
Discussion Case 2: Neorealism versus Neoliberalism 

Which Theory Makes the Most Reasonable Assumptions?  

The issues dividing neoliberal and neorealist theorizing center on the different assumptions they 

make about the following six topics (Balwin 1993). Looking at the world, which set of 

assumptions do you think is the most accurate for interpreting twenty-first century world 

politics? 

 The Nature and Consequences of Anarchy. Whereas everyone recognises that the global 

system is anarchical because effective institutions for global governance are lacking, 

neorealists argue that anarchy does not matter much and in fact may be preferable to the 

restraints of world government. Neoliberals see anarchy as a big problem that can be 

reformed through the creation of strong global institutions. 

 

 International cooperation. Although neorealists and neoliberals agree that international 

cooperation is possible, neorealists think cooperation is difficult to sustain, whereas 

neoliberals believe cooperation can be expected because collaboration produces rewards 

that reduce the temptation to selfishly compete. 

 

 Relative versus Absolute Gains. Both neorealists and neoliberals are concerned with 

relative gain as well as absolute gain. Neorealists believe that the desire to get ahead of 

their competitor by obtaining relative gains is the primary motive, whereas neoliberals 

believe that states are motivated by the search for opportunities to cooperate that will 

produce absolute gains for all parties to the cooperative exchange. 

 

 Priority of state goals. Both national security and national economic prosperity are seen 

as important state goals by neorealists and neoliberals. However, neorealists stress 

security as the most important, and neoliberals believe states place a greater priority on 

economic welfare. 

 

 Intentions versus capabilities. Contemporary neorealists maintain that the distribution of 

states’ capabilities is the primary determinant of their behaviour and international 

outcomes. Neoliberals maintain that state’s intentions, interests, information, and ideas 

are more influential than is the distribution of capabilities. 

 

 Institutions and regimes. Both neorealists and neoliberals recognise that states have 

created a variety of new international regimes and institutions to regulate their relations 

since World War II. Neoliberals believe that institutions such as the World Trade 

Organisation create norms that are binding on their members and that change patterns of 

international politics. By contrast, neorealist emphasise that organisations such as the 



United Nations are arenas where states carry out their traditional competition and 

political rivalry for influence. 

 

Source: Kegley, Charles, Jr. (2009) World Politics Trend and Transformation 12
th

 edition 

(Wadsworth: Cengage Learning) p. 37. 

 


