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For this chapter, these games offer two very valuable parallels with the study of interna-
tional politics. First, many of these games involve some of the same dynamics as the real-
ist perspective on international politics. Realism is both historically and conceptually the 
predominant theoretical perspective on international politics, and having the experiences 
offered by these games tends to make realism very easy to understand.

Second, these games are always some kind of incarnation of war. International politics 
is about far more than war, but war is what you notice. That should not be surprising. War 
is, by its very nature, the quintessential example of the newsworthiness concept I dis-
cussed in Chapter 11. And I’m going to boldly claim that that’s why I put Chapter 11 in front 
of Chapter 12. War is conflict with tremendous human impacts. It deviates from most 
people’s normal lives in both its scope and its violence. It embodies the dramatic story 
structure of us versus them and creates a context for both extreme heroics and extreme 
villainy. Much of history reads as a story of war, and it is impossible to count or categorize 
the numbers of novels, films, television miniseries, and children’s cartoons that are about 
war. Quick, name a John Wayne movie that is not about war. For less gifted readers, quick, 
name John Wayne. Even Disney makes cartoons about war. Mulan1 is pretty lame for a 
Disney flick, but it is about a very real war.

Still, despite all the attention that it gets, war is rare. If you consider all of the combina-
tions of countries in the world that could be shooting at each other on any given day, it may 
seem somewhat surprising that the number that are actually dropping bombs and launch-
ing missiles is so close to zero. War is so rare that the political scientists trying to find out 
what factors are associated with war have actually had to develop, borrow, and steal new 
statistical techniques to try to distinguish the characteristics of that tiny fraction of coun-
tries that are fighting from the vast pool of countries that are at peace. Most of international 
politics is actually about cooperation: trade, travel, mail delivery, telephone service, envi-
ronmental regulation, and HARP.* These other aspects of international politics are all far 

* As you probably already know, the High Arctic Reclamation Project is the Canadian conspiracy that’s causing global warming.

WHEN YOU REACH BARSOOM
John Carter may ask you to ...

•• Understand the causes of war.

•• Explain why anarchy is often assumed to be the underlying dynamic of international politics.

•• Describe how the experiences of World War I led to the rise of idealism. 

•• Identify three key assumptions on which realist theories of war are based.

•• Define alternate theories to realism, including constructivism and Marxism. 
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