
idealism in international politics
idealism in international politics represents a significant theoretical framework that emphasizes
the role of moral values, ethics, and international law in shaping global relations. This perspective
contrasts with realism by advocating that states and international actors should prioritize cooperation,
peace, and the promotion of human rights over power struggles and national self-interest.
Understanding idealism is essential for grasping the evolution of international relations, especially in
the context of institutions like the United Nations and the development of international norms. This
article explores the origins, key principles, critiques, and contemporary relevance of idealism in
international politics. The discussion also delves into how idealism interacts with other theories and its
practical implications in diplomatic practices and global governance.
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Origins and Historical Context of Idealism
The roots of idealism in international politics can be traced back to the aftermath of World War I,
when the devastating consequences of conflict prompted a reevaluation of traditional power-centric
approaches. Idealism emerged as a hopeful doctrine, championed by thinkers who believed that
peace could be achieved through collective security, international law, and moral cooperation among
states. Influential figures such as Woodrow Wilson articulated this vision, advocating for the creation
of the League of Nations to prevent future wars. This period marked a shift from the dominant realist
paradigm toward a framework that valued ethical considerations and the potential for progress in
international relations.

Philosophical Foundations
Idealism in international politics draws heavily from Enlightenment principles and liberal philosophy,
emphasizing the inherent goodness and rationality of human beings. The belief that reason and moral
duty can guide state behavior underpins this approach. Philosophers such as Immanuel Kant
influenced the idealist tradition with ideas like the "perpetual peace" theory, which envisions a
federation of states governed by laws to ensure lasting peace. These philosophical underpinnings
distinguish idealism from more cynical or power-driven theories by focusing on normative goals.



Post-World War I Developments
Following World War I, idealism gained traction as the international community sought mechanisms to
avoid another catastrophic conflict. The establishment of the League of Nations embodied the idealist
hope that diplomacy, collective security, and international cooperation could replace unilateral power
politics. Although the League ultimately failed to prevent World War II, its creation demonstrated the
practical application of idealist thought and set the stage for future international institutions.

Core Principles of Idealism in International Politics
Idealism in international politics is characterized by several foundational principles that prioritize
ethical considerations and cooperative frameworks. These principles focus on the transformation of
international relations through law, morality, and institutions that promote peace and justice.

Emphasis on International Law and Organizations
Central to idealist theory is the belief that international law and institutions can regulate state
behavior and reduce conflict. Idealists argue that organizations such as the United Nations provide
platforms for dialogue, dispute resolution, and enforcement of norms. This institutional approach aims
to create a more orderly and predictable international system where legal frameworks govern
interactions rather than sheer military or economic power.

Promotion of Human Rights and Democratic Values
Idealism asserts that the protection of human rights and the spread of democracy are essential for
global peace. By encouraging states to adhere to shared moral standards and democratic
governance, idealism posits that international relations will become more stable and just. This
principle supports interventions aimed at preventing human rights abuses and fostering political
reforms aligned with liberal democratic ideals.

Cooperation Over Conflict
Unlike realist theories that see conflict as inevitable, idealism advocates for cooperation, mutual
understanding, and trust-building among states. It holds that through dialogue, treaties, and joint
efforts, nations can address common challenges such as poverty, environmental issues, and security
threats. This cooperative stance underscores the potential for progress through collective action.

Idealism vs. Realism: A Comparative Analysis
The theoretical debate between idealism and realism constitutes one of the central dialogues in the
study of international relations. While both address the behavior of states, their assumptions and
prescriptions differ markedly.



Fundamental Differences
Realism views international politics as a struggle for power where states act primarily in their self-
interest to ensure survival, often at the expense of ethical considerations. Conversely, idealism
emphasizes the potential for moral progress and the importance of international laws and institutions.
Realists are skeptical of the effectiveness of international organizations, while idealists see them as
vital mechanisms for peace.

Implications for Foreign Policy
The idealist approach influences foreign policy by advocating for diplomacy, multilateralism, and
engagement with international bodies. Realism, on the other hand, often prioritizes military strength,
strategic alliances, and national interest. This divergence affects decisions on issues such as
humanitarian intervention, arms control, and treaty participation.

