance and a wariness of extremes—can make it difficult to adopt rigid ideological positions. Indeed, some of my colleagues observed that in my previous book, I stopped short of fully articulating my own views. Yet in this unprecedented moment—as democratic institutions face sustained pressure and societal fractures deepen—I have resolved to speak plainly. Not because I naively believe that my personal reflections will have any significant social impact, but because at a time of increasing polarization and the possible erosion of liberal democracy, it seemed irresponsible in its own way to remain silent when I had something to contribute.


  To be sure, this book is not without its flaws. It contains errors and limitations, and many readers will no doubt be more knowledgeable, insightful, and discerning than I. Still, even the smallest object—like a pebble kicked up on the side of the road—can inspire a moment of reflection. If this book can serve, even in a small way, as a catalyst for deeper thought and discussion among readers, that alone would be enough for me.


  I can only hope that humanity will face its current challenges with wisdom, and in solidarity. And for all that we lack, I pray that the grace of a good and just God will make us whole.
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  Is the world changing? The question almost answers itself. Change has always been a constant throughout human history, but the current transformations are unique. What sets this moment apart is not change itself, but the profound reordering of the global system that appears to be taking shape.


  The scale of this transformation rivals the most consequential turning points in modern history. At the very least, it marks the most significant realignment since the geopolitical shock of 1991, when the Soviet Union’s collapse redrew the global map. Viewed through a broader historical lens, it may even signal a civilizational shift—one whose ripple effects will touch every society, whether they recognize its onset or not. The signs are everywhere: international institutions groan under obsolete mandates; economic alliances fracture and reconfigure; the once-unstoppable tide of globalization is receding. Even the liberal frameworks that upheld the postwar order increasingly seem unfit to interpret—let alone manage—the world now emerging. This is not gradual evolution. It is rupture. Not a continuation of familiar patterns, but the birth of a new and still-unformed paradigm.


  Three tectonic forces—among others—are reshaping the foundations of global order.


  The first is the global redistribution of power. Every international system rests on a balance of power. For nearly three decades, the world has operated under a unipolar order, with the United States as its hegemon. That era is now drawing to a close. A growing consensus holds that American preeminence is in decline—and with it, the architecture of the current global system must inevitably be reimagined. While many anticipate a return to great-power rivalry, the contours of the next phase remain profoundly uncertain.


  The second is the transformation of the international economic order. Since the Cold War’s end, the liberal international order has been anchored in free trade. Its intellectual lineage—from Immanuel Kant through Adam Smith to David Ricardo and most contemporary economists—held that open markets would not only maximize global welfare, but also promote peace through economic interdependence.


  But that consensus has unraveled. Beginning around 2016—and unmistakably by 2022—the United States, long the chief architect of global integration, began to retreat from free trade. In a striking reversal, it now openly prioritizes domestic resilience and strategic autonomy. The free-trade era, for all practical purposes, is over. Supply chains are splintering, markets fragmenting, and economic efficiency increasingly subordinated to national interest—not as a tactical deviation, but as a new governing logic.


  The third is the erosion of liberal ideals. For decades, values such as human rights, democracy, and environmental stewardship structured global discourse. Even authoritarian regimes, though resistant to liberal norms, often paid rhetorical homage to them or countered them with appeals to cultural relativism. That era, too, is ending. Today, many states do not merely resist liberal norms—they reject them outright. Some claim these ideals are incompatible with their cultural traditions; others dismiss them as deeply flawed or ideologically bankrupt. The West, for its part, has struggled to mount a coherent response.


  This growing normative divergence carries profound implications. Cultural difference has always held the potential to become a source of conflict; now, the deepening fragmentation of values is rendering global consensus increasingly elusive. As shared understandings break down, multilateral institutions falter—and geopolitical tensions mount.


  Among these three forces, the redistribution of power concerns material capability. In contrast, economic restructuring and ideological divergence pertain to legitimacy—to the erosion of the normative and institutional consensus that upheld the post-Cold War liberal order.


  These forces do not operate in isolation. They are mutually reinforcing. Together, they portend a deceleration—or even reversal—of globalization, heightened fragmentation among states, and a rise in regional tensions and conflict. At the same time, nationalism and traditionalist ideologies are resurging as countercurrents to liberal ideals, both domestically and internationally. We are living through a pivotal era—one marked by uncertainty, flux, and the potential for systemic upheaval. It is little wonder that many now characterize this as the age of ‘post-globalization.’


  Yet, in order to grasp the structural essence of this moment, a more precise term is warranted: this is a period of hegemonic transition.


  As U.S. global hegemony recedes, non-liberal revisionist powers—chiefly China and Russia—are seeking to reassert influence over their historical spheres of dominance. China, in particular, is attempting to reclaim the status of global superpower. The models pursued by these powers are not liberal. They seek to establish hierarchical regional orders grounded in traditional authority, deference, and civilizational identity—reminiscent of pre-modern patterns of dominance.


