


response to threat.”81 High-ranking officials might have
had non-realist motivations for going to war, but they
were also conscious that these motivations did not reso-
nate with the mass public.82 If the administration used
realist rhetoric and shied away from non-realist rhetoric to
make its case for war, then Operation Iraqi Freedom pro-
vides no support for the anti-realist assumption.

Another prediction that flows from the anti-realist
assumption is that Americans should not be able to stom-
ach casualties during combat. However, multiple reviews
of casualty data with public support for military deploy-
ments contradict this expectation. Eric Larson concludes
that the public’s aversion to losses of U.S. life in military
interventions has less to do with intolerance for casualties
than with the debatable merits of the operations them-
selves. Multivariate analyses shows that casualties in and
of themselves do not cause an erosion of public support;
Americans compare these costs to the possible benefits
from victory.83 Furthermore, process tracing of high-
profile military reversals suggest that such events trigger
rally-round-the-flag effects. For example, after the Octo-
ber 1993 “Black Hawk down” incident in Mogadishu,
public support for the Somalia mission to temporarily
increased.84 Nevertheless, the sensitivity of democratic pub-
lics to casualties remains an open debate.85

With regard to public opinion polling on different types
of armed interventions, the results again support a realpoli-
tik mass public. McFarland and Matthews found consis-
tent results when polling Americans about the use of force
to prevent genocide or ethnic cleansing. Seven years after
the Rwandan genocide, they found only 26 percent of
respondents supporting the use of U.S. troops to halt the

genocide, while 41 percent preferred to “not become
involved.” When asked whether the U.S. military should
be used more or less often to stop either mass killings or
ethnic cleansing, there was plurality support (38 percent to
15 percent) for curtailing activity. In June 1999, support
for sending U.S. ground troops into Kosovo as part of a
NATO operation to serve in a combat situation registered
only 40 percent support.86 McFarland and Matthews con-
clude, “Although most Americans applaud human rights
principles, the American public en masse does not appear
to care enough about human rights to invest significant
American resources and troops to defending them, even in
grave situations of genocide and ethnic cleansing.”87

Turning back to the question of multilateralism, surveys
conducted by the German Marshall Fund of the United
States, theProgramonInternationalPolicyAttitudes (PIPA),
and CCGA show that multilateral backing also has a dra-
matic effect on American support for activities like armed
interventions.88 For example, the 2002 CCGA survey shows
that American support for defending South Korea against
an invasion from North Korea increases from 36 percent to
57 percent if the effort is UN sponsored. This would seem
to be consistent with a liberal worldview.

Further examination, however, suggests a realist logic is
at work. The increases in public support for defending
vital allies came when the question specifically said that
the United States would be “contributing forces together
with other countries.”89 Ceteris paribus, even academic
realists evinced strong support for the use of force when
such action receives multilateral backing.90

The question is whether the mass public desires multi-
lateral outcomes if all else is not equal. Compared to other
countries, Americans still favor reserving the right to use
preemptivemilitary force toamuchgreater extent thanEuro-
peans. Kohut and Stokes conclude that “the American pub-
lic looks primarily to its own military for its self-defense.”91

Bruce Jentleson and Rebecca Britton found that between
1992 and 1998, Americans preferred unilateral over multi-
lateral operations when the mission was one of foreign pol-
icy restraint. At the same time, when the mission was
perceived to be humanitarian in nature, there was a strong
preference for multilateral participation.92 This result sug-
gests that collectively, Americans have an intuition about
applying realist principles to realist situations and liberal
principles to liberal situations. When large-scale war is
expected, Americans believe in self-help; when the mission
is more consistent with liberal internationalism, however,
Americans prefer using multilateralism as a way to redis-
tribute costs.93

American Public Opinion on Foreign
Economic Policy
Since the beginning of modern polling, there has been pub-
lic suspicion about the merits of free trade. This suspicion

Table 4
Support for American uses of force,
1981–2005

Mission Year(s) % in favor
Number
of polls

War against terror 2001–2003 79 75
Sudan/Afghanistan missile

strikes
1998 73 5

Second Gulf War, major
combat phase

2003 72 38

First Gulf War 1990–1991 64 63
Conflicts with Iraq 1992–2003 62 244
Grenada 1983 59 8
Libyan air strikes 1981–1988 59 10
Kuaiti tanker re-flagging 1987–1988 58 18
Somalia 1992–1993 56 41
Panama 1988–1989 52 18
Second Gulf War,

occupation phase
2003–2005 50 84

Liberia 2003 50 7
Kosovo 1998–2001 49 99
Bosnia 1992–2002 46 141
Lebanon 1982–1984 40 26
Haiti 1992–1995 37 50