Examples of Tensions in Practice
Historical and contemporary events illustrate the tension between these paradigms. For instance,
debates over the United Nations’ role in conflict zones reflect idealist hopes for collective security
versus realist concerns about sovereignty and power politics. Understanding this dichotomy is
essential for interpreting state behavior in the international arena.

Critiques and Limitations of Idealism
Despite its optimistic vision, idealism in international politics faces several critiques and limitations
that challenge its practical applicability.

Overestimation of Human Nature
Critics argue that idealism assumes an overly optimistic view of human nature and the willingness of
states to act morally. The persistence of conflict, power struggles, and national self-interest suggests
that ethical motives often take a backseat in international decision-making.

Institutional Weaknesses
International organizations, central to idealist theory, often lack enforcement power or the ability to
compel compliance from sovereign states. This institutional weakness limits their effectiveness in
preventing conflicts or ensuring adherence to international law.

Neglect of Power Dynamics
Idealism is sometimes criticized for underestimating the role of power and security concerns that
dominate state behavior. Real-world politics frequently demonstrate that states prioritize survival and



strategic advantage, which can undermine idealist efforts to promote cooperation and peace.

Challenges in Addressing Global Inequality
Another limitation involves the idealist focus on universal norms that may not account for disparities
in economic and political power among states. Such inequalities complicate efforts to create truly
equitable international systems.

Contemporary Applications and Influence
Despite its critiques, idealism in international politics continues to influence global governance,
diplomatic practices, and the development of international norms.

Role in International Institutions
Modern international organizations such as the United Nations, the International Criminal Court, and
various human rights bodies embody idealist principles by promoting legal frameworks and collective
action. These institutions provide channels for cooperation and conflict resolution, reflecting the
ongoing relevance of idealism.

Impact on Humanitarian Interventions
Idealism informs justifications for humanitarian interventions aimed at preventing genocide, ethnic
cleansing, and human rights violations. The doctrine of the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) is a notable
example of idealist thought influencing international policy.

Environmental and Global Challenges
Addressing transnational issues like climate change and global health pandemics requires the
cooperative spirit championed by idealism. International agreements, such as the Paris Agreement on
climate change, demonstrate attempts to apply idealist principles in tackling collective challenges.

List of Key Contemporary Idealist Influences

Promotion of multilateral diplomacy and treaty-making

Advancement of international human rights regimes

Support for international legal institutions and courts

Encouragement of democratic governance worldwide



Emphasis on global cooperation in addressing environmental issues

Frequently Asked Questions

What is idealism in international politics?
Idealism in international politics is a theory that emphasizes the role of ethical principles, human
rights, and international law in guiding state behavior and promoting peace and cooperation among
nations.

How does idealism differ from realism in international
relations?
Idealism focuses on moral values, international cooperation, and the possibility of progress, while
realism emphasizes power, national interest, and the inevitability of conflict in an anarchic
international system.

Who are some key thinkers associated with idealism in
international politics?
Key thinkers include Woodrow Wilson, Immanuel Kant, and Norman Angell, who advocated for
international law, collective security, and the promotion of democracy and peace.

What role does international law play in idealism?
International law is central to idealism, as it provides a framework for regulating state behavior,
resolving conflicts peacefully, and promoting justice and cooperation on a global scale.

How does idealism address the issue of war and conflict?
Idealism seeks to prevent war through diplomacy, international institutions, and adherence to moral
principles, believing that conflict can be resolved through dialogue and cooperation rather than force.

What impact did idealism have on the creation of the League
of Nations?
Idealism inspired the creation of the League of Nations after World War I, aiming to establish
collective security and prevent future conflicts through international cooperation and legal
frameworks.

What are some criticisms of idealism in international politics?
Critics argue that idealism is overly optimistic, neglects power politics, and underestimates the
importance of national interests and security concerns in shaping state behavior.



How does idealism influence contemporary international
institutions?
Idealism influences institutions like the United Nations by promoting principles of human rights,
international law, and multilateral cooperation to address global challenges and maintain peace.

Can idealism and realism be integrated in international
relations theory?
Yes, many scholars advocate for a pragmatic approach that combines idealism's emphasis on values
and cooperation with realism's focus on power and security to better understand and manage
international relations.

What role does democracy promotion play in idealism in
international politics?
Democracy promotion is a key aspect of idealism, based on the belief that democratic states are
more likely to cooperate peacefully and respect international norms, thereby contributing to global
stability and peace.