  By contrast, liberal democracy is predicated on sovereign equality and fundamentally rejects hierarchical relations among states. Therefore, liberal hegemony cannot draw legitimacy from dominance or coercion; such notions are antithetical to its values. Instead, a liberal hegemon must lead through consent—deriving legitimacy from shared norms, institutional participation, and voluntary alignment of values. Only by aligning its global posture with its ideological foundations can a liberal hegemon sustain its legitimacy in the eyes of both allies and adversaries. This is why the United States has long insisted on framing its role not as ‘hegemon,’ but as global leader. Especially in the aftermath of World War II and the Cold War, the U.S. positioned itself as primus inter pares—a “first among equals”—within an international system grounded in liberal principles. The architecture it built formally allowed allies, and even adversaries, to challenge its leadership—so long as such challenges remained within the framework of the system it governed.1


  That model is now under strain. Increasingly, the United States appears tempted to reassert itself not as a liberal hegemon, but as the most powerful actor in an emerging multipolar world.


  This shift is consequential. Power transitions are inherently volatile. History teaches that when a reigning hegemon is challenged by a rising power, the risk of conflict increases dramatically. One possibility is that the declining power reacts forcefully to arrest its relative decline—what Graham Allison call the ‘Thucydides Trap.’2 Another is that the rising power, sensing its advantage is fleeting, acts precipitously to seize the moment—what Hal Brands and Michael Beckley term the ‘Peaking Power Trap.’3


  We are, unfortunately, caught between both traps. The United States, unwilling to relinquish its primacy, increasingly views China as a strategic threat—applying pressure across economic, technological, and military fronts. At the same time, China faces growing domestic headwinds. Many analysts believe Beijing’s relative military advantage in the Taiwan Strait may soon peak—raising fears that it might act militarily before that window closes. The trajectory of U.S.-China relations in the coming years will therefore be pivotal to global peace and stability.


  At its deepest level, this global inflection point is also a clash between our primal instincts and our aspirational ideals.


  On one hand lies the instinct for relative gain—the drive for power, security, and advantage in a competitive world. This mirrors the Hobbesian state of nature: a “war of all against all.” Like gravity, it is ever-present—capable of being managed, but never fully escaped. On the other hand lies our aspiration toward peace and cooperation. Time and again, in the wake of catastrophic conflict, states have attempted to construct universal frameworks for peace. This tension—between instinct and ideal—shapes the arc of modern history.


  After World War I, the League of Nations collapsed under the weight of its flaws. After World War II, a more resilient international order emerged. And after the Cold War, the United States led efforts to extend that order globally. Today’s international system is thus the product of two “hot” world wars and one “cold” one—an architecture forged through trauma, effort, and collective resolve. Even revisionist powers like China and Russia do not seek to destroy this order entirely. While they contest its power distribution and challenge U.S. primacy, they stop short of advocating for systemic anarchy. The same is true of many globalization skeptics and critics of neoliberalism.


  The danger lies not in contestation per se, but in its potential unintended consequences. Efforts to reshape the international order may destabilize it—and absent a coherent alternative, the world risks slipping into fragmentation and lawless competition. What is ultimately at stake is not just the fate of U.S. leadership or the liberal order, but the fragile scaffolding of global stability itself.


  Endnotes:


  


  1 Nevertheless, the United States has frequently been criticized for asserting its hegemonic authority when it deems its core national interests to be at stake.


  2 International political scientist Graham Allison examined 16 historical cases in which a dominant hegemon confronted a rising power, finding that roughly 75% of these encounters resulted in major wars. This dynamic is called the ‘Thucydides Trap.’ According to Allison, war was avoided in rare instances—such as between the United States and the British Empire—due to key factors: the rising power shared a similar cultural and political sphere with the incumbent, refrained from direct territorial challenges, and largely accepted the prevailing international order, fostering cooperation rather than outright confrontation. Allison’s ‘Thucydides Trap’ theory has been criticized for oversimplifying the causes of conflict. Some scholars argue, for example, that the relationship between Athens and Sparta during the Peloponnesian War does not neatly fit the model of an ‘established hegemon’ confronting a ‘rising power,’ as both were already dominant Greek city-states before the Persian Wars. Nonetheless, a broader truth remains: when one state’s power rises rapidly, its rivals often perceive this shift as a threat, leading to overreactions and escalating tensions. If the emerging state aspires to hegemonic status while its competitor seeks to maintain dominance, the likelihood of strategic rivalry intensifying becomes even greater.


  3 See Hal Brands and Michael Beckley, “China is a Declining Power – and That’s the Problem,” Foreign Policy (24 September 2021).
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  The purpose of this chapter is to provide a concise overview of the key theories of international relations, which will serve as the basis for the analyses that follow. Readers who are already well-versed in the subject, as well as those who wish to proceed directly to the core arguments of the book, may choose to skip this chapter. Nonetheless, all readers are encouraged to at least skim through this chapter.


