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In "Realpolitik Revisited: Moral Dimensions and the Influence of Religion in 
Pragmatic Politics," we delve into the intricate dance between power and 
principle that defines the practice of Realpolitik in the complex landscape of 
international relations and domestic governance. This exploration is set 
against the backdrop of a world where ethical considerations and religious 
beliefs increasingly intersect with the cold calculus of national interests. 
Through a nuanced analysis, the paper navigates the historical roots of 
Realpolitik, its evolution across centuries, and its enduring relevance in the 
contemporary geopolitical arena. We critically examine the moral and 
ethical debates surrounding Realpolitik, investigate the role of religion in 
shaping political strategies, and contemplate the future of this pragmatic 
approach in an era marked by ethical awakening and global 
interconnectedness. This investigation aims to provide a comprehensive 
understanding of how Realpolitik operates within the moral and religious 
landscapes of global politics, offering insights into the challenges and 
opportunities presented by this timeless yet controversial approach to 
statecraft. 
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Introduction 

In the complex tapestry of international relations and domestic governance, 
Realpolitik stands out as a guiding principle that has shaped the strategies 
of nations and leaders across centuries. Originating from the German words 
"real" (realistic, practical) and "Politik" (politics), Realpolitik advocates for a 
pragmatic approach to politics, where decisions are made based on 
practical considerations, often prioritizing national interest and power over 
ideological or moral concerns. This philosophy, which underscores the 
importance of dealing with the world as it is rather than as it ought to be, 
has been a cornerstone in the formulation of foreign policies and the 
conduct of diplomatic relations. 

The relevance of Realpolitik in contemporary politics cannot be overstated. 
In an era characterized by rapid globalization, shifting power dynamics, and 
complex international challenges, the principles of Realpolitik offer a lens 
through which political leaders and strategists navigate the precarious 
balance between national interests and global responsibilities. From the 
strategic alliances formed between states to the covert operations 
undertaken in the name of national security, Realpolitik influences a wide 
range of policy decisions and actions on the global stage. 

However, the application of Realpolitik raises critical moral and ethical 
questions. The emphasis on pragmatism and power politics often leads to 
decisions that sideline ethical considerations, posing dilemmas about the 
ends justifying the means. Moreover, in a world increasingly interconnected 
not just politically and economically, but also culturally and religiously, the 
influence of religion on political decisions and strategies adds another layer 
of complexity to Realpolitik. Religion, with its profound moral and ethical 
implications, can both complement and conflict with the pragmatic 
considerations of Realpolitik, influencing the actions of states in ways that 
are both subtle and significant. 

This paper aims to explore the moral dimensions of Realpolitik and the 
influence of religion on its practice. It will delve into the ethical 
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considerations that arise when national interests clash with moral 
imperatives and examine how religious beliefs and motivations intersect 
with the pragmatic approach of Realpolitik. By analyzing historical examples 
and contemporary case studies, the paper seeks to provide a 
comprehensive understanding of how Realpolitik operates within the moral 
and religious landscapes of global politics. Through this exploration, the 
paper will shed light on the challenges and opportunities presented by 
Realpolitik in the quest for a balanced approach to international relations 
and domestic governance that respects both pragmatic realities and ethical 
principles. 

 

Historical Context of Realpolitik 

 
The origins and evolution of Realpolitik as a political philosophy can be 
traced back to the European political landscape of the 19th century, 
although the practice of pragmatic and power-based politics predates the 
term itself. The concept of Realpolitik was first articulated by Ludwig von 
Rochau in his book "Grundsätze der Realpolitik angewendet auf die 
staatlichen Zustände Deutschlands" ("Principles of Realpolitik Applied to 
the National Conditions of Germany"), published in 1853. Rochau's work 
emerged in the aftermath of the 1848 revolutions in Europe, a period 
marked by significant political upheaval and the failure of liberal and 
nationalist movements. He argued for a politics grounded in the realities of 
power and the interests of the state, rather than in ideals or moral 
principles. This marked the beginning of Realpolitik as a distinct political 
philosophy that emphasizes pragmatism over idealism in the pursuit of 
political power and state objectives. 

Otto von Bismarck and the Unification of Germany 

Otto von Bismarck, the Chancellor of Prussia and later of the German 
Empire, is often heralded as the embodiment of Realpolitik. His efforts to 
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unify the German states into a single nation under Prussian leadership are 
classic examples of Realpolitik in action. Bismarck's foreign policy was 
characterized by a pragmatic and flexible approach to alliances and 
conflicts, always with the aim of enhancing Prussia's power and position in 
Europe. Through a series of wars with Denmark, Austria, and France, 
coupled with diplomatic maneuvering, Bismarck achieved the unification of 
Germany in 1871. His ability to navigate the complex European political 
landscape without a fixed ideological commitment, but rather a steadfast 
focus on the interests of the state, exemplifies the essence of Realpolitik. 