Additional Resources
1. “The Idealist Internationalist: Visions of a Better World”
This book explores the foundational principles of idealism in international politics, focusing on the
belief that ethical values and international cooperation can create a more peaceful world. It examines
historical movements and key figures who championed idealist perspectives. The text also analyzes
how idealism contrasts with realism and other international relations theories.

2. “Liberal Dreams: The Rise of Idealism in Global Politics”
This volume details the emergence of liberal idealism in the 20th century, highlighting the influence of
institutions like the League of Nations and the United Nations. It discusses the role of democracy,
human rights, and international law in shaping idealist thought. The book offers case studies where
idealism guided foreign policy decisions.

3. “Kant and the Promise of Perpetual Peace”
Focusing on Immanuel Kant’s philosophical contributions, this book delves into the concept of
perpetual peace and its relevance to modern international relations. It explains Kant’s ideas about
republicanism, cosmopolitanism, and international federation as foundations for idealist theory. The
text further explores how these ideas inform contemporary diplomatic efforts.

4. “The Morality of Nations: Ethics and Idealism in International Relations”
This book investigates the intersection of ethics and politics on the global stage, emphasizing the
moral obligations of states within an idealist framework. It discusses just war theory, humanitarian
intervention, and global justice. The author argues that moral considerations are essential for
sustainable international cooperation.

5. “Wilson’s Vision: Idealism and the Postwar World Order”
Examining Woodrow Wilson’s impact on international politics, this book highlights his idealist vision



for a new world order based on collective security and self-determination. It assesses the successes
and failures of Wilsonian idealism in the aftermath of World War I. The text also looks at how Wilson’s
ideas influenced later international institutions.

6. “Peace Through Law: The Idealist Quest for International Order”
This book analyzes the role of international law in promoting peace and stability from an idealist
perspective. It traces the development of legal norms and treaties aimed at conflict resolution and
cooperation. The author discusses both historical achievements and ongoing challenges in enforcing
international law.

7. “Constructing Peace: Idealism and the Politics of International Cooperation”
Focusing on the mechanisms that facilitate cooperation among states, this book explores how idealist
principles underpin efforts to build lasting peace. It covers topics like diplomacy, multilateralism, and
the role of non-state actors. The book also examines case studies where idealism successfully
mediated conflicts.

8. “Human Rights and Idealism in World Politics”
This volume centers on the rise of human rights as a core component of idealist international politics.
It discusses the evolution of human rights norms and their impact on state behavior and international
institutions. The author highlights challenges in balancing sovereignty with global ethical standards.

