
Idealism 

The principal focus of Idealism is not how the world is but how it can be and, in fact, ought to 
be. Idealists believe that ideas can change reality, that thinking about the world differently can 
make it a different place. While this implies that the world can be made a better place if 
people have the "right" ideas, it also means that "bad" ideas can make and in fact have made 
the world a bad place. Intellectually, Idealism is deeply rooted in the Enlightenment. 

· Idealists believe in progress, in trends toward the perfectibility of man and the world. 
· Since ideas are autonomous causal forces, there is far less predetermination in Idealism than 
in other approaches. If realists are commonly associated with determinism, idealists are often 
associated with its opposite, voluntarism. 
· While rationality is central to Idealism, it is a notion of rationality that differs sharply from 
that employed in Realism and Liberalism. Realists and liberals use the concept of 
instrumental rationality, which is about matching means to ends. For idealists, "rational" 
means "guided by reason," and thus by universal laws of nature and by objective standards of 
justice in the tradition of the Enlightenment. The idealist conception is substantive rationality. 
· Idealists assume an essential harmony of interests among human beings. Conflict between 
people or between social/political units stems from misunderstandings, poor communication 
and people making "irrational" decisions, i.e. making decisions in disregard of universal laws 
and principals. The world is inherently positive-sum and if people perceive it as zero-sum it is 
because these people have the "wrong" ideas about the world. 
· Discovering the universal laws of nature and establishing objective standards of justice is not 
that difficult, as rationality will lead the way. What is difficult is getting state leaders to 
recognize them and act accordingly. The main debate among idealists has thus been about 
how to get people to employ reason and rationality in order to make the world the place that it 
can be. 
· While Idealism stresses the role of individuals, idealist arguments can be made on all three 
levels of analysis. Individuals employing reason may not be able to change much if they live 
in a state that does not permit them to 'speak'. On the other hand, a world of democracies 
ought to be an enlightened and hence peaceful place (Kant's notion of the "Perpetual Peace" 
among republics). In this case idealist arguments operate on the level of domestic politics. 
Lastly, some idealists stress the role of norms and principals in the international system itself. 
The norms regulating the treatment of prisoners of war, for example, can be interpreted as 
reflecting universally recognized principles of conduct, not narrowly calculated rational 
interests of states. In this case, states may be bound in their behavior by systemic ideas, ideas 
that constrain the behavior of states regardless of their domestic attribute.  

 


