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The legacy of Genghis Khan has long been studied through the lenses of military 

history, empire-building, and nomadic governance. However, the application of 

contemporary international relations (IR) theories—particularly Realism and 

Constructivism—offers a deeper, more structured understanding of his strategic 

diplomacy. As the founder of one of the largest contiguous empires in history, Genghis 

Khan’s statecraft was far more than brute conquest; it encompassed calculated 

diplomacy, alliance formation, and normative governance. This paper explores how his 

military strategies and diplomatic engagements align with, and in some cases prefigure, 

core principles of modern IR theories. In doing so, it seeks to bridge historical leadership 

practices with theoretical frameworks used to understand power, cooperation, and 

legitimacy in international politics today. 

By analyzing key components such as internal consolidation, economic diplomacy, 

alliance-building, and deterrence, this study positions Genghis Khan not merely as a 

conqueror, but as a strategic actor whose actions resonate with both realist calculations 

and constructivist social logic. The interdisciplinary nature of this analysis allows for a 

holistic perspective on Mongol governance, with implications for understanding state 

behavior both past and present. 

International Relations (IR) theories are essential analytical frameworks for 

comprehending the complex behavior of states and actors within the international system. 

Among these, Realism and Constructivism offer complementary perspectives to evaluate 

the military and diplomatic strategies employed by Genghis Khan. His pragmatic 

utilization of power, combined with his adeptness at fostering shared norms, underscores 

the intricate interplay between these theoretical paradigms, providing a sophisticated lens 

through which to understand his governance and state-building efforts. 

Modern scholarship increasingly emphasizes the value of interpreting historical 

statecraft through the frameworks of international relations theory. Among the 

foundational contributors, Hans Morgenthau (1948) and Kenneth Waltz (1979) define 
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Realism as a theory rooted in power dynamics, national interest, and survival 

within an anarchic international system. Morgenthau argues that ―the primary 

objective of states is to secure their national interests through power,‖ a notion directly 

applicable to Genghis Khan’s pragmatic conquest and unification policies. Similarly, 

Waltz’s emphasis on deterrence and military superiority is reflected in Genghis Khan’s 

campaigns against rival empires like Khwarazm. 

Conversely, Constructivist thinkers such as Alexander Wendt (1992) and Nicholas 

Onuf view international relations as shaped by shared norms, identity, and social 

interaction, not merely material power. Genghis Khan’s implementation of the Yasa legal 

code, his efforts to integrate diverse ethnic groups, and the cultural openness promoted 

during the Pax Mongolica reflect the significance of normative structures in maintaining 

imperial cohesion. As Wendt famously stated, ―anarchy is what states make of it,‖ 

implying that even within seemingly chaotic power dynamics, shared ideas and values 

can foster order. 

Historical scholars also provide important context. Rashid al-Din, in his Jami' al-

Tawarikh, emphasized how the Yasa laws served as binding governance across tribal 

lines. Thomas Allsen and Nicola Di Cosmo examine the Mongol Empire's socio-

economic diplomacy and its facilitation of transcontinental exchange, aligning with both 

realist and constructivist interpretations. Thomas Barfield further highlights how control 

of trade routes enhanced state capacity and regional dominance—both materially and 

symbolically. 

Together, these sources inform a dual-theoretical framework. They enable a nuanced 

reading of Genghis Khan’s strategies as both power-driven and socially engineered. This 

literature review underscores the need for an interdisciplinary IR approach that considers 

both the instrumental logic of Realism and the normative frameworks of Constructivism, 

offering a more comprehensive understanding of historical diplomacy and state-building. 

Core Principles of Realism and Constructivism 

Realism 

Realism posits that the international system is inherently anarchic, compelling states to 

prioritize survival, power, and national interests. Hans Morgenthau, a pioneer of Realism, 

asserts, ―The primary objective of states is to secure their national interests through 

power‖
1
.  

Its core principles include: 

Hard Power: Military capability and control over resources are pivotal to a state's 

influence and security. 