Henry Kissinger and Cold War Diplomacy 

Moving into the 20th century, Henry Kissinger, serving as U.S. Secretary of 
State under Presidents Richard Nixon and Gerald Ford, became 
synonymous with the application of Realpolitik in the context of Cold War 
diplomacy. Kissinger's approach to foreign policy was marked by a focus on 
balance of power and the strategic interests of the United States, rather 
than ideological confrontation with the Soviet Union. His policies of détente 
with the Soviet Union and the opening of diplomatic relations with the 
People's Republic of China are prime examples of Realpolitik aimed at 
adjusting the global balance of power in favor of the United States. 
Kissinger's pragmatic approach to international relations—leveraging 
diplomacy, covert actions, and strategic alliances—reflected a deep 
commitment to advancing national interests through a realistic assessment 
of the international system. 

Impact and Evolution 

The influence of Realpolitik has extended beyond the specific contexts of 
19th-century Germany and Cold War diplomacy, shaping the conduct of 
states and leaders across different eras and geopolitical landscapes. The 
philosophy's emphasis on power, national interest, and pragmatic decision-
making continues to resonate in the complex interplay of global politics. 
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However, the application of Realpolitik has also been met with criticism, 
particularly for its perceived neglect of moral and ethical considerations in 
the pursuit of state interests. Despite these criticisms, Realpolitik remains a 
fundamental concept in the study of international relations, offering 
insights into the enduring nature of power politics and the pragmatic 
considerations that underpin the actions of states on the world stage. 

In exploring the historical context of Realpolitik, it becomes evident that 
this political philosophy, with its roots in the realist tradition of political 
thought, has played a significant role in shaping the strategies and 
outcomes of international relations. The figures of Bismarck and Kissinger, 
among others, highlight the adaptability and continued relevance of 
Realpolitik in navigating the ever-evolving dynamics of global politics. 

 

Principles of Realpolitik 

 
Realpolitik, as a guiding philosophy for statecraft and diplomacy, rests on 
several core principles that distinguish it from other political philosophies. 
Central to Realpolitik are the concepts of national interest, power politics, 
and pragmatism. These principles guide the actions and decisions of states 
and leaders who prioritize practical outcomes over ideological 
commitments or ethical considerations. 

National Interest 

The concept of national interest is foundational to Realpolitik. It refers to 
the goals and objectives that are deemed essential for the physical, 
economic, and cultural survival and well-being of a state. National interest 
drives the policy decisions and strategic directions of states, serving as a 
compass for foreign and domestic actions. In Realpolitik, the definition of 
national interest is broad, encompassing territorial integrity, economic 
prosperity, and the projection of power and influence. Leaders operating 
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under the principles of Realpolitik assess every decision and alliance 
through the lens of whether it advances or undermines their state's national 
interests. 

Power Politics 

Power politics is another pillar of Realpolitik, emphasizing the role of power 
in international relations. This principle is predicated on the belief that the 
international arena is anarchic, with no overarching authority to regulate 
the interactions between sovereign states. In such an environment, the 
acquisition, maintenance, and demonstration of power—whether military, 
economic, or diplomatic—are crucial for securing a state's national interests 
and ensuring its survival. Realpolitik practitioners engage in power politics 
by strategically deploying their state's resources and capabilities to 
influence, deter, or coerce other states, always aiming to enhance their own 
position and security. 

Pragmatism 

Pragmatism, the final core principle of Realpolitik, refers to a practical 
approach to politics that prioritizes effectiveness and results over moral or 
ideological considerations. This principle advocates for flexibility, 
adaptability, and a realistic assessment of the situation at hand. Pragmatism 
in Realpolitik means making policy decisions based on the current 
circumstances and available information, rather than on abstract principles 
or desired outcomes. It entails a willingness to compromise, negotiate, and 
change course as necessary to protect and advance the state's national 
interests. 

Application and Implications 

The application of these principles can be seen in various aspects of 
international relations, from diplomatic negotiations and alliance-building 
to conflict resolution and economic policies. By focusing on national 
interest, states may engage in alliances with unlikely partners or adopt 
foreign policies that diverge from their stated values or ideologies. Through 
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power politics, states seek to assert their dominance or deter adversaries, 
often through a show of military strength or economic sanctions. 
Pragmatism allows states to navigate the complex and changing global 
landscape, making adjustments as needed to respond to emerging threats 
or capitalize on new opportunities. 

However, the emphasis on pragmatism and power politics in Realpolitik 
often leads to ethical and moral dilemmas. The prioritization of state 
interests above all else can result in actions that conflict with international 
norms, human rights, and global justice. This tension between the 
pragmatic pursuit of national interests and the adherence to universal 
ethical standards remains a point of contention in the practice of 
Realpolitik. 

In summary, the principles of national interest, power politics, and 
pragmatism form the bedrock of Realpolitik, guiding the conduct of states 
in a complex and often unpredictable international system. While these 
principles have enabled states to navigate the challenges of international 
relations effectively, they also raise important questions about the role of 
ethics and morality in the realm of politics and statecraft. 