  Domestic Politics vs. International Politics


  When most people think of politics, they picture elected officials, legislative chambers, and campaign rallies. Yet these formal institutions represent only the most visible layer of a phenomenon that pervades all human interaction. Politics exists wherever people engage with one another—whether in corporate boardrooms, community organizations, or even within households—because power dynamics, the interplay of influence and control, shape every collective decision.


  At its core, politics is about the exercise of power: the strategic processes by which resources are allocated, priorities are set, and competing interests are resolved. This understanding applies equally to domestic governance and international relations, both of which function as arenas of contested authority.


  However, there are two fundamental distinctions that set them apart.


  1. Enforceability of Rules


  Domestic systems function within a rule-bound hierarchy, where governments, courts, and other institutional norms serve as society’s ‘Leviathan’ (to borrow Hobbes’ metaphor). This central authority enforces laws, adjudicates disputes, and punishes transgressions, whether through formal legal mechanisms or informal social and political sanctions. Even in flawed or corrupt states where institutions are weakened, the possibility of accountability still exists and continues to shape how actors compete for power and influence.


  By contrast, the global arena inherently lacks a sovereign enforcer. International law exists, but it functions through voluntary compliance, mutual consent, and reciprocal incentives—not through centralized coercion. States remain the ultimate arbiters of their own conduct, giving rise to the structural ‘anarchy’ that realist theorists such as Kenneth Waltz identified as the defining characteristic of international relations. In this environment, power does not operate within rules—it defines them.


  2. The Nature of Political Actors


  Domestic decision-making revolves around individual agency—voters, legislators, and civil servants navigating codified legal frameworks. These actors operate within a system shaped by competing pressures: electoral mandates, ideological commitments, and institutional checks such as judicial oversight and media (public) scrutiny. Crucially, their choices bear direct personal consequences—career longevity often depends on satisfying constituents and adhering to established norms.


  In the international realm, however, states themselves become the central actors, driven by cold calculations of national interest and relative power. Absent a supranational ‘Leviathan,’ no overarching authority compels compliance; enforcement rests on precarious networks of treaties, reciprocal expectations, and reputational costs. This structural vacuum creates a moral hazard: foreign policy decision-makers—particularly in autocratic regimes—can shield themselves from the human consequences of their choices on war, sanctions, or alliances. The result is a greater tolerance for risk, with strategies that privilege state survival over individual well-being.


  3. The Broader Implications


  These structural divides—enforceable rules versus anarchic norms, individual accountability versus state abstraction—reveal the enduring paradoxes of international relations. States, like individuals, vie for power and influence, yet they do so in a realm where consequences are diffuse, compliance is voluntary, and authority rests not on codified enforcement but on shared perceptions and mutual expectations. Understanding this dichotomy is not merely academic—it is essential to making sense of everything from trade wars to security dilemmas.


  Understanding Hegemony: The Key to World Politics


  One of the most important—if not the most important—drivers of state behavior in the international system is the pursuit of hegemony.


  The idea that “great powers inevitably seek hegemony” was famously articulated by John Mearsheimer. Yet the core insight predates Mearsheimer and resonates across civilizations. Scholars, commentators, and statesmen have long invoked this principle—whether to analyze it, caution against it, or challenge it.


  As discussed above, politics is fundamentally about the exercise of power—the strategies by which actors acquire, exercise, and maintain influence over others. Hegemony, in this context, represents the attainment of such dominance or the capacity to enforce it. It is, in many ways, the logical endpoint of political ambition. For states, the anarchic nature of the international system makes the pursuit of hegemony even more urgent and unrestrained than in domestic settings. Unsurprisingly, this pursuit stands at the core of many realist theories of international relations.


  While realists differ in their explanations of why states seek power, they generally converge on the idea that power is a means to ensure national security. At the risk of oversimplification, here are three key realist perspectives on why states pursue power:


  Hans Morgenthau, the godfather of classical realism, argued that states, like individuals, are inherently driven by self-interest. Just as individuals seek to advance their personal standing, states act to promote their national interest, which invariably entails the accumulation of power.


  Kenneth Waltz, who pioneered ‘defensive realism,’ viewed survival as the central goal of state behavior. In an anarchic international system, where no overarching authority guarantees safety, states must rely on their own capabilities to secure their existence.


  John Mearsheimer, developing the theory of ‘offensive realism,’ maintained that the inherent uncertainty of international politics compels states to maximize their power. Because no state can ever be certain of another’s intentions, the most reliable path to security is to become the most powerful actor—a hegemon.


  In my view, all states pursue three core objectives: security, prosperity, and autonomy—typically in that order.


  Since the dawn of civilization, the international system has operated under conditions of anarchy, lacking any higher authority to regulate state behavior. There is no overarching sovereign to enforce rules, mitigate crises, or sanction violations. In such a system, the logic of “survival of the fittest” prevails. Absent a ‘Leviathan’ to impose order, self-help becomes the organizing principle, and power relations define the contours of international interaction.