Source: Eichenberg 2005, Table 2.
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remains even during boom times. In 1953—a time when
the U.S. was running a massive trade surplus—a plurality
of Americans supported greater import restrictions over
greater import expansion.94 During the sixties, mass survey
research revealed a strong protectionist bent among Amer-
icans.95 In 1998—when the late-nineties boom was well
under way—a majority of respondents agreed that, “for-
eign trade has been bad for the U.S. economy.”96 Kenneth
Scheve and Matthew Slaughter have catalogued a persis-
tent fact throughout the late nineties; majorities of Amer-
icans repeatedly affirmed that a) the costs from more imports
always outweighed the benefits of more imports; and b) the
costs from more imports exceeded the benefits from more
exports.97 Polls conducted by the Chicago Council on For-
eign Relations, the German Marshall Fund, and the For-
eign Policy Association in the past decade all confirm that a
strong majority of the American public is suspicious about
trade liberalization.98 One PIPA assessment observes that
“questions that do not emphasize trade in principle, but
rather how it has been practiced, find quite modest levels of
[public] support.”99

The debates over offshore outsourcing offer an even
more pungent example of a mercantilist public at work.100

Beginning in 2004, there was a marked increase in media
coverage about this newer form of economic interdepen-
dence. Consistent with overall views about the costs and
benefits of international trade, a majority of Americans
stated that offshoring is a serious economic problem. An
Associated Press poll in May 2004 found that 69 percent
of Americans believe outsourcing hurts the U.S. economy.
A Marlin Company poll found that 53 percent of Amer-
icans believed that it was unpatriotic for American firms
to send jobs overseas.101 An Employment Law Alliance
poll taken the same month found that 58 percent of Amer-
ican workers believed the federal government should penal-
ize companies that send work offshore. A Watson Wyatt
survey a few months later found 85 percent of American
workers believing that the practice has a negative effect on
the U.S. economy.102 These attitudes have persisted. A
March 2006 Pew Research poll found 71 percent of Amer-
icans believed that outsourcing was bad for the U.S. econ-
omy.103 In the wake of the 2006 midterms, pollsters argued
that voters specifically rewarded politicians who espoused
mercantilist themes.104

What is the source of the mass hostility to trade expan-
sion? A non-realist explanation is that people are respond-
ing out of self-interest rather than the national interest.
Scheve and Slaughter argue that respondents with lower
education and income status are more likely to project
mercantilist opinions about trade.105 However, this is only
a partial explanation. For example, neither class nor edu-
cational status can explain why, between 1999 and 2004,
public support for free trade declined across the board.106

Similarly, this does not explain the intense opposition to
offshore outsourcing. The Watson Wyatt survey, for exam-

ple, found that while American workers were very con-
cerned about its impact on the economy as a whole, they
evinced little concern about how it affects their personal
situation.107

While individual economic factors undoubtedly play a
role in determining opinions about trade, there is strong
evidence that realpolitik considerations of national inter-
est also play an important role. Ronald Inglehart, Neil
Nevitte, and Miguel Basanez conclude that “free trade
galvanizes concern for a much wider set of issues, such as
cultural integrity and national identity.”108 Other schol-
arly studies have found a similar correlation between sup-
port for mercantilism and national pride or concerns about
American sovereignty.109 As previously noted, the protec-
tion of American jobs has consistently ranked among the
most important of foreign policy priorities.

A recent example of realism driving American policy
attitudes towards foreign economic policy comes in the
wake of the March 2006 Dubai Ports World controversy.
A Pew survey found that 58 percent of Americans sup-
ported Congress acting to block Dubai Ports World from
operating port terminals in six American cities. The fram-
ing of questions surrounding foreign direct investment
revealed a key driver of mass public opposition on this
issue is a loss of economic autonomy. On the one hand
Americans approved of “companies in other countries
investing in the U.S.” by 53 percent to 36 percent. On the
other hand, Americans disapproved of “investors from other
countries owning companies in the U.S.” by 53 percetn to
33 percent.110 The difference between investment and con-
trol relates to questions about national sovereignty—a real-
ist theme.