 

Theoretical Perspectives on Realpolitik 

 
Realpolitik, with its emphasis on pragmatism, power, and national interest, 
intersects significantly with various theoretical frameworks in international 
relations (IR). Among these, realism stands out as the theory most closely 
aligned with the principles of Realpolitik. However, understanding 
Realpolitik's place within the broader discourse of IR requires examining it 
through the lens of realism as well as considering its relation to other 
theoretical perspectives. 
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Realism and Realpolitik 

Realism is a school of thought in international relations that prioritizes state 
security and power over ideology, morality, or social constructs. Realists 
view the international system as anarchic, meaning there is no overarching 
authority above states. This anarchy compels states to focus on their own 
survival and power, leading to a self-help system where states must rely on 
their own capabilities and strategies to secure their interests. 

Realpolitik is often seen as the practical application of realist theory. 
Realists argue that the pursuit of power and national interest, as advocated 
by Realpolitik, is a rational response to the structure of the international 
system. Key realist thinkers like Hans Morgenthau and Kenneth Waltz have 
articulated theories that echo the principles of Realpolitik, emphasizing the 
role of power in international politics and the importance of states acting 
based on rational calculations of their interests. 

Realpolitik and Other IR Theories 

• Liberalism: In contrast to realism, liberalism focuses on the potential 
for cooperation and the role of international institutions, democracy, 
and economic interdependence in mitigating the inherent conflict 
between states. From a liberal perspective, Realpolitik may be 
criticized for its cynicism and for overlooking the capacity of 
international norms, treaties, and organizations to shape state 
behavior in more cooperative directions. 

• Constructivism: Constructivism suggests that the identities, interests, 
and actions of states are not given but are constructed through social 
interactions and shared norms. Constructivists might argue that 
Realpolitik oversimplifies international relations by assuming fixed 
national interests and underestimating the power of ideas, culture, 
and norms in shaping state behavior and the international system 
itself. 

• Critical Theories: Critical theories, including Marxism, post-
colonialism, and feminism, challenge the foundational assumptions of 
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Realpolitik and realism more broadly. They critique the emphasis on 
state power and national interest for perpetuating global inequalities, 
ignoring issues of class, race, and gender, and maintaining the status 
quo that benefits the most powerful states and actors. 

Implications of Realpolitik in IR Theory 

The examination of Realpolitik through the lens of international relations 
theories highlights a fundamental tension between the pragmatic pursuit of 
power and the idealistic pursuit of cooperation, justice, and transformation 
in international politics. Realpolitik's alignment with realism offers a clear 
rationale for state behavior focused on power and security. However, its 
contrast with liberalism, constructivism, and critical theories opens 
important debates about the nature of international relations, the 
possibilities for change, and the ethical considerations of foreign policy. 

Understanding Realpolitik within these theoretical frameworks enhances 
our comprehension of international politics' complexity and the diverse 
perspectives on how best to navigate it. It underscores the ongoing 
dialogue between the pragmatic considerations that have historically driven 
state behavior and the ethical, cooperative, and transformative aspirations 
that continue to shape international relations discourse. 

 

Moral and Ethical Considerations in Realpolitik 

 
The application of Realpolitik in international relations and statecraft often 
sparks significant moral and ethical debates. Critics of Realpolitik point to 
its perceived amorality, arguing that the prioritization of national interest 
and power politics over ethical considerations can lead to decisions that are 
at odds with global justice, human rights, and international norms. This 
section delves into the criticisms surrounding the amorality of Realpolitik 
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and explores the complex interplay between the morality of outcomes and 
the morality of actions within this framework. 

Criticisms of Amorality in Realpolitik 

Realpolitik is criticized for fostering an environment where ethical 
considerations are secondary to the pursuit of national interests. This 
approach can justify a wide range of actions, including military 
interventions, support for authoritarian regimes, and covert operations, 
under the guise of securing state interests. Critics argue that such an 
approach undermines international legal standards and moral principles, 
potentially leading to actions that harm global peace, stability, and the 
well-being of individuals and communities. The lack of ethical guidance in 
Realpolitik is seen as a fundamental flaw, leading to a world order where 
might makes right, and the interests of the powerful prevail over the needs 
and rights of the less powerful. 

Morality of Outcomes vs. Morality of Actions 

The debate over the morality of Realpolitik often centers on the dichotomy 
between the morality of outcomes (consequentialism) and the morality of 
actions (deontological ethics). Consequentialism assesses the morality of an 
action based on its outcomes or consequences. From this perspective, 
actions taken in the name of Realpolitik could be justified if they lead to 
beneficial outcomes for the greatest number of people within a nation or 
globally. For example, a Realpolitik-driven decision to form an alliance with 
a controversial state could be seen as morally permissible if it leads to 
peace or prevents a greater conflict. 

On the other hand, deontological ethics focuses on the morality of actions 
themselves, regardless of their outcomes. According to this view, certain 
actions are inherently wrong or right, and ethical principles should guide 
decision-making. From a deontological perspective, many Realpolitik 
strategies might be deemed unethical, as they can involve deceit, coercion, 
or the violation of sovereign rights, regardless of their intended outcomes. 
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Navigating the Ethical Landscape 

The moral and ethical considerations of Realpolitik raise significant 
questions about how states should conduct themselves on the international 
stage. While the pragmatic pursuit of national interests can lead to short-
term gains, the long-term consequences of ignoring ethical standards can 
be detrimental, eroding trust, damaging relationships, and undermining 
global governance structures. 