  What, then, motivates state behavior in this environment? The answer lies in national interest—comprising both tangible assets, such as resources and territory, and intangible imperatives, most notably security. Each state seeks to advance its interests within the limits of its capabilities. Without an effective enforcement mechanism to restrain opportunism, there is little reason for a state to forgo actions that might undermine others if doing so strengthens its own position.


  For weaker states, the most immediate concern is survival. Once that is secured, the pursuit of prosperity follows. Yet even as states grow wealthier and ascend to great power status, the problem of autonomy remains unresolved. In a competitive system populated by other powerful actors, no state can fully guarantee its freedom of action. To address this vulnerability, great powers seek to carve out spheres of influence—strategic buffers that secure their borders and extend their economic and political reach.


  This logic has driven the formation of empires throughout history. When great powers respect each other’s spheres of influence, a measure of stability is possible. But when those boundaries are contested, conflict often ensues. Thus, states must remain vigilant, continually defending their position against actual or potential rivals. Whether through diplomacy, economic leverage, or military force, interstate relations are inherently competitive.


  This struggle—to enhance one’s own position while countering the ambitions of others—has a natural culmination. The ultimate goal is to become so dominant within a region that no competitor can plausibly challenge one’s supremacy. Once a state achieves this status and is widely recognized as the regional preeminent power, its core interests become self-sustaining. That condition is known as hegemony.


  Not all great powers can attain hegemony, but few—if any—would forgo it if the opportunity arose. Hegemony offers security, prosperity, and the autonomy to shape regional affairs to one’s advantage. As long as these remain the foundational goals of states, the pursuit of hegemony will remain a defining feature of international politics.


  Hegemonic Stability and Legitimacy


  Military strength is the single most important factor in establishing hegemony. However, once a stable hegemonic order is in place, further expansion can become counterproductive, as it may destabilize the very system that underpins the hegemon’s dominance. At that point, the hegemon’s primary task shifts: from accumulating power to preserving the system that sustains its supremacy.


  Historically, many great empires paused their expansion upon reaching regional dominance. These periods of consolidation often coincided with the emergence of stable hegemonic orders.1 In this sense, a defining characteristic of a hegemon is not unchecked expansion but a vested interest in maintaining stability.


  While a hegemon will act decisively to suppress challengers within its sphere of influence, it also plays a stabilizing role—providing peace, prosperity, and protection to compliant states. In an anarchic international system, the actor most capable and willing to supply public goods such as security and order beyond its own borders is typically the hegemon.2 This is not an act of altruism, but a strategic investment in preserving the conditions of dominance.


  It follows that ensuring the security of those within its sphere of influence is essential to sustaining hegemonic legitimacy.3 When a hegemon fails to maintain order, its legitimacy erodes, undermining its ability to lead without relying on constant coercion. Over time, the burden of suppressing persistent dissent and managing instability drains resources and gradually exhausts the hegemon’s capacity to govern. Hegemony, therefore, is not merely a function of power—it is power exercised with legitimacy.


  In this context, the exchange of limited autonomy for security and economic benefits has long been viewed as an acceptable trade-off by lesser powers. This logic remains deeply relevant and continues to shape the structure and dynamics of global politics today.


  Realism vs. Liberalism


  Now that we have established a foundational understanding of the key actors, concepts, and dynamics in international relations, we can turn to the theoretical frameworks scholars and policymakers use to interpret the complexities of the global arena. These theories are not mere academic abstractions—they function as essential lenses through which we analyze world events, interpret the motivations behind state behavior, and craft strategic responses to international challenges.4


  Broadly speaking, three major schools of thought offer distinct and often competing explanations for how the international system operates.


  ‘Realism’ begins with a stark premise: in the absence of a central authority capable of enforcing rules, power—particularly military and economic power—ultimately determines outcomes. States are viewed as rational, self-interested actors whose primary objective is survival. In this view, the international system is defined by anarchy, competition, and a relentless struggle for dominance. Conflict is not an aberration but a natural consequence of the structure of global politics.


  In contrast, ‘liberalism’ rejects the notion that conflict is inevitable and emphasizes the potential for cooperation. It highlights the role of international institutions, economic interdependence, and shared values in mitigating anarchy and fostering peaceful engagement. From the liberal perspective, diplomacy, norms, and collective action are not only possible—they are essential tools for shaping a more stable and just international order.


  ‘Constructivism,’ meanwhile, shifts the focus from material capabilities to the power of ideas, identities, and social norms. Constructivists argue that the international system is not fixed or objective but socially constructed through interaction. What states perceive as their ‘interests’ is itself shaped by evolving beliefs, identities, and historical context. This perspective opens the door to transformation: if ideas change, so too can the very logic of international politics.


