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1

How would Kant or Weber respond to contemporary debates about 
epistemology? What would Hume say to critiques of his ‘constant con-
junction’ and recent approaches that try to finesse causation? What 
would Hobbes, Machiavelli, Clausewitz and Morgenthau think about 
the quasi-integration of Europe or the rise of China, or Rousseau, Adam 
Smith and Norman Angell about globalization? How would any of 
these thinkers respond to positivism, constructivism, postmodernism, 
rationa l models and feminism? Could Plato and Aristotle have interest-
ing conversations with Durkheim, Foucault or Bourdieu? Anyone who 
has had to struggle seriously with the work of dead theorists will have 
had moments when they would have liked to talk to these thinkers. 
Perhaps some have given into these musings and conducted imagi-
nary conversations in the solitude of their offices or while on a walk 
through the woods. To write perceptively about these theorists we need 
to get inside their minds, and what better way than through imagined 
dialogues?

One of us – Ned Lebow – did a postgraduate political theory seminar 
with Isaiah Berlin in the mid-sixties. Berlin asked his students to write a 
course paper in the form of dinner party conversation with some promi-
nent political thinker from the past. Ned chose Mozart and his librettist 
Lorenzo da Ponti as his guests and encouraged them to talk about their 
critique of the Enlightenment identity project. Prof. Berlin was amused, 
and told him how lucky he was that the statue of the Commendatore 
had not marked his paper.

In the decades since, Ned gnawed away at the prospect of imaginary 
conversations with great figures of the past. What fun it would be to 
ply them with good food and wine and prod them to hold forth on 
their works, how they have been interpreted since, and what they 

Introduction
Richard Ned Lebow, Peer Schouten and Hidemi Suganami
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think about the contemporary world. These fantasies remained unreal-
ized until Hidemi sent Ned a paper he had written about an imaginary 
conversation with David Hume. In it, he assumes the role of Hume’s 
professor, and he and ‘Dave’ discuss the latter’s idea for a dissertation 
on causation. He offers ‘Dave’ avuncular advice and tells him how he 
should proceed. They have a second conversation years later, when 
‘Dave’, now a recognized authority, reflects back on his earlier work.

Hidemi’s piece is thoughtful and amusing, and encourages readers 
to think about the development of Hume’s thought and the ways in 
which strands of it connect. It was the catalyst for Ned to suggest that 
the two of them edit a book in which they would ask colleagues to 
interview other thinkers. Ned took the next step and conducted an 
interview with Thucydides. Ned and Hidemi then began to sound out 
friends in the discipline and were amazed to discover how many iden-
tified theorists with whom they would like to have a dialogue. After 
having recruited some dozen participants, Ned received an email from 
Peer Schouten inviting him to contribute a chapter to a book he was 
planning. Peer had for years been toying with the idea of interviewing 
dead International Relations (IR) theorists as an extension of his Theory 
Talks project. This was indeed a remarkable coincidence. Hidemi and 
Ned promptly invited Peer to merge his project with theirs and become 
a co-editor. A dozen participants quickly turned into a few dozen.

Two premises firmly unite all contributions. First is the tacit agree-
ment that contemporary IR is as much a conversation between the 
living and the dead as it is among the living. Contemporary debates 
on international politics are thoroughly rooted in and shaped by the 
thought of many bygone minds, ancient and modern. The commit-
ment to knowledge in international relations is that of the fox, rather 
than the hedgehog, to speak with Isaiah Berlin and Archilochus before 
him. In lieu of any kind of unified, authoritative truths, the real voice of 
International Relations theory is a web of conversations and unresolved 
debates that span centuries and continents.

We did not interview Sir Isaiah, as he had little to say about IR. We 
think, however, that he would be pleased with our enterprise, although 
it is more a feast than a dinner. We have invited some forty think-
ers to engage in dialogues with us. They run the gamut from Homer 
and Confucius to Hedley Bull and Jean Bethke Elshtain. They span 
almost three millennia of human history and include representatives of 
Western and Chinese culture, but, like IR theory, are heavily weighted 
towards the former. The ‘us’ consists of forty International Relations 
scholars and political theorists. They too cut across cultures, continents 
and almost three generations.
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There is a method and madness in our selection. We were commit-
ted to framing International Relations broadly. We would include, as 
far as it proved feasible, thinkers, or their precursors, from multiple 
paradigms. We would commission dialogues not only with mainstream 
International Relations scholars, but also with political theorists, histo-
rians and others whose ideas had influenced the development of the 
theory and practice of international relations. 

We tried to match thinkers with scholars, and vice versa. Some of the 
contributors we recruited were very keen to conduct dialogues with 
specific thinkers. Their interest led us to include some theorists not on 
our initial wish list, and to search for colleagues who would be willing 
to interview those theorists we had previously identified as central to 
the enterprise. Our final table of contents deviates in some ways from 
our original design. The table of contents is more than double our origi-
nal draft. This expansion reflects the surprising interest in our project 
throughout the profession. People from all over contacted us asking us 
if they could participate, and we only said no when additional chapters 
would have made the book more difficult to sell to a publisher. We also 
permitted two interviews with Immanuel Kant. He is such a towering 
figure for modernity and two of the colleagues we contacted were keen 
to write about him in very different ways.

We insisted that every interview be with a dead thinker. This is a 
distinguishing feature of the volume, and is what makes our dialogues 
imaginary. More than a series of séances – in which the spirit invoked 
speaks with an authority unmediated by the invoking agent – we 
offer fictional dialogues, dialogues informed by intimate knowledge 
of the thinkers in question. Interlocutors attempt to elicit their views 
about their works and to probe ambiguities, tensions, connections in 
their writings and the evolution of their views. Some are asked what 
they think about subsequent readings of their works, a question that 
provoked more than a few angry replies. Some insist on talking about 
present day international relations. Almost all think their ideas are still 
relevant. Their words are, of course, those of our interviewers, and the 
way in which they interrogate, criticize and defend the ideas of the 
thinkers they engage tells us something interesting about them and our 
world. Many thinkers find our world depressing; some because their 
predictions have come true and others because they have not. Far and 
away the most enthusiastic response to the present came from Karl 
Deutsch when he learned about the internet. 

The personalities of some of these thinkers come across strongly. Plato is 
arrogant, Kant is crotchety, Marx is confident and arrogant, John Herz is a 
soft-spoken gentleman and Bourdieu is touchy. We know this from their 
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writings and first-hand accounts of contemporaries. Some of our think-
ers died in the recent past and were personally well-known to those who 
interview them. Ariane Chebel d’Appollonia was a student of Raymond 
Aron, Andy Markovits of Karl Deutsch. Their acquaintance lends verisi-
militude to their dialogues, as does feedback from the two older editors 
who knew casually to well most of the recently deceased thinkers. 

The second premise that sets this volume apart from other explora-
tions of the firmament of classical and modern political thought is our 
commitment to dialogue. We believe it is a unique and necessary vehicle 
to understanding political thought. Since Plato, conversation has been a 
central philosophical method, and in presenting the forty dialogues we 
hark back to this method. To understand thinkers one must get inside 
their heads, so to speak. One way to do this is through imaginary dia-
logues, and we suspect that they have been conducted by many serious 
scholars in the course of their research and reflection. We make this pro-
cess visible, and develop goals for our contributors who conduct them. 

Our book is an amusing jeu d’esprit, but also a serious contribution to 
the scholarly literature in political theory and international relations. 
In this regard, the current volume should be seen as extending the 
ambition of such efforts as Harry Kreisler’s Conversations with History 
and Peer Schouten’s Theory Talks, both of which share a commitment 
to knowledge production in International Relations by making public 
conversations with some of the foremost thinkers in and around the 
discipline, to the past.

Texts inevitably speak beyond the intentions of their authors as they 
are read in novel contexts and against the works of their predecessors, 
contemporaries, and successors. Our dialogues permit great thinkers to 
reflect upon – albeit through the medium of our interviewers – subsequent 
readings of their works and the concerns that led to them. It allows these 
thinkers to participate, and possibly help shape this process, through the 
questions and imagined answers of their interlocutors. 

Dialogues are not necessary to identify tensions, contradictions or 
other problems in important texts. However, they do provide a vehicle 
for the thinkers we interrogate to respond to these criticisms, many 
of which may not have been apparent at the time they wrote. Fritz 
Kratochwil’s discussion with Immanuel Kant, Hidemi Suganami’s with 
David Hume and Josh Simon’s with Karl Marx are cases in point. This 
kind of interrogation is also useful for probing the imagination, open-
ness and closure of thinkers, and styles of reflection and argument. 

Dialogues bring dead thinkers into our world in ways that are other-
wise impossible. They are compelled to address a context many could 
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not possibly have imagined, or extensions of their world in the case of 
those only recently deceased. Even some of these thinkers must contem-
plate new worlds, as Hans Morgenthau would the end of the Cold War. 
So too would earlier thinkers who expired on the eve of major changes 
in politics and international relations – for example, Max Weber, who 
died as Weimar was born and thirteen years before Hitler’s dictatorship. 
Familiarizing great thinkers with events that post-date them and the 
new questions they generated about the past provides new and impor-
tant challenges to them. It allows us to explore novel features of their 
thought, or features we know about in novel ways, and allows them to 
participate, albeit vicariously, in contemporary debates. 

Finally, dialogues that pose similar questions to diverse thinkers 
encourage comparisons. They are an excellent way of drawing out the 
ways in which these thinkers agree and disagree, and just as impor-
tantly, what features of the world strike them as important. Political 
theorists and historians of political thought invariably approach the 
latter question by looking at what these thinkers have chosen to write 
about. Another method, and one that has the potential to elicit dif-
ferent answers, is to think about how they are likely to respond to the 
present.

For all these reasons, we believe that this collection of dialogues will 
be of interest to scholars and students. For the former, it raises new 
questions that can be addressed by more traditional modes of research. 
For the latter, it provides straightforward and engaging introductions to 
diverse thinkers and encourages them to think about their relevance to 
our world. It has the potential to open new horizons for all those stu-
dents of International Relations who have been exposed only to works 
by acknowledged IR scholars and not to those thinkers who provided 
the intellectual foundations of our enterprise.

We thought at length about the appropriate format for the conclu-
sion. An academic-style summary followed by some ‘lessons’ for IR 
seemed inappropriate and ill-fitting. Instead, we settled on an imagi-
nary panel at the 2016 annual meeting of the International Studies 
Association. The real one is in Atlanta, and ours in Atlantis. The panel is 
entitled: ‘Has There Been any Progress in International Relations Theory 
since Thucydides?’ The presenters are Thucydides, Thomas Hobbes, 
Hans Morgenthau, Karl Deutsch and Hedley Bull. There are questions 
from the audience, which includes some of the thinkers interviewed in 
the book and a graduate student.

We hope you enjoy our book and find it provocative and intellectu-
ally stimulating in equal measure.
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Thank you for agreeing to meet with me, even if it is so early in the 
morning that not even Starbucks is open.

Rosy-fingered dawn is the best time of day.
It also seem s to be your favourite epithet. If you are blind, how can 

you appreciate a sunrise?
Ah, you are a breaker of poets, not of horses. For ancient Greeks, blind-

ness is associated with seers and wisdom. Think of Tiresias in Antigone 
or Oedipus after he pokes out his eyeballs. They bring light to deathless 
gods and mortal men.

But what about you? Are you really blind as legend has it? Does 
 everything look like the wine dark sea?

Careful how you use my lines, young man.
Sorry, but I’m curious to know if you are really the blindest of Achaeans.
There you go again!
Do you really need those shades in Hades?
Next are you going to ask me if I am really Homer?
You really are a seer. You read my mind. The consensus among 

 classical scholars is that the Iliad and Odyssey are the product of multiple 
bards, composed over the course of centuries until a final version was 
committed to writing sometime in the classical era. I hesitate to say this, 
but some scholars doubt if there ever was a Homer, and a conveniently 
blind one at that.

Then why did you appeal to Apollo the far shooter to ferry you across 
the Styx to meet with me?

I think you’re Homer, all right. I credit you with these epics but 
I would like to know how your versions differ from what follows, and 
whether the Iliad is based on a real war. And those are just the beginning 
of my questions.

1
Homer (c.850 BCE)
Richard Ned Lebow
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It really doesn’t matter if there was a Trojan War, or a  swift-footed 
Ahkileus (Achilles), Agamemnon, a brave man at close-fighting, Odysseus, 
much beloved by Zeus, or Penelope, the most faithful of wives. It’s what 
we think about sacred Ilios that counts, and our thoughts are shaped 
by stories that make an impression on us. My epics shaped a culture 
because the war caused by Ares, breaker of cities, and its sharp-speared 
heroes were real for generations of Greeks. Their ‘facticity’ – to use one 
of your fancy terms – is irrelevant. Consider your own so-called factual 
events. They too are only known through stories told by politicians, 
journalists and your intellectuals. They create reality, not represent it, 
and, unlike my epics, never rise to the level of poetry.

Surely your stories have changed in their telling?
Indeed. It wasn’t until proud-hearted Nietzsche that you moderns 

came to the realization that authors don’t own texts; they take on a 
life of their own. We Greeks always knew this truth. Texts are like gifts, 
they pass from giver to receiver in a long, perhaps even endless, chain. 
Each time they change hands they assume a new context and come 
with stories of their previous owners and why they gave them away. 
So it is with my poetry. I created a gift for my companions, which sub-
sequently passed through many other mouths to become a treasure for 
all  god-fearing Greeks. Am I troubled that others changed and added 
lines, adapting these epics to the needs of the merging polis? No, my 
words remain an endless spring that trickles down a rock face to be 
lapped up by the thirsty below.

I know you moderns think writing a great advance. Plato, student of 
the splendid Socrates, had his doubts and I remain unconvinced. Stories 
stagnate when they are committed to writing. You and your colleagues 
argue endlessly about what they mean rather than assimilating them 
and using them to give purpose and direction to your lives and helping 
you live them wisely and honourably. A text is a living resource, not 
a mud-encrusted fossil to be carefully brushed off and studied under a 
magnifying glass.

I’m conducting this interview for a book on International Relations 
theory, so I hope you won’t mind if I focus my remaining questions on 
that subject?

Feel free, but understand that your interstate relations are markedly 
different from those of so-called Bronze Age Greece. And the Iliad offers 
a different kind of account of them than your modern historians or the-
orists. It offers what the far-seeing Max Weber would call an  ideal-type 
representation of warfare, its causes and consequences.

You’ve read Max Weber?
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No, I can’t read. Never learned how. But I chat with him now and 
again, although it is not easy.

Why is that?
For a start, all his talk about a ‘place in the sun’ for Germany. And 

here he is in Hades. He doesn’t appreciate the irony, but then he has 
no sense of humour. He speaks in long and convoluted sentences not 
connected or held together by metre or signifiers. I’m told his writing is 
worse. He’s a profound but sloppy thinker, a breaker of concentration, 
not of horses.

If I can return to the Iliad?
Of course.
War in the Iliad is between Menelaus of the long-shadowed spear, 

supported by his revenge-seeking Danaans, and the honourable Priam 
of Dardanus’s line and his Trojans. Each has numerous allies duty-
bound to support them, but happy to do so because they see the war as 
a means of gaining aristeia, or honour, on the battlefield. This is why 
individual combats feature so prominently and why combatants pro-
claim their lineage and accomplishments to each other. Aristeia is won 
by defeating an equally honourable adversary, and more so if they are 
invited to throw the first spear. Real war was never like this, but there 
were elements of it in ancient Greek and Roman warfare and in Europe 
up to the First World War. In the Iliad, there is no distinction between 
the honour of the individual warrior and that of the ethnos, which today 
you might describe as the state or nation. Honour remains alive at the 
platoon level, however, modern wars are not started by warrior-kings 
intent on upholding their personal honour, but by leaders moved by 
national honour and interests.

On the subject of other goals, security never appears to be a motive 
in the Iliad, except perhaps where the Greeks are desperate to prevent 
the Trojans from setting their ships on fire. Following the advice of 
the Geranian horseman Nestor they devise an appropriate strategy. In 
contrast, Hektor and other Trojans reject the sensible advice that they 
wage a defensive war behind their walls once Ahkileus has rejoined the 
fighting.

This is correct. Honour trumps other considerations in this war, secu-
rity included, for the Trojans. You have many modern examples. At the 
end of World War I, Ludendorff wanted the German army to conduct a 
suicide offensive in the West to preserve its honour, and his naval coun-
terpart wanted the German fleet to do the same. Honour among combat-
ants was only possible when they regarded one another as equals, as did 
the Greeks and Trojans. This survived in your culture up until, and even 
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through WW I, where class solidarity among aristocratic officers often 
trumped national differences. Officer prisoners of war were invited to 
dinner and sometimes given paroles. In World War II, a kind of cama-
raderie between some Luftwaffe officers and their RAF counterparts – 
although the latter were largely middle class – was maintained through 
the Battle of Britain. German ace Adolf Galland notified the British that 
their ace Douglas Bader had lost his prosthesis escaping from his burning 
aircraft and offered safe passage for the RAF to drop a replacement. It is 
reminiscent of Glaucus, son of Hippolochus, and Diomedes, master of 
the war cry, exchanging their armour.

Today, adversaries are not equals. Leaders and complicit media 
demonize the other side to mobilize public opinion and sustain combat 
morale. The inevitable outcome is mass bombings, Abu Ghraibs, muti-
lation of prisoners and beheading of journalists. This is not unlike the 
wars the Greeks fought against local tribes where no quarter was asked 
or given. In the modern era war has become more institutionalized and 
legalized, but, alas, more barbaric.

Aren’t you forgetting what happened to broad-streeted Troy and its 
people once it was defeated, or to the peaceful villages where Ahkileus 
and his friends killed the men and made off with women and booty?

True. This is one important reason why I end my tale with the return 
by Ahkileus, son of the lovely-haired Thetis, of Hektor’s body to Priam, 
noble king of Troy. He regains his humanity, and Trojans and Greeks 
show respect for one another when Priam breaks his fast and dines with 
Ahkileus. I agree that the theft of Briseus, the killing of her husband and 
brother and levelling of her village are acts of barbarism, but her father, 
with the help of Mars, is able to retrieve her in the end. This doesn’t 
happen with hostages today, unless vast ransoms are paid. 

How did either side feed themselves during ten years of war? Karl Marx 
was amazed that there is no mention of commerce or logistics anywhere 
in the Iliad.

Yes, he used to pester me about these omissions. I countered with 
the observation that there is no mention of honour in Das Kapital. This 
is in sharp contrast to Schumpeter, whose words are like honey-sweet 
wine and who believes that entrepreneurs are driven by honour, not 
profit. They seek to achieve immortality by this means, as Ahkileus did 
through warfare.

Let’s turn to the rage of Ahkileus and his conflict with Agamemnon, 
which quickly equals, if not replaces, that between Greeks and Trojans 
as the focus of the epic. Drawing on the language of modern social 
science, I would describe their conflict as the inevitable product of 
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the divergence of ascribed and achieved status. Agamemnon is wanax, 
something like a king, and therefore at the top of the ascribed hierar-
chy. He is supposed to be the bravest and best leader, but he is not. He’s 
 selfish, gives in to the wrong instincts, and does not set a good example 
for his fighters. Ahkileus, whom you frequently describe as ‘the best of 
the Acheans’, is the best warrior and most admired Greek, and at the top 
of the achieved hierarchy. This is signalled by the decision among the 
Greek warriors to reward him with Briseus. Agamemnon wants her for 
this reason, and in the false belief that he can impose himself at the top 
of both hierarchies, thus restoring their expected unity.

You could put it this way, if you must. In a more general sense, ambi-
tious men – ambitious people – in your era, will always find grounds 
for resenting one another. However, it is certainly true that swift-
footed Ahkileus had no chip on his shoulder and would have accepted 
Agamemnon’s leadership if he had not behaved in such an insulting 
manner.

As you were careful to use gender-free language in your last reply, 
could I close with a question about women?

Why not? After fighting and horses, they are men’s favourite pastime. 
In my day they talked endlessly about the first two and little about the 
last. Lovely-cheeked Helen was the exception, and nobody had any-
thing good to say about her, in contrast to Andromache and Penelope, 
loyal wife and mother of Telemachus, who was greatly admired, but 
never mentioned in conversation.

Do you think women are inferior to men?
Certainly not. Nor were Greeks superior to Trojans. Both races are 

equally commendable and the differences in character, intelligence 
and bravery are not between the well-greaved Acheans and the Trojan 
breakers of horses but among them. Hektor of the glinting helmet, and 
Priam, and Menelaus and the huge Aias, are truly admirable, whilst god-
like Alexandros (Paris) and Agamemnon are reprehensible. So it is with 
women. Alexandros and the Argive Helen together – not just Helen – 
are the cause of the Trojan War and suffering, just as Clytemnestra and 
Aegistus are in the War’s aftermath. Andromache and Penelope – like 
Electra and Medea for the later playwrights – are intelligent women. 
The first two pursue their ends by acceptable means. Indeed, Penelope 
uses those practices to keep her suitors at bay and remain faithful to 
the crafty Odysseus, the sacker of cities. She is in every way his worthy 
counterpart. In my day it was convention, not anything essential about 
women, that relegated most of them to inferior positions, just as it was 
for men not of aristocratic birth.
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You realize your Iliad has been used to sustain misogyny over the ages?
It is an illustration of the truth to which I earlier referred. People turn 

to my epics for varied purposes over which I have no control. Sometime 
they are used sagaciously, but often stupidly. Xenia – guest friendship in 
your language – is the oldest and most honoured of customs, and the 
father of the gods is frequently described as Zeus Xenios. Guests must 
be housed and fed and they in turn must honour, not abuse their hosts. 
Paris violates guest friendship by running off with Helen and her jewels, 
and Priam makes war inevitable by honouring this deed, that is by giving 
refuge to Paris and Helen. He had no choice but to offer refuge as Paris is 
his son. The other Trojans treat them well although they fully recognize 
that they are the cause of war and their loss and suffering. What can 
I do if some readers single out Helen and ignore Alexandros, or for that 
matter, invent out of whole cloth a lowly trade dispute to explain war 
between the Greeks and Trojans?

Are you suggesting this is yet another way in which warrior-based 
honour cultures generate tensions that threaten to destroy them?