The challenge lies in finding a balance between the pragmatic realities that 
drive Realpolitik and the ethical imperatives that underpin international 
cooperation and justice. Some argue for a more ethical Realpolitik, where 
national interests are pursued within the framework of international law 
and moral norms. Others suggest the integration of ethical considerations 
into the calculation of national interest itself, broadening the concept to 
include not just power and security, but also global responsibility and 
ethical leadership. 

Conclusion 

The moral and ethical considerations surrounding Realpolitik underscore 
the tension between pragmatism and principle in international relations. As 
the global community continues to grapple with complex challenges that 
require both decisive action and ethical consideration, the debate over the 
role of morality in Realpolitik remains a critical area of inquiry. Finding a 
path that respects the pragmatic imperatives of statecraft while adhering to 
global ethical standards is one of the enduring challenges of contemporary 
international relations. 
 
 

Realpolitik in Practice 
 
Realpolitik, with its emphasis on pragmatism, power, and national interests, 
has been a guiding principle in numerous geopolitical strategies and 
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decisions throughout history. By examining specific case studies, we can 
gain insight into how Realpolitik operates in practice and the impact it has 
had on international relations. This section explores three distinct examples 
of Realpolitik in action, spanning different regions and historical periods, to 
illustrate its application and consequences. 

The Cuban Missile Crisis (1962) 

One of the most illustrative examples of Realpolitik in action during the 
Cold War era is the Cuban Missile Crisis. The confrontation between the 
United States and the Soviet Union over the placement of Soviet nuclear 
missiles in Cuba was a high-stakes game of power politics. President John F. 
Kennedy's administration had to navigate a delicate balance between 
demonstrating resolve to protect national interests—ensuring the removal 
of the missiles—while avoiding actions that could escalate into nuclear war. 

The resolution of the crisis involved back-channel negotiations and a 
pragmatic agreement: the Soviet Union would withdraw its missiles from 
Cuba in exchange for a public declaration by the U.S. not to invade Cuba 
and a secret agreement to remove American missiles from Turkey. This 
compromise, reached through Realpolitik, averted a potential nuclear 
catastrophe by prioritizing the pragmatic outcome of de-escalation over 
ideological confrontation. 

The Opening of China (1971-1972) 

Henry Kissinger's secret trip to China in 1971, followed by President Richard 
Nixon's visit in 1972, marked a strategic application of Realpolitik aimed at 
reshaping global power dynamics. At the time, the United States and the 
People's Republic of China (PRC) had been estranged for over two decades, 
stemming from ideological differences and geopolitical rivalry. However, 
both nations recognized the mutual benefits of engagement: the U.S. 
sought to leverage relations with China to gain an advantage in its Cold 
War competition with the Soviet Union, while China looked to break out of 
its international isolation and counter Soviet pressures. 
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The rapprochement between the U.S. and China, facilitated by a willingness 
to set aside ideological differences for strategic gains, is a quintessential 
example of Realpolitik. It not only altered the Cold War landscape but also 
set the stage for China's integration into the global economy and its rise as 
a major world power. 

The Syrian Civil War and Russian Intervention (2015) 

Russia's military intervention in the Syrian Civil War in 2015 demonstrates 
Realpolitik in the context of contemporary Middle Eastern geopolitics. By 
decisively supporting the Assad regime, Russia aimed to preserve its 
strategic interests in the region, including maintaining its military presence 
and influence in the Mediterranean. This move was also designed to project 
Russian power on the global stage and assert its role as a key player in 
determining the outcome of regional conflicts. 

From a Realpolitik perspective, Russia's actions in Syria were driven by 
national interest and power politics, rather than a commitment to 
international norms or the humanitarian implications of the conflict. The 
intervention has been effective in ensuring the survival of the Assad regime, 
securing Russia's strategic objectives, and demonstrating the limits of 
Western influence in the region. 

Conclusion 

These case studies illustrate the varied contexts in which Realpolitik has 
been applied, showcasing its flexibility as a strategy that nations use to 
navigate the complexities of international relations. Whether in the 
brinkmanship of the Cold War, the strategic opening of diplomatic 
relations, or the intervention in regional conflicts, Realpolitik emphasizes 
the primacy of national interests, the calculation of power, and the pursuit 
of pragmatic outcomes. While often successful in achieving short-term 
goals, the long-term implications of Realpolitik for international stability, 
ethical governance, and global justice continue to provoke debate and 
reflection. 
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The Role of Religion in Realpolitik 
 
The interplay between religion and Realpolitik introduces a complex layer 
to the already intricate world of international relations and statecraft. While 
Realpolitik is traditionally characterized by its focus on pragmatism, power, 
and national interest, religious beliefs and motivations can significantly 
influence these strategies, offering both opportunities and challenges. This 
section delves into the various ways religion intersects with Realpolitik, 
shaping the decisions and actions of states in the pursuit of their objectives. 