  Among these, realism remains the dominant paradigm in geopolitical analysis. Its enduring influence stems from its grounding in historical experience and its ability to explain recurring patterns of conflict, competition, and power balancing. While liberalism and constructivism offer important insights—particularly in accounting for cooperation, ideational change, and institutional influence—realism continues to command significant authority for its perceived explanatory power and pragmatic assumptions.


  In this sense, realism functions like a gravitational force in the study of international relations—inescapable, ever-present, and often treated as the default framework for understanding state behavior. And yet, just as revolutionary thinkers once challenged Newtonian physics, so too have many scholars (including realists themselves) questioned the central tenet of realism: must humanity accept a world defined by perpetual competition, or can it transcend this logic through cooperation, institution-building, and the reshaping of global norms?


  1. The Balance of Power: A Realist Mechanism for Stability


  One of the earliest responses to the dilemma of anarchy came in the form of the ‘balance of power’—a concept aimed at preserving stability by preventing any single state from dominating the system. As we shall see in the chapters ahead, this idea forms a core pillar of the realist worldview.


  Within the realist framework, great powers seek to maintain equilibrium, ensuring that no single state can achieve unchecked dominance within a given region. A stable balance of power acts as a system of checks and balances, deterring aggression by making conquest prohibitively costly. Even regional hegemony—where one state dominates a specific area—can sometimes be viewed as a form of balanced stability, insofar as it prevents wider conflict through a predictable power structure.


  Still, realism’s portrayal of international politics as a never-ending power struggle can be deeply unsettling. When the balance is disrupted, the likelihood of war increases. Is this truly the best humanity can aspire to? After all, humans are social beings. Within many modern nation-states, people have successfully replaced the law of the jungle with the rule of law, and built cooperative political communities that constrain self-interest through governance and institutions. If gravity can be overcome through science and engineering, perhaps the realist ‘gravitational pull’ in international relations can also be transcended.


  But how? This is where liberalism offers a vital alternative.


  2. A Liberalist Vision: A Path Beyond Realism


  The intellectual foundation for liberal alternatives to realism was laid by the great German philosopher Immanuel Kant in his 1795 essay Perpetual Peace. He begins with a darkly humorous observation: a Dutch inn bore a sign reading “Perpetual Peace,” illustrated with a cemetery—implying that true peace is only found in death. Kant rejected this fatalism. In his essay, he outlined a vision for peace that could be realized during life, offering the philosophical groundwork for what would later evolve into liberal international thought.


  Liberalism, the chief rival to realism in international relations, builds on Kant’s ideas and transforms them into a systematic framework. If realism is the gravitational force that pulls states toward power competition, liberalism proposes countervailing forces that can push back against it.


  Four such forces stand out: legitimacy, interdependence, multilateralism, and the spread of liberal democracy.


  Legitimacy: The Soft Power of International Politics


  Legitimacy is a foundational force in all political systems. Power alone rarely suffices—rulers and states alike must justify their authority. Even from a realist perspective, legitimacy is essential to hegemony. It facilitates not only the acquisition of power but also its durability. A hegemon that lacks legitimacy must rely on coercion, which in turn breeds resistance and instability.


  Over time, the sources of legitimacy have evolved. In ancient times, absolute monarchies claimed divine sanction; modern states often derive legitimacy from national sovereignty, self-determination, or democratic representation. In recent decades, liberalism has expanded the legitimacy discourse to include human rights and rule-based governance. Yet, legitimacy remains a contentious and contested arena in international politics, reflecting profound ideological and cultural divides.


  Today, the struggle over legitimacy is one of the primary battlegrounds between nationalism and liberalism, shaping global debates on sovereignty, intervention, and governance.


  Interdependence: The Economic Case for Peace


  One of liberalism’s most significant contributions to international relations is the argument that economic interdependence reduces the likelihood of war. Grounded in classical economic theories of absolute and comparative advantage, this principle has underpinned the logic of globalization for decades.


  As economic ties deepen, the costs of conflict rise—making war an increasingly irrational choice.5 For many, the post–Cold War era of globalization seemed to embody this vision—until Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022 shattered that assumption.


  To be clear, realists also acknowledge that economic interdependence can advance national interests by fostering prosperity. However, they view it as a contingent factor: if a state believes that disrupting trade yields greater strategic gains, interdependence ceases to function as a deterrent. In other words, economic ties may reduce the risk of war—but they cannot eliminate it.


  Multilateralism: Institutionalizing Cooperation


  The United Nations (UN) defines multilateralism as a commitment to shared norms, collective decision-making, and cooperative problem-solving.6 It is often described as the international equivalent of democracy. At its core, multilateralism provides structured forums for dialogue, consensus-building, and conflict resolution.


  Institutions such as the UN and the World Trade Organization are foundational pillars of the multilateral system. They embed legitimacy, foster cooperation, and deepen economic integration. In doing so, they reduce uncertainty and miscalculation—two key drivers of conflict.