It is self-evident that first the abuse and then the forthright prac-
tice of xenia were responsible for the Trojan War, just as the intense 
competition for standing among warriors was an underlying cause of 
the conflict between Agamemnon and the swift-footed Ahkileus. In a 
deeper sense, war is a boon and a curse. It allows young men to distin-
guish themselves and gain honour, but wars that are not quickly resolved 
threaten to undermine the structure of the society that enables honour 
and its recognition. This is most apparent in the character of Ahkileus, 
who rages like a lion, mistreats Hektor’s body, sacrifices young Trojan 
boys, and only adheres to nomos again when he meets Priam and ima-
gines his father grieving over his body.

Would it be fair to say that Ahkileus and Priam both recognize their 
imminent deaths and struggle to find a discourse that would allow them 
to create new selves that would free them from their responsibilities and 
known fates? In this sense, one could read the epic as the first anti-war 
literary work.

Ahkileus and Priam struggle to reconcile themselves to their fates 
rather than to escape them. This heightens the poignancy that brings 
the epic to a close, and is another reason why it had to end here, before 
either hero dies. To the extent that there is a search for a new language, 
it is a task left to listeners – today, readers. Indeed, some of the bards 
who followed me, who tried to adapt the epic to the polis, strength-
ened this implicit plea in their treatment of Ahkileus and Agamemnon. 
There is a parallel here to Aeschylus’s Oresteia, which makes explicit 
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the need to give the city a monopoly over violence to stop, among 
other things, family feuds. Shakespeare advances a similar argument in 
Romeo and Juliet, and hints at the connection to the Oresteia by naming 
the prince of Verona, who outlaws feuds, Escalus. Max Weber would prac-
tically equate the state with violence. As when the sea’s swells hurl on the 
booming shore, wave after wave of the West wind’s stirring, his  definition 
of the state shouts out from every International Relations text.

I’m limited to 3,000 words so I must end here. I am very grateful to 
you for giving me your time and promise to represent your words as 
accurately as I can.

No need to do that, as I’ve explained. But why am I limited to 3,000 
words? Greeks would sit around heart-warming fires after sending the 
smoke from fat-wrapped loins of sheep to the gods and listen to my 
words for hours.

I’ll try telling that to my editor.
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28 August 2013. I travelled from Beijing to the Temple of Confucius (Kongmiao) 
in the historic town of Qufu, Shandong Province. Celebrated for being the home-
town of Confucius, the town exudes a quiet charm, which contrasts sharply with 
the cacophonous hustle and bustle of Beijing. Seeking inspiration for my research 
on Confucian political thought, I quickly made my way to the Confucius Temple, 
which is known as China’s largest and oldest. The vast temple complex, together 
with the Cemetery of Confucius and the Kong Family Mansion, has been listed 
as a UNESCO World Heritage Site since 1994. Walking through the well-kept 
courtyards, I could not help but wonder if this was the same path trodden by 
those who had sought to desecrate the memory of Confucius here in 1966.1

I soon arrived at the temple’s main hall – known as the Hall of Great 
Perfection (Dacheng). After duly paying my respects, I walked towards the 
Xingtan (Apricot Altar), erected to commemorate Confucius’ teaching of his 
disciples under an apricot tree. A warm breeze swept past as I seated myself 
on the platform’s white steps. There, I closed my eyes and cleared my mind. 

I don’t know how much time had elapsed before, amidst the rustling of 
leaves, I heard a faint voice that slowly grew louder. Half-awake, I saw the 
blurry outlines of a robed figure walking towards me.

I am certain that what followed was not a dream. 
(*The ensuing dialogue is translated from the original Chinese.)

‘I heard you calling me.’
‘Kongfuzi?2’ I replied, incredulous.
‘Yes. And who are you? Why have you called upon me here?’
[Silence] 
‘Well?’
‘Oh, my name is Sydney, and I’ve been studying Chinese political 

 philosophy – Confucianism, in particular – for the past year. I just have 
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so many questions to ask you! Like what do you really mean by ren? And 
what are your thoughts on human nat–’

‘Speak slowly. Do not be so excited. First, explain to me how exactly 
you have been “studying” my work.’

‘I’ve been reading the Analects (Lunyu) – the collection of your say-
ings, of course – and I’ve also been trying to read, or rather decipher, 
the Book of Songs (Shijing) and the Book of Rites (Liji). I haven’t quite got-
ten to the other books yet, but I intend to read through the Spring and 
Autumn Annals (Chunqiu) soon. I know how important it is to take into 
consideration the historical context and all…’

‘To learn but not think is fatal.’3

‘And “He who thinks but does not learn is in great danger”.’4 
‘Good. Then tell me, what is it that you are seeking to “learn”?’
‘I suppose I’m trying to learn from the ancients.5 I want to see how 

Confucian, I mean, your ideas from the past can help to illuminate and 
guide China’s present. And to do this, I intend to focus on the influence 
of Confucian political thought on the evolution of Chinese conceptions 
of responsible leadership over time. Though my supervisor’ll have to 
sign off on this topic first…’

‘I see. Well then, proceed with your questions.’
‘Um, if you don’t mind, I’d like to begin by asking you some rather 

basic questions about your teachings. I don’t know if you’ve kept 
abreast of the changes over the past 2,566 years, but Confucianism has 
undergone quite the revival (fuxing) of sorts in recent years, and talk-
ing about you and your ideas has become quite fashionable. In fact, a 
growing number of psychologists and political scientists are now try-
ing to systematically study Confucianism’s effects on contemporary 
Chinese culture and society.6 There have even been attempts to recon-
cile Confucianism with other schools of thought like Legalism (Fajia) 
and socialism.

But it seems to me that despite the really interesting work being 
done, some have managed to misrepresent – or is it  misinterpret? – 
the core principles of Confucianism, essentializing it to the extent that 
the traditions and attitudes you espoused are used to merely evoke 
politicized ideas like “harmony” and validate China’s “pacifist” image 
abroad.’

‘I am not surprised. To find a true junzi (superior person)7 who cul-
tivates ren (Goodness)8 and is respectful of the Dao (the Way) is hard 
indeed! The world I see now bears some semblance to the world I knew.9 
The technological advancements and commercial exploits to which 
your generation cleaves and holds in such high regard are no more than 
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a veneer that covers up deep-seated social and political fragmentation 
and the looming spectre of moral decline. 

I trust you will have heard of the hubbub surrounding the enactment 
of the “Elderly People” law last month?’10

‘Yes, of course. The public furore it elicited was really, quite divisive. 
Some agreed that the law was necessary to reinstate a modicum of moral-
ity in Chinese society, but others just thought it was a big joke. I was 
wondering whether you’d agree with this law.’ 

‘Zixia once asked me about the treatment of one’s parents.’
‘Oh yes, I remember reading a passage about that in the Analects.’
‘Then you will remember what I told him. Filial piety (xiao) goes 

beyond merely ensuring that one’s parents have enough to eat or that 
one’s elders are served with wine and food first. It is the demeanour 
that is difficult to attain.11 Visiting one’s parents often does not amount 
to filial piety. With “no feeling of respect”,12 such actions are empty 
gestures.

So no, I am not convinced that this law will be able to engender any 
meaningful change. Besides, I squarely disagree with Han Fei and those 
Legalists on the use of law as a tool to control and coerce.’

‘Ah! This is one of my favourite passages in the Analects: “Govern the 
people by regulations, keep order among them by chastisements, and 
they will flee from you, and lose all self-respect. Govern them by moral 
force, keep order among them by ritual and they will keep their self-
respect and come to you of their own accord.”13’

‘Good! Good! So you understand. External regulation can only go so 
far; what is needed is internal regulation of the self. Look at the current 
Chinese government. No matter how much those misguided officials 
try to control the internet, at the end of day, people are still able to find 
a way around those restrictions and access Facebook or Gmail. Ren is an 
inherently moral quality – you might even say a “perfect virtue” (pinde 
wanmei)14 – from which the values of filial piety, zhong (loyalty) and 
the like flow. The junzi can only cultivate ren from within; it cannot be 
imposed from without. If the Chinese state – the ruling elite – seeks to 
reform the behaviour of the people, then it must govern by example, 
not by punishment or force. If social order is to be safeguarded, if the 
Way is to prevail, it is a prerequisite for the state to enforce the rules of 
ritual propriety (li) and exercise self-restraint.’ 

‘Gosh, I daren’t ask what you think of the notion of “Ru biao Fa li” 
(Confucian inside, Legalist outside)!’ 

‘Ha! Governing through such means simply makes one neither 
Confucian, nor Legalist!’ 
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‘But hold on. How is it that you know about the Legalists, and 
Facebook, and G—?’

The Master laughed. ‘There is still much that you do not know.’
‘… I suppose if I could go back a bit then, I’ve always wondered 

why is it that you place so much importance on filial piety and the 
family unit?’

‘Why ought one not place importance on family and devotion to 
one’s parents?’ 

‘Well, I suppose if one were to look to the ancient Greeks – let’s say, 
Plato’s The Republic – it’s suggested that the state should stand over the 
family, given how personal loyalties to one’s own family could poten-
tially override one’s loyalties and obligations to the state. In this sense, 
there would appear to be the possibility of a role conflict arising?’

‘My response is simple: the reason why the cultivation of such virtues 
is deemed so crucial is because these serve as the fundamental building-
blocks for orderly human relationships. As you are aware, a person can-
not claim to be a junzi, a moral exemplar to others, if they fail to observe 
li. The maintenance of orderly relationships is, in turn, central to the 
establishment of a well-functioning social system – one that aligns with 
the Good. Imagine a series of concentric circles. The bonds of moral 
responsibility should be conceived as emanating from the self to family, 
to state and, finally, to All-under-Heaven (tianxia).15 There is no inher-
ent incompatibility between one’s private and public duties. You need 
only to respect and treat others’ interests as your own. 

Do note, though, that these bonds run not just from the individual to 
the state, but likewise from the state to the individual. The incumbent 
ruler must be governed by the same rules of propriety and Goodness 
that govern the individual. Do you recall what I advised Ji Kangzi16 
when he asked me about how a ruler gains the respect and loyalty of 
the common people?’17

‘Ah yes. I think I see what you mean now.’
‘I assume you are familiar with the importance of zhengming (rectify-

ing names)18?’
‘When governing, “Let the prince be a prince, the minister a minister, 

the father a father and the son a son”.’19

‘Insofar as each person fulfils their responsibilities as accorded to 
them by their position within society, benign government and order 
will thrive, and the people will be happy. This is what defines able 
statecraft.’ 

‘But aren’t you overestimating human rationality? You acknowledge 
in the Analects that although every person has the potentiality to become 
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a junzi, it is not everyone who succeeds in becoming so. You yourself 
bemoaned how you struggled to find a truly superior person.20 So while 
I agree that good government should be dependent upon a ruler that has 
gained through “moral force” (de) the consent of the governed – that is, 
legitimacy derived from the Mandate of Heaven  (tianming) – isn’t “good 
government”, as you’ve described it, still more of an ideal state that is 
exceedingly difficult to achieve in the real world?’

‘Ha! You sound almost like a Legalist. The Daoists kept poking fun at 
me for not being “transcendental” enough in my depiction of humanly 
virtues; the Mohists accused me of “ruining the world”.21 But among 
my most ardent and vehement critics were those Legalists!’22

‘And don’t forget those New Culture youths23 and Hegel – his criti-
cisms of your teachings were most scathing.’

‘While I admit that I am not very systematic in my arguments, 
Hegel lost sight of the bigger picture – of the social system I sought to 
explain. The same can be said of Weber too. Labelling my instructions 
as religious, “primitive rationalism”,24 when in fact my chief concern 
was always with the webs of obligation that exist between people, not 
with spirits.25

But to get back to your point, it would appear that we are entertaining 
different conceptions of human nature.’

‘I’ve always wanted to ask you what your thoughts were on this!’26

‘Mencius saw human nature as inherently capable of good; Xunzi 
saw humans as predisposed to being bad.27 I am less inclined to provide 
such a definitive view on humanity. Through education, culture (wen) 
and cultivation of the ren, any individual can become a “rounded man” 
(chengren) or even a junzi, fit to contribute to their state and society. But 
without proper education and respect for the ways of propriety, then 
they will surely be destined for a different path. A similar logic applies 
to states and their rulers. Safeguarding the Way and governing by moral 
force will lead to prosperity; governing by penalties and repressive laws 
will result in eventual ruin.’

‘So human nature, from your perspective, is basically malleable?’
‘Yes, I suppose you could say so. This is why I believe education is a 

necessity for all: a person’s worth ought never to be determined by their 
social status, but solely by their abilities and virtues. Only when you 
discriminate a person on the basis of their merit does this serve as the 
necessary foundation for an orderly society.’28

‘What about their gender?’ 
‘I am aware that some consider my views as being deeply gendered. 

You must understand, however, that women scholars such as yourself 



18 Pichamon Yeophantong

were far from the norm back then. So whilst I should like to think oth-
erwise, I remain in part a product of my times. I still cannot help but 
admire the feats of the Duke of Zhou or those of Kings Wu and Wen.

Even so, gender cannot serve as a sound basis upon which to judge a 
person’s character or their potential to contribute to society. Although 
the prevailing social norms of my day made it more probable for a man 
to become a junzi, there is in fact no natural predisposition that make 
men any more likely to possess such moral excellence. My failure to 
find a man, a ruler, worthy of the title junzi attests to this. And by the 
same token, there is no inherent quality that renders women incapable 
of cultivating Goodness and becoming a superior person.

Regrettably I cannot control how others interpret and appropriate my 
words. However, contrary to what some may say, ren as a virtue is not 
in itself hierarchical or gendered. These are prejudices which come with 
the individual, not with the idea. 

So it is as I have told you: every individual deserves to receive a well-
rounded education, regardless of their social position or gender – to 
contend otherwise would obviously make me a raving hypocrite! A soci-
ety permeated by inequality, lacking in righteousness and propriety, is 
bound to falter. We already see this in certain parts of the world.’

‘You really were – I mean, are – quite the innovator. What you’ve said 
sounds a lot like an exposition on human rights: a far cry from the feudal-
istic ideas of your time! The fact that you were reflecting on all of this dur-
ing times of grave political instability and civil strife is truly remarkable.’

‘I am no innovator.’ 
‘Then are you “reactionary” as your critics claim you to be?’29, 

I enquired jokingly.
‘I am neither. I merely transmit what I have been taught.’30

‘Speaking of transmitting, I wonder if I might bring up a question 
I asked you earlier – that is, the matter of modern-day interpretations 
of your teachings.’

‘You mean those spiritual, self-help books?’
‘Um… I was thinking more along the lines of, for instance, recent 

efforts to synthesize Confucianism with socialist thought or, more 
specifically, with official state rhetoric.31 Some say that your teachings 
rationalize subservience to authority.’32 

‘They misunderstand. It is not subservience that I advocate. The 
ruler, like the father, is not beyond remonstration. If he behaves repre-
hensibly, then it is the duty of his ministers to rectify his ways. Blind 
obedience to what one’s elders or superiors command is neither filial, 
nor righteous (yi). 
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I must say that I am worried, though. While I am pleased that the 
Chinese leadership no longer regards me in such adversarial terms 
as before, I am not entirely comfortable with certain aspects of this 
“Confucian revivalist” business. Not that I particularly mind Xi Jinping 
quoting from me33 – he will still need to prove himself in practice – but 
I question the utility of such things like those Confucius Institutes. 
I trust you are aware of the controversy?’34

‘Of course.’
‘It is an unfortunate affair, isn’t it? I should think that if the Chinese 

leadership seeks to truly spread ren and its attendant virtues to other 
parts of the world – and in effect, realize the “Chinese Dream” (Zhongguo 
meng) of a prosperous society and harmonious world – then it behoves 
them to observe and cultivate these values within themselves first.35 
Were they to succeed in doing so, they would have no use for these 
institutes. After all, “He who rules by moral force is like the pole-star, 
which remains in its place while all the lesser stars do [sic] homage 
to it”.’36 

‘I see. But so, what do you envision to be China’s future?’
‘Over the past two millennia, China has borne witness to the rise and 

fall of great dynasties and ancient empires, and its people have perse-
vered through the disorder wrought by countless wars, famines and 
revolutions. In the face of hardships, the Chinese people have exhibited 
resilience, each time rising up to shoulder their burdens. China – its 
people and culture – will surely continue to persevere.

Though the country may face a crisis of faith and legitimacy,37 the 
Chinese people and their leaders still have at their disposal a vast reposi-
tory of classical knowledge and wisdom, from which I hope they will 
find both solace and counsel. In looking forward, China’s ruling elite 
must not hesitate to look back and learn from the Ancients. Attempts in 
recent years to relate classical Chinese political thought to the country’s 
modern identity and encourage “national learning” (guoxue),38 whilst 
promising, are not sufficient.’

‘And what about the future of Confucianism?’ 
‘It does not surprise me that “Confucianism”, as you call it, has stood 

the test of time. Like the ancient trees of Mount Tai,39 it sees the growth 
of new branches, yet its trunk and roots remain thick and deep, imper-
vious to the storms that seek to fell it. You may consider myself and 
my teachings “feudal”, “backward”, “unrealistic”, “unsystematic”, or 
hopelessly “naïve”. However, the virtues and traditions I have sought to 
transmit are unchanging, and have been deeply woven into the fabric 
of modern Chinese civilization. In due course, as the observance of li 
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and knowledge of ren spreads, the same will be true of other countries 
and civilizations. And the Way will, at last, prevail in the world…’

No sooner had the Master fi nished his sentence than I ‘awoke’ from my 
meditation to the vociferous chattering of a little magpie that had perched 
itself, quite comfortably, on the stone railing beside me.
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Seeing that the Zhou Dynasty is decaying, Lao Zi decides to leave the Central 
Kingdom and live in seclusion. When he arrives at the Hangu Pass, which holds 
the Western border, Yin Xi, the commander of the Pass, requests him to write a 
book which is later titled Lao Zi or the Sacred Book of Dao and De. Having 
completed the work, Lao Zi goes further west and is never heard of again. The con-
versation is between Lao Zi and Yin Xi, when the former has completed his book 
and begins to leave. Though living in the 6th century BCE China, both men have 
a wide knowledge both of the Western tradition and international politics today.

Yin Xi: Master, now you are leaving for the unknown West. It is our 
first, I am afraid, as well our last meeting. After you walk 
through the Pass, no one will find you. Fortunately, you wrote 
the book upon my request. It will be an undoubted classic, 
ensuring that your name and thoughts are remembered forever.

Lao Zi: My friend, why do you think that fame is important to me? 
Yin Xi: I have heard that ‘the highest meaning of immortality is when 

there is established an example of virtue; the second, when 
there is established an example of achievement; and the third, 
when there is established an example of wise speech’.1 Your 
work establishes both examples of virtue and speech. Aren’t 
you proud of this lasting possession?

Lao Zi: No, I am not interested in that. I wrote the book only because 
of your firm request, not for my fame. The greatness as  examples 
of virtue and speech, as well as achievement, is vain.

Yin Xi: I don’t understand, Master. You mean neither a man nor a state 
should strive for greatness?

Lao Zi: As I said, ‘The Dao of the sage is that with all the doing he does 
not strive’.2

3
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Yin Xi: So what is this ‘all the doing’ all about? 
Lao Zi: It means doing nothing.
Yin Xi: Doing means doing nothing … Master, I am confused.
Lao Zi: Think about international relations. They say that the best way 

to maintain peace is the balance of power. But wars break out 
between alliances carefully built for that purpose, not to men-
tion the sufferings of small states from big powers’  balancing 
games. They say that a league of nations can prevent great 
wars. But the artificial creature has proved ineffective. A respect-
able state complying with Dao, therefore, does not strive to 
lead, to govern, or to reform the international society, let alone 
to struggle for power.

Yin Xi: But don’t you think that global issues like poverty, human rights, 
the environment … all these still need active governance?

Lao Zi: It was exactly ‘active governance’ – the active colonization, the 
active exploitation of the earth, etc. – that all these problems 
came from. However, when there is abstinence from action, 
good order is universal.

Yin Xi: Interesting. Then the best way3, or Dao, of big powers is to stay 
unconcerned? It sounds quite different from the Confucian 
teachings of Ren (benevolence). 

Lao Zi: The Confucian school always asserts that Ren is a defining 
character of the sage. However, the real sage never acts from 
any wish to be benevolent. If he did, he would obviously send 
many his precepts to the world, only leading to quick decay 
and exhaustion. As happens to the big powers.

Yin Xi: But if neither the sage nor the big powers do anything good to 
the world, how can they be called sage and responsible states?

Lao Zi: Good question. Let me make a ‘water’ analogy. Water benefits 
all things and all people, but it never strives to do this. Its way is 
to occupy the low place which all men dislike, instead of doing 
something to rise. This is the advantage or benevolence of doing 
nothing. In this sense, the way of water is near that of Dao, since 
Dao in its regular course does nothing on purpose, and thus 
achieves everything. The way of responsible powers is laissez-faire 
for the sake of a well-ordered world. Doing nothing and doing all, 
they are two sides of the same coin, a unity of contradictions.

Yin Xi: If it is reasonable that the greatest services of the big powers is 
doing nothing on purpose, don’t you think that all the states 
in the international society must actively struggle for power for 
the sake of survival, position and interests?
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Lao Zi: Survival, position and interests, much resemble the three 
motives of the Athenians in Thucydides’ work – namely fear, 
honour and profit. Striving to get rid of fear, achieve honour 
and gain interests, they struggled as enthusiastically as they 
could, but were eventually defeated in the Peloponnesian War. 
The popular term ‘Thucydidean trap’, which is little different 
from the power transition theory cliché, is very far from what 
the Greek writer would like to tell us. To me, the real trap here 
is the illusion that a state is able to control everything and 
reap all the advantages. Solon, a Greek sage, while answering a 
question about the ‘happiest’ man, said that ‘the power above 
us is full of jealousy and fond of troubling our lot’.4 Dao, as 
‘the power above us’, is not personified as to be jealous, but it 
does similarly ‘diminish where there is superabundance, and 
supplement where there is deficiency’. The most dangerous 
thing for a state, therefore, is the fetish of powerfulness. The 
Greeks call it ‘hubris’, that which made the Athenians lose the 
Peloponnesian War. That is why I argue that ‘what makes a big 
power is its being like a low-lying, down-flowing stream’, and 
‘a big power must learn to abase itself’.

Yin Xi: It seems like a paradox, that too much power brings about 
powerlessness.

Lao Zi: Power is just as the cargo of a ship. It is better to leave the 
vessel unfilled, than to carry it when it is full. How many pos-
sessors of a large wealth can keep it safe? A state’s power and 
wealth will bring retribution if they lead to arrogance.