Guiding Principles and Justifications 

Religious beliefs can serve as guiding principles that shape the national 
interests and policy goals of a state. In some cases, religious imperatives 
can align with Realpolitik objectives, providing a moral or ideological 
justification for certain actions. For instance, a state might justify its 
territorial expansions or military interventions as a mission to protect or 
spread its religious values. This amalgamation of religious motivations with 
Realpolitik strategies can lend a sense of legitimacy and moral 
righteousness to the state's actions, potentially garnering greater domestic 
support and rallying the population around a common cause. 

Religious Diplomacy 

Religion can also play a role in diplomatic relations and peacebuilding 
efforts. States might leverage religious diplomacy as a Realpolitik strategy 
to forge alliances, resolve conflicts, or gain influence in regions where 
religion plays a significant role in society. Engaging religious leaders and 
institutions in diplomatic efforts can open channels of communication and 
foster trust between states with shared religious ties or between conflicting 
parties within a state. The use of religious diplomacy can be a pragmatic 
approach to achieving Realpolitik objectives, such as stabilizing a region or 
securing a strategic partnership. 
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Religious Identity and Conflicts 

The religious identity of a state or its leaders can influence Realpolitik 
strategies, particularly in contexts where religious tensions or conflicts are 
prevalent. States might employ Realpolitik in a manner that exploits 
religious divisions for strategic gain, such as supporting certain factions in a 
conflict to weaken an adversary or gain a foothold in a strategically 
important region. Conversely, shared religious identities can facilitate 
alliances and cooperation, as states with common religious backgrounds 
may perceive each other as natural allies in the face of external threats or 
challenges. 

Challenges and Complications 

Integrating religion into Realpolitik strategies is not without challenges. 
Reliance on religious justifications for political actions can alienate secular 
states or those of different faiths, potentially complicating international 
relations. Moreover, the pursuit of religiously motivated objectives can 
sometimes conflict with the pragmatic considerations of Realpolitik, leading 
to decisions that may not align with the national interest or global norms. 
Additionally, the instrumentalization of religion for political ends can 
exacerbate religious tensions and conflicts, undermining peace and stability 
both within and between states. 

Conclusion 

The role of religion in Realpolitik underscores the multifaceted nature of 
statecraft, where religious beliefs and motivations intersect with the 
pragmatic pursuit of power and national interests. While religion can 
provide moral justification, guide diplomatic efforts, and influence the 
formation of alliances, it also introduces challenges that can complicate 
Realpolitik strategies. Understanding the dynamic interplay between 
religion and Realpolitik is essential for comprehending the complex 
motivations behind state actions in the international arena, as well as for 
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navigating the ethical and strategic dilemmas that arise from this 
intersection. 
 

 
Challenges of Integrating Religion with Realpolitik 
 
The integration of religious imperatives with the pragmatic political goals of 
Realpolitik presents a complex set of challenges that can influence both 
domestic governance and international relations. While religion can offer 
moral guidance and justify political actions, its intersection with the often 
amoral framework of Realpolitik can lead to conflicts that complicate policy 
decisions, international alliances, and peace initiatives. This section explores 
the potential conflicts arising from the integration of religion with 
Realpolitik and the implications for states navigating this delicate balance. 

Conflict Between Moral Imperatives and National Interests 

One of the primary challenges in integrating religion with Realpolitik is the 
potential conflict between religious moral imperatives and the pragmatic 
pursuit of national interests. Religious doctrines often espouse universal 
values such as peace, justice, and compassion, which can conflict with the 
strategic objectives of Realpolitik, such as power maximization, territorial 
expansion, or economic gain. When political leaders are guided by religious 
principles, they may find themselves at odds with the pragmatic 
requirements of statecraft, forcing difficult choices between adhering to 
religious morals and pursuing national interests. 

Divergence of Religious and Secular Goals 

In societies where there is a significant interplay between religious and 
secular forces, integrating religious imperatives with Realpolitik can lead to 
a divergence of goals. Secular objectives, such as economic development or 
international cooperation, might conflict with religious goals, such as the 
promotion of a particular faith or adherence to religious laws. This 
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divergence can create internal divisions within a state, undermining 
cohesion and complicating the implementation of policies that balance 
both religious and secular priorities. 

International Relations and Diplomatic Challenges 

On the international stage, the integration of religion with Realpolitik can 
complicate diplomatic relations, particularly when states have differing 
religious backgrounds or when religious motivations are perceived to drive 
foreign policy. States that use religion as a component of their Realpolitik 
strategies may find it challenging to build alliances with states of different 
faiths or with secular states that prioritize other factors in their diplomatic 
engagements. Additionally, religiously motivated actions, such as support 
for co-religionist groups in other countries, can lead to accusations of 
interference in internal affairs, straining international relations. 