9. “The Ethics of Intervention: Idealism and Global Responsibility”
This book explores the contentious issue of humanitarian intervention through an idealist lens. It
debates the moral justification for intervening in other states to prevent atrocities and promote
human welfare. The text also considers the implications of intervention for international law and state
sovereignty.
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  idealism in international politics: Theories and Issues in International Politics Dr. Salma
Ab. Sattar, 2023-08-01 International politics explores global political dynamics, including theories
(e.g., realism, liberalism), issues (e.g., conflict, diplomacy, globalization), and actors (e.g., states,
NGOs), shaping international relations and policies.
  idealism in international politics: International Political Science Mr. Rohit Manglik,
2024-02-14 EduGorilla Publication is a trusted name in the education sector, committed to
empowering learners with high-quality study materials and resources. Specializing in competitive
exams and academic support, EduGorilla provides comprehensive and well-structured content
tailored to meet the needs of students across various streams and levels.
  idealism in international politics: International Political Theory Kimberly Hutchings,
1999-11-03 `A lucid, comprehensive analysis of normative approaches to international relations, and
an original contribution to critical theory′ - Andrew Linklater, University of Keele `Hutchings
combines a valuable account of the current state of the art with a lucid expositon of her own, highly
distinctive, position. This will be required reading for students in international political theory, and
indeed anyone interested in normative issues in international relations′ - Chris Brown, London
School of Economics and Political Science Providing an invaluable overview of the competing
schools of thought in traditional and contemporary international theory, this book seeks to path the
way forward for new ways of thinking about international political morality. First, the role and place
of normative theory in the study of international politics is explained before a discussion of
mainstream approaches within international relations and applied ethics. Here the student is
introduced to the central debates between realists and idealists, and cosmopolitans and
communitarians. Second, the conceptual challenges of contemporary approaches in critical theory,
postmodernism and feminism are outlined and then used as a platform to develop the author′s own
Hegelian-Foucauldian approach for doing normative international theory. Third, the insights drawn
from each approach are applied to the study of two key topics in contemporary theoretical debate:
the right to self-determination, and the idea of cosmopolitan democracy, and conclusions drawn for
transcending the theoretical deadlock in international relations. Accessibly written and
wide-ranging, this text will quickly become essential reading for all students and academics of
politics and international relations seeking a deeper understanding of the underlying tensions and
future potential of international theory today.
  idealism in international politics: New Thinking In International Relations Theory Michael W
Doyle, 2018-06-26 This book of ten original essays provides a showcase of currently diverse
theoretical agendas in the field of international relations. Contributors address the theoretical
analysis that their perspective brings to the issue of change in global politics. Written for readers
with a general interest in and knowledge of world affairs, New Thinking in International Relations
Theory can also be assigned in international relations theory courses.The volume begins with an
essay on the classical tradition at the end of the Cold War. Essays explore work outside the
mainstream, such as Jean Bethke Elshtain on feminist theory and James Der Derian on postmodern
theory as well as those developing theoretical advances within traditional realms from James
DeNardo's formal modeling to the more descriptive analyses of Miles Kahler and Steve Weber. Other
essays include Matthew Evangelista on domestics structure, Daniel Deudney on naturalist and
geopolitical theory, and Joseph Grieco on international structuralist theory.
  idealism in international politics: Understanding International Politics Megan Dee,
2024-03-07 - How did today's international systems emerge, and how are they shaped by war,
unequal development and international cooperation? - How do individuals, firms, international
organisations, and nation states operate within these systems? - How can st
  idealism in international politics: International Politics Mr. Rohit Manglik, 2023-06-23 In this
book, we will study about global power relations, diplomacy, conflict resolution, and international
organizations.
  idealism in international politics: Realism in International Relations and International
Political Economy Stefano Guzzini, 1998 Guzzini takes a fresh look at the development of realism



in International Relations both in terms of external movement in international affairs and the
paradigmatic alterations which have taken place within the intellectual discourse itself.
  idealism in international politics: International Relations, 2nd Edition Chandra Prakash,
2009-11-01 This book is designed to meet the requirements of post-graduate students of political
science and aspirants for higher services, the book will appeal to all those who are interested in
international affairs.
  idealism in international politics: Handbook of International Relations Walter Carlsnaes,
Thomas Risse, Thomas Risse-Kappen, Beth A Simmons, 2002 NEW IN PAPERBACK FEBRUARY
2005! `The most systematic and wide-ranging survey of the multi-faceted field of International
Relations yet produced. It is sure to become a standard reference work and teaching text, and is
unlikely to be superseded at any time in the near future. It should be considered as essential
reading′ - International Affairs The Handbook of International Relations, published 2002 in
hardback, quickly established itself as the benchmark volume, providing a state-of-the-art review
and indispensable guide to the study of international relations. It is now released in paperback, in
order to be accessible to students in classroom use. Divided into three parts, the volume reviews
both the historical, philosophical, analytical and normative roots to the discipline and the key
contemporary topics of research and debate today. The first part introduces the major approaches
within the field and unpacks many of the on-going debates within the discipline including those
between rationalist and constructivist approaches. The second part moves on to explore the key
concepts and contextual factors important to the subject from concepts like the state and power, to
international and transnational actors, debates around globalization, and contending feminist
perspectives. The final part reviews a number of the key substantive issues in international relations
and is designed to complement the analytical tools and perspectives presented in Parts I and II.
Examples of the many topics included are: foreign policy; war and peace; security; nationalism and
ethnicity; finance; trade; development; the environment; and human rights.
  idealism in international politics: The Future of International Relations Iver B. Neumann, Ole
Waever, 2005-06-29 This book presents the state of the art of international relations theory through
an analysis of the work of twelve key contemporary thinkers; John Vincent, Kenneth Waltz, Robert O.
Keohane, Robert Gilpin, Bertrand Badie, John Ruggie, Hayward Alker, Nicholas G. Onuf, Alexander
Wendt, Jean Bethke Elshtain, R.B.J. Walker and James Der Derian. The authors aim to break with the
usual procedure in the field which juxtaposes aspects of the work of contemporary theorists with
others, presenting them as part of a desembodied school of thought or paradigm. A more individual
focus can demonstrate instead, the well-rounded character of some of the leading oeuvres and can
thus offer a more representative view of the discipline. This book is designed to cover the work of
theorists whom students of international relations will read and sometimes stuggle with. The essays
can be read either as introductions to the work of these theorists or as companions to it. Each
chapter attempts to place the thinker in the landscape of the discipine, to identify how they go about
studying International Relations, and to discuss what others can learn from them.
  idealism in international politics: Key Concepts in Politics and International Relations
Andrew Heywood, 2015-07-07 Concepts have a particular importance for students of politics and
international relations. Political argument often boils down to a struggle over the legitimate meaning
of terms and enemies may argue, fight and even go to war, each claiming to be 'defending freedom',
'upholding democracy' or 'supporting justice'. The problem is that words such as 'freedom',
'democracy' and 'justice' have different meanings to different people, so that the concepts
themselves come to seem problematic. This book provides an accessible and comprehensive guide to
the major concepts encountered in political analysis. Each term is defined clearly and fully, and its
significance for political argument and practice is explored. The text has been updated and
expanded to take account of the increasing influence of globalization on politics and now features 70
additional concepts. Renowned for its lively, engaging style and user-friendly approach, the second
edition is an invaluable companion to the study of politics and international relations.
  idealism in international politics: International Relations and the First Great Debate