  Moreover, multilateralism helps level the playing field by empowering smaller states and limiting the unilateral actions of great powers. In this way, it contributes to a more stable and inclusive international order.


  The Spread of Liberal Democracy: A Long-Term Solution?


  Kant famously argued that republican governments are less likely to go to war. Many liberal theorists maintain that this idea remains valid: liberal democracies7 rarely, if ever, fight one another.


  Several mechanisms help explain this phenomenon. First, electoral accountability: democratic leaders must answer to their citizens, making them cautious about engaging in unpopular wars. Second, shared norms and values: liberal democracies tend to uphold principles that discourage aggression. Third, economic ties: democracies often maintain strong trade relations, further reducing the incentives for conflict. Finally, institutional constraints—checks and balances—limit the ability of a single actor to unilaterally launch military campaigns within a liberal democracy.


  Though liberal democracies are a relatively recent development in human history, empirical evidence supports the notion that wars between them are exceptionally rare. If this pattern continues, the global spread of liberal democracy may offer one of the most promising paths to lasting peace.


  Can the gravity of realism be overcome?


  No single liberal mechanism can guarantee perpetual peace. Yet, taken together, they form a powerful alternative to realism’s bleak vision of unending conflict. Realism’s gravitational pull remains strong. But liberalism offers tools to resist it—mechanisms for cooperation, stability, and mutual prosperity. The future remains uncertain, but the pursuit of a more peaceful international order is not only possible—it is essential.


  Still, an uncomfortable question lingers: Are these liberal solutions sufficient—especially amid today’s hegemonic transitions and mounting geopolitical rivalries? Can humanity truly move beyond the logic of power politics, or will the gravitational weight of realism once again prevail?


  As global power shifts and international uncertainties grow, these questions become ever more pressing. They demand not only deeper reflection but deliberate and coordinated action.


  Endnotes:


  


  1 The Roman Empire, successive Chinese dynasties, the British Empire, and, more recently, the United States have all demonstrated this pattern.


  2 Thus, leading scholars such as Charles Kindleberger, Robert Gilpin, and Stephen Krasner have developed what is known in international relations as ‘hegemonic stability theory.’ This theory posits that the international system is more likely to remain stable and peaceful when a dominant state—a hegemon—exists. The hegemon upholds global order by providing essential public goods, including security, economic stability, and a framework for international trade. These contributions benefit most, if not all, states within its sphere of influence, thereby reducing the likelihood of conflict.


  3 David Easton defined legitimacy as “a strong inner conviction of the moral validity of the authorities or regime.” See David Easton, A Systems Analysis of Political Life (John Wiley & Sons, 1965).


  4 Perhaps the most compelling articulation of this point comes from Joseph Nye, who once reflected: “When I was working in Washington and helping formulate American foreign policies as an assistant secretary in the State Department and the Pentagon, I found myself borrowing elements from all three types of thinking: realism, liberalism, and constructivism. I found all of them helpful, though in different ways and in different circumstances.” See Joseph Nye and David Welch, Understanding Global Conflict & Cooperation: Intro to Theory & History (9th Ed.), Pearson Education (2014), p. 16.


  5 Modern empirical studies on trade and military conflict seem to reveal mixed outcomes: trade can either deter war or exacerbate it, depending on the conditions and circumstances. See Stephen Brooks, “The Trade Truce? – When Economic Interdependence Does – and Doesn’t – Promote Peace,” Foreign Affairs (18 June 2024).


  6 See United Nations on “The Virtues of Multilateralism and Diplomacy” (https://www.un.org/en/observances/multilateralism-for-peace-day)(last visited on 13 September 2024)


  7 Kant’s republican ideals are deeply intertwined with the core principles of modern liberal democracy. He emphasized individual liberty, the rule of law, and representative government—values that remain foundational to contemporary liberal democratic systems. Specifically, his preference for representative over direct democracy, along with his insistence on legal equality and civil rights, closely aligns with the normative framework of liberal democracy. For a more detailed discussion of these connections, see Chapter 5.
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  The U.S.-led liberal international order endured for nearly three decades—but that era has now drawn to a close. We have entered a new period marked by turbulence and uncertainty. There are many ways to interpret this moment of upheaval, but what is particularly striking is how people’s perceptions of today’s disorder are deeply shaped by their memories—and assumptions—about the preceding liberal order.


  Liberal thinkers often regarded the post–Cold War liberal order as a landmark in the moral and institutional advancement of civilization—a deliberate departure from the ‘rule of the jungle’ that had long governed international relations. For them, it represented a significant step toward a more peaceful, rules-based global system. From this perspective, today’s disorder is not only geopolitical but also ideological. It reflects both the failure of the United States to live up to its global responsibilities and the opportunistic ascent of authoritarian states determined to erode liberal norms.


  Realists, by contrast, regard the liberal international order as a historical anomaly—a brief interlude during which a single hegemon faced no serious challengers. From their perspective, the United States was simply behaving as any dominant power would—maintaining order within its sphere of influence, primarily to serve its own national interests. Today’s growing instability is thus viewed as the predictable consequence of a shifting distribution of power, driven by the relative decline of U.S. primacy.