Yin Xi: Do you mean that a state should rather accept its weakness 
than endeavour to be powerful? But what if the weak meets 
the strong? You know what the Athenians said in the Melian 
Dialogue: ‘The strong do as they can and the weak suffer what 
they must’.5

Lao Zi: What do you think is the softest and weakest in nature?
Yin Xi: Water maybe.
Lao Zi: And the firmest and strongest?
Yin Xi: Rock I think.
Lao Zi: When water meets rock, given enough time, the former will 

wear away the latter. This also applies in gender relations. 
Females are physically weaker than males, but always  overcome 
the males by their feminine stillness, and usually have a higher 
life expectancy. Sweden is a case in international relations. It 
reached two peaks of power in the early 17th century under 
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the rule of Gustavus Adolphus and the early 18th century 
when Charles XII was the King. As a great power, it did not hesi-
tate to attend to the power struggles in Europe, only resulting 
in the death of the two great kings. However, Sweden has been 
cautious about getting involved into big power contentions 
since the nineteenth century, and thus hard to be regarded as a 
great power. But it has enjoyed a better life from then on than 
the superpowers rising and falling in the past two centuries. 
We all know that daring to do something is boldness, but few 
notice that ‘not daring to do’ is another way of braveness. The 
former appears to be injurious and is put to death, the latter to 
be advantageous and lives on. 

Yin Xi: So your point is that small states must avoid any chances 
of strife, and thus they overcome big powers without direct 
conflicts?

Lao Zi: Note that what I say is ‘weakness’, not ‘cowardice’. The reason 
that ‘the soft overcomes the hard, and the weak the strong’ is 
not the timidity of the weak and the soft, but rather its persis-
tence of its own way. May I draw on the ‘water’ analogy again? 
How can soft water penetrate the firm rock? Because the water 
drips consistently and ‘there is nothing (so effectual) for which 
it can be changed’. To sum up: ‘The movement of the Dao by 
contraries proceeds; And weakness marks the course of Dao’s 
mighty deeds’.

Yin Xi: Sounds reasonable, but I am afraid few will accept your idea. 
To the majority of states and peoples, the most  glorious 
moments in their collective memories are when they are 
strong and power ful, when they lead the region or the world, 
and  especially when they win critical external wars.

Lao Zi: Right. That is exactly one of the reasons why human beings 
have not been able to get rid of war. As you said, states delight 
in telling how powerful and wealthy they are, or have been, in 
certain historical moments. But he who carries a sharp sword 
at girdle and has a superabundance of property and wealth is 
no more than a robber and boaster. This is contrary to the Dao, 
surely.

Yin Xi: Since you attach so much importance to peace and condemn 
the wagers of war, are you going to declare that no war is good, 
just or legitimate, and appeal for renunciation of war?

Lao Zi: Few, if not any, of the wars people have conducted have 
been just. But I am not so radical as to oppose all violence in 
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international society. The key point here is that states should 
be very, very cautious about war and use it only as a last resort. 
I condemn the people ‘who carry a sharp sword at girdle’ – 
‘carry’ here meaning they are always ready to use or threaten 
to use it – but would not ask them to give up the weapons. 
They can keep buff coats and sharp weapons, but should have 
little  occasion to don or use them.

Yin Xi: Can I understand your words as the strict criteria of jus ad 
bellum?

Lao Zi: Yes. War is a necessary evil. Thus, it is just only as an instru-
ment to maintain peace. To end war by means of war, sounds 
peculiar, doesn’t it? But imagine the pattern of the character 
‘Wu’ (force/martial/military) in Chinese. It is a combination of 
the two characters  ‘Zhi’ (stop/end) and  ‘Ge’ (dagger-axe/
weapon). The use of military force, therefore, is by definition a 
way to stop violence and make sure that the weapons are not 
used again.

Yin Xi: When commemorating war, we should actually remember the 
misery instead of the victory?

Lao Zi: Exactly. I cannot agree more with Thucydides when he said ‘in 
peace and prosperity both states and individuals are  actuated 
by higher motives … but war … is a hard master and tends 
to assimilate men’s characters to their conditions’,6 which 
is  echoed in Henry V’s well-known monologue, though in 
another tone, that ‘In peace there’s nothing so becomes a 
man/As modest stillness and humility/But when the blast of 
war blows in our ears/Then imitate the action of the tiger … 
Disguise fair nature with hard-favour’d rage’. You may con-
sider it as a jus in bello issue, that war, as organized killing, can 
hardly be justified. I see the weapons as ‘instruments of evil 
omen’, which decent people only use on the compulsion of 
necessity. To glorify war is to delight in the slaughter of men. 
The victor, though with a right intention to conduct a war, 
has nevertheless killed multitudes of men, and thus should be 
treated with a rite of mourning rather than with triumph.

Yin Xi: But how should international society be structured to secure 
peace?

Lao Zi: My utopia is little states with small populations, an interna-
tional system characterized by absolutely independent, instead 
of interdependent, units. For such a state, ‘a neighbouring state 
is within sight, and the voices of the fowls and dogs can be 
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heard all the way from it, but the people to old age, even to 
death, do not have any intercourse with it’.

Yin Xi: Master, I don’t see any feasibility in the idea.
Lao Zi: You may think of it as a Platonic Form or Idea. The entire 

world says that, while my Dao is great, it yet appears to be 
unlike any object in reality. I say that it is just its greatness that 
makes Dao ‘unlike’. If it were like any specific object, for long 
would it have been less and small.

Yin Xi: With such an interesting discussion about Dao of international 
politics, Master, I have to say, well said, but as for Dao, what 
is it? Is that the objective law of international politics, or the 
moral imperative of international agents, or something else?

Lao Zi: Dao is somewhat like the Stoic concept ‘nature’ (phusis), which 
refers to both the essence of the well-ordered cosmos, and 
the innate endowment of human beings. The ultimate goal 
of the Stoics is to live in agreement with nature. Similarly, 
I say that ‘Man takes his law from the Earth; the Earth takes its 
law from Heaven; Heaven takes its law from Dao; The law of 
Dao is its being what it is’.7 The great Dao is all-pervading. Its 
outflowing operation in everything, including human beings, 
is De (morality, virtue, or aretē, its equivalent in Greek), which 
nourishes us all. Dao and De, in the universe and human 
 society, and thus in international politics as well, is in the 
sense of both ‘is’ and ‘ought to be’.

Yin Xi: If Dao is the law of international politics, isn’t the mission 
of scholars to reveal and explain the law, by which theory of 
international politics is built?

Lao Zi: Theory is the explanation of laws … This is a popular ‘social 
science’ statement. I am afraid it has no reference to Dao. The 
very first line of my book is that ‘the Dao that can be told or 
explained is not the enduring and unchanging Dao’. There is, 
however, nothing related to mysticism or agnosticism in it. 
The social science way presupposes the distinction between the 
observer as a subject and the observed as an object, while for 
understanding and following Dao, one needs to ‘experience’, 
to break the border between self and other, between subject 
and object. The term ‘theory’ looks scientific in its modern 
sense, but you know its Greek root is theorein, to spectate. 
To understand Dao is like appreciating a painting: there is 
no reason to keep yourself outside or distance yourself from 
what you observe. Instead, you must have an empathy with 
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your object, or as Chinese always say, ‘forget yourself and your 
object alike’.8

Yin Xi: Last question, Master, which chapter or paragraph in your 
book do you think is most worth reading to students of IR?

Lao Zi: Chapter fifty-four maybe. Most of the IR scholars today 
hypothesize an independent domain of international  politics 
with its own laws, and thus observe the world from the per-
spective of inter-national interactions. My advice in this chap-
ter is to observe states from the perspective of states, while 
observing the world (all under heaven) from the perspective 
of the world, which signifies a holistic approach to and a 
 cosmopolitan vision of world politics.

Yin Xi: Thank you, Master. On your farewell, I wish you all the best and 
promise to preserve your great book and spread your thought.

Lao Zi: Take it easy, my friend. Always remember that ‘Dao in its 
 regular course does nothing (for the sake of doing it), and so 
there is nothing which it does not do’.

Notes

1. The cited words are from Chun Qiu Zuo Zhuan (Commentary of Zuo on the 
Spring and Autumn), a classical Chinese work compiled in the 5th or 4th cen-
tury B.C, which was actually later than the era of Lao Zi. However, the history 
recorded in Chun Qiu Zuo Zhuan was from as early as the 7th century B.C., ear-
lier than the dialogue in this chapter. I use James Legge’s English  translation 
here, with slight changes when necessary.

2. See previous note.
3. Dao in Chinese language has its original meaning of both ‘way’ and ‘say’.
4. From the story of Croesus recorded by Herodotus in his History, translated 

into English by George Rawlinson.
5. The famous statement made by the Athenian envoy should not be under-

stood as the opinion of Thucydides himself, however. The Athenians at the 
moment of Melian Dialogue were rather driven by ‘hubris’ than interests or 
fear, which led soon to the tragedy of the Sicilian expedition. Therefore, ‘The 
strong do as they can and the weak suffer what they must’ could be seen as a 
pathology of the powerful, instead of the doctrine of what powers should do.

6. Here I use the English translation of Benjamin Jowett.
7. ‘Its being what it is’, in the original Chinese text of Lao Zi, is ‘Ziran’, which 

is here used as an adjective, meaning ‘for-itself and in-itself’, usually trans-
lated, however roughly, as ‘spontaneous’. It is noteworthy that the same word 
‘Ziran’, as noun, means ‘Nature’ in Chinese.

8. It is no surprise that Daoism is the school of philosophy most influential in 
Chinese classical arts (music, painting, calligraphy, etc.). Lao Zi’s work might 
shed some light on a ‘methodology of arts’, instead of the methodology of 
social science, in international studies.
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‘Thucydides son of Olorus thank you for agreeing to meet with me. It’s 
only my second trip to the underworld and forgive me if I still find it 
disorienting.’

‘I find it a strange place too, although for different reasons. You have 
more life to live. I’m in the shadows for eternity, although 2,500 years 
has passed more quickly than I imagined.’

‘What do you do to kill time, so to speak?’
‘For centuries, I kept busy avoiding Pericles, Cleon, Alcibiades and 

other people I would find it unpleasant to encounter. These days I spend 
a lot of time talking to old and new friends, observing the world above 
and deriving equal doses of amusement and frustration from how my 
text is read.’

‘I understand why you would not want to engage Cleon and 
Alcibiades, but why Pericles?’

‘For a long time he was very angry with me, always wanting to defend 
his decision to go to war and convinced that Plato and I were conspir-
ing to blacken his reputation and deny him the honour he deserved. 
The honour extended to Demosthenes only made it worse, but Pericles 
has become friendlier of late. As you must know he’s about the most 
unsociable of Greeks, so it is ironic that he seeks out my company, if 
only to complain.’

‘What about your standing in the world above? You have certainly 
become a possession for all time, as you intended.’

‘This pleases me, but I often get attention for the wrong reasons. My 
work is a possession for all time because there will always be power-
ful leaders and political units who succumb to hubris. Tragedy is an 
Athenian invention but a feature of the world. I’m always amazed by 
just how universal it is and at how little people learn from the past. 

4
Thucydides (c.460–c.395 BCE): 
A Theorist for All Time
Richard Ned Lebow
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More troubling still is when they cite or quote me in support of policies 
I think almost certain to lead to catastrophe. Guilt is a Christian con-
cept, so I feel none of it. But disappointment and sadness are another 
matter. I described how politicians distort language to justify actions 
that would otherwise be thought of as unjust, and how over time lan-
guage changes to accommodate and normalize such behaviour. In the 
wildest dreams I never thought this would happen to my own words!’

‘I started a controversy with my interpretation of your claim that your 
account of the Peloponnesian War was a possession of all time.’

‘Why do you and everyone else keep calling it the Peloponnesian 
War? There were two wars, the Archidamian and Peloponnesian, just as 
there were two World Wars in the twentieth century.’

‘Don’t you agree that one was a continuation of the other?’
‘Yes, but this is true of the World Wars as well.’
‘There are some historians who treat them as part of a longer 

European civil war.’
‘Not only do they use the Peloponnesian War as the title to my work, 

they describe it as a history – in almost all Western languages. This 
pisses me off. I was very clear that I was not writing a history, but an 
account of what I had seen and heard. Much of it is first hand.’

‘Did you really hear or get reports of all those speeches? Are they 
accurate?’

‘Even my friend Aristotle now explicitly acknowledges that ta deonta – 
what is necessary – should have led him to finally say what he only 
hinted at in his writings: that poetry truly is a higher form of truth than 
history. It tells us what should have been, whereas history is restricted 
to what actually happened.’

‘So you put words in peoples’ mouths?’
‘That’s a very narrow formulation of the truth! Surely, people read my 

account in part because my speeches led them to insights that would 
have been otherwise unattainable.’

‘What about the introduction of books, paragraphs and sentences? 
Do you approve of these modern inventions? They certainly make your 
text easier to read.’

‘For people too lazy to figure it out for themselves. Worse still are the 
translations. Even good ones cannot capture the meanings I embedded 
in the characteristic “men … de” [either, or] structure of Greek sen-
tences. I also construct what you call paragraphs and books this way. It’s 
only with extraordinary effort that I have learned to dumb myself down 
and speak in the simple declarative sentences necessary to make myself 
understood by moderns. Old Pericles can be a pain in the arse and 
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pompous at times but he speaks wonderful, educated Greek. Usually, all 
I have to do is raise my bushy eyebrows to make him remember that 
he is having a conversation in the underworld, not giving a speech on the 
Pnyx. He really misses audiences and frequently tells me he could have 
taught modern politicians a thing or two about radio and television. 
I egg him on by asking how good his tweets would be and he predict-
ably flies into a rage. “What sort of civilization”, he growls, “would limit 
its messages to 140 characters?” Even a Spartiate would be appalled!’

‘If I can return to your expectations about readers. Did you think 
they learn anything from your account of the Archidamian and 
Peloponnesian Wars? And could awareness of hubris and its likely con-
sequences reduce its frequency? My critics accuse me of hubris by even 
raising this possibility.’

‘Sophocles, Euripides and I have often have this debate. They take 
opposing sides. Sophocles is convinced that tragedy has great pedagogi-
cal – there’s an honest Greek word for you – value. He wrote Oedipus 
with this end in mind. He was a synecdoche – I’m on a roll here – for 
Athens and intended to question faith in the conquering power of rea-
son. Euripides never tires of reminding Sophocles of what little effect 
the play had, his personal theatrical triumph aside. But then Euripides 
is a curmudgeon and a product of his time perhaps who sees only the 
darker side of human nature. He never stops telling us both how modern 
history amply confirms his pessimism.’

‘Where do you stand?’
‘Depends on the day. When I think about all the folly that has 

occurred since I came here I’m tempted to side with Euripides. But 
I remain hopeful that some lessons have been learned, or could be, by 
people that count. Having to cater to the demos and big business only 
makes it more difficult. The former is moved by its emotions and the 
latter by its purse. It’s a most unusual politician who can safely sail the 
ship of state between these two dangerous reefs. Look at the way your 
country responded to the events of 9/11 by invading Afghanistan and 
Iraq, and how that Russian Putin is playing up to nationalist opinion to 
advance his personal goals and the expense of regional peace. And then 
there’s global warming. Many of your compatriots deny it is happening. 
I give my fellow Greeks credit for at least recognizing their failures. Poor 
Oedipus put his eyes out, not to deny, but to see better.’

‘Surely Aristotle believed that tragedy could teach ethical lessons? The 
Viennese Freud thinks the first step towards Enlightenment is under-
standing the scripts you enact and developing a commitment to avoid 
destructive ones.’
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‘Yes, Aristotle has had further thoughts on this subject – and every 
other subject for that matter. We tease him about just how wrong his 
scientific writings have proven and he keeps reminding us of how on 
target he was with aesthetics, ethics and politics. Look, I did write with 
the idea that successful societies would always overreach themselves but 
also with the hope that it might sometimes be prevented from study-
ing the past. I was certainly right about my first prediction and alas, 
have seen little evidence in support of my second. Could we change 
the topic?’

‘Yes, of course. You died before you could complete your account. 
How would you have ended it?’

‘Therein lies a tale. I’ve thought and rethought about this so much, to 
be frank, I no longer know what I originally intended. I’m not alone in 
feeling this way. I attend a bi-weekly seminar on the subject.’

‘A seminar? On what subject?’
‘Unfinished works. Clausewitz, Mozart and Schubert are among 

the regulars, and so are a few artists like Dante who now have second 
thoughts about having finished their works.

Those most troubled are those whose works have disappeared. Sappho 
and Heraclitus never stop lamenting their fate. Sappho has written a 
couple of odes on the subject. She keeps hoping new papyri will be dis-
covered in Egyptian sands with more of her lost poems. It’s rumoured 
that Democritas got into big trouble for making contact with a visitor 
and bribing him to bring copies of some of his best writings upside. He’s 
absolutely furious at what people read into the few fragments they pos-
sess, although he never stops saying nice things about Diels and Krantz 
for collecting and publishing what was preserved.’

‘How does Mozart feel about Sussmayr’s completion of his Requiem?’
‘Let’s stay on topic, shall we, as my handlers will soon whisk me 

away.’
‘Okay, back to the conclusion of your masterwork. What do you think 

you intended to write?’
‘I was deeply conflicted. I naturally wanted to finish my account, but 

the closer I came the more painful did it become. I just did not want 
to describe my city’s final defeat and humiliation. Giving an account of 
the Sicilian expedition was bad enough. When illness overtook me I was 
still alert but did not have the emotional energy to push ahead. I put 
my stylus down and thought about more pleasant things: my youth, 
symposia, flute girls, feasts of freshly smoked eels….’

‘Now you’re wandering from the topic.’
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‘Young man, behave yourself. You asked what I would have written 
and I’m trying hard to recapture my self of the moment. Do you often 
think about women and eels?’1

‘Less about eels, although I adore Unagi.’
‘Unagi?’
‘Japanese freshwater eels on a bed of sushi rice. I think about women 

all the time, but I don’t want to change the subject. So tell me more 
about your conclusion.’

‘Well, I faced a couple of problems. I thought about stopping my nar-
rative with the failure Sicilian expedition. The rest was just the inevita-
ble aftermath and, as you recognize. It was the second hamartia [an old 
Homeric word for missing the mark in archery], the first being the alli-
ance with Corcyra. My framing still sticks in Pericles’ craw. The defeat 
in Sicily was the consequence of overextension and there was really no 
reason to continue my narrative. It’s not unlike the problem Mozart and 
Da Ponte confronted with Don Giovanni. Once he was carried away by 
the Commendatore – to our underworld, not Christian hell – the drama 
is over and the opera is resolved with a final D-minor chord. Yet, he 
felt compelled to write a final scene in which the surviving characters 
lament their fate and mouth platitudes about the Don and his lifestyle. 
Thank Zeus and Athena we Greeks didn’t have to cope with moralistic, 
Christian censors the way Enlightenment artists did! On another visit, 
I’ll introduce you to some of the later – they’re my buddies.’

‘The other problems?’
‘I’ve already told you about the angst of confronting the final defeat, 

occupation, tyranny and near-stasis of my beloved city. Another difficulty 
was intellectual. Once the two acts of hubris were resolved and my double 
tragedy was concluded I had no framework to encompass what would 
have followed. Herodotus, Plato and Aristotle, and more recently, Hobbes, 
Gibbon and George Grote, have suggested narrative strategies they think 
would do the trick. I’m not persuaded by any of them, but pleased that 
they have made the effort to work them out. I’m starting a collection of 
alternative endings and perhaps could convince a publisher, or at least 
post my text on a website along with a ranking of these endings. We could 
do an experiment and see what people like the most and why.’

‘So you get to meet all kinds of modern people?’
‘Only those who request an audience. Some are really interesting 

and others are tedious, sometimes in the extreme. There are the so-
called realists – speak of gross distortion – who insist – and refuse to be 
persuaded to the contrary – that I intended the Melian Dialogue, not 



34 Richard Ned Lebow

as a pathology, but as a description of reality and a guide for others. 
A while back I received a visit from a very well-dressed wife of one of 
your former presidents who thought I was another Greek shipping 
 magnate. For some reason, she insisted that we chat in French.’

‘If you had to write an ending?’
‘I’ll tell you what I wouldn’t do. There would be no conclusion. I can’t 

get over the simplistic and boring format used by your historians and 
social scientists. They have introductions and conclusions that tell 
readers what the work is about and what lessons they should come 
away with, all in the authorial voice. Neither Plato nor I could abide 
the sophists, but they did develop a sophisticated format that compels 
readers to use their minds to get beneath their texts and, if done well, 
convince themselves that they conclusions they formulate are original 
rather than those they are intended to reach. Those sophists could teach 
Madison Avenue a thing or two about persuasion!’

‘Without a finished narrative or conclusion you give readers the oppor-
tunity to impose almost any interpretation they want on your work.’

‘They would do this anyway. Look at all the nonsense that’s been 
written about Virgil, Shakespeare and Pushkin. And I’m not talking stu-
dent essays! There are postmodernists who think they can do anything 
with a text, and that everything is a text. I don’t get angry on the rare 
occasion I read them because I can’t understand what they are trying to 
say, and I’m not sure they do either.’

‘Realists aside, are you unhappy with other readings of your work?’
‘For the most part no. I find them endlessly fascinating. I learn 

something about myself from reading what others fathom about my 
intentions – even when they are completely wrong. I quiz myself about 
my response. Then there is Nietzsche, who put in language something 
Greek authors already knew and counted on: that our texts extend 
beyond ourselves. Not only does every generation read them in light 
of their concerns, there is ever greater distance between them and texts 
they read. Maybe I need to find another word; ‘text’ has lost its appeal 
given how postmodernists abuse it.’

‘Do you think at least some of these readings are worthwhile?’
‘All readings tell us something, and Herodotus and I can be read 

against each other and the tragic playwrights. Later interpreters put 
our works in perspectives that were unavailable to us. We keep learning 
from these readings, and Herodotus finds many of them flattering. He 
always resented being dismissed as unprofessional and a myth-teller 
and is pleased that in recent years his reputation has been resurrected – 
better if I say “restored”.’
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‘Herodotus is easy to flatter, unlike me. But I anger more easily, and 
especially when those realists take my Melian Dialogue out of context 
and use it to teach their students to formulate interests narrowly and 
violate norms whenever it appears to suit their purposes – which it 
rarely does. I’m afraid my time is up.’

‘I’m very sorry you have to go. You said your handlers would be here 
shortly?’