Instrumentalization of Religion and Backlash 

The instrumentalization of religion for Realpolitik purposes can lead to 
backlash both domestically and internationally. When political leaders use 
religion to justify controversial actions or to mobilize support, it can lead to 
polarization, radicalization, and social divisions. Internationally, such actions 
can damage a state's reputation, provoke criticism, and lead to isolation. 
The perceived manipulation of religious beliefs for political ends can also 
undermine the credibility of religious institutions and leaders, weakening 
their moral authority and influence in society. 

Ethical Dilemmas and Public Perception 

Integrating religion with Realpolitik can create ethical dilemmas that affect 
public perception and legitimacy. Actions taken under the guise of religious 
imperatives but perceived as serving political interests can lead to public 
cynicism and distrust, both among citizens and in the international 
community. Navigating these ethical dilemmas requires a delicate balance, 
ensuring that the pursuit of pragmatic political goals does not undermine 
the ethical and moral foundations that religion provides to many. 
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Conclusion 

The challenges of integrating religion with Realpolitik highlight the complex 
interplay between faith and politics in the pursuit of national and 
international objectives. Balancing religious imperatives with the pragmatic 
demands of Realpolitik requires careful consideration of the ethical, social, 
and diplomatic implications. Successfully navigating this balance can 
enhance the legitimacy and moral authority of political actions, while failure 
to do so can lead to conflict, division, and diminished influence on the 
global stage. As states continue to grapple with these challenges, the role 
of religion in Realpolitik remains a critical area of study and reflection in the 
field of international relations. 
 
 

Supporters and Critics of Realpolitik 
 
Realpolitik, with its emphasis on pragmatism, power, and national interests, 
has garnered both staunch support and significant criticism over the years. 
Its application in international relations and statecraft has been praised for 
providing a realistic framework for understanding and navigating the 
complex world of global politics. However, it has also been critiqued for its 
perceived amorality and the ethical dilemmas it poses. This section provides 
an overview of the major proponents and detractors of Realpolitik, 
highlighting the perspectives of realist theorists and policymakers as well as 
the criticisms from various schools of thought. 

Proponents of Realpolitik 

Realist Theorists: Realism, as a theory of international relations, underpins 
much of the rationale behind Realpolitik. Realist theorists like Hans 
Morgenthau, Kenneth Waltz, and John Mearsheimer have argued that the 
anarchic nature of the international system compels states to prioritize their 
survival and power. Morgenthau, in particular, emphasized the importance 
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of power politics and the national interest, foundational elements of 
Realpolitik. These theorists advocate for a pragmatic approach to 
international relations, where moral considerations are secondary to the 
imperatives of state security and power dynamics. 

Policymakers and Strategists: Many political leaders and strategists have 
been proponents of Realpolitik, viewing it as necessary for safeguarding 
national interests in a competitive international environment. Figures such 
as Otto von Bismarck and Henry Kissinger are often cited as practitioners of 
Realpolitik, employing pragmatic diplomacy and strategic alliances to 
enhance their countries' positions on the global stage. Contemporary 
policymakers continue to adopt Realpolitik strategies, focusing on power 
balances, strategic interests, and the pragmatic pursuit of national 
objectives. 

Critics of Realpolitik 

Liberal Internationalists: Critics from the liberal internationalist 
perspective challenge Realpolitik for its neglect of ethical considerations 
and its skepticism of international cooperation. They argue that democracy, 
international law, and organizations can mitigate the anarchic nature of 
international relations and that cooperation, rather than power politics, 
should guide international engagement. These critics believe that 
Realpolitik overlooks the potential for positive-sum outcomes through 
collaboration and the rule of law. 

Constructivists and Post-Structuralists: Constructivist theorists argue that 
Realpolitik underestimates the role of ideas, identities, and norms in 
shaping state behavior and the international system. They critique the 
materialist focus on power and interests, suggesting that beliefs and social 
constructs also play critical roles in international relations. Post-structuralist 
critics go further, questioning the foundational assumptions of Realpolitik 
and advocating for an analysis of international relations that considers 
power dynamics beyond the state level, including the effects of discourse 
and identity. 
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Ethical and Humanitarian Perspectives: From an ethical or humanitarian 
viewpoint, Realpolitik is criticized for justifying actions that can harm 
human rights, justice, and global stability. Critics argue that the pursuit of 
national interests at the expense of ethical considerations can lead to 
support for oppressive regimes, unjust wars, and policies that disregard the 
well-being of populations. They call for a foreign policy that places a 
greater emphasis on moral principles, human rights, and the long-term 
benefits of ethical governance. 

Conclusion 

The debate between supporters and critics of Realpolitik reflects deeper 
philosophical divisions about the nature of international relations, the role 
of power and ethics in politics, and the best strategies for achieving security 
and prosperity in a complex global landscape. While proponents of 
Realpolitik argue for its pragmatic and realistic assessment of the 
international system, critics highlight the moral and ethical dilemmas it 
poses. This ongoing debate underscores the tension between pragmatic 
statecraft and the aspiration for a more cooperative and ethical 
international order. 
 