  Both perspectives offer important insights. Yet I propose a different analytical lens—one that bridges the core assumptions of realism and liberalism: the concept of legitimacy.


  Legitimacy is where these traditions converge and clash. For liberals, legitimacy stems from shared norms, institutional governance, and public consent. For realists, it is often instrumental—a tool that enhances a hegemon’s ability to lead without constant coercion. In both cases, however, legitimacy is what allows order to be sustained over time. As we move deeper into this period of hegemonic transition, the crisis of legitimacy—both within and between states—may offer the most illuminating way to understand the erosion of the international order and the challenges of building a new one.


  Legitimacy and Realpolitik


  I have previously emphasized the interplay between realpolitik and legitimacy. Legitimacy is fundamental to political power—not merely as a practical tool, but as a force that transcends narrow self-interest. In any political endeavor, actions should ideally be either intrinsically legitimate or broadly perceived as such by the public.


  Within the realm of realpolitik, I distinguish between two dimensions of legitimacy: (i) hard legitimacy, which provides the structural basis for political authority, and (ii) soft legitimacy, which shapes public perceptions of morality and justice. While hard legitimacy secures the authority of a state, soft legitimacy strengthens its durability and acceptance.


  1. Hard Legitimacy: The Foundation of Power


  Hard legitimacy encompasses elements such as legal and institutional authority, a monopoly on the use of force, control over territory and resources, and recognition by other political entities. Yet at its core, hard legitimacy derives from the most essential duty of governance: ensuring survival and prosperity.


  Throughout history, societies have expected their governing institutions to deliver security and economic stability. When states fail to meet these basic expectations, their legitimacy is called into question—and often, their very existence is threatened. The Chinese philosopher Mencius (孟子) argued that a ruler who failed to ensure the safety and welfare of the people could rightfully be overthrown. This principle resonates in Western political thought as well, particularly in the social contract theories of Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau. These thinkers held that the legitimacy of government rests on its ability to protect the well-being of its citizens. Even today, a state that fails to fulfill this foundational role is often labeled a “failed state.”


  In this sense, hard legitimacy and realpolitik are inseparable. Maintaining security and prosperity—the core imperatives of realpolitik—form the basis of hard legitimacy.


  2. Soft Legitimacy: Shaping Perceptions


  Soft legitimacy operates in a different domain. It is grounded in moral, cultural, and ideological judgments about what is considered ‘right’ or ‘just.’ It draws strength from public approval, alignment with cultural values, ethical justification for actions, and persuasive ideological narratives.


  Whereas hard legitimacy pertains to material structures, soft legitimacy shapes the interpretation of those structures. It influences how people perceive political decisions, imbuing them with (or stripping them of) moral weight and meaning. Soft legitimacy is inherently more malleable—and often more fragile—than its hard counterpart. When moral or ideological justifications clash with the imperatives of realpolitik, history suggests that realpolitik usually prevails.


  Nationalist conflicts provide a clear example. Ask nationalists from opposing sides to justify their state’s actions, and both will likely assert moral righteousness—despite offering contradictory claims. This highlights the subjective and narrative-driven nature of soft legitimacy: it is contingent on perspective, and its power lies in who controls the story.


  History’s Lessons


  History has demonstrated this dynamic time and again, across civilizations, cultures, and eras.


  One of the earliest and most influential historical accounts is The History of the Peloponnesian War, written by the Athenian historian Thucydides. It chronicles the conflict between the Peloponnesian League, led by Sparta, and the Delian League, led by Athens. Initially, the two powers had been allies against the Persian Empire in 480 BC. But following their victory, Athens began to expand its influence across the Greek world. Thucydides famously observed that “the growth of Athenian power, and the alarm which this inspired in Sparta, made war inevitable.” For Sparta, Athens’ rise threatened to upend the regional balance of power—what Thucydides identified as the true cause of the war. This insight laid the intellectual foundation for realist theories in international relations. Power—not justice or morality—was the decisive force in state behavior. This principle is most vividly illustrated in the Melian Dialogue, a pivotal episode in Thucydides’ account.


  During the war, Athens launched a campaign against Melos, a small and neutral island state in the Aegean Sea. Despite Melos maintaining strict neutrality, Athens demanded its unconditional submission. Thucydides presents a stark account of the ensuing negotiations, exposing the raw logic of power politics. The Melians appealed to their neutral stance, insisting they posed no threat to Athens. But the Athenian envoys responded that allowing Melos to remain independent could encourage defiance among other city-states within Athens’ sphere of influence.1 When the Melians invoked principles of justice, morality, and the dangers of persecuting neutral parties, the Athenians dismissed such ideals as irrelevant. They argued that, in the natural order of things, “the strong do what they can, and the weak suffer what they must.” When negotiations broke down, Athens besieged the island, executed the male population, and enslaved the women and children.