‘Yes, that’s right. They know how keen I am to see the last epi-
sode of Wolf Hall and the programme is about to begin. I can’t keep 
Aristophanes and Brasidas waiting. They’re already mixing the wine.’

Note

1.. Athenians were fixated on eels as a culinary and quasi-erotic treat.
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In 1947 the philosopher Alfred Whitehead, ten years after retiring from 
Harvard, meets up with Plato in a dream.

Whitehead:  ‘… Well, at least I think this is a dream. Of all the philoso-
phers who have lived, or so I have told my students, you 
were the most important, you know. I even told them that 
all other philosophy was merely a footnote to your work.’

Plato:  ‘I’m not sure what a footnote actually is. But please don’t 
bother to tell me. Consider yourself fortunate that I’m 
willing to talk to a barbarian at all. The conversation we’re 
having may prove interesting, but from my point of view 
it’s hardly likely to be instructive. Where did you say you 
come from?’

Whitehead:  ‘It’s a country in what you would call the “northern 
world”.’

Plato:  ‘I suppose you’re what Herodotus calls a Hyperborean, 
one of the peoples from the back of the North Wind? 
Barbarians aren’t great thinkers. You produce charms 
and enchantments, not arguments. You’re not a philo-
sophical people … So you come from the future, you say? 
What’s it like? I suppose it is just like the past. Nothing 
ever changes, you know; everything that will happen has 
probably happened before.’

Whitehead:  ‘Well, the country in which I was born and the one 
to which I have moved – we call it America – are both 
democracies. You would recognize us as such, I suppose. 
You Athenians, after all, invented the concept before it 
vanished for almost 2,000 years.’

5
Discussing War with Plato 
(429–347 BCE)
Christopher Coker
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Plato: ‘And much good it did us! You can only have a work-
able democracy, I have always insisted, if the soul of the 
demos is cultivated. And it became clear to me early in life 
that a city that chose Alcibiades to lead the expedition to 
Syracuse in the Great War, and later condemned Socrates 
to death, was lacking in such cultivation. For me, both 
events were proof enough that democracy is corrupting.

 It all went wrong anyway, long before Salamis. The vic-
tory of the oarsmen proved to be the victory of the worst 
kind: the poor landless people to which Athens in its 
infinite wisdom still sees fit to pay a pension for life. And 
do you think democracies can fight wars? Look what 
happened at Aegospotami – they executed twelve of our 
admirals – the best and brightest, well certainly the best, 
for not rescuing the sailors who drowned in a storm at sea. 
Do you know that but for that we might even have won 
the war? Anyway, I suppose you’d tell me that democracy 
flourishes in your world?’

Whitehead: ‘I wish I could. Twenty years ago we fought a war to make 
the world safe for democracy. I lost my son Eric to it. It 
didn’t quite work out as we hoped. In the years that fol-
lowed most democratic societies in fact seemed to go into 
retreat. We have just fought another war. When it began 
there were only 12 democracies left in the world. And 
soon we’re likely to find ourselves locked into another 
internecine conflict with a former ally, Russia.’

Plato: ‘The Scythians, again, hey?’
Whitehead: ‘Well, anyway, not quite the ones Herodotus tells us 

about.’
Plato: ‘I fear that war in your world is a constant? Unfortunately, 

the same is true of ours. Every Greek city is in a state of 
permanent war with another.’

‘Whitehead: You are very interested in war, aren’t you, more so than 
most philosophers? I used to tell my students that there 
are more references to war in The Republic than there 
are to any other phenomenon; even the word “peace” 
appears it would seem only to amplify war’s absence.’

Plato: ‘How could I not be interested? It robbed me of the 
political career that was my due. But I don’t regret that. 
Philosophy is the only calling. But can you imagine what 
might have happened if Socrates, the noblest man I have 
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ever known had died on the battlefield of Delium, which 
he nearly did. I was only five years old at the time. I prob-
ably wouldn’t have embarked on the life I did. Of course, 
the battle made Socrates famous for his bravery and espe-
cially his presence of mind in standing his ground against 
the Locrian horsemen.1 Had he tried to flee like the generals 
in command he would have been cut down.

 The task of a philosopher is to explain how the world 
works, to mobilize the power of argument and reason, to 
understand the logic behind things. Not that as a barbar-
ian you’d recognize this. We fight war quite differently 
from you. I did concede in The Republic if you care to look 
for the passage, that courage is not unique to Greeks; 
barbarians show it too, but the desire to learn, I’m afraid, 
is unique to us, and it’s only through instruction that we 
learn the prudent use of bravery. Courage should be a 
matter of practical intelligence, not passion.’

Whitehead: ‘Didn’t you make this point in The Laches? I recall that 
Socrates tells the sons of Aristides and Thucydides of Melissia 
that their fathers had sadly neglected their education.’

Plato: ‘Glad to see you know my work so well. Yes, Socrates tells 
them that their fathers might be great generals, but they 
had neglected to pass on their skills to their sons. One of 
the parties to the dialogue, you may also recall, is Nikias, 
who originally opposed the expedition to Syracuse, even 
though it was his fate to have to command one of the 
forces that sailed there. The whole debate in the Assembly 
was a generational conflict between the old and the 
young, Nikias representing the former and Alcibiades of 
course the latter, with the young as always anxious to 
prove themselves, at the cost of being reckless. You may 
also recall that Aristides and Thucydides tell Socrates that 
one day they will want their own sons trained first in the 
art of fencing. They missed the point entirely, didn’t they? 
What’s the point of swordplay if you don’t know the true 
nature of courage? Philosophy is deadly serious because 
the consequences of not philosophizing can be just that – 
deadly’.

Whitehead: ‘And you were also the first writer, as far as I know, to 
attach as much importance to numeracy as to language; 
you are the very first to insist on the importance of 
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mathematics. In The Protagoras you make much of the 
superiority of techne which I suppose can be translated as 
the development of foresight over tuche, which is usually 
translated in my world as “luck” or “fate”. And techne of 
course, in your eyes, is a branch of mathematics.’

Plato: ‘Yes, I wanted to show how through the study of philoso-
phy and mathematics you can manage your own needs 
and to some extent order the future.2 What I’m trying to 
say is that ethics and strategy can be quantified. It’s pos-
sible to gauge in each situation the quantity of a single 
value (like courage) and maximize it. And, mathematics 
to be sure has a more practical use as well. Geometry ena-
bles the formation of an army in battle, and arithmetic is 
useful for a soldier because it enables him to marshal all 
his forces.’

Whitehead: ‘And you think these rules allow for moderation?’
Plato: ‘No, they permit thoughtfulness. The problem with the 

Great War was that it threatened to turn “war” (polemos) 
into stasis (internecine conflict). That’s why I argued in 
The Republic that we Greeks needed more codified rules 
of behaviour. Our conflict with Sparta was really a civil 
war, a domestic quarrel. I propose the only way to avoid 
another such conflict would be to see conflict between 
Greeks as similar to a philosophical dialogue. Defeat and 
victory would then be seen as a way of bringing an oppo-
nent round to one’s own point of view, getting him to see 
reason, or at least to concede the argument for the time 
being. I would like war to be more reasonable, by which 
I mean not more humane, but more rational.’

Whitehead: ‘Well, we trusted to the same principles in our own Great 
War (which one of our historian-philosophers, a man 
called Arnold Toynbee, compared with your Great War – it 
was one of his more inspired thoughts). I doubt, however, 
whether you would warm to him. He’s a great reduction-
ist. But, there’s something I’d like to pursue a little further. 
What I find interesting about your views on war is the 
way in which you try to tame the warrior.’

Plato: ‘Of course. A state needs warriors but not Homer’s heroes. 
What I find most dangerous about our great poet’s depic-
tion of Achilles is the latter’s intense self-absorption. He 
may be a hero, but his single-minded pursuit of reputation 
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blinds him at times to the world he shares with others. 
Of course, if he were totally undeserving of admiration we 
wouldn’t revere him at all. I go out of my way to show he 
has a number of virtues that are admirable, such as hon-
our and undeniable bravery. But his spirit is disordered; 
he is clearly very unhappy and he is unhappy because 
of his inability to forge lasting friendships. Remember in 
The Iliad even Nestor says of him that he will enjoy his 
valour in loneliness. Paradoxically, it’s because he has no 
friends that he’s too much in love with life. He really can-
not imagine the value of other people and therefore what 
value his own death might have for others. He’s not will-
ing to sacrifice himself for anyone else.

 I make it a point to say that the warriors of the future 
should be trained by those who know about intellec-
tual pursuits such as arithmetic and geometry. Not that 
I am against physical strength, by the way. Gymnastics is 
important too; warriors have to be healthy both in body 
and soul. You have to know when to run, and when to 
hold your ground, as Socrates did at Delium. But you can 
only be in harmony with yourself if spiritedness is distin-
guished from desire. Otherwise, spirit will be infected by 
desire soon enough.’

Whitehead: ‘Indeed, I think this is your great contribution to our 
understanding of war: the wish to bring spirit, desire and 
reason into balance. Sometimes, I can’t help thinking you 
take it a little far, particularly when you suggest young 
boys should be taken onto the battlefield to learn about 
war at first hand. We have an author who wrote a book 
called Brave New World – a really frightening vision of the 
distant future, in which young boys are brought to hospital 
to see the old dying.’

Plato: ‘But the death of an old man from illness has little to tell 
us about life; the death of a young man in battle tells us 
everything. We seek the “good” in order to live a better 
life on the understanding that it is the only life we live. 
But if you are a warrior by calling you can find death life-
affirming. Death can even settle the account. That’s why 
I discourage excessive mourning (like Achilles’ mourn-
ing for Patroclus). In suggesting that children should be 
allowed to witness battles early in life I wanted them to 
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grasp the fact that courage is aroused in those who believe 
they are fighting in defence of their city.’

Whitehead: ‘You know, in my world your reputation has suffered from 
your wish to ban Homer from your ideal city. But I think 
I now understand why you do.’

Plato: ‘I have no quarrel with Homer as a poet but I do as an 
instructor of morals. I am, I like to think, something of a 
poet myself – my metaphors are praised by many. I am also 
a supreme stylist, unlike some I could mention. Have you 
tried reading Thucydides? I even cast my own thoughts 
in the form of dialogues you could re-enact on stage, 
I suppose, but for the crucial fact that the parties to the 
dialogue have no real character of their own – but then 
why should they? I want my readers to see themselves 
in the characters I portray, and they may not always like 
what’s reflected back. But my quarrel with Homer is that 
we are seduced by his artistry to admire even a man who 
is in no way admirable, even a man such as Achilles who 
we would be ashamed to resemble in real life.’

Whitehead: ‘I have to disagree, I’m afraid. I grant that as you say the 
artist makes “the soul relax its guard”. We can indeed 
be seduced by our stories but a great artist can show 
us aspects of the real we don’t always see. Art, after all, 
doesn’t offer an escape from reality; surely it animates it?’

Plato: ‘Whatever.’
Whitehead: ‘Might I ask why you cast your arguments in the form of 

dialogues, by the way?’
Plato: ‘At the risk of belabouring the point, a dialogue, you 

should understand, is not a trial in which two protago-
nists make equally strong cases and a jury in the end has 
to decide which to believe. Both parties must be prepared 
to recognize the superior arguments of the other, and find 
their positions reversed, or simply to find at the end that 
they are left without an argument which is believable. 
The purpose of a dialogue, after all, is not to produce a 
consensus – the gods forbid – but to strengthen the bonds 
between the participants through a free exchange of ideas. 
The decision to abide by the result shows respect for the 
dialogue itself and the people one’s in conversation with.’

Whitehead: ‘And that I suppose is why Socrates always has the last 
word? Or perhaps, if I may be bold, I should say you do.’
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Plato: ‘What are you implying?’
Whitehead: ‘Well, surely the Socrates that makes an appearance in 

your work is actually you? There’s a Greek philosopher 
called Diogenes who will follow you who claimed that 
Socrates once heard you reading The Lysis and com-
mented, “by Herakles, what lies this young man is telling 
about me!”.’

Plato: ‘And did this Diogenes witness this episode or report what 
he was told. Don’t listen to tittle-tattle.’

(at this point, Whitehead overhears himself thinking: this conversation itself 
is becoming a bit like a Platonic dialogue)

Whitehead: ‘But, if I may continue with my line of enquiry. You are 
the first person and the last for about 2,000 years, who 
suggested that women could serve as soldiers. Were you 
being disingenuous?’

Plato: ‘Remember, I said that physical fitness has no bearing 
on what seems to be an almost universal reluctance – 
amongst Greeks and barbarians – to prevent women from 
serving as soldiers. Why is that so? Take the case of guard 
dogs: both male and female are equally efficient, from 
which one can conclude that any educational system 
should be able to produce female warriors, too. To the 
objection that different sexes have different innate abili-
ties, I would concede only that people are obviously dif-
ferently inclined, but that their inclinations have nothing 
to do with any innate ability’.

Whitehead: ‘So I suppose you would be seen as an early feminist?’
Plato: ‘What do you mean by that?’
Whitehead: ‘Well, we now allow women to vote, you may be surprised 

to hear, though we don’t allow them to bear arms.’
Plato: ‘But don’t be obtuse, I’m not arguing that most women 

are capable of bearing arms. I’m only arguing that in the 
case of a few it may be possible to cultivate manly virtues – 
because you know, there are manly souls in some female 
bodies. I don’t think you can train out natural desires, but 
masculinity in a woman, if it exists, can be brought out. 
Anyway, if I were you, I wouldn’t take it too seriously.’

Whitehead: ‘Anyway, you will probably be glad to know that even in my 
century women won’t be donning uniform anytime soon!’
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(It was at this point that Whitehead himself woke up, just before he could ask 
Plato whether he was indeed the author of the Seventh Letter. He died a few 
months later still wondering whether he should not have insisted on explain-
ing what a footnote actually is).

Notes

1. See Victor Davis Hanson, ‘Socrates dies at Delium’, in Robert Cowley (ed.) 
More What If: Eminent Historians Imagine What Might Have Been (London: 
Macmillan, 2002).

2. See Martha Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness; Luck and Ethics in Greek 
Philosophy and Tragedy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), p. 95.
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International Studies Association Convention, Big US City, sometime in the 
future

Chair: Welcome, ladies and gentlemen, to this Senior 
Scholars Panel. If you could please find your 
seats, we can begin.

Aristotle: Oh my goodness, this is just wonderful. 
I can’t believe this. This is wonderful.

Chair Professor … er Mr … Aristotle, could you 
(quietly to Aristotle): please get off the floor? We need to begin. 
Aristotle: I’m sorry, it’s just that this, what did you call 

it, ‘electricity’ is simply amazing. The concept 
behind it is incredible. You said something 
about positive and negative electrons alternat-
ing? I want to know more about electrons. I 
need more information on this. Can we simply 
hold off until later? [He goes back beneath the 
panel table and looks carefully at the wires.]

Chair: I promise, we can discuss this later. Can you 
please be seated? [Louder] So, we can begin, 
I think? Today, we are lucky to have a guest 
from our collective past, Aristotle, who will 
be the subject of our Senior Scholars Panel. If 
I can please introduce our guests: First, we have 
Professor Realist, who comes from University Ivy 
and has published widely on power, institutions 
and war. Second, we have Professor Positivist 
from University Midwest, who has published 
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on methods, statistics and foreign policy analy-
sis. Third, we have Professor Critical, from 
University Europe, who has published on inter-
national political theory, securitization and 
constructivism. Next we have Professor History 
from University England who has published on 
international society, imperialism and respon-
sibility. Finally, we have Professor Gender from 
University Australia who has published on 
gender, critical theory and poststructuralism. 
Welcome to you all. Can I first ask our guest of 
honour to say something about his orientation 
to the field of International Relations? 

Aristotle Ah, yes, I would like to use this machine here
(fumbling with if I could? Does it project some kind of light or 
convention computer substance on the wall behind us? I saw someone 
on the table): else using it. Can I learn to use this, please?
Chair: Aristotle, we are more interested in your 

ideas about international relations? Or even 
politics?

Aristotle: Oh, of course, politics. Yes, I have much to say 
about this. But we can return later to the elec-
tricity and machines, yes? I do so wonder at the 
world around me, and your world is immensely 
wonderful.

Chair: [Somewhat annoyed] We only have 10 minutes 
for an opening, so perhaps we could hear your 
ideas? 

Aristotle: Minutes? I’m not sure I know what you mean 
there? Well, in any case, let me begin. As you 
know, it is nature that begins and ends our 
inquiries. I have spent much of my efforts in 
studying the works of nature. My teacher, Plato, 
was more interested in the world of ideas, but 
I wished to see the world as it is, the real world. 
I spent many long days in the lagoon in Pyrrha, 
a wondrous place filled with fish, scallops, 
birds, molluscs, simply an abundance of life. 
Have you ever wondered about the shape of the 
nautilus shell? Why is it curved in the way it is? 
Empedocles and others had their theories, but of 
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course I realized that it must relate to the way in 
which it moves upon the waters. This locomo-
tive effect, then, is what defines the nautilus in 
terms of its peculiar features. As I investigated 
further, I realized that the reasons must be 
deeper still, related to the difference between liv-
ing on land and sea and how an animal, a  living 
creature, could be able to do both. I then …

Professor Realist: I’m afraid I don’t see how this is relevant. I have 
a celebration of my life thrown by my influential 
students to attend in a few hours. In what ways 
does this relate to the nature of conflict and war? 

Aristotle: Nature of conflict and war? Well, I will get to 
conflict and war eventually, but, again, I think 
we might first seek to explain what we mean by 
nature, should we not? For me, nature defines 
our investigation, for within nature there is 
meaning. But that meaning will not be found by 
simplistic reflections on ideal types as Plato sug-
gested. No, we must look to the reality around 
us, we must compare like and unlike, and from 
this comparison we can create our categories by 
which we continue our investigations. 

Professor Positivist: Precisely! Only through a rigorous compara-
tive method can we find the answers to the 
 fundamental questions of why there is war. 

Aristotle: Excellent, a fellow comparativist! What do you 
compare, if I may ask?

Professor Positivist: Well, I have recently added to the Correlates of 
War database a new category of analysis, one 
that should hopefully solidify our findings on 
democracies and war.

Aristotle: Indeed, you have also found that  democracies 
are warlike? I have only comparisons from 
Greece, but perhaps you can add others. It 
seems the world has grown a great deal since 
my time, or at least more of the world has been 
discovered. 

[Awkward silence]  Well, in fact, we have found that democracies 
Professor Positivist: do not go to war with each other in our 

comparisons. 
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Aristotle: So, is that common wisdom according to you? 
I think we ought to begin with that, though I’m 
not sure we should trust it. 

Professor Realist: Yes, I agree, we certainly should not trust this. 
It may be common wisdom among some, but 
I do not think it is correct. Power differentials 
are a better predictor than domestic structure for 
 determining war.

Aristotle: It appears the common wisdom is not shared 
by all. This is quite a good beginning point for 
our investigation. So, how should we proceed? 
Perhaps we need to determine what is the essence 
of war? And of democracy? 

Professor Realist: According to Clausewitz, war is the continuation 
of politics by other means, i.e., violent means.

Aristotle: Yes, perhaps. Though, I am not sure this is how we 
ought to define politics. Is not politics the activity 
of ruling and being ruled? And, does it not entail, 
ultimately, the use of reason and language to 
 persuade our fellows? 

Professor Realist: I am only appealing to the authority of one of the 
greatest writers on war who has ever lived. Is that 
not how scholarship ought to progress, by turning 
to the greats? We could even go to one of your col-
leagues, Thucydides. Did he not teach us that war 
comes from fear of the other in a system of anarchy?

Aristotle: That disgraced general who sought to justify his 
views in his disputed history of the war? His 
ancestor of the same name was a great man, one 
who was essential in moving Athens toward its 
constitutional order. But the Thucydides to whom 
you refer, well, I’m not so sure he has much to tell 
us. Perhaps he might be relevant in our investiga-
tion, as would your friend Clausewitz. At the same 
time, while we ought to respect authority, we also 
ought to observe, compare and analyse in order to 
come to some conclusions about war and democ-
racy. So, to return to our question, do democracies 
go to war with each? You have offered us one defi-
nition of war, that of politics by violent means. 
I do not think this is the essence of war. It would 
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seem that war is better understood as conflict 
and competition. And, we know of course that it 
allows men to practice their virtue, the virtues of 
courage and wisdom. So, perhaps it is an activity 
in which might teach us how to act politically, in 
that some of the virtues are shared by both? 

Professor Realist: Hmmm. Perhaps.
Professor Critical: I would just like to interject here, if I may? Is not 

war something that we construct? Is it real in the 
sense in which you are both discussing it? I think 
that– 

Professor Realist: Here we go …
Professor Critical: I am sorry you still feel that investigating the nature 

of language and its relation to international poli-
tics is so unimportant. But, I think Wittgenstein 
and Giddens and so many others have demon-
strated its centrality to our  investigations that we 
must take them seriously.

Aristotle: Yes, yes, of course language is important. 
Professor Critical: As you can see, our guest agrees with us. 
Aristotle: Language, or reason, what we call logos in my 

tongue, defines the nature of what it means to be 
a person. For it is language that differentiates us 
from all other animals, is it not? Without it, we 
could not understand the nature of the universe 
and our place in it.

Professor Critical: Yes, indeed, language is central. So, we can then 
conclude that any investigation into the question of 
war and democracy is in fact an investigation into 
the ways in which these words, this language, 
 constructs the reality of democracy and war. And, …

Aristotle: Ah, excuse me. I am not sure what you mean there. 
Language does not construct our world, does it? 
Language and our ability to rationalize about 
the world is the first and primary element of our 
nature as humans. But, language is simply a way 
to categorize the reality of our world. The words 
we use can be made to construct either a proposi-
tion, which can be true or false, or a judgment, 
which is located in the mind of the individual per-
son. So, when you speak of language constructing 
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the world, you must be speaking of judgments not 
propositions? But, if so, science should begin with 
propositions not with judgments. 

Professor Critical: True and false are simply judgments, are they not? 
They have no actual foundation in reality.

Aristotle: Hmmm. I am not sure what you mean by this, 
though perhaps we are using language differently 
here. Let me suggest a different way of approach-
ing this. So, we might begin by seeking to discover 
the primary elements involved in war and democ-
racy. In terms of war, we might begin with the 
element of the army or weapons, could we not? 