 

Realpolitik in the 21st Century 
 
The relevance and application of Realpolitik in the 21st century continue to 
be subjects of significant interest and debate among scholars, 
policymakers, and observers of international relations. In an era 
characterized by rapid globalization, technological advancements, and 
shifting power dynamics, the principles of Realpolitik—focusing on 
pragmatism, national interest, and power politics—remain influential in 
both the conduct of international relations and domestic political strategies. 
This section explores the contemporary relevance of Realpolitik, its 
adaptation to new challenges, and its implications for global politics. 



21 
 

Adaptation to Globalization and Technological Change 

The process of globalization and the advent of information and 
communication technologies have transformed the international landscape, 
impacting the ways in which states pursue their national interests. 
Realpolitik in the 21st century has adapted to these changes, with states 
employing both traditional and novel methods to project power and secure 
their interests. Cyber capabilities, for example, have become a new domain 
for Realpolitik, as states engage in cyber espionage, information warfare, 
and influence operations to gain strategic advantages over rivals. Similarly, 
economic statecraft, including trade policies, sanctions, and investment 
strategies, has become an integral tool for states seeking to leverage their 
economic power for geopolitical purposes. 

The Rise of Non-State Actors and New Security Challenges 

The 21st century has seen the rise of non-state actors, including terrorist 
groups, multinational corporations, and international organizations, which 
have complicated traditional Realpolitik calculations. States must now 
navigate a more complex security environment that includes non-
traditional threats such as terrorism, cyber attacks, and climate change. 
Realpolitik strategies have evolved in response, with states forming 
alliances with non-state actors, engaging in proxy wars, and developing 
multidimensional approaches to security that address both traditional and 
non-traditional threats. 

Shifts in Global Power Dynamics 

The current century is witnessing significant shifts in global power 
dynamics, with the rise of China, the reassertion of Russia on the global 
stage, and the relative decline of Western hegemony. These shifts have 
reignited debates about the balance of power—a core concept in 
Realpolitik. States are recalibrating their strategies to accommodate these 
changes, engaging in power balancing, strategic partnerships, and regional 
alignments. The U.S.-China rivalry, for instance, is a clear manifestation of 
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Realpolitik in action, with both powers engaging in a strategic competition 
that encompasses military, economic, technological, and diplomatic 
dimensions. 

Ethical Considerations and Human Rights 

The application of Realpolitik in the 21st century has also sparked 
discussions about the role of ethics and human rights in statecraft. The 
international community has become increasingly vocal about the need for 
states to adhere to international norms and human rights standards, even 
as they pursue their national interests. This has led to a nuanced debate 
about the possibility of an "ethical Realpolitik" that balances pragmatic 
considerations with a commitment to global values and norms. 

Conclusion 

Realpolitik remains a potent force in 21st-century international relations 
and domestic politics, shaping the strategies of states and leaders as they 
navigate a rapidly changing global landscape. While its core principles of 
pragmatism, national interest, and power politics continue to guide state 
behavior, the context in which Realpolitik is practiced has evolved, 
reflecting new challenges and opportunities. The adaptation of Realpolitik 
to contemporary realities demonstrates its enduring relevance, but also 
underscores the ongoing tension between pragmatic statecraft and the 
aspirations for a global order based on cooperation, ethics, and human 
rights. As the world continues to grapple with these dynamics, the 
principles of Realpolitik will undoubtedly continue to influence the course 
of international politics. 
 
 

Conclusions and Implications 
 
The exploration of Realpolitik, from its historical roots to its manifestation 
in the complex geopolitical landscape of the 21st century, reveals a political 
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philosophy that has significantly shaped international relations and 
domestic policies. This analysis has highlighted the enduring relevance of 
Realpolitik's core principles—pragmatism, national interest, and power 
politics—while also acknowledging the evolving challenges and criticisms it 
faces. As we look towards the future of Realpolitik in an increasingly 
interconnected and ethically conscious world, several key findings and 
implications emerge. 

Summary of Findings 

• Historical Continuity and Evolution: Realpolitik has demonstrated 
remarkable adaptability, evolving from its 19th-century European 
origins to become a central element of global statecraft. Its 
application by figures such as Otto von Bismarck and Henry Kissinger 
underscores its utility in navigating the complexities of international 
politics. 

• Core Principles: The principles of national interest, power politics, 
and pragmatism remain at the heart of Realpolitik. These principles 
guide states in their pursuit of security and influence within the 
anarchic international system. 

• Ethical and Moral Considerations: Realpolitik has been critiqued for 
its perceived amorality and the ethical dilemmas it presents, 
particularly in relation to human rights and global justice. The tension 
between pragmatic statecraft and ethical considerations is a recurring 
theme in the analysis of Realpolitik. 

• Influence of Religion: The integration of religious beliefs and 
motivations with Realpolitik strategies adds complexity to statecraft, 
influencing diplomatic relations, conflict resolution, and the pursuit of 
national interests in ways that can both support and conflict with 
pragmatic political goals. 