Brian Schmidt, 2013-08-15 This book provides an authoritative account of the controversy about the
first great debate in the field of International Relations. Of all the self-images of International
Relations, none is as pervasive and enduring as the notion that a great debate pitting idealists
against realists took place in the 1940s. The story of the first great debate continues to structure the
contemporary identity of International Relations, yet in recent years revisionist historians have
challenged the conventional wisdom that the field experienced such a debate. Drawing on expert
contributors working in Canada, Europe, the United Kingdom, and the United States, this book
includes key participants in the historiographical controversy. The book assembles the existing
scholarship and provides a thorough analysis of the status of the first great debate in the history of
International Relations. It is an invaluable examination of the causes and future direction of idealist
and realist arguments. International Relations and the First Great Debate will be of interest to
students and scholars concerned with the foundations of International Relations.
  idealism in international politics: Elgar Encyclopedia of International Relations Beate
Jahn, Sebastian Schindler, 2025-03-12 This Encyclopedia provides a comprehensive account of the
theoretical and practical development of international relations. Experts in the field examine the
intellectual and political relevance of core concepts, from liberalism and constructivism to war and
conspiracy. This title contains one or more Open Access chapters.
  idealism in international politics: International Relations in Europe Knud Erik Jørgensen,
Tonny Brems Knudsen, 2006-04-18 A new and illuminating critical examination of international
relations in Europe. This new volume presents all of the state of the art thinking, focusing
particularly on international relations theory and theoretical debates in Western and Central
European countries. The contributors seek to strengthen knowledge about different ways of
cultivating the discipline; to intensify pan-European communication concerning IR theory; to
contribute to improving the quality of theorizing; and finally to consider future directions for the
discipline in Europe. The main issues addressed include: the historical development of the discipline;
factors driving IR theorizing; the institutional and cultural context of theorizing; 'homegrown'
theory-building vs. theory import; patterns of traditional and new discourse; and the diversity of
disciplinary traditions.
  idealism in international politics: Space Environment and International Politics Hasret
Çomak, Burak Şakir Şeker, 2024-02-19 Embark on an enlightening journey through the vast expanse
of space law and policy with “Space Environment and International Politics”. Authored by experts in
the field, this comprehensive volume explores the intricacies of international space law, from the
development of legal frameworks to the challenges posed by space debris and the regulation of
space activities. Delving into the space policies of international organizations such as the United
Nations, NATO, and the European Space Agency, the book offers invaluable insights into efforts to
ensure outer space security and foster sustainable space politics. Examining key issues surrounding
space security and warfare, including cyber security threats and the militarization of space, the
authors provide a nuanced understanding of the evolving geopolitical dynamics. With its meticulous
research, insightful analysis, and balanced discussions, this book is an indispensable resource for
policymakers, scholars, and practitioners navigating the complex terrain of international space law
and politics. Whether you’re a seasoned professional or an aspiring student, “Space Environment
and International Politics” offers a captivating glimpse into the legal, political, and technological
dimensions of politics beyond Earth. CONTENTS PREFACE CHAPTER I. INTERNATIONAL LAW
AND SPACE ENVIRONMENT THE DEVELOPMENT OF INTERNATIONAL SPACE LAW… Caner
Akkaya and Ozan Örmeci LEGAL STATUS OF SPACE DEBRIS. Çağla Arslan Bozkuş and Volkan
Bozkuş SPACE NEGOTIATIONS THROUGH THE LENSES OF INTERNATIONAL LAW Öncel
Sençerman PEACEFUL AND NON-PEACEFUL USES OF OUTER SPACE IN INTERNATIONAL LAW
Tuba Taşlıcalı Koç CHAPTER II. SPACE POLICIES OF THE INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZATIONS
UNITED NATIONS’ EFFORTS TO ENSURE OUTER SPACE SECURITY.. Doğan Şafak Polat NATO’s
SPACE POLICY in the 2000s. Sibel Kavuncu EVOLUTION OF THE EUROPEAN SPACE AGECY
(ESA): REGULATION OF SPACE IN INTERNATIONAL POLITICS. Caner Akkaya and Cenap Çakmak