Professor Critical: But a weapon is not real unless we define it as a 
weapon. A gun is simply a piece of metal with 
gunpowder and a spark to make the bullet fly for-
ward. This is not necessarily a weapon, but only 
a weapon because we define it as such. It is our 
discourse that turns the metal into a weapon.

Aristotle: I am quite interested in this thing you call a gun; 
I assume it shoots out some sort of a projectile? As 
an arrow? 

Professor Critical: Yes, sorry, I forgot you may not know what that is. 
We might consider a sword instead.

Aristotle: Yes, a sword, I know this. But, it is not my percep-
tion of a sword which makes it a sword. There are, 
I would suggest, four causes to this thing. There 
is the material from which it is made, the bronze, 
wood and twine; there is the blacksmith who 
made it; there is the form of it, which can vary but 
which must include a blade and a handle in some 
configuration; and, most importantly, there is its 
purpose, which is to cut and kill in battle.

Professor Critical: But you know it could be used for other things, 
such as cutting down a tree or slaughtering 
 animals, yes?

Aristotle: I am afraid not. For that you would either use an 
axe or a butcher’s knife. The sword is for fighting 
in battle. It may share the form of the butcher’s 
knife, having a blade and a handle; indeed, they 
may be almost identical. But in the end it is the 
purpose, its telos, its final function that defines it 
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as a sword. The sword is for fighting and killing in 
battle, nothing more nothing less. 

Professor Critical: Well, then, what is the purpose of war? It cannot 
be so simply defined as the purpose of sword, can 
it? And what is the purpose of democracy? I’m 
afraid I simply cannot accept your move to some 
sort of mystical ontology from what is essentially 
a matter of epistemology. 

Aristotle: But there is nothing other than ontology, is there? 
The nature of being is what we are trying to dis-
cover here. And, I do not think my ontology is 
mystical, not at all. Compared with Plato, well, 
I am much more grounded in the nature of real-
ity than he and perhaps many others. The causes 
of which I speak are readily evident in the natu-
ral world that surrounds us. As to the nature of 
war and democracy, I thought that is what we 
were seeking to investigate. I do not have the 
final answer to this, but I think we are moving 
forward. I am still intrigued by the question of 
whether or not democracies go to war. I see that 
received opinion suggests that they do not, but 
I do not quite agree with this. So, we need further 
 discussion and debate about this. 

Professor History: Could I perhaps take us into slightly different ter-
ritory? I understand the importance of the war and 
democracy question, though this has become a bit 
of a preoccupation with my friends in the United 
States. Might I suggest a different question?

Aristotle: Well, if we might come back to the war and 
democracy question later, yes, of course. What do 
you wish to discuss.

Professor History: I am curious, Aristotle, whether you think an 
imperialistic foreign policy is justified? In light of 
the history of not only Athens but Macedon too, 
I would think this would be something you have 
considered?

[Awkward silence] As you know, my pupil, Alexander, went on to 
Aristotle: become a rather strong, ah, advocate of expanding 

the Greek world. I believe the best political order 
is one that enables a form of civic friendship, one 
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 in which all citizens know and interact with each 
other. So, it would seem that such a thing is not 
possible in an empire. 

Professor History: But our world does not contain such polities; the 
smallest has more than 100,000 people. 

Aristotle: What of the largest?
Professor History: More than one billion.
Aristotle: This surely must be a disordered polity. It cannot 

function. How does political life take place? There 
can be no deliberation. Individuals could not 
become citizens, for they would have no chance 
to rule, much less learn how to be ruled. I simply 
 cannot envision such a political community.

Professor History: But Alexander created an empire with very large 
numbers. And even the Amphictyionic League? 
This brought together a great group of Greek city 
states, did it not? 

Aristotle: Yes, of course, but this was a religious league, one 
designed to protect the temples in times of war. It 
did not create citizenship or allow individuals to 
rule. It had a diplomatic function, to be sure, but it 
was no polity, I can assure of that.

Professor History: I am sorry, Aristotle, but polities as you envision 
them are simply not applicable in our world. The 
size of the world and the technology that has been 
created to enable greater interactions – these are 
radi cally different than your day. I do not think your 
reflections on politics have relevance any longer. 

Aristotle: Well, I hope that is not the case. Perhaps I might 
ask a few questions, though, to see if my reflections 
still remain relevant?

Professor History: Of course, please do. It’s your panel, after all.
Aristotle: If you are correct, and the world has changed so 

radically, we might well want to consider the nature 
of change. Is it not the case that all things change? 

Professor History: Indeed, they do. This is what history tells us.
Aristotle: But, is there not a worry that too much change, par-

ticularly in political life, will be a problem? For rapid 
change in politics leads to revolution, and revo-
lution is not conducive to a life of thought, pleasure 
and the development of the virtues. So, I would 
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think we want to identify those things in political 
life that might hinder revolutionary change. 

Professor History: I’m afraid that is impossible. All things change, the 
human person evolves.

Aristotle: Indeed, I would not deny some elements of this. 
But, does the human person change? Does he truly 
evolve? I would think there is something essential 
about the human person, something that does not 
change. If we can identify that, can we not protect 
ourselves against the dangers of rapid,  revolutionary 
change?

Professor History: Well, perhaps you are right. But I think it may well 
be difficult, if not impossible, to find any unity 
across the diversity of the human condition.

Aristotle: This may be the case, but because political life is 
about the human person, should we not begin 
there? Has the human person changed? 

Professor History: From your day, perhaps not. In terms of evolution, 
the great changes happened far previous to that.

Aristotle: Good, so we can start here. What differentiates the 
human person from the rest of reality?

Professor History: Well, I’m not sure. This seems a question more for 
biologists and other scientists than it does for us.

Aristotle: But, my good man, is it not the case that we are all 
scientists? 

Professor History: I am not scientist, I can tell you that. I believe in a 
humanistic approach to knowledge, one that refuses 
to use quantitative methods or other such nonsense. 

Aristotle: I am not sure what you mean by quantitative 
methods, but if you mean measuring things with 
 numbers, I’m not sure why you would object to that. 

Professor History: They cannot capture the reality of the human 
condition, and they distort the reality they seek 
to measure. Consider the question of democracies 
and war – there is no way to quantitatively meas-
ure how many democracies there are in the world. 
There are simply too many differences and diver-
gences to capture that reality. The entire exercise is 
flawed, I’m afraid. 

Aristotle: I am not sure I agree; science is merely ensuring 
that our propositions are true and that they reflect 
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the reality of our world. But, in any case, let us go 
back to the question of the human person. If we 
consider reality, there does seem something that 
makes us different. We are active in the way that 
rocks, earth, water and air are not. True?

Professor History: I suppose so.
Aristotle: We are part of those things that are living, plants 

and animals. Plants do not move, animals do. So, 
this makes us part of the animal world.

Professor History: Yes, proceed.
Aristotle: But, we clearly differ from animals, do we not? No 

animal thinks or communicates as we do? Is this 
not so?

Professor Gender: May I please jump in here? I’ve been listening so 
far very carefully to you, Aristotle, waiting for us to 
get close to my own concerns, which I will get to in 
a moment. But, at this point, I must disagree with 
you. Dolphins and monkeys communicate in ways 
that are not dissimilar from us. Further, there is no 
good reason to believe that animals don’t have the 
same rights as we do, in terms of not being subject 
to pain. 

Aristotle: Ah, so, I was not entirely sure who you are. [To 
the chair] Do women usually participate in such 
deliberations? This is, ah, different from my world, 
I must say.

Chair: Yes, of course, Aristotle, women are full-fledged 
members of our academic community.

Aristotle: But, you only have one on the panel. Are there 
others? 

Chair: Yes, well, true, our ideal is that women are full 
members of the community, but of course, we have 
not quite achieved that yet in our numbers. 

Professor Gender: I am finding this conversation rather offensive, 
for many reasons. However, perhaps we can return 
to the question of animals and persons before 
 proceeding further with the question of women?

Aristotle: Yes, of course. To be honest, if you have evi-
dence that dolphins, monkeys and other animals 
share the ability to communicate, this would be 
important. But, I’m afraid that it is not simply 
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communication on its own. It is, what I mentioned 
earlier, logos, and the ability to combine the spoken 
(and written) word with reason. Do these animals 
share this? Do they reflect on themselves and what 
they are doing? Can they articulate issues within 
the form of a syllogism, the master concept of sci-
entific investigation? 

Professor Gender: Well, I doubt that. But the fact that a person cannot 
reason does not make her any less a person. So, that 
alone cannot be what differentiates us.

Aristotle: Yes, I agree, that there are some who reason 
better than others. But this simply means they 
are more virtuous than their fellow persons. So, 
I would  suggest that there is the  potential for rea-
soned speech and discourse among all persons, 
even if it is not fully developed. Could we agree 
on this? 

Professor Gender: Yes, I suppose we can. 
Aristotle: There is, then, one more element that differentiates 

us from other animals. We live in communities, 
political communities, ones that are designed to 
advance our good as persons. Do animals have this?

Professor Gender: Well, animals do live in community. Dolphins swim 
in pods with some evidence that they have the abil-
ity to structure their interactions in  accordance 
with forms of hierarchy.

Aristotle: Yes, but they do not deliberate about the nature 
of their political structure, do they? Further, I am 
not convinced, unless you have learned otherwise, 
that they structure their interactions in such a way 
that allows for true political community, a political 
community dedicated to the good.

Professor Gender: No political community is dedicated to the good, 
at least none that I know of. Moreover, the good 
means nothing. My friend, Professor Critical, might 
argue that the good is something we construct 
together and so exists.

Professor Critical: Indeed, I believe moral norms are central to politi-
cal life.

Professor Gender: I do not. The good is nothing more than something 
used by the powerful, by men, by the wealthy, by 
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all with power to disempower the weak. It is a failed 
concept that we must abandon. 

Aristotle: But, certainly, every political community is devoted 
to some good, or it would not exist. All things, all 
persons, all activities seek toward that which is good 
for them. And, if we agree that what is good for per-
sons is the pursuit of knowledge and living together 
in community, then a political community is neces-
sarily devoted to a good. It may not be a good about 
which we all agree, but it must be a good. 

Professor Gender: I do not understand.
Aristotle: Consider yourself. You come here, at this table before 

this audience, in pursuit of some good. What is it?
Professor Gender: I would not call it a good, I would call it my role as 

a scholar/activist.
Aristotle: I think there is something worth pursuing here. 

So, it is a good, a good of some sort. Now, we then 
need to consider whether or not that good is a true 
good or a distorted one. Is your good something 
that reflects the good for the human person, or an 
individualized, particular good?

Professor Gender: Well, I believe that we should all be pursuing our 
roles as scholars and activists. 

Aristotle: I completely agree! You have captured the nature 
of the political life precisely. We should orient our 
political communities toward creating spaces in 
which we can think and act. This is the good of the 
political community. I am so glad I have someone 
with whom I agree on this panel. 

Chair: I believe we are almost out of time. I know there are 
many more questions to ask our guest, but perhaps 
we can give him some time to raise any issues we 
have not brought up?

Aristotle: Yes, I did have an important question. Are you not 
all teachers? 

Chair: Yes, almost all of us teach at colleges or universities. 
Why?

Aristotle: We have not spoken of your educational  methods 
or beliefs. Is this not the most important  element of 
the political? Should we not orient our  communities 
toward education? 
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Chair: Well, you know, there are a great many pressures on our 
time. Most of us have graduate students helping us with 
teaching and, well, it is just a bit more rewarding to have 
that article published or book come out. I’m not sure I get 
much pleasure from teaching anymore. I’ve got more impor-
tant things to do.

Aristotle: I am a bit shocked to hear you say this, especially if you are 
interested in politics. Should you not be teaching your youth 
to be good, to rule and be ruled? What of music? Do they 
listen to music?

Chair: Oh, do they ever.
Aristotle: Do you ensure the music connects them to the centrality of 

the soul and its relation to the political life? What forms do 
they use? Are they taught to play music? What of athletics? 
Do they learn to compete and excel on the field of play?

Chair: Ah, I would think this is something for the student life 
programmes? 

Aristotle: Well, I feel you must rededicate yourself to this. Your politi-
cal life, no matter the size of the polity or the gender of the 
persons, must begin and end with education. My teacher, 
Plato, felt all education should be left to the polis. I am not 
sure I would go that far, but certainly you, as teachers and 
scholars of the political life, should have education as your 
first and foremost concern. If you do not, well, you simply 
do not understand politics. 

Chair: Ah, well, that’s all we have time for. Aristotle, thank you very 
much for your participation. We hope to see you at some 
future conference.

Aristotle: Thank you! Now, can someone explain to me how these lights 
upon the wall work without any flame …

Note

Thanks to Chris Brown, Laura Sjoberg, Cian O’Driscoll, Nicholas Onuf, Hidemi 
Suganami, Ned Lebow and Peer Schouten for helpful comments on the text.
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Lou, a present-day student, meets Niccolò Machiavelli at his old workplace 
inside the Palazzo Vecchio in Florence, where the Florentine government was 
based in his day.

Lou: Thanks so much for agreeing to see me, Signor Machiavelli. 
There’s a crowd of tourists out there hoping to meet you.

Machiavelli: My pleasure, and please call me Niccolò. I’ve never been 
one for titles and ranks. When I worked for the Florentine 
government, some of the great gentlemen I worked with 
constantly complained that I showed them too little 
reverence.

Lou: They’d be amazed to see how popular you’ve become 500 
years after you wrote your Prince. People here keep saying 
they’ve never seen a longer queue in Florence than the 
one outside your door, even to see the Mona Lisa. You’ve 
become quite a rock star over the centuries.

Machiavelli: I doubt that most of those people are my adoring fans – 
I’ve always been more notorious than loved. But I can’t 
complain. Notoriety has made my afterlife rather 
interesting.

Lou: Well, I personally am a great admirer, not just of your 
Prince but also your Discourses and Art of War and other 
works, though I confess I haven’t read them all cover to 
cover. And a few months ago I performed in a student 
production of your comedy, The Mandrake. That was the 
most fun I’ve had in ages. A few puritanical spectators 
were shocked by the risqué subject-matter and hard-
hitting jokes, but most of the audience loved it.

7
Niccolò Machiavelli (1469–1527): 
Two Realisms
Erica Benner
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Machiavelli: In my own time, you know, I was far more famous for 
that play than for my political writings. The Prince and 
Discourses weren’t even published until after my demise. 
I wanted to make a gift of the Prince to the princely rulers 
of Florence, the Medici. But my friend Francesco Vettori 
advised me not to send it to them.1

Lou: Why not?
Machiavelli: He knew how much they mistrusted me. They thought 

I wanted to get rid of their family dynasty and restore a 
republican form of government. For 14 years, you see, I’d 
been Secretary – a sort of high-up civil service post – to 
the Florentine Republic. I worked like the devil to defend 
my city’s popular constitution against its enemies, mostly 
upper-class types who wanted to turn it into an oligarchy 
or a principality. Then the year before I wrote my Prince, 
a foreign-sponsored coup swept the Medici princes into 
power. They let most people keep their political posts, 
but I was dismissed and banned from these government 
offices. Those were hard times for me, and for my family. 
My wife Marietta was pregnant with our third or fourth 
child …

Lou: And things went from bad to worse, didn’t they? A few 
months after you lost your job, weren’t you imprisoned 
and tortured on suspicion of conspiring to overthrow the 
new rulers?

Machiavelli: I was. The charges were based on the flimsiest evidence. 
They released me after a few weeks, after ripping my 
shoulders from their sockets. But for years after that, the 
Medici and their partisans remained suspicious of any-
thing I wrote about politics. No matter how extravagantly 
I seemed to praise their princely style of government, 
they were convinced that I wanted to bring back a republic 
with elected leaders and a popular assembly. 

Lou: But they liked your comic plays, didn’t they? Though 
I think I detect some similarities between your Mandrake 
and the Prince. The Prince tells men who want to become 
absolute one-man rulers how to fulfil their dreams, 
even if they have to use unscrupulous methods. Your 
Mandrake’s protagonist is a rich young man, Callimaco, 
who returns to Florence from abroad – a bit like the 
Medici princes, who were in exile under your republic. 
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Using every dirty trick in the book, he connives to go to 
bed with a virtuous married woman, Lucretia (I played 
her in our student production). Between all the laughs, 
some of those Medici must have wondered if you weren’t 
offering a sneaky commentary on how they wangled 
their way to power. 

Machiavelli: Ah, the goddess Fortuna has decided to smile on me 
today! At last she sends me an interviewer who doesn’t 
expect me to talk like some cold-fish political scientist, 
rattling off ruthless how-to maxims! And such a pretty 
interviewer, if you don’t mind my saying so.

Lou: Considering your well-known weakness for the ladies, 
and – if you don’t mind my saying so – your venerable 
age, I don’t mind at all. But I still want to ask you some 
hard questions. 

Machiavelli: Please do. 
Lou: As you know, people these days tend to use the word 

‘Machiavellian’ as a synonym for ‘unscrupulous’ or ‘cyni-
cal’. The lecturers in my university courses tried to get 
beyond the crude stereotypes. They had us read parts of 
the Discourses where you praise republics and the rule 
of law. We learned that even the Prince contains some 
surprisingly moral-sounding advice. Still, most people 
who write about you seem to agree that you’re a clear-cut 
Realist. Do you accept that label?

Machiavelli: I’m not very up-to-date with these modern terms, you 
know. 

Lou: Well, most Realists think self-preservation is a basic good 
that may conflict with moral concerns like justice or 
freedom. They say that individuals and states sometimes 
have to set moral ideals aside for the sake of security.

Machiavelli: Now I remember. Back in the 19th century, some 
Germans – first Fichte and Hegel, later Meinecke – started 
citing me as a champion of Realpolitik. They invoked 
some of my arguments to call for national unification, 
if necessary by means of blood and iron.2 Then various 
Italian nationalists, of both the left and right, followed 
suit. I was happy to lend my name to support their more 
reasonable aims. Like them, I wanted Italians in my day 
to stand up against foreign invaders. I thought they’d 
only succeed if the separate Italian states – there were 
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quite a few of them in those times, always at each other’s 
throats – put aside their rivalries and made some sort 
of league for countrywide defence. But I never said this 
could be done by blood and iron, or that a single great 
man could save Italy, if he were sufficiently ruthless. 

Lou: So what is the key to defending a state, or a divided country? 
Machiavelli: One’s own arms. Instead of relying on foreign merce-

naries or begging for military help from abroad, train 
your own citizens to defend their country. When I was 
Secretary I persuaded the Florentine government to cre-
ate a militia of peasants recruited from our countryside. 
If other Italian cities had done the same and formed a 
defensive confederation like the Swiss, Italy might not 
have been torn apart and occupied by foreign powers 
until the mid-19th century. 

Lou: If you make an army of ordinary people, won’t the upper 
classes and princes worry that the lower orders might 
turn their arms against them?

Machiavelli: Indeed. My colleagues and I met with ferocious resistance 
to our militia plans from Florence’s so-called great men, 
I can tell you! They were too scared to arm ordinary peo-
ple inside our city walls. So we started with a few peas-
ants in the countryside. Then before we could take things 
further, the Medici came in and abolished our people’s 
army altogether. 

Lou: It must be easier to set up those armies in popular repub-
lics, where the people who fight also have a large role in 
government. 

Machiavelli: Absolutely. That’s one reason why the best-defended 
states are republics of that kind. But there’s another 
reason why your Realists should prefer republican forms 
of government, since they care so much about security. 
People fight more fiercely to defend their country when 
they have a real stake in its way of life: when they can 
make a decent living, feel that they’re treated with 
respect, and take part in politics.3

Lou: Is that how the ancient Romans organized their defences 
and grew so strong? 

Machiavelli: I do think the Romans got more things right than wrong, 
until they grew too great for their own good and started 
handing too much power to their generals and other 
overambitious men. But I had contemporary models too. 
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While I was Secretary we Florentines fought a long war 
with Pisa after the Pisans rebelled from our little empire. 
They’d been under Florentine control for 100 years and 
were desperately weak, impoverished, and depopulated. 
But they’d never forgotten their proud old traditions of 
republican government and independence.4 Fired up by 
the memory of their fathers’ freedom, they armed and 
trained every man, woman and child to defend their 
liberty. Their wealthy men agreed to share power with 
the lower classes and the peasants, inspiring everyone to 
fight for the common cause.5 For 14 years they fought 
us off and made life very, very hard for us Florentines. 
On paper we were far stronger than them, but they had 
something we lacked: a burning popular will to defend 
their own power of self-government against our efforts 
to stifle it. Though we eventually re-conquered Pisa with 
the help of my new citizen militia, the whole world saw 
how useful the love of freedom is to anyone who wants 
to build good defences.

Lou: It sounds as if you think some ideals are needed for self-
preservation. The kind of republican government you 
want is an ideal, isn’t it? In one of your less well-known 
writings you say that the best way to defend any state 
is to establish a ‘true republic’ inside, organized so that 
what you call ‘the generality of people’ have a major 
share of power.6 In the Discourses too, you claim to be 
setting out general standards of government and foreign 
policy for ‘any city whatever.’7 

Machiavelli: I find it a bit baffling when people think it’s easy to draw 
a line between political ‘ideals’ and ‘realities’. As I see it, 
the most realistic solution to the problem of insecurity 
inside and among states is a well-designed republican 
government defended by its own people. And if that’s an 
ideal, it’s one I anchor in a certain understanding of basic 
human realities. 

Lou: I wonder if your basic realities are the same as those of 
many modern Realists? I’m thinking of the ones who 
say that the instinct for survival is the main reality that 
drives human beings. It seems to follow that it’s realistic 
to seek safety, and idealistic to want to live free. The prac-
tical conclusion is that safety has to come before freedom 
or republics. 
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Machiavelli: I say safety and freedom have to go together. Of course 
human beings have a powerful drive to preserve them-
selves, like all other animals. But we’re thinking animals, 
and it doesn’t take much deep thought to understand the 
advantages of a free way of life, especially for our own 
security.8 

Lou: All right, but now I’m wondering how all this fits with 
what you say about human nature in the Prince. Here’s 
a quote: men generally are ‘ungrateful, fickle pretend-
ers and dissemblers, evaders of danger, eager for gain.’9 
Your point is that most people can’t be trusted; human 
untrustworthiness is, one might say, a basic reality. If you 
can’t trust other people, don’t you have to watch your 
own back before you can think about living with them in 
some high-minded republic? 

Machiavelli: Yes you do. That’s why I advise the founders of new states 
to make a thorough, honest study of human shortcom-
ings before they set to work. But if you get too fixated on 
other people’s untrustworthiness, you might not try hard 
enough to work out ways to make them deserve your trust. 