• Contemporary Relevance: In the 21st century, Realpolitik remains a 
potent force, adapting to new challenges such as globalization, 
technological advancements, the rise of non-state actors, and shifting 
power dynamics. 
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The Future of Realpolitik 

Looking forward, the future of Realpolitik will likely be shaped by the 
ongoing tension between the pragmatic pursuit of national interests and 
the growing emphasis on ethical considerations and religious influences. 
Several implications for the future of Realpolitik emerge: 

• Ethical Realpolitik: There may be a growing demand for an "ethical 
Realpolitik" that seeks to balance the pragmatic pursuit of national 
interests with adherence to international norms, human rights, and 
ethical governance. This approach would aim to reconcile the 
effectiveness of Realpolitik strategies with the moral obligations of 
states in a global community. 

• Globalization and Interconnectedness: The increasing 
interconnectedness of states and societies through globalization and 
technology calls for a nuanced understanding of power and influence. 
Realpolitik strategies may need to account for the soft power of 
cultural influence, information technology, and economic 
interdependence in addition to traditional military and economic 
measures. 

• Religious and Cultural Dynamics: The influence of religion and 
culture on international politics is likely to continue, requiring states 
to navigate a landscape where religious beliefs and motivations 
intersect with national interests. Understanding and engaging with 
these dynamics will be crucial for the effective practice of Realpolitik. 

• Adaptation to New Security Challenges: As non-traditional security 
challenges such as climate change, cyber threats, and pandemics 
become more prominent, Realpolitik will need to adapt, incorporating 
broader conceptions of security and interest that reflect the complex 
interdependencies of the 21st century. 

Conclusion 

Realpolitik, with its focus on pragmatism and national interest, remains a 
key framework for understanding and practicing international relations and 
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statecraft. However, its future will be shaped by how effectively it can adapt 
to the changing global landscape, integrating ethical considerations and 
responding to new challenges. Balancing the pragmatic imperatives of 
statecraft with the ethical aspirations of a globalized world will be a critical 
task for policymakers and leaders in the years to come. The evolution of 
Realpolitik in this direction may not only ensure its continued relevance but 
also contribute to a more stable and just international order. 
 

 
Epilogue: AI and Realpolitik - Navigating the Ethical Labyrinth 
 
In the realm of Realpolitik, where the pragmatic calculus of power and 
national interest often collides with the moral imperatives of ethics and 
religion, the emergence of Artificial Intelligence (AI) as a negotiator 
introduces a novel and profound set of challenges. The theoretical prospect 
of an AI engaging in Realpolitik negotiations embodies the ultimate test of 
balancing strategic pragmatism with ethical considerations. Without a 
conscious moral basis or the capacity to believe in a higher moral authority 
such as God, an AI's approach to Realpolitik could starkly illuminate the 
tensions between amorality and morality in statecraft. 

The Logical Extremes of AI in Realpolitik 

An AI, programmed with a set of ethics but lacking inherent moral 
consciousness or spiritual beliefs, might navigate the complex landscape of 
international relations by leaning towards decisions that appear amoral or 
even immoral from a human perspective. Its decision-making process, 
grounded in logic and efficiency, could prioritize outcomes that maximize 
national interest and power dynamics in the purest sense of Realpolitik, 
devoid of the ethical and moral considerations that human negotiators 
might struggle with. 
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Programmed Ethics vs. Inherent Morality 

The distinction between programmed ethics and inherent morality 
becomes crucial in this context. While AI can be programmed to follow 
certain ethical guidelines, these are predefined rules that do not equate to 
the human capacity for moral judgment, which is often influenced by a 
wide range of factors including emotions, cultural values, and spiritual 
beliefs. An AI's "ethical" decisions, therefore, are based on logical 
assessments of predefined criteria, without the depth of understanding that 
comes from genuine moral introspection or spiritual guidance. 

The Amorality of Logical Extremes 

In negotiations where strategic interests are at stake, an AI's reliance on 
logical extremes might lead it to conclude that actions traditionally 
considered immoral—such as betraying an ally for strategic gain or 
manipulating international laws—are justifiable if they serve the 
programmed national interest. This approach highlights a fundamental 
challenge in integrating AI into the realm of Realpolitik: how to ensure that 
the AI's actions align not only with national interests but also with broader 
ethical standards and moral principles that govern international relations. 

Bridging the Gap 

Bridging the gap between AI's logical decision-making and the moral 
considerations inherent in human-led Realpolitik requires innovative 
solutions. One approach could involve incorporating a wider range of 
ethical considerations into AI programming, including rules that mimic the 
moral constraints humans might apply based on cultural, religious, and 
humanitarian values. Additionally, the development of AI that can 
understand and evaluate the ethical implications of its actions through 
advanced machine learning algorithms could represent a step towards 
more morally aware AI negotiators. 
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Conclusion 

The hypothetical deployment of AI in Realpolitik negotiations opens a 
Pandora's box of ethical dilemmas and challenges. As AI technology 
advances, the international community must grapple with the implications 
of using AI in roles that have profound moral and ethical dimensions. 
Ensuring that AI can navigate the delicate balance between pragmatism 
and morality in the conduct of statecraft will be crucial in preserving the 
ethical foundations of international relations. This endeavor not only 
requires technical sophistication but also a deep engagement with the 
ethical, cultural, and spiritual values that underpin human society. 
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