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Opportunity

If you think back to my stories about the bullies and geeks fighting over fish on the deserted 
isle, there is one obvious reason someone in an anarchic environment would choose to go 
berserk and take out someone else—opportunity. The bully beats up the geek because the 
half-evolved brute has the opportunity to use his power and take the fish. The third 
assumption of realism, the assumption that power is the primary resource to be pursued, 
includes this idea of going after gains when the opportunity arises. You can see this repeat-
edly both in the explanations offered for the start of wars and in the way they play out. 
Sticking with World War II, take, for example, the whole idea of Lebensraum, which, trans-
lated from German, literally means “living space.” The expansion of Nazi Germany was 
often discussed or justified by the Germans as necessary to provide this living space for 
their growing population, and they used their military power to take advantage of opportu-
nities to accomplish it. Czechoslovakia, which had almost no army in comparison to the 
Nazis, was bullied into ceding territory—the Sudetenland—without a fight, then that terri-
tory was used as a staging ground to take the rest of the country by force of arms. Poland 
was still fielding horse-mounted cavalry when Germany took advantage of that nation’s 
weakness and the panzers rolled over the border in the first example of the tactic now 
known as blitzkrieg or “lightning war.” Holland, Belgium, Denmark, and France—Germany’s 

Pointless Figure 12.1 Key Realist Assumptions You Should Remember for Later When We Criticize Realism

States are rational unitary actors that make choices in their
own best interests.

Rational unitary states interact in an anarchic environment
and seek security.

Power is a fundamental resource. In an anarchic environment,
a rational unitary state needs power to do what it believe
needs doing.