Lou: I’m not sure what you have in mind.
Machiavelli: Take my citizen militias again. As we said earlier, upper 

classes tend to mistrust their armed plebs and peasants; 
and so long as they use them as cheap cannon fodder, 
they have good reason to worry about a possible rebel-
lion. But if things are organised in a state so there aren’t 
extreme inequalities, economic or political, and so that 
ordinary people can feed their families and win public 
respect, they’ll become its stoutest defenders.10 With the 
right policies, it’s possible to turn people you mistrust 
into reliable partners. 

Lou: But what happens when trust and civil order collapse, as 
you say they eventually always do, since no state can last 
forever? Then isn’t it every man and state for him – or 
itself?

Machiavelli: In my books I talk about two possible responses to politi-
cal collapse, or indeed to any serious threats. One is to go 
it alone, ignoring the moral scruples that restrain us in 
quieter times and learning ‘not to be good.’11 The other is 
to tackle threats by building new, collaborative relation-
ships to help you feel safer. Romulus, Cyrus, and other 
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famous empire-makers did the former. Other ancient city-
founders, such as Aeneas and Dido, did the second. Cast 
out of their homelands, they had to work by way of friends 
and confederates to build their new cities, winning the 
consent of neighbours where they settled.12 Another example 
is Hiero of Syracuse. After his tyrannical predecessors 
destroyed trust within Syracuse and with its neighbours, 
Hiero rebuilt it. He rose to authority by being chosen for 
his merits, not by money, cunning, family connections, 
foreign armies, or brute force …

Lou: I’d never heard of him before reading the Prince. I sort of 
skimmed the parts where you mention him,13 assuming 
that the other big names you mention are more important 
role models.

Machiavelli: That’s probably because Hiero didn’t found a sprawling 
new empire, or get elevated to the rank of a god. He merely 
helped his countrymen throw off a decadent tyranny, 
replaced useless mercenary forces with a strong civilian 
army, forged new alliances that made for stable peace and 
strengthened his country’s shattered ties with their fellow 
Greeks. That might not sound as impressive as the gran-
diose conquests made by Romulus or Cyrus or Theseus. 
But unlike those princes – whom ancient writers criticized 
for their excessive personal ambitions – Hiero won the 
unqualified praise of his chroniclers. 

Lou: I’m not sure this makes sense, but could we say that 
your writings actually set out two kinds of Realism: one 
unilateral and amoral, the other collaborative and more 
concerned with how to treat other people – and states – 
when seeking security? 

Machiavelli: That sounds like a fair description. I don’t like to tell my 
readers which methods they should imitate. I’d rather 
they use their own brains to decide what’s the surest 
route to long-term safety. They also need to think hard 
about which ends are compatible with lasting security. 
Yes, Romulus became a big padrone and conqueror. But 
Plutarch tells us that his bullying methods made him so 
many enemies that his own Senate had him murdered as 
a tyrant.14 And the virtuous Roman republic became hor-
ribly corrupted after it started expanding beyond Italy, 
and soon died a violent death.15 
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Lou: You’ve got me thinking now about how to build trust 
among people who start off suspicious of one another. 
I see how you can do this inside a state, as you tried to 
do with your militia. But isn’t it a different story in inter-
national relations, where there’s no central force to back 
up the institutions that are supposed to foster trust?

Machiavelli: It can be harder, but the basic methods of persuading 
people to act as your co-defenders are the same inside 
or among states. If you want to be sure of a foreign 
ally – that he won’t abandon you when you’re down, 
or if he grows strong enough to threaten you – what’s 
the most effective way to secure his loyalty? 

Lou: Money and favours? Fear?
Machiavelli: Money buys you poor-quality, fair-weather friends. 

Allies who support you out of fear are unreliable too: 
too much fear makes people hate you, and when they 
hate you they conspire against you.16 No, your saf-
est bet is to act in ways that inspire trust in yourself. 
If you take clear sides and stick by friends through 
their defeats as well as victories, there’s a more than 
fair chance that they’ll reciprocate and help you out 
when you’re down. In response to your firm commit-
ments they form an obligation to you and a contract of 
love for you. Even if your allies are much stronger, this 
obligation restrains them from taking advantage of 
your weaknesses. After all, men are never so indecent as 
to crush you with so great an example of ingratitude. And 
victories are never so clear that the winner does not have to 
have some respect, especially for justice.17

Lou: It seems your view of human nature isn’t as pessimistic 
as people say. Still, don’t you argue that justice plays a 
very limited role in international relations? 

Machiavelli: Do I? Perhaps you’ve forgotten that episode in my 
Discourses where three Roman ambassadors violated 
the law of nations in their war against the Gauls. When 
the Romans rebuffed their requests to punish the miscre-
ants, the Gauls swept down on Rome in a rage, nearly 
wiping the city off the map. This ruin, I remark, arose 
for the Romans only through the inobservance of justice. 
I also say that nothing could restore Rome to safety 
unless the Romans pulled back to the limits defined by 
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the customary law of nations.18 In other words, injus-
tice makes you less safe, because it’s both natural and 
reasonable for human beings to seek to punish it. 

Lou: But you also say that when the safety of one’s father-
land is at stake, ‘one ought to follow entirely the pol-
icy that saves its life and maintains its liberty,’ without 
considering justice or injustice, praise or shame.19

Machiavelli: Look again. I call that a ‘saying’ that different people 
invoke to justify various policies, some more reason-
able than others. In my examples, the reasonable ones 
don’t use that rhetoric to excuse injustice; they save 
their country from being crushed by accepting ‘shame-
ful’ terms of surrender when they’re on the verge of 
defeat.

Lou: I hope you don’t mind my saying this, Niccolò, but 
you can be a really slippery writer. At first glance your 
language seems so refreshingly clear. But whenever 
I try to pin down your main ideas, I get confused. It’s 
as if you write in two voices. I read somewhere that 
quite a few of your earlier readers, including Spinoza 
and Rousseau, suspected you’re being ironic when you 
praise violent princes like Cesare Borgia or recommend 
breaking faith and the like. They thought you were 
exposing and slyly criticizing the cynical methods 
of over-ambitious men, not recommending them in 
earnest.20 

Machiavelli One of my very first critics, Cardinal Reginald Pole, 
[grinning  insisted that the devil’s-spawn author of the Prince 
enigmatically]: couldn’t seriously be advocating oath-breaking and 

cruelty, since any politician who does these things will 
make swarms of enemies and self-destruct. What later 
generations call ‘Machiavellian Realism’ looked thor-
oughly unrealistic to Cardinal Pole.21 If I were being 
ironic, of course, I wouldn’t want to be too obvious 
about it. Let’s just say I want my readers to do a bit 
of work. Sometimes I tease them by switching from 
one position to another, or between tough-talking and 
moderate ‘voices’, as you put it, so they’re forced to 
think. The best brains grasp things by themselves; they 
don’t need me, or any authority, to tell them how to 
judge the facts and arguments placed before them.22
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Lou: Thanks so much for this chat. I’ve learned that I shouldn’t 
trust first appearances, or judge great men or writers by 
their reputations.

Machiavelli: That’s one lesson I’m never ashamed to lend my name to. 
Addio.
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It is 1675. Thomas Hobbes is sitting on a bench in the gardens at Chatsworth, 
the country house of the Cavendish family, by whom he has for decades been 
employed as a tutor, secretary and intellectual. Hobbes has just returned from 
his daily walk when he customarily does his initial thinking for the day. He 
is 87 years old and remarkably spry for his age. His mental capacities remain 
as sharp as ever, and his tongue, renowned for its droll wit, but also prone to 
giving vent to his exasperation at misunderstandings of his position, is likely 
even sharper. As he enjoys the warmth, a modern scholar (MS) appears, asking 
if he may join him in conversation. Showing his customary civility, Hobbes 
chooses to humour his visitor, granting an interview and ignoring his guest’s 
absurd claim that he comes from the future.

MS: Good afternoon, Mr Hobbes. I trust you enjoyed your walk.
TH: Good day to you, sir. As to my walk, indeed I did enjoy it! I have 

always held that activity is necessary for good health, and I hope to 
have lived long enough to prove it as best I may. I do miss the 
court-tennis that I used to play until recent years, but we must 
be grateful for the pleasures given to us. Pray, tell me who you 
are, and your reasons for wishing to speak with me. I am sorry to 
be abrupt, but even as an old man I have little time, and much 
 pressing correspondence to attend to.

MS: I am a university professor, Mr Hobbes, and I would like to ask you 
about international politics.

TH: Ah, you are one of them, are you?
MS: One of them?
TH: Professors. Schoolmen. I fear I have little other than vexing expe-

rience with most of them, both when I was a student at Oxford, 
and ever since. Vain pedants – most of them foolish, seditious, or 
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both. Filling the heads of their students with nonsense, and cast-
ing their writings about with scant regard for the quality of their 
reasoning or their baleful impact on the public. 

MS: In the universities where I come from, we like to believe that we 
have moved beyond that situation.

TH: Oh, you do, do you? (grinning wryly). I would like to believe you, 
and I sincerely hope that it is true, though I confess my doubts. 
I have seen too many Professors in my time to share your opti-
mism. But let us err on the side of optimism. Now what was the 
topic you wished to discuss? International …?

MS: International relations. The relations between states.
TH: These are not terms I am familiar with. And words are vital to 

understanding. One must always be clear in one’s meaning and 
definitions. So, to be clear, is it relations between sovereigns that 
you mean? 

MS: Yes. I suppose so. You see, you have become quite famous – not 
just as a theorist of sovereignty, but also as a theorist of relations 
between sovereign powers, what we call international relations.

TH: Really? That is pleasant to know. As a thinker on sovereignty, 
well, I can understand that my ideas might be compelling. I spent 
a great deal of time endeavouring to make them so. But I do not 
recall ever having written much about the topic you mention. 
And I am reputed for the quality of my recollection.

MS: Well, you see, in my time a great many people have adopted your 
claim that relations between sovereigns should be understood as 
a ‘Hobbesian’ state of nature …

TH: Please, let us pause a moment before we go any further! For I am 
already somewhat puzzled. Who says this, and where do they 
believe that I say such a thing?

MS: Many scholars claim it – indeed they take it as close to common 
sense, or even as axiomatic. Surely in Leviathan, particularly in 
chapter 20, you argue that sovereigns exist in a state of war, 
whether actual or potential. 

TH: The latter point is quite true. But your use of the term ‘axiomatic’ 
is significant, for I take it seriously. My terms and conclusions 
are rigorous, not random. In this case, the state of war is not at 
all the same thing as a state of nature, however much it might 
 superficially resemble it. 

MS: Could you please explain that?
TH: I do tire sometimes of having to clarify points that are perfectly 

obvious, if only people would read carefully and think clearly … 
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though it is true that these issues are not simple – and as I have 
often said, getting people to think calmly and carefully is one 
of the greatest challenges in politics. At any rate, let me explain 
as directly as I can. In the state of nature individuals – note, 
 individuals – exist in a war of each against all. They lack natural 
means of agreeing on what is good and bad, true and false; they 
are driven by diverse appetites and aversions that influence their 
understanding of these things; they are vain, believing that their 
own ideas are correct; and they live in perpetual fear of others and 
of violent death at their hands. All of this is familiar to you from 
my writings, is it?

MS: Yes.
TH: Fine. Now forgive me, but these next points may take some time 

to explain. I will be as brief as possible. The state of nature is a 
condition where there is no order, and where there can be no 
stable order. It is also a condition of equality. No individual can 
impose their will upon the others. All have different strengths 
and weaknesses; all must sleep, and can thus be overcome; and all 
must die – and thus with them any order that even the strongest 
might conceivably produce and maintain. In such a condition, 
the natural condition of mankind, there is only chaos. It is this 
condition – the constant fear of violent death, especially at the 
hands of others – that drives men to use their reason to seek 
escape from it. The Covenant or social contract that they enter 
into creates a sovereign that overcomes this situation. The sov-
ereign provides the laws, providing common principles of good 
and bad by which the citizens shall live, and it alleviates fear by 
providing an authority that can punish transgressors.
To turn to the question you ask, entry into the social contract cre-
ates collective agents, sovereigns, who stand in quite different 
relation to each other than do individuals in the state of nature. 
As collective persons, if I can use the term, sovereigns vary in size 
and strength, they do not sleep, nor, unless dissolved by internal 
or external actions, do they die. Since they differ in size, some 
sovereigns are also capable of imposing or trying to impose order 
upon weaker sovereigns. The extreme fear and chaos of the state 
of nature does not exist amongst sovereigns, which differ from 
individuals in the state of nature. It is a state of war, but not a 
state of nature. 
Finally, there is another set of differences that are important to 
recognize. As collective persons created by reason, reasonable 
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sovereigns should recognize limits on their decisions. In  principle, 
decisions of the sovereign are final and must be obeyed. But one 
must remember that individuals never give up their natural right – 
the right to defend their own lives – that, after all, was why they 
entered the social contract in the first place. Thus, sovereigns 
should be very cautious about going to war, where they are com-
manding citizens to put their lives at risk, since their citizens 
retain the right to disobey without acting against natural right. 
A reasonable sovereign will recognize this, and will be very cau-
tious in resorting to war. Reasonably understood and acted upon – 
by which I mean understood through reason – sovereigns can 
exist in a state of war, which is a constant disposition to fight 
without actually doing so.

MS: I’m sorry, but may I stop you at this point? I understand your 
argument so far. But several centuries from now, many influential 
thinkers who claim to admire you greatly – particularly two whose 
names are Carl Schmitt and Leo Strauss – will argue that this is 
precisely the weakest point in your thinking. If individuals retain 
the right to defend their own lives, and can with perfect right 
refuse to support their sovereign in war if they think it likely to 
cost them their lives, then how can the sovereign defend itself? 
Does not your entire argument falter at this key juncture – on the 
question of war and relations between sovereigns?

TH: These are good questions, but the criticisms are mistaken. When 
I say that persons are driven by their fear of death, by the desire 
to preserve their lives, I do not mean that this is a mechanical 
reaction without a role for reason. It is true that I have compared 
this desire to the force of gravity. What I mean is that the fear of 
death is a continual tendency to be appreciated, not that it is a 
simple necessity. There are many situations in which individuals 
overcome their fear of death for other things they value. People 
will die for each other in certain situations. Courage, properly 
defined, is precisely the overcoming of the fear of death. The ques-
tion is not the possibility of them doing so. The most important 
question becomes the reasonableness of their reasons for doing 
so – their principles and their consequences. Those who run from 
battle do not act wrongly. Yet they do act dishonourably: and dis-
honour is a failure to understand the importance of defending 
one’s sovereign. 

MS: But isn’t a concern with higher values and ultimate ends, with 
actions based on religious enthusiasm or courtly ‘honour’ for 
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example, exactly what you tell us we need to discard if we are to 
avoid conflict? Your explanation of the Civil War, for instance, 
seems constantly to show these kinds of beliefs and values were 
central elements in that bloody conflict.

TH: That is true. And it makes it all the more important that we are 
able to distinguish between those things that we can rationally 
know, and those things which we can reasonably be obligated to 
do, and those that we cannot. The reason that I spend so much 
time on the question of knowledge in my writings is because mis-
taken or mischievous claims about what we really can know can 
easily become sources of fear of conflict. 

 In a Commonwealth based on the reasoning that I develop, citi-
zens will understand why they must obey and defend the sover-
eign. Moreover, the sovereign will understand that even though 
its power is absolute, it should attend to the good of the citizens. 
The possibility of war reinforces this conclusion, since citizens’ 
commitment to defend the sovereign even at risk of their lives is 
more readily produced under sovereigns that recognize the need 
to promote the good and the safety of their citizens, and that use 
their authority to this end. Thus the most secure sovereign is that 
which acts in accordance with the laws of reason – what I call the 
laws of nature – for the good of the state as a whole. 

MS: You seem almost to be saying that although belief is dangerous, 
the sovereign’s power rests on the people’s beliefs? In my time, we 
might call this a ‘social constructivist’ position.

TH: Social constructivism? That is a strange term, and if I may say so, 
a rather infelicitous one. Words matter. I would recommend you 
study them further. Rhetoric, as Thucydides well knew and taught 
us, stirs the passions and calls to action. And understanding can 
be aided by the passions that rhetoric stirs, even if understanding 
cannot be directly guided by those passions alone. This is why, 
to the degree possible, the people must be taught the reasonable 
vision of politics, which is what I attempt to do in my writings. 
In fact, one of the reasons that I wrote Leviathan, where I restated 
many of the arguments that I made in my previous book De Cive, 
is that I wanted to phrase them in a more evocative language. 
Indeed, and I hope this is not too vain, the rhetorical style of 
Leviathan – the description of life in the state of nature as ‘solitary, 
poor, nasty, brutish, and short’, for instance – is something I am 
rather proud of. At any rate, forgive me, for I am an old man and 
tend to digress somewhat.
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To return to your question: in a very particular sense, yes, beliefs 
matter; as I wrote in Behemoth ‘the power of the mighty hath no 
foundation but in the opinion and belief of the people’.1 One 
can, to use your term, ‘construct’ one’s understanding and actions 
in an infinite number of ways, generally corresponding to the 
infinite variety of appetites and aversions that move individuals. 
Even fear, that most powerful of motivations, is marked by the 
variety of the objects to which it is attached and the responses it 
provokes. My account of the state of nature is in part intended to 
demonstrate this. Yet to recognize this diversity is alone insuffi-
cient; it remains little more than the scepticism of the ancients. If 
actions are driven in large part by opinion, then those opinions 
must be judged in terms of their adequacy to reason, and in light 
of their consequences. This is what I have done.

MS: I would like if I may to return to the issue of fear, since much of 
your account relies upon it? In my time, fear is much derided in 
politics. It is seen as something dangerous, a tool of manipulation 
or a source of irrationality and violence; in sum, something that 
we need to avoid. You seem to have a less negative view of fear.

TH: Fear is something that must be handled with care. It is compli-
cated; yet no vision of politics can be sufficient if it fails to account 
for it. Let us first agree that the mistrust of fear of which you speak 
is not without foundation. Fear is dangerous, and that danger 
must always be reckoned with. This said, the inescapability of fear 
must be accepted, and its positive political potential recognized. 
Human life is a life of fear. We fear not just the evils we know – 
potential harm from others, for instance. We also fear what we do 
not and cannot know: the future. Fear of the future gnaws at us 
continually, and ceases only when we die. There being no escape 
from fear, we must appreciate its influence and counter its more 
baleful consequences. This is yet another of the many advantages 
of the social contract: it provides the greatest possible degree of 
predictability in life, and sovereigns and citizens should recognize 
the value of this predictability inside the commonwealth and, in 
a different way, in relations between sovereigns. 
Fear of the sovereign is also essential for political order. Without 
it, citizens will be tempted to disobedience, and to substituting 
their own reason for that of the sovereign. This is disastrous. 
Potentially equally disastrous, however, is an excess of fear. As 
I mentioned earlier, a sovereign that puts its subjects continually 
in fear of their lives risks having those subjects question their 
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obligation and obedience. To state this in more practical terms, 
let us say that a people does not know its duty, that the citizens 
fail to obey and refuse to obey the laws and defend the sovereign. 
What, then, shall make them do so? You might well answer, ‘the 
army’, and you would be in part correct. But again as I once wrote 
in a dialogue similar to that which we are having now, you must 
then answer the question, ‘and what shall force the army?’2 If 
the sovereign is personated by a single Monarch, or even a group 
of persons in a Parliament, it shall never be of sufficient force to 
compel an army to do its duty through fear alone. And, as our 
own sad Civil War shows, an army alone is often insufficient to 
impose order upon a restive people. The people and the army 
must know their duty. Fear of punishment alone cannot provide 
this. Only when mixed with understanding, with reasoned belief, 
can it be reliably achieved. 

MS: You seem to be saying that there is no way to understand what 
we call international relations without understanding political 
theory and the connections between politics within sovereigns 
and politics between them. 

TH: I think that a fair assessment. I cannot imagine how it could be 
otherwise.

MS: I fear that this leaves me quite confused about what people in my 
time so loosely call a ‘Hobbesian’ theory of international relations. 
What you have said about the state of nature does not seem to 
 support the claim that world politics is akin to ‘Hobbesian anarchy’.

TH: Yes, it seems so. That is a challenge I am afraid I cannot help you 
with. But there it is. Now, if you will forgive me, I fear that I must 
leave you. I no longer have quite as much energy as once I had. 
And as your questions show, there are many misunderstandings 
and partial understandings of what I have to say that need to be 
confronted or corrected. My critics are fierce, rarely just, and even 
more rarely correct! One must be as vigilant in response as one is 
in reasoning. I have enjoyed our conversation, even if I am well 
aware – as my reason must tell me – that it has been little more 
than a phantasm conjured in the reverie of an old man dozing in 
the sun. 

Notes
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Angela: Mr Locke, I am so grateful that you are ready to talk to me. 
My name is Angela and I am a PhD student in International 
Relations. I want to write my thesis about the importance of 
your work for understanding international politics and I hope 
that you can clarify a few issues that puzzle me.

Locke: You are very welcome, young lady. I will do my best. Please 
proceed.

Angela: While political theorists engage regularly and thoroughly with 
your work, it does not play much of a role in International 
Relations. Is your work only or largely relevant for domestic 
politics?

Locke: Well, I have to admit that this distinction between domestic 
and international politics puzzles me a bit. It was the general 
religious, political, economic and intellectual crisis of the 
17th century that motivated me to write about politics – and 
there was nothing ‘domestic’ about it. All of Europe had lived 
through civil wars; the economic downturn had a lot to do 
with bullion coming in from America; the ancient Greek 
writings that the Arabs had brought to Europe as well as the 
discovery of the New World and its peoples undermined 
traditional intellectual certainties. I myself lived through the 
English civil wars, Cromwell’s Protectorate, the execution of 
the King and what you now call the Glorious Revolution. 
Much of the fortune of my esteemed employer, the Earl of 
Shaftesbury, was made in overseas trade and I was secretary 
to the Lord Proprietors of Carolina and to the Council of 
Trade and Plantations, a member of the Board of Trade, and 
I also had some money invested in the Royal Africa Company, 
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the Company of Merchant Adventurers to Trade with the 
Bahamas and the East India Company.1 It was the fact that the 
old order had completely broken down that motivated me to 
try and sketch a new political order.