Experimental survey results confirm the strong bias in
favor of relative gains concern among the mass public of
Americans. Informal surveys by Robert Reich found a high
degree of relative gains concern vis-à-vis Japan in 1990—
the peak of Japan’s perceived threat to U.S. economic hege-
mony.111 Richard Herrmann, Philip Tetlock, and Matthew
Diascro asked whether respondents would support a for-
eign economic policy that benefited the United States more
than its trading partner, benefited both countries equally,
or benefited the trading partner more (in all cases, both
countries received positive benefits). Among the mass
sample, the distribution of gains significantly affected
responses—64 percent of Americans supported a policy
that benefited the United States more; when the partner
benefited more, support fell to 38 percent.112 Mass
responses were also more protectionist when the trading
partner was described as either wealthy or strong. Using
real world countries, respondents were more likely to
favor restricting trade against Japan than either England
or India. Herrmann, Tetlock, and Diascro conclude that
“a larger percentage of the general public than of the elite
think about trade as if they were intuitive neorealists. . . .
And more of them are sensitive to the factors neorealists
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say should affect policy calculations.”113 David Rousseau
conducted a similar survey, and found majorities oppos-
ing trade agreements that resulted in small economic gains
for the United States but significant economic gains by
other major powers. Consistent with realism, opposition
increased when the proposed trade partner was a country
viewed as an economic challenger, such as China or
Japan.114

How Robust Are These Results?
The experimental and survey data suggests that Ameri-
cans do not reject realist principles in their thinking about
foreign policy. Indeed, Americans share a lot of intuitions
with realists. That said, there may still be methodological
reasons to argue that the anti-realist assumption should
still be privileged. Different components of the mass pub-
lic can hold different images of foreign affairs. This paper
has treated the mass public as an undifferentiated whole,
but most public opinion research finds that factors such as
education, income status, political ideology, party affilia-
tion, and prior military service affect individual attitudes
towards foreign policy.115 There is likely to be a slice of
the American public that is hostile to realpolitik, just as
there is a slice that is hostile to liberal internationalism.
Feaver and Gelpi, for example, find that 20 percent of
Americans are casualty-phobic—but there exist an equal
or greater number of defeat-phobic Americans.116 If these
different components of the mass American public hold
transitive preferences over foreign affairs, it could lead to
the type of cycling and instability consistent with the
Almond-Lippmann hypothesis.

Another issue is the sensitivity of survey responses to
framing effects.117 For example, questions about trade lib-
eralization register majority support if costs are not men-
tioned. Michael Hiscox argues that the framing effects of
trade questions are particularly powerful: respondent sup-
port for trade dropped 19 percent on average when cost
factors were included in the question. Hiscox concludes
that research relying upon existing surveys to gauge atti-
tudes towards trade and globalization rest on an “unstable
foundation.”118 A related problem is that the mass public
is so uninformed about foreign affairs that just a small
dollop of information has the potential to change prefer-
ence orderings. Steven Kull and I.M. Destler found that
public hostility to foreign aid flows was based in part on a
lack of information about the actual size of U.S. develop-
ment assistance. Once informed of the true facts, public
support for boosting foreign aid shoots up dramatically.119

While these methodological problems should be kept
in mind, none of them pose serious challenges to the argu-
ments presented here. The existence of different compo-
nents of the American public fails to undercut the evidence
presented here. What is striking about the aggregate data
is that American foreign policy attitudes have been con-

sistent over a long period of time, despite the end of the
Cold War and the September 11 terrorist attacks. This is
consistent with arguments made within the literature that
mass public opinion is more structured and stable than
Almond or Lippmann posited a half-century ago.120 The
stability of opinion polling on the salient foreign policy
questions over the past decades suggests that preference
transitivity is not a problem. Furthermore, the swing in
support for certain policy questions suggests that realists
occupy the middle ground in the public spectrum between
isolationists and liberal internationalists. Median voter argu-
ments suggest that this makes the opinions of realist-
minded Americans more salient, not less.121

As for framing effects, it is undeniable that public opin-
ion responses vary considerably in response to how ques-
tions are framed. Recall, however, that the anti-realist
assumption implies that realists cannot hawk their policy
wares to American because they are ideationally hard-
wired to dislike realpolitik. The fact that questions can be
framed in a way that elicits a realist response directly refutes
this claim. It is perfectly possible to articulate a set of
foreign policy principles in a realist frame and have them
accepted by the American people.122 Indeed, when bal-
anced against the bulk of the survey evidence, the worst
conclusion one could draw from these caveats is that Amer-
icans are just as comfortable with realism as they are with
any other paradigm of international relations. In the court
of American public opinion, realists are not handicapped
in any way whatsoever.