                                                             
1 Morgenthau, H. Politics Among Nations: The Struggle for Power and Peace // McGraw-Hill. 1948. P. 5. 
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 Balance of Power: Stability is achieved through counterbalancing rival 

forces to prevent dominance. 

 Pragmatism: Decision-making is grounded in practical realities rather than moral 

or ideological considerations. 

1. Constructivism 

Military Strategies and Internal Stability 

Realism: Genghis Khan’s campaigns against the Naiman and Merkit tribes embody 

the realist principle of neutralizing internal threats to ensure state survival. Morgenthau 

contends, ―Survival is the primary goal of states, achieved by neutralizing internal 

threats‖
2
. By eliminating rival factions, he fortified Mongol unity and security. 

Constructivism: The Yasa laws, established under Genghis Khan’s rule, unified 

diverse Mongol tribes through shared governance norms. Rashid al-Din remarks, ―The 

Yasa laws served as a binding force, fostering solidarity among Mongol tribes‖
3
. 

2. Economic Diplomacy and Trade 

Realism: Control over critical trade routes, including the Silk Road, amplified the 

Mongol Empire’s economic resources and strategic dominance. Barfield asserts, 

―Economic power derived from controlling trade routes is critical for state stability‖
4
. 

Genghis Khan’s economic strategies secured his empire’s fiscal stability and expanded its 

global influence. 

Constructivism: The Pax Mongolica fostered stability and cultural exchange, 

embedding Mongol norms within international trade networks. This era of prosperity, 

described by Di Cosmo, underscored the symbiosis of economic pragmatism and cultural 

integration
5
. 

3. International Alliances 

Realism: Strategic alliances, such as those formed with the Uighurs, provided 

essential military and administrative advantages. Morgenthau observes, ―Alliances are 

instrumental in maintaining balance within the international system‖
6
. 

Constructivism: These alliances symbolized shared cultural and economic values, 

fostering cooperation and stability. The Uighurs contributed significantly to Mongol 

administration, illustrating the integration of pragmatic and normative objectives. 

4. Deterrence and Intimidation 

                                                             
2 Morgenthau, H. Politics Among Nations: The Struggle for Power and Peace // McGraw-Hill. 1948. P. 4. 
3 Rashid al-Din. The Successor States of the Mongol Empire // Central Asian Historical Review. 1998. Vol. 10, no. 2. 
4 Barfield, T. The Perils of the Silk Road: Genghis Khan’s Economic Diplomacy // Journal of Eurasian Studies. 1989. P. 
102. 
5 Di Cosmo, N. Ancient China and Its Enemies: The Mongol Influence on Global Trade // Historical Review of East 
Asian Relations. 2004. Vol. 22, no. 3. P. 215. 
6 Morgenthau, H. Politics Among Nations: The Struggle for Power and Peace // McGraw-Hill. 1948. P. 118. 
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Realism: Genghis Khan’s campaigns against the Khwarazmian Empire 

exemplify the realist concept of deterrence through overwhelming force. 

Kenneth Waltz emphasizes, ―Deterrence is achieved by instilling fear of overwhelming 

consequences‖ 
7
 

Constructivism: Complementing his military tactics, Genghis Khan employed 

diplomatic incentives to reduce resistance and foster cooperation. Wendt notes, ―Norm-

driven cooperation can sustain long-term stability‖
8
. 

 

Conclusion 

Genghis Khan’s state-building strategies exemplify the synergistic application of Realism 

and Constructivism. By leveraging power to eliminate threats and fostering shared norms 

to unify diverse groups, he successfully consolidated and expanded the Mongol Empire. 

This dual approach not only ensured internal stability but also elevated the Mongol state 

as a dominant force in the international system. Through a nuanced application of both 

theories, this analysis reveals how Genghis Khan’s pragmatic and normative strategies 

continue to offer valuable insights into leadership and governance in historical and 

contemporary contexts. 
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