Angela: Very interesting – I think I’ll have to come back to the dis-
tinction between the domestic and the international later. 
For now I am curious how you went about developing a new 
vision of politics. 

Locke: Well, traditionally, people had studied empirically the diver-
sity of God’s creation. Alas, this interest also encouraged the 
diversity that then led to religious and political fragmentation 
and ultimately the complete breakdown of political order. 
So we, I and many of my contemporaries, were approaching 
the problem of political order in a different way. We tried 
to identify a self-evident basic principle of human life. This 
would be our starting point. And we then proceeded to sketch 
the laws and institutions that were logically necessary for the 
maintenance of that principle. In other words, unlike our pre-
decessors, we began with a theoretical principle rather than 
empirical observation.

Angela: This is fascinating! Is this why so many political theorists in 
your day base their work on the ‘state of nature’?

Locke: Indeed, the state of nature always entails the first and most 
self-evident principles about human life.

Angela: But different authors came up with different ideas about the 
state of nature. What did you think was the most important 
principle about human life?

Locke: Well, young lady, for me the most fundamental and first prin-
ciple is that all human beings are born free.

Angela: Yes, of course, but what other institutions were necessary to 
uphold this freedom?

Locke: First of all, in order to enjoy this freedom, human beings had 
to keep themselves alive – and this meant that they had to eat 
and drink, and needed clothes and shelter. So human freedom 
was based on material conveniences and it is obvious that a 
human being is not free if it is dependent on others, employ-
ers or charitable institutions, for the provision of these neces-
sities. This is why I argued that individual freedom requires 
private property. And this freedom in turn calls for govern-
ment by consent. Moreover, imagine a government made up 
of individuals (or their representatives) whose freedom rests 
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on their private property – this government will have as its 
chief aim the protection of private property which in turn 
underpins individual freedom.2 I have to admit that I was 
really rather pleased with the core of my theory – with the 
way in which each element was absolutely necessary for the 
other elements to exist and for the whole system to work: 
private property constitutes individual freedom and that leads 
to government by consent which in turn protects private 
property. 

Angela: Yes, it really is cool – and I actually think we can see the sys-
tem at work today. But this in itself is curious because you said 
that you developed this vision deliberately in abstraction from 
practice. And, indeed, most people in your day were poor, 
most were dependent for their livelihood on others and there 
were no governments by consent: so how did you bridge this 
gap between theory and practice?

Locke: Yes, this was indeed a problem. I had to explain the disjunc-
ture between my theory and reality and I had to identify policies 
that could bridge this gap. 

Angela: So how did you explain the gap between theory and practice?
Locke: Well, I had been really, really interested in the discovery of 

the New World and its peoples for as long as I can remem-
ber. I used to buy every book that came out on the topic and 
read them all. So I knew there were indigenous societies that 
were ruled through councils of equals. These tribes, moreo-
ver, appeared to represent humanity in its infancy – today 
you would say they were not yet very developed – and this 
proved that individual freedom and government by consent 
were indeed in line with human nature. I then developed a 
historical narrative that explained how this natural law had 
been forgotten, leading to the constitution of despotic govern-
ments. The most likely starting point for that development 
seemed to be the invention of money. On the one hand, 
it put an end to poverty since it made surplus production 
possible which could then be exchanged for non-perishable 
metal. On the other, it led to struggles over land and the need 
for government to settle property rights – which meant that 
now the struggles over land took place between political com-
munities and hence required the settling of boundaries. And 
it was these wars that brought rulers to power who did not 
respect the property of their citizens but pursued their own 
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interests – justifying such policies with reference to tradition 
and culture. So I speculated that this is how, over time, people 
simply forgot their natural rights to private property, freedom 
and government by consent. Of course, having rediscovered 
these natural rights, we could set out to realize them again.

Angela: Yes, I do recognize the story about the self-serving and corrupt 
governments. This is exactly the story the World Bank tells 
about poverty and corruption in Africa – and its solution is the 
‘good governance’ agenda.3 In practice, this means that aid 
and loans for African countries are made conditional on the 
implementation of certain policies: the privatization of state-
owned industries, the opening of markets, and democratic 
elections.

Locke: This is absolutely fascinating! It really means that they are 
doing now what I suggested at the time as a practical way to 
realize my political vision. I basically argued that providing 
people with private property constitutes them as free indi-
viduals. The problem was that there were huge numbers of 
poor people in the country and private property was, well, 
private, and therefore had to be protected. So I suggested that 
we can generate private property through the privatization 
of common property. Though this involved expropriation of 
communities in the short run, I argued that private property 
is more productive than common property and so in the long 
run generally beneficial. Of course, there was nowhere near 
enough common land in England to provide all the poor peo-
ple with private property. But, again it proved fortuitous that 
I had been reading so much about America: there was enough 
common land there for everyone. So I advocated colonialism. 

Angela: Are you saying that the privatization of common property is 
the most fundamental policy for turning ‘nonliberal’ into ‘lib-
eral’ individuals and communities? Wouldn’t the communi-
ties that depend on the common property for their livelihood 
object?

Locke: Yes, the privatization of common property is, indeed, the 
most fundamental ‘liberal’ policy. The suggestion was taken 
up by my esteemed employer, the Earl of Shaftesbury, and 
many of his rich friends in the Whig movement. Under the 
old regime, their fortunes were not safe, their individual 
freedom was jeopardized – both Shaftesbury and I spent time 
in prison and exile – and they had no say in government at 



78 Beate Jahn

all. They used my theory to demand political rights based on 
their property and once in government they embarked on 
concerted policies to privatize common land – this was called 
enclosures. They also followed my argument for colonialism 
which is nothing else, in the end, but the privatization of 
other peoples’ land. But, of course, you are right: these policies 
could only be pursued if the poor people at home and weak 
indigenous populations abroad were denied political rights. 
So I argued that political rights had to be tied to property and 
abroad only the political rights (to sovereignty) of communities 
based on private property needed to be recognized. 

Angela: Wow, so your theory actually played a crucial role in the 
constitution of the distinction between the domestic and the 
international sphere in the modern states system! In order 
to realize individual freedom in the domestic sphere and to 
establish a government that would protect that freedom, you 
needed to advocate colonialism as the material basis for these 
policies. Now, I know you justified that by arguing that the 
common property regime in indigenous societies was not as 
productive as the private property regime – but with all due 
respect, Mr. Locke – your arguments here do not stand up 
to scrutiny. First, given your voracious reading on the New 
World, you must have known that there was a great variety 
of economic and political orders amongst indigenous com-
munities – including many that engaged in agriculture and 
trade (with the equivalent of money). More importantly, sec-
ondly, you noted yourself that even in England there existed 
common property in land that outsiders could not simply 
appropriate. This is why you ultimately argued that it was 
the overwhelming power of the English that allowed them 
to deny weaker communities political recognition.4 And this, 
Mr. Locke, essentially amounts to the establishment of the 
international sphere as a realm of power politics in the mod-
ern period in contrast to the domestic sphere which is, at least 
in principle, ruled in accordance with natural rights.

Locke: Yes, but this denial of political rights was only ever meant to 
be temporary. Once private property had spread more widely, 
the franchise could also be extended.

Angela: I see. Well, in the long run you were, of course, right. 
Democratization in the domestic sphere and decolonization 
in the international sphere meant that political rights were 
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indeed extended. Does this mean, as liberals argue today, that 
liberal principles were realized?

Locke: I wish you were right, young lady. But if we look more closely 
at the historical development – I have just had the chance to 
read up on this – we find that the policies I advocated actually 
established both liberal and nonliberal actors. Expropriation 
and political oppression led to impoverishment and aliena-
tion; it constituted worker’s movements, communists, fascists, 
independence movements in the colonial world and led to 
social upheavals, revolutions and wars of independence. 
These political actors actually fought for their political rights, 
and ultimately they won. In fact, the core liberal policies of 
expropriation and political oppression continue unabated to 
this day – they were simply adapted to the shifting power 
relations. The establishment of the Bretton Woods institu-
tions after WW II institutionalized liberal principles for the 
world economy and thus provided continued access for core 
liberal states to resources, labour and markets abroad – even 
in the absence of formal imperial rule. And the recent period 
of neoliberal policies basically consisted of the privatization 
of common property – of state-owned industries, health 
and education, the extension of intellectual property rights. 
Furthermore, today as in the past, these policies constitute 
resistance. And wherever that resistance emerges, the political 
rights of the relevant actors are denied. You can see this clearly 
during the Cold War when interventions were consistently 
undertaken against ‘nonliberal’ actors. The same is happen-
ing today. Where democratic elections produce ‘nonliberal’ 
outcomes, they are not only not recognized but actively 
undermined and states that challenge the rules, rogue states, 
are excluded from equal political rights. 

Angela: Yes, I can see what you mean. Today we use democracy pro-
motion and humanitarian intervention to deny people equal 
political rights if and where these do not lead to ‘liberal’ out-
comes. But how do you explain this development? Was your 
theory wrong?

Locke: Well, I would like to say that my followers did not pay enough 
attention to the fact that I insisted that privatization could 
only be pursued as long as enough was left to provide all peo-
ple with the means to work for their subsistence.5 If this rule 
had been followed, then people would indeed be free, though 
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inequality would still abound. Instead, the relentless and 
unchecked drive towards privatization has produced exactly 
the opposite: It has made almost all people unfree. Alas, I fear 
that my commitment to logic and honesty does not allow me 
such an easy way out. In fact, I was disastrously wrong when 
I assumed that the reality could be shaped to match my the-
ory. Bridging this gap required power politics and I overlooked 
that power politics would shape political actors and the politi-
cal environment as much as my emancipatory policies did. 
And I don’t really see a way of overcoming this problem.

Angela: Oh dear, though I think your reasoning is sound, this is nev-
ertheless devastating for me and my thesis – which was after 
all supposed to be about the importance of your work for 
international politics. 

Locke: But my dear young lady, you must not make the same mistake 
I made. I thought that I had solutions to offer to concrete 
political problems – and in that I was wrong. But this does 
not mean that my work is entirely useless. In fact, it has been 
instrumental in shaping politics ever since the end of the 17th 
century. The Whigs and their successors actually quoted me in 
parliament in support of their enclosure acts – and did so for 
over a century.6 The British colonists in America and also later 
in Australia, New Zealand and Canada used my arguments 
to justify the expropriation of the indigenous populations.7 
Hence, you can use my work to explain and understand the 
dynamics of modern politics.

Angela: Yes, but here’s the problem: I wanted to write about contem-
porary international politics and your work may have been 
cited widely in the past, but this is not the case any longer. On 
the contrary, in International Relations in particular everyone 
refers to Immanuel Kant and nobody wants to be associated 
with you.

Locke: Slow down, my dear, you panic and so you lose sight of the 
bigger picture. If people today are citing my esteemed col-
league Immanuel Kant, they do so precisely because his work 
has not had the same influence on the making of modern 
politics as mine – and so he is not easily associated with its 
shortcomings. The very fact that people shy away from using 
my work tells you that it offers an extremely useful way to 
understanding and analysing the working of modern politics – 
including its dark side. If you’ll allow me to dispense with 
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modesty for a moment: I was right to argue that our actions 
constitute the world around us – and since my theory moti-
vated such actions, it can be used to analyse the workings of 
this world.

Angela: You are right, of course. Thank you so much! I will just have 
to remind myself that the purpose of my thesis is analysis, not 
the provision of political solutions. Thank you so much for 
your time and the privilege of talking to you!

Locke: You are very welcome, my dear. It was a pleasure to get the 
chance to reflect on my own work with historical hindsight – 
but also quite taxing. So, I think if you don’t mind I shall now 
retire again and leave you to take up the baton.
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In what follows, David Hume fi rst appears as ‘Dave’, a PhD student super-
vised by ‘Prof’. Dave is excited about the progress he has made over the 
 summer and Prof asks some searching questions. Forty years later, Hume, 
now an Emeritus Professor of Psychology (EPP), gives a piece of advice to a 
Promising Young Academic (PYA) from the United States.

Prof: Hello Dave, come in; how are you?
Dave: I am fine, thanks; how are you, Prof?
Prof: I am doing all right, thank you. I can’t grumble; I’m still in 

 fulltime employment! Anyway, what can I do for you today?
Dave: You said to come and see you for supervision.
Prof: Ah, right, OK; so, what have you been up to over the summer? 

Or, more to the point, what is your research question? You 
know the one with a question mark at the end? Have you found 
what that is for you yet?

Dave: Yeah, I know; I’ve been thinking about that a lot over the 
 summer and I think I’ve fixed it. It’s ‘What is causation?’.

Prof: That’s a big one, Dave. Hmmm … [Pause] Do you mean ‘what 
is the meaning of the word causation?’; or do you rather mean 
‘What happens in the world when what we call causation 
happens?’

Dave: I haven’t thought quite in those terms. But as far as the first 
one goes, I already know the answer: ‘causing’ means ‘bringing 
things about’.

Prof: I see; is it the second question, then, you’re asking?
Dave: Well, not quite. I got the impression from my reading over the 

summer that there is a problem, quite a serious one, arising in 
relation to the first question.

10
Two Days in the Life of ‘Dave’ 
Hume (1711–1776)
Hidemi Suganami
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Prof: But Dave, you just said you know the answer to that; have 
I  misunderstood you?

Dave: Well; you see, philosophers say that all our ideas stem from 
what we see or experience. And here we seem to have an idea 
that when something causes something else the first thing 
brings about the second thing. But I am pretty sure that we don’t 
see this strange thing called ‘bringing about’ or ‘forcing’ or 
‘necessitating’. So, I am curious about where we get that kind of 
idea from. How is it that we come to think about the world in 
causal ways?

Prof: I see; but are you sure, Dave, that we can say of all our ideas that 
they stem from our experiences? And are you really sure that we 
have no experience of causation? What if someone pushes me? 
Don’t I feel the pressure, the forcing? Or what if someone makes 
me angry? Don’t I experience someone making me angry?

Dave: Hmmm. I haven’t thought about all that. But I am pretty sure 
that if a billiard ball hits another and makes it move, all I see 
is the first one moving and the second moving on contact. 
I  definitely don’t see ‘causing’ as an in-between sort of thing.

Prof: You mean ‘causing’ isn’t an event in its own right?
Dave: Precisely.
Prof: Alright; please proceed. Where do you think our idea of ‘causing’ 

comes from?
Dave: I’ve thought a lot about that over the summer. And my hypoth-

esis is that we have instincts. And by instinct we tend to expect 
something to happen when, again and again, we have seen it 
happen when something else happens. This ‘again and again’ 
is the important bit. We come to expect some kind of thing to 
happen because we got used to seeing that kind of thing hap-
pen repeatedly after seeing another kind of thing happen. Our 
idea of ‘causing’ as some kind of necessitating stems from that 
 experience, I believe.

Prof: You mean we are like what’s-his-name’s dog? I mean, Pavlov.
Dave: Precisely – except, of course, dogs won’t develop ‘ideas’ as we do.
Prof: That’s very pertinent. But do you seriously mean that this thing we 

call ‘causal power’ is just in our thinking and never, ever, actually, 
in the world? Do you mean to say there is no ‘gravity’ if we don’t 
think about it? There is some more explaining to do there, Dave.

Dave: Well, we all know of Zack’s work on that subject. He is brilliant. 
He’s got a nice position in Cambridge even without a PhD, you 
know.



84 Hidemi Suganami

Prof: I do; people like him don’t need a qualification. Mind you, 
Ludwig’s got one of those.1 Anyway, Dave, you were saying …

Dave: So, anyway, I read Zack’s work and daresay I understood most of 
it. What he is saying is this: that there is what he calls ‘the force 
of gravitation’; but there is not much he can find out about it; 
yes, he knows the law; he has identified it; but over and above 
that knowledge – and that, on its own, is a tremendous achieve-
ment – he is saying he can’t find out anything by the method he 
is using. He calls it the ‘experimental’ method; maybe it’s better 
to call it ‘observational’. Anyway, I believe him. We can find the 
laws of nature but we can’t unlock the secrets of nature beyond 
that. We have no way of finding out what causes things to obey 
Zack’s law other than just calling it ‘gravity’.2

Prof: Alright; so, according to you, and you are happy to follow Zack 
on this, we can’t be sure what ‘causation’ really is; all we can 
know is, if we are lucky, the laws according to which nature 
works. Hmmm. [Pause] I am getting a bit lost here, actually. You 
seem to be saying this: (1) we know that ‘causing’ means some-
thing like ‘necessitating’; let’s call this ‘the operation of causal 
powers’. But (2), we can’t ever find out what really goes on 
when this ‘necessitating’ happens, apart from, if we are lucky, 
the laws that such powers seem to obey when they do operate. 
Is that right? But you have your answers, then, at least to the 
two questions I raised earlier. Just remind me again what you 
are asking in addition. I don’t always remember everything my 
students tell me, you know.

Dave: What I really want to do is say something about us that is as 
clever as what Zack said about nature. You see, I am interested 
in us, our way of thinking, how we think, how we come to 
 understand the world.

Prof: And …?
Dave: As I said, I want to solve this puzzle; where does our idea of 

causal necessitation come from when we don’t see or experi-
ence it at all? I do think that all our ideas are, and have to be, 
rooted in our experiences. And, over the summer, I have come 
up with a solution. And I can tell you what my definitions of 
‘a cause’ are.

Prof: That’s awesome, Dave; ‘definitions’, eh? That’s quite a lot to 
expect of a PhD student. What are your ‘definitions’ of ‘a cause’, 
then; I’d be curious to learn.
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Dave: I thought you’d be interested; I have written them down to 
make sure I get them right. Here they are:

We may define a cause to be an object, followed by another, and 
where all the objects similar to the fi rst are followed by objects 
similar to the second. Or, in other words, where, if the fi rst object 
had not been, the second never had existed.

And we may also define ‘a cause’ as:

an object followed by another, and whose appearance always con-
veys the thought to that other.3

Prof: Interesting. I don’t think anyone else had come up with that. 
Hmmm … But can you explain to me how you arrived at these, 
what you are calling, ‘definitions’? How are you going to defend 
your reasoning at your viva – and you know you must go through 
that in just over a year – that these are the correct definitions? 
I feel nervous when someone just gives me such things.

Dave: Well, this is a bit complicated. And I’m going to stake my claim 
to originality on my reasoning here. So, I hope I can explain this 
to you clearly and win you over.

Prof: I am listening.
Dave It goes like this. Ideas are difficult to define outside geometry 

and things like that. Especially when we come to my kind of 
enquiry …

Prof: Enquiry concerning human understanding?
Dave: Yes, nicely put, when it comes to that, we just have so many 

ideas floating about which are really quite faint and obscure. 
That’s especially true of an idea like ‘cause’. What can we really 
mean by that? Now, I have a solution, a way of addressing such 
difficulties.

Prof: That’s very exciting; I don’t like leaving things vague, as you 
know.

Dave: I do; and so, when in doubt, when you are uncertain, because 
there are so many vague ideas floating about, I say, trust your 
experiences, what you see, feel, etc – because, because, I tell you, 
all these sensations are vivid; they are, aren’t they? They are 
certainly more vivid than the sensation you get if you imagine 
or remember something; you know getting wet is getting wet; 
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remembering getting wet is not quite as vivid; and the idea, 
just the thought, of getting wet, well, you can think that but 
not really feel it in any vivid way. So, in my view, the way of 
defining an idea, when we are uncertain about it, because we 
don’t have any sensory experience that seems to match it, that 
backs it up, if you like – and remember we don’t have a  sensory 
experience of that in-between thing called ‘necessitating’ – 
then, and then, I would suggest we try to look for something 
else, something we can really feel that may have given rise to 
that otherwise  inexplicable idea, such as, as in this case, causal 
necessitation.

Prof: You are doing well; please continue.
Dave: Well, I’ve given you my answer already. That feeling, the expe-

rience, rightfully regarded as lying at the root of our idea of 
what we call ‘causation’, is really that Pavlovian dog thing; our 
expectation that Y will happen when we see X when we have 
seen Y follow X again and again.

Prof: And so?
Dave: And so, that’s what my definitions of ‘a cause’ say. We can 

define a term firmly only with respect to the experience under-
lying it; unfortunately, we don’t experience or feel ‘causal pow-
ers’ at work; but, fortunately, we do feel our mind expecting 
things.

Prof: Like Pavlov’s dog, salivating?
Dave: Precisely!
Prof: That’s certainly very innovative, Dave. But why do you call what 

you have formulated ‘definitions’? Is that quite the right word 
for the kind of thing you are doing? It seems a bit strange that 
we arrive at a definition of a word by looking at our experiences. 
Hmmm … [Long pause] Might it not be the case that what you 
were arguing about would be best expressed in terms of some-
thing looser than ‘definitions’? Let’s say, how about, ‘the best 
take’ we can come up with about this thing called ‘causation’ 
over and above what Zack had told us about it?4 You had agreed 
that there is not much even he could say about it, let alone 
 people like you or me. We just have to accept what people like 
Zack say when it comes to physics – although I suspect there is 
some more to come in that field, maybe when another genius 
like Zack turns up – you know, someone who can think ‘outside 
the box’, as they say. [Pause] In fact, we will have to think outside 
of our box, I mean, our space and time, if we want to explain 
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something like gravity, which is everywhere in that box but no 
explanation is found anywhere in it. Hmmm … that’s a thought. 
Hmmm … Oh, well, never mind; you are interested, you said, 
in finding out how our understanding works. And you are, basi-
cally I believe, saying that our minds work, by instinct, like that 
of the dog; we get conditioned into expecting things. And that’s 
the best take we can offer, the most insightful thing we can say 
about – well, not about causation in the world, that’s a separate 
issue, but about how we come to think causally about the world. 
Call this a defi nition if you will but what you are really producing 
is an explanation, from the viewpoint of the science of human 
understanding, of our way of making sense of the world in causal 
terms. And so, when you say you are looking for a definition of 
an idea in our experiences, what you are really doing, it seems 
to me, is this; you are trying to identify our experiences that you 
think have given rise to our idea of causation and making our 
idea of causation a bit more intelligible than before. ‘Making it 
a bit more  intelligible’; well, you know, I once called it ‘intel-
ligibilifying’; nobody liked that.5 Anyway, all the time you are 
acknowledging that we have no comprehension of what goes 
on in the world when ‘causing’ goes on beyond what Zack had 
said about that subject; no intelligibilifying beyond Zack, we 
might say. So, yes, I am getting the picture now. [Prof now clears 
his throat.] There are two ways of understanding about causation 
at stake here; Zack’s way and Dave’s way, each dealing with a 
specific question about that subject matter. Zack’s way has to 
do with what causation really is in the world. Gravity is a causal 
force, of course. But we don’t have any understanding of it – 
other than to say that it works according to a formula, for which 
Zack is rightly famous. So, that’s shown in your first ‘definition’; 
causal-relations-in-the-world can only be known to us as law-like 
relations. And then, of course, there’s Dave’s way. This has to do 
with how our mind works, how the human mind comes to make 
sense of what happens in the world in terms of the idea of causa-
tion – understood, of course, as the operation of causal powers. 
And that you say is based on our instinct, our innate tendency to 
expect Y when we see X, that is, if we have repeatedly witnessed 
Y follow X. That’s what your second ‘definition’ is about, isn’t 
it? And, may I perhaps add, just as Zack has no explanation of 
what causes gravity, so you can’t say, either, can you, what causes 
instinct. Am I right; or am I right?
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Dave: Well, thank you, that’s amazing; you’ve nailed it – though, 
you’ve heard of an HD screen, no doubt; high defi nition, that’s 
what I am after; you know the one that makes things look really 
vivid?