One possible explanation for the mass public’s recep-
tivity to realism is that their rational ignorance of world
politics engenders a kind of “folk realism.”123 A persistent
finding in survey research is that the American public is
largely uninformed and uninterested in world politics. This
lack of information—and the uncertainty created by
it—can impose a structure on attitudes towards the rest of
the world that is sympathetic to realism. Realists assert
that uncertainty about other countries’ intentions forces
states to act in ways that bolster their security. Perhaps
Americans, when asked about foreign affairs, react in a
similar manner—focusing on prudence and self-defense
as risk-averse responses to an environment that they find
complex and opaque.

The one criticism that is difficult to contest is the dearth
of survey questions and results that directly address whether
Americans think like realists or liberal internationalists. Most
of the longstanding questions in the CCGA, Pew, and other
surveys are designed to examine whether Americans are
isolationists or internationalists. Herrmann and Tetlock’s
experimental surveys are more explicitly designed to test
the anti-realist assumption—but it is not the primary focus
of their research. Clearly, further survey and experimental
work is needed to conclusively determine whether the
mass American public holds intuitions that resonate strongly
with a particular international relations paradigm.
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Why Does the Anti-Realist
Assumption Persist?
This paper concludes that the anti-realist assumption is not
empirically valid. Americans do hold some liberal aspira-
tions for their conduct across the globe, and believe that
morality should play a role in foreign affairs—in the abstract.
However, surveys about foreign policy world views and pri-
orities, the use of force, and foreign economic policies all
reveal a strong realist bent among the mass American pub-
lic. The overwhelming majority of Americans possess a
Hobbesian world view of international relations. Ameri-
cans consistently place realist foreign policy objectives—
the securing of energy supplies, homeland security—as top
foreign policy priorities. Objectives associated with liberal
internationalism—strengthening the United Nations, pro-
moting democracy and human rights—rank near the bot-
tom of the list. On the uses of force, experimental surveys
reveal that Americans think like intuitive neorealists; they
prefer balancing against aggressive and rising powers while
remaining leery about liberal-style interventions. On for-
eign economic policy, Americans think of trade through a
relative gains prism, particularly if the trading partner is
viewed as a rising economic power. Surveys and polling do
suggest that Americans like multilateral institutions, but they
appear to like them for realist reasons—they are viewed as
mechanisms forburden-sharing.Liberal internationalist atti-
tudes did not resonate more during the nineties, the period
when the anti-realist assumption should have had the great-
est support. If anything, during that decade Americans
appeared to adopt attitudes consistent with offshore
balancing.

The implications of these results for the analysis of Amer-
ican foreign policy are significant. Realists have repeatedly
asserted that U.S. foreign policy leaders act in a realist
manner but disguise these actions through liberal rheto-
ric. The anti-realist assumption allows these scholars to
assert that the only source of realpolitik behavior comes
from the systemic level. If the American public holds real-
ist views on certain foreign policy dimensions, then a unit-
level causal mechanism exists that would also explain these
policy outcomes.

These findings also lead to an important question. If
American attitudes towards foreign policy have been con-
sistent for decades, and those attitudes are receptive to a
realist world view, then why does the anti-realist assump-
tion persist within the academy and the policymaking
worlds? One possible explanation is that, even at the elite
level, misperceptions about public opinion are remark-
ably difficult to change. Public opinion scholars refer to
this phenomenon as “pluralistic ignorance”—shared but
incorrect beliefs about what other people think. Ameri-
cans believe that a majority hold views similar to the actual
outputs of U.S. foreign policy.124 It is possible, then, that
realists commit a double error in their analysis of Ameri-
can foreign policy. They assert that Americans take realist

actions against the desires of a liberal public. The reverse
might be true—because the United States pursues a lib-
eral foreign policy, Americans assume that the majority
supports these policies even if that is not actually the case.