CHAPTER III. STATES AND SUSTAINABLE SPACE POLITICS RUSSIAN FEDERATION’S SPACE
SECURITY APPROACH.. Ahmet Sapmaz TüRKIYE’S STUDIES IN THE SPACE FIELD.. Hande Ortay
DEVELOPMENT OF SPACE POLICY AND LAW IN TÜRKİYE.. Onur Sabri Durak EXAMINATION OF
TÜRKİYE’S SPACE POLICIES WITHIN THE SCOPE OF SUSTAINABILITY Çağlar Özer CHAPTER IV.
SPACE SECURITY AND WARFARE CYBER SECURITY IN SPACE.. Serkan Gönen AN ASSESSMENT
OF SPACE SECURITY: UNDERSTANDING SPACE THREAT VECTORS AND THEIR IMPACT ON
MILITARY ASPECTS AND HUMAN SECURITY UNDER INTERNATIONAL LAW… Nebile Pelin Mantı
ASSESSMENT OF EXPANDING SECURITY INTO SPACE AND TRANSFORMING SPACE INTO A
NEW WARFIGHTING DOMAIN: OPPORTUNITIES AND THREATS. Murat Pınar and Soyalp Tamçelik
MILITARY IMPORTANCE OF SPACE AND SPACE SECURITY.. Fuat İnce SPACE SECURITY
PERCEPTIONS OF SPACEFARING NATIONS. Serap Gürsel EMERGING SPACE WARFARE
TECHNOLOGIES AND SPACE AS A POSSIBLE THEATER OF WAR.. Serap Gürsel CHAPTER V.
SPACE ENVIRONMENT AND INTERNATIONAL POLITICS SPACE SECURITY THROUGH MAIN IR
THEORIES. Burak Şakir Şeker POWER BALANCE IN THE SPACE ENVIRONMENT.. Burak Şakir
Şeker SPACE AND INTERNATIONAL POLITICS. Mesut Şöhret SPACE DIPLOMACY AS A GLOBAL
SECURITY MEASURE IN WEAPONIZATION OF OUTER SPACE.. Tolga Erdem CHAPTER VI.
TECHNOLOGICAL INNOVATIONS, SOCIAL LIFE AND SPACE CULTURE NANO AND MICRO
SATELLITES AS THE PILLAR OF THE ‘NEW SPACE’ PARADIGM Fuat İnce SATELLITE POLLUTION
AROUND THE WORLD.. Hüseyin Çelik CONCEPTS AND MODELS OF DESIGN FOR
URBANIZATION OF SPACE.. Ersan Koç IS INTERNATIONAL SOCIETY POSSIBLE IN THE SPACE?.
Gökhan Alptekin
  idealism in international politics: The Globalization of World Politics John Baylis, Steve
Smith, Patricia Owens, 2017 This title provides an introduction to international relations (IR),
supporting over 300,000 students taking their first steps in IR and beyond.
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