  Ironically, it was Athens—the cradle of Western philosophy and democracy, home to Socrates and Plato—that committed such acts. Sparta, often caricatured for its militarism, played no part in this episode. The stark dissonance between Athens’ internal ideals and its foreign conduct underscores a central truth: in the realm of international politics, power and security often trump virtue and moral aspiration. The philosophical discourse on justice and morality that thrived in the Athenian agora had little bearing on its external affairs.


  This realist perspective was not unique to ancient Greece. Similar ideas emerged independently in other civilizations.


  In ancient China during the 3rd century BC, Legalism (法家) rose as the dominant political philosophy. Legalists advocated for a powerful, centralized state underpinned by strict laws and harsh punishments. They viewed human nature as inherently selfish, and believed that only through rigid legal enforcement could order be maintained. Although later eclipsed by Confucianism in domestic governance, Legalist principles left a lasting imprint on Chinese thinking about interstate relations. Legalists insisted that rulers prioritize power, military strength, and state survival above all else. Morality, in their view, was subordinate to strategic necessity.


  This emphasis on pragmatic statecraft endured through Chinese history. A striking example is the Thirty-Six Stratagems (三十六計), a classic text of military strategy. One of its maxims advises: “befriend the distant, attack the near.” The idea is that proximity breeds threat—so align with far-off powers to contain immediate rivals. If a state becomes too friendly with a neighboring state, that proximity could become a liability and a path to subjugation.


  Ancient Indian political thought also embraced realism. The Arthashastra, an influential treatise attributed to Kautilya, advisor to Emperor Chandragupta in the 4th century BC, laid out an elaborate theory of statecraft rooted in power politics. Kautilya described a ‘circle of states’ framework (or the “Mandala Theory”) in which immediate neighbors are natural enemies, and more distant powers are potential allies—a striking parallel to the Chinese strategic logic.


  Within this framework, Kautilya asserted that the primary duties of a ruler are to secure the state’s power, stability, and survival. He unapologetically recommended the use of deception, espionage, and even assassination, if necessary. Like the Legalists and Thucydides, Kautilya viewed ethical concerns as secondary to the demands of power.


  Across these ancient civilizations, we see recurring themes: that state behavior is driven primarily by self-interest and survival; that rulers must navigate a world defined by threat and competition; and that moral ideals, however noble, often yield to the imperatives of power. These foundational insights continue to shape realist thought in international relations to this day.


  Realism vs. Religion


  Even religious movements, which often claim the highest moral authority, have historically bowed to the logic of realpolitik.


  Religions have long served as powerful motivators of state behavior. In medieval Europe, the Crusades were launched under the banner of faith, with the goal of reclaiming Jerusalem from Islamic powers. Within Europe, religious schisms fueled prolonged conflict between Catholic and Protestant states. Likewise, Islamic empires undertook centuries-long campaigns to expand the Dar al-Islam—the “House of Islam”—driven by a theological imperative to extend Islamic governance beyond its original borders.


  Yet, history shows that when religious conviction collided with the imperatives of realpolitik, it was often realism—not faith—that prevailed.


  The Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648) offers a compelling example. While the war began as a bitter struggle between Catholic and Protestant states within the Holy Roman Empire, it soon evolved into a broader geopolitical contest. Catholic France, under the leadership of Cardinal Richelieu—a senior churchman and statesman—sided with Protestant powers to curb the growing influence of the Catholic Habsburgs. Richelieu’s justification was unambiguous: “Man is immortal; his salvation is in the afterlife. But the state has no immortality; its salvation is now or never.” This statement captured the essence of realpolitik: the security and interests of the state override all else, including religious allegiance.


  A similar dynamic played out in the Islamic world. After the schism between Sunni and Shia Islam, political rivalry emerged alongside theological division. In the 16th century, the Shia Safavid Empire in Persia formed alliances with Catholic European powers (Austria and Spain (Habsburgs), as well as the Papacy) against the Sunni Ottoman Empire—while the Ottomans, despite their role as leaders of the Sunni Muslim world, entered into a strategic partnership with Catholic France. Here again, religious identity did not preclude pragmatic alliances. When strategic interests demanded it, realpolitik reigned supreme.


  These cases reinforce a fundamental truth: even when politics is infused with religious or ideological fervor, it is the hard calculus of power that often determines the course of state behavior.


  The Dawn of a New Paradigm


  For most of recorded history, realism dominated the logic of international affairs. The principles articulated by Thucydides, Richelieu, Kautilya, and the Legalist thinkers of China formed the bedrock of global statecraft. Power, survival, and strategic interest governed international conduct.
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Ignoranti quem portum petat,
nullus suus ventus est.
If a man knows not to which port he sails,
no wind is favorable.

Lucius Annaeus Seneca
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and weaknesses and spurs subsequent refinements,
while revealing flaws in conventional wisdom.
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