Another possible explanation is that realist scholars
believe the anti-realist assumption because they encoun-
ter hostility to realism on a daily basis. Hostility to real-
ism resides in the elite public more than the mass public.
Most survey research in foreign policy—including the
Foreign Policy Leadership Project—separate out elite opin-
ions from the mass public. The elite public is usually
defined as people who are both knowledgeable about
foreign affairs and have some access to foreign policy
decision-makers. This includes high-ranking members of
the executive branch, members of Congress and their
staffs, lobbyists and interest group representatives, jour-
nalists, academics, and leaders of labor, business, and
religion.125 Researchers have identified persistent gaps in
attitudes between the mass public than the elite public
on a series of foreign policy issues.126 Realists would pre-
dict this gap to exist; they assume that the mass public is
hostile to hard-headed calculations, requiring the elite
public to think in a realpolitik fashion behind closed
doors.127

However, many of the studies cited here also find that
across a broad array of questions, the elite public is more
liberal internationalist than the mass public.128 During
the mid-nineties, the mass public was significantly more
pessimistic about world affairs than policymakers.129 Elites
adopted more positive attitudes towards multilateral-
ism.130 Elites prefer spending larger amounts of foreign
aid than the mass public. Military elites are more casualty-
phobic than the civilian mass public.131 After the end of
the Cold War, the elite public was far more concerned
about Russia’s transition to democracy than the American
public; the mass public was more concerned about Japan’s
economic ascent and the threat of international terrorism.
On the use of force, the mass public was more willing to
use military statecraft to intervene in the Western hemi-
sphere, combat illegal drugs, and prevent terrorism than
the elite public. In the months after the September 11
terrorist attacks, the elite public evinced a more cosmo-
politan policy response than the mass public.132

Foreign economic policy is where the most prominent
gap between elite and mass public opinion exists. In their
experimental surveys, Herrmann, Tetlock, and Diascro
found that elite participants were far less sensitive to rela-
tive gains than most Americans: “even in the condition of
a ten-to-one relative loss, more than two-thirds of elite
Americans still pursue absolute gains and choose free
trade.”133 The CCGA surveys reveal a similar gap between
the elite and mass publics on questions of trade, invest-
ment and immigration. Over the course of the eight sur-
veys, the elite public has consistently favored freer trade,
been less exercised about the trade deficit, and preferred
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higher levels of legal immigration. Other public opinion
researchers have detected similar gaps between the elite
and mass publics.134

The gap between elites and the rest of America on trade
policies have ramifications beyond foreign economic pol-
icy. Some commentators have hypothesized that in the
current era of economic globalization, elite members of
the American public would adopt a more cosmopolitan
view of world politics, consistent with liberal internation-
alism.135 Samuel Huntington derisively dubbed this the
“Davos culture” hypothesis, but the notion has attracted
serious scholarly interest.136 Certainly a cosmopolitan elite
would be less likely to embrace a “folk realism” borne out
of inattention to world politics. Richard Herrmann and
Jonathan Keller have found that among the American pol-
icy elite, a free trade orientation was strongly and posi-
tively correlated with supporting policies of engagement
and a reluctance to use force. Not surprisingly, Herrmann
and Keller found more than 60 percent support among
policy elites for engaging both China and Iran. They fur-
ther found that policy elites embraced the democratic peace
hypothesis.137

The relatively liberal attitude of American elites comes
into particular focus when one considers precisely which
elites strongly influence American foreign policy. Law-
rence Jacobs and Benjamin Page conclude that the prefer-
ences of four elite groups had the strongest effect on the
attitudes of policymakers: media, business, think tanks
and other foreign policy organizations, and educators.138

With the partial exception of think tanks, surveys of all of
these different subgroups indicate a strong predilection
towards cosmopolitanism or liberal internationalism.139

The correlation of preferences between these groups is so
strong that Jacobs and Page conclude that a “foreign pol-
icy establishment” still exists in the United States.140

The existence of a liberal internationalist foreign policy
establishment would help to explain an enduring puzzle
in this area of research—why elites continually believe
that the public is more isolationist than it actually is.141 It
is entirely possible that either the elites or the polling
questions are confusing wariness about American isola-
tionism with liberal concerns about a realist mass public.
Ironically, the fear that gripped Kennan and Morgenthau
in the early fifties may be completely at odds with present-
day reality: America now has a realist mass public gov-
erned by a liberal internationalist elite.

This leads to a final speculative hypothesis. The liberal
internationalist trend is strong among the elites that real-
ist scholars interact with the most—other international
relations professors.142 Survey research and analyses of jour-
nal articles reveal that most IR scholars believe realism to
be on the wane as a tool for explaining international rela-
tions in terms of scholarship, teaching, and real-world
relevance.143 It is possible that realists believe that most
Americans do not like realism because the Americans they

interact with the most—their professional colleagues—
are hostile to the paradigm.
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