Prof: Oh yes, I’ve heard about it; maybe I should get one. It’s kind to 
your eyes, my son tells me. Hmmm … But …

Dave: But what?
Prof: But, are you really sure about your substantive claims? Apart 

from the method issues, you will, of course, be asked about those. 
I mean Pavlov’s dog and all that. I recall reading Durkheim years 
ago – you know his work on primitive religions – I think he was 
arguing that our awareness of causality has social origins.6 If 
you are asking ‘where does our idea of causation come from?’, 
you can’t just assume ‘it comes from within us individually, and 
commonly, due to our makeup’; there may well be something 
about the way our society is organized which gives rise to our 
notion, or understanding, of this thing called ‘causation’. And 
even if you decide to stick to individual psychology, I remember 
glancing at a book by Michotte, who actually talks about ‘causal 
impressions’, based on some rather clever psychological experi-
ments.7 Have you done any experiments in your research, by 
the way?

Dave: Ah, no; but I am only a philosopher; and, surely, the examiners 
would understand I can’t do everything.

Prof: You are right there but I am a bit concerned; what you are calling 
‘philosophy’ isn’t actually what I tend to think of as ‘philoso-
phy’; but then, well, who am I to say what ‘philosophy’ really 
is? In any case, there is at least one thing we can agree philoso-
phy tries to do – making our thinking a bit clearer and tighter; 
and you are trying to make a contribution there. [Prof gives a 
big smile.] OK; that’s enough for today. Let’s meet again in two 
weeks. I suggest you take a look at Roy’s work before then. He 
has done some interesting stuff on causation but does a different 
kind of philosophy from yours.8 And, yes, you were saying some-
thing about the ‘experimental’ method; you will find something 
interesting about that in his work. Take a look. By the way, when 
you get your thesis done, you could call it An Enquiry concerning 
Human Understanding.

Dave: Thanks, Prof; I’ll bear that in mind. I’d better be going.

Forty Years Later. Having duly defended his doctoral thesis, Dave obtained a 
lectureship in the Department of Moral Philosophy up North, awarded a personal 
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chair in recognition of his work on human understanding, and is now Emeritus 
Professor of Psychology. His ‘defi nitions of cause’ came to be widely quoted in var-
ious disciplines, including IR, though mostly out of context and misunderstood. 
One day, a Promising Young Academic pays him a visit from the United States. 

EPP: Oh, hello, come in. You are the young man from I.N.I.S.O.S.9 I’ve 
been expecting you this afternoon. Welcome! Sit yourself down. 
Yeah, take that comfy chair. And what can I do to help?

PYA: It’s a great honour to meet you, Professor. I have come to see you 
for some advice.

EPP: I am not sure if I can be of much help there but let’s see; what is 
your problem?

PYA: Well, I have a project – to write a book relating to your great work 
on causation from many years ago.

EPP: Ah, yes, a book on causation. Well, I can tell you now, it’s very 
tricky; if I were you, I wouldn’t go anywhere near it. [Pause] You 
see, I hit upon that subject over one summer – when I was very 
young and imprudent – without, in fact, seeing my supervisor 
about it beforehand. Good old Prof let me get on with it because, 
I rather think, it was a bit too late to change my topic by then; I had 
only a year left to go. These things happen, you know. I had many 
other interests – Physics, History, coffee houses and the College 
Snooker Club. I daresay they all helped me in the end. But … but 
you already have your PhD; so you are in no hurry. Why don’t 
you take your time and come up with something less tricky for 
your book project?

PYA: But, Professor, what seems to be such a huge problem with 
‘causation’?

EPP: I can tell you what the problem is. It’s that we can’t see it. So, 
people have very different ideas about it, without ever being 
able to show conclusively what it really is. And so, what happens 
is – well, I can tell you what really happens because I have seen it 
again and again. There is no necessary connection that anyone can 
see between writing a book on that dreaded subject and being 
misunderstood and got at by everyone, even by friends and col-
leagues in your own  department. But, my experience tells me, 
there is a constant conjunction!

PYA took heed, wrote many books and many articles over many years on many 
subjects, but could not in the end resist the temptation to do one on ‘that dreaded 
subject’.10 He is probably safe in his belief that, in the social world, there are no 
constant conjunctions – but, of course, there is always causation.
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Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778) is one of the most misunderstood and 
reviled philosophers of the 18th century. Rousseau was born in Geneva in 
1712 to a family of middle-class connections, which was forced to fl ee Geneva 
when Rousseau was ten years old. After many years of an itinerant existence 
Rousseau fl ed to England to escape persecution. He was a hypochondriac 
and paranoiac, exacerbated by the fact that he was often ill and had many 
enemies. In 1762 with the publication of Émile and The Social Contract 
Rousseau was denounced both in France and Geneva for his unorthodox 
and heretical views on religion, despite describing himself as the only man 
in France who believed in God. From then on he lived a somewhat nomadic 
existence. In exile in England, accompanied by his beloved dog Sultan, 
Rousseau felt extremely vulnerable because of his dependency on David Hume. 
Rousseau’s views on a wide range of issues, including international relations, 
may be attributed to his morbid fear of dependency and his attachment to 
his dog Sultan astonished his acquaintances. David Hume commented that 
Rousseau’s affection for that creature is ‘above all expression and conception’.1 
After Rousseau publicly vilifi ed Hume, Hume described him as a ‘pernicious 
and dangerous’ man who ‘lies like the devil’.2 He died on 2 July 1778 at 
Ermenonville. During the French Revolution, hailed as a towering inspiration, 
his body was exhumed and transferred to the Panthéon. 

Sultan:  You have now been dead for over two centuries master. There 
have been unimaginable advances in science and technology. 
Do you think that you may have been rather hasty in claiming 
that such advances in your day contributed nothing to human 
moral progress?
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Rousseau: Progress, my faithful canine, is illusory and the so-called sci-
ences caused and are still causing the ruin of mankind. The 
more sophisticated a culture, the more corrupt it becomes. 
Just look at how the establishment in Britain ignored serial 
child abuse among their numbers; the reports on how preva-
lent the practice of torture by the United States was during 
the first decade of this century; and, how French society 
has been rocked by attacks from within on its traditions 
of citizenship and freedom of expression. Modern culture 
contributes nothing to the greater happiness, nor to a more 
virtuous life. We are enslaved by the complexities of modern 
societies, and here I agree with Gadamer’s condemnation of 
the subversion of reason by science, and our dependence on 
so-called experts.3 Simple societies in which citizens live a 
Spartan existence provide the only environment in which 
virtue may flourish. Plato had it right in identifying the dan-
ger of allowing poets and artists to live uncensored in the 
Republic. They should be exiled. I was completely opposed 
to the establishment of a theatre in Calvinist Geneva on 
the grounds that it invited immorality and constituted 
an affront to republican virtue. Free entertainments such 
as games, athletics, dances and concerts were much more 
appropriate for the idea of republican virtue. 

Sultan: Are you suggesting, then, that a world populated by small 
republics, living in relatively Spartan conditions, is more 
conducive to peace and harmony?

Rousseau: I am suggesting exactly that, Sultan. Since my death in 
1778, critics failed to get the irony and satire in my char-
acterization of the Abbé de St. Pierre’s Project for Perpetual 
Peace.4 I have been portrayed as a miserable pessimist, 
and a realist who understood power politics all too well. 
I understood it all right, but I did not advocate or encourage 
it. My opposition to the position exemplified by Kantian 
idealism was not because I believed that realism would inevi-
tably prevail.5 It is also true, as Kenneth Waltz suggests, that 
I may be called a structural or neo-realist who portrays war 
as endemic in the international system.6 The qualification 
I would make to Waltz’s view is that I am simply giving an 
explanation of the international system as it is, and I am far 
from advocating that is how it should be. Nor would I agree 
with Waltz that I think the solution is a federation of states.7 
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I want to deny that I am a realist in any meaningful sense of 
the term. I do not subscribe to the idea of reason of state, or 
the equation of might with right. Right cannot be derived 
from might. Force is a physical thing and it cannot create 
moral obligations. Right becomes superfluous if we believe 
that force creates and sustains right. If it were so we would 
have to come to the ludicrous conclusion that without force 
men would feel no obligation and cease to obey the ruling 
power. The idea of Right on this view would add nothing 
to force. Authority arises from convention, not force. Indeed, 
I offer a credible alternative to realism that will almost com-
pletely eradicate international conflict. 

Sultan: That sounds wonderful. Why were your recommendations 
not accepted and acted upon?

Rousseau: They never got them, Sultan. Even today my critics think 
I am a deranged madman, a modern day King Canute, 
deluded into thinking that I can stem the tide of progress. 
They equate economic growth and interdependence with 
progress. Advances in the arts, letters and sciences have 
generated not happiness, but misery, moral corruption and 
greed, precariously built on a foundation of sand.

Sultan: Aren’t you being a little pessimistic and over-dramatic? 
Isn’t it rather perverse to think that the great advances in 
economic growth and technological innovation have been 
destructive rather than productive of moral progress?

Rousseau: You too, Sultan, have been taken in by the propaganda of 
the rich and powerful, who have structured the world to 
their own advantage and to the detriment of humankind. 
You of all people (if you excuse the expression) should have 
observed how human nature is corrupt and depraved, all 
stemming from the invention of private property, and the 
consolidation of the unnatural inequalities among men 
that it generated, and which are structurally embedded by 
the rich in the social and legal apparatus of the state. That 
natural pity I detected in the state of nature, long before 
the emergence of rationality, and which Hobbes failed to 
see, had the propensity to make us far better than we have 
actually become. It is instrumental rationality, alien to our 
natural condition, that taught us to deceive and dominate. 
I offered the world salvation, the elevation of the subject 
to the status of citizen, in a polity where the people are 
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sovereign. In substituting representative democracy for 
direct democracy, in polities that are far too large to gener-
ate national patriotism, we are free only at elections, and 
even then we cannot rise above self-interest and compre-
hend what is good for us all, both within and between 
polities. Only through small city-states in which citizens 
directly participate in the political process can the world 
escape the vested interests of corporations, and other par-
ticular interests that subvert the general will. 

Sultan: I see what you are saying, master, but I am not entirely 
clear on why you are saying it. What is the driving principle 
behind all this?

Rousseau: Dependence is the problem, Sultan. A state that becomes 
dependent loses its freedom and becomes vulnerable to 
exploitation and servitude. A republican like myself is 
free only when free of dependence. This is why I was so 
annoyed with David Hume who took pity on me when 
I was impoverished and in Britain. He secured for me a 
pension from the King of England. By making me a depend-
ent upon the King, he enslaved me. I tried to spell out my 
objections to dependency in Discourse on the Sciences and 
the Arts (1750); Discourse on the Origin of Inequality (1754); 
Discourse on Political Economy (1755); The Social Contract 
(1762); Émile (1762), Constitutional Project for Corsica (1765); 
and The Government of Poland (1772).

Sultan: With Thucydides and Machiavelli, I think we are hard-wired 
to compete and enter into conflict with each other, both at 
the state and inter-state levels. It is just human nature that 
humans try to subdue and dominate each other.

Rousseau: What do you know about human nature? You are a dog. 
I can’t understand why I am so fond of you, Sultan, given 
that we seem to have diametrically opposed views on most 
things. Or are you just playing Devil’s advocate? I reject 
Pufendorf’s view that men are naturally social, but that does 
not mean I accept Hobbes’ contention that men are self-
seeking and competitive by nature. There is nothing inher-
ent in human nature which inevitably leads to the war of all 
against all that Hobbes so erroneously talks about. Things 
could have been and may yet with be very different. In the 
states system as it stands, with the personal interests and 
capricious whims of governments acting like monarchs, it is 
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impossible to detect consistent principles of state behaviour. 
We can’t presume that the interest of the state and that of 
its government coincide. There will be no improvement in 
international relations until there is a transformation of the 
modern state. Even if states embody the General Will, the 
problem of international conflict will not be resolved. In 
relation to each, states will still exhibit particular wills, or to 
put it more simply, self-interest, or national interest. Only 
when men in their relations, and states in theirs, cease to be 
dependent, will international peace be possible. The resolu-
tion for me is for men to become not dependent on each 
other but upon the whole community, and not subjugated 
to the particular will of a superior, but instead to follow the 
general will, which means obedience to the law that reflects 
his own real interest. At the international level, commerce is 
the main source of dependence. States have to become self-
supporting and withdraw from relations with other states. 
Withdrawing from the European Community is not the 
answer. Withdrawing from all but essential trade relations is 
what must be achieved.

Sultan: That is an even more extreme position than the United 
Kingdom Independence Party puts forward. Who exactly are 
going to be the agents of change to bring about the radical 
transformation you propose, Jean-Jacques?

Rousseau: I acknowledge that is a serious problem. In a world in which 
morality has become so corrupt and depraved, it is ask-
ing a great deal of individuals to acknowledge the error of 
their ways, renounce their self-seeking and desist from the 
competition of the satisfaction of one desire after another. 
I know you will think it dangerous because of the examples 
of Stalin and Hitler, but what is needed are charismatic 
leaders who are able to rise above the fray and offer a vision 
of leadership that persuades and convinces without force. 
In other words, such leaders must claim to be inspired by a 
higher authority and convince citizens of the necessity for 
a transformation. Stalin and Hitler did not have this vision. 
They were blinded by self-interest and had no conception of 
the general will for their states. They were megalomaniacs 
afraid of losing their grip on power. The leadership of which 
I speak is that of persuasion. It is people such as Moses, 
Numa and Jesus who hold out the promise of salvation 
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from our current predicament, and they are likely to arise at 
times of extreme crisis. It is only a matter of time before the 
fragile global capitalist system collapses under the weight of 
its own greed.

Sultan: You seem to want to deny that there is anything like a uni-
versal moral community, a thin universalism to which all 
states minimally adhere. Are you a relativist, suggesting that 
each society develops its own morality?

Rousseau: No I am not a relativist. Even John Rawls recognizes that in 
taking one of my main objectives for his own understanding 
of international relations. What drives his study is something 
that he attributes to me. That is, uniting what right permits 
with what interest prescribes. What this means is that nei-
ther individuals nor states can act consistently on capricious 
whim, nor can they act according to abstract principles in 
denial, or ignorance, of their interests. I thought when he 
talked of peoples rather than states he was going to renounce 
the principles of modern international relations. Liberal peo-
ples and decent hierarchical peoples, however, exhibit the 
same self-interested principles, tempered by human rights, as 
states in the modern state system always did. Rawls’ peoples 
are just as dependent upon each other in terms of commerce 
and international relations as states always were. Rawls has 
been criticized for resting his arguments on a very shaky or 
incomplete understanding of the relevant history.8 I cannot 
help but concur. Anyone who thinks he can reconcile Kant’s 
project for perpetual peace with what I was trying to do 
must be fundamentally confused.9 I reject Kant’s belief that 
progress in international relations will develop out of greater 
interdependence. It is interdependence that creates the con-
ditions for international conflict.

Sultan: I think I am clearer now on what you are arguing. You are 
equating virtuousness and morality with a very strong sense 
of patriotism. It is not a form of insidious nationalism which 
harnesses the love of one’s country to assert superiority over 
other countries or nations. It is a patriotism that promotes 
community and a strong sense of shared identity. You are a 
proto-communitarian!

Rousseau: Yes, that is right, Sultan. We are virtuous only when our 
wills are in conformity with the General Will. Patriotism 
promotes our sense of community and identity. When we 
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love our fellow citizens we readily want what they want. 
The sympathy, sentiment and obligations we feel towards 
our fellow citizens are all the more powerful in being 
bounded by community. The moral rights we acquire as 
citizens arise out of conventions. Conceptions of a universal 
moral order of humanity arise out of our bounded com-
munities, and do not exist prior to them. I admire Pericles’ 
funeral oration because he is expressing exactly what love 
of one’s country entails. It is a sort of erotic, ardent love, 
‘a hundred times more ardent and delightful than that of a 
mistress’.10 The community of the whole world dilutes the 
sentiment of humanity and provides little or no founda-
tion for obligations to each other as fellow human beings 
rather than citizens. If a state maintains its independence, 
it will neither need to conquer nor will it be vulnerable 
to conquest. Education ‘must give souls a national forma-
tion’ by instilling in the young the whole cultural heritage 
of its people. A people whose love of liberty and country 
has been brought to the ‘highest pitch’ will not easily be 
conquered.11 I told both the Corsicans and the Poles that 
if they wish to be self-sustaining, happy, free and peaceful 
nations, they must revive and cherish the most praise-
worthy of their customs. The performance of great deeds 
should not be motivated by financial gain, but instead by a 
love of one’s country, a love filled with ardour and passion.12 
I am inspired by Machiavelli in suggesting that they should 
establish a citizen militia in order to promote a healthy 
and courageous warrior spirit, free of ambition. They must 
return to the old ways of life, respecting traditional trades 
and agricultural development. This is the only way to 
make a state independent in external affairs. No amount of 
wealth is a substitute for self-sufficiency in the production 
of food. To be dependent upon another state for imports 
of food is to be at its mercy. Commerce, while it produces 
wealth, leads at the same time to dependency. Freedom and 
agriculture go together hand in hand. The allure of the city 
must be tempered by superior attractions to be achieved by 
remaining on the land. If land is made the foundation of 
citizenship rights and social status, and if close family ties 
are encouraged by the equation of paternity with the own-
ership of land, the flow from the countryside to the city will 
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be stemmed.13 Natural resources are exploited and depleted 
by individual greed, to the detriment of society. The use of 
natural resources must be intelligently managed and metic-
ulously planned. The current emphasis on global warming 
and environmentalism is a consequence of my warnings 
having gone unheeded in the 18th century. I argued then 
that there was no other answer but the sustainable exploita-
tion of such resources as the forest. It is national traditions 
and institutions that shape the character of a people and 
give rise to its genius. A free nation is not dependent upon 
any other nation for anything.

 I see your eyes glazing over Sultan. Time for a walk.
Sultan: Woof. 
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This story might seem more like an encounter of the third kind than an 
actual conversation with Immanuel Kant. But since it provided me with some 
answers to several questi ons which have troubled me, it could be of interest 
to others. 

The setting was my study where I worked on the Stoic notion of cosmopoli-
tanism and had just reread Cicero’s ‘Dream of Scipio’,1 aptly accompanied by 
an early composition by Mozart with the same title. It was one of the fi rst 
hot days in summer and I must have dozed off, as suddenly I found myself 
in a big hall with Corinthian columns and thought at fi rst to have been 
transported to antiquity. But then I realized that outside there was not the 
sun of the Mediterranean but some fl at summery landscape and inside I saw 
an inscription: Republic of Letters: Hall of the Dead White Males, over a 
door, where some person was persistently knocking. In frustration he turned 
around towards me. I was fl abbergasted: the man wore a wig, was clad in 
late 18th-century garb and had an uncanny resemblance with Kant, as I knew 
him from portraits. 

When he greeted me, I hesitantly queried: ‘Professor Kant, I presume’. He 
nodded and looked up, surprised by my strange outfi t and said: ‘… and who 
are you and what do you do?’ I noticed the Baltic accent with which I was 
familiar from many encounters with refugees of East Prussia after the War. 
I pulled myself together and mumbled: 

FK: Friedrich Kratochwil, angenehm … I have been looking for the 
moral politician in whom you placed so much hope. Unfortunately, 
I have not found him although as a Privatgelehrter I even travel 
abroad in this search. 

IK: Yes, travelling …. I would have liked that! But I never made it 
beyond Koenigsberg. However, I read a lot and gave courses on 
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geography, rather successful ones I might add. But on the matter 
before us: Do you know why this door is locked? There was sup-
posed to be a hearing this afternoon on my complaint against John 
Rawls. Nice fellow, but, of course, totally wrong.2 To make me a lib-
eral, as if I were one of the ‘felicific calculators’. This is – with due 
respect to Mr. Bentham – nothing but ‘nonsense on stilts’, bah …. 
To make me serve in the chain-gang of so-called ‘liberals’ who 
elevated the satisfaction of desires to the main end of human exist-
ence. Their projects all ended up – if they were lucky – in some 
form of benign despotism, which had little to do with my idea of 
the ‘kingdom of ends’ and the notion of freedom and publicity 
under a self-imposed law, constitutive of the individual, the state 
and their relations. 

FK: With all due respect, does liberal theory not also comprise the rule 
of law and a theory of (human) rights? 

IK: Of course, the notion of a Rechtsstaat and that of the rule of law 
are overlapping but they are not the same. When it comes to the 
rights of a human being, my notion of ‘human rights’ is, rather 
different from all those ‘interests’ which have made the human 
rights agenda.3 Thus there cannot be a right to democracy as a 
human right or a ‘right to the internet’ even if many people believe 
this and this strange association, called the United Nations – 
not what I had in mind when I talked about the League of 
Republics – endorses it. The point is not that some of these things 
are desirable but they cannot be human rights. 
Besides, how anybody can miss the main point that my practical 
philosophy begins with duties and not rights, desires, or prefer-
ences, as liberals are wont to, I cannot fathom. There are many 
things which might be ‘right’, without being subjective rights. 
Take the police powers of the state as an example – there cannot 
be a subjective right to drive on a one-way street downtown when 
it has been designated as going only uptown. My good friends, the 
clever Scotsmen David Hume and Adam Smith had some interest-
ing things to say on this, without making out of those ‘charges to 
the government’ a simple ‘market failure’.4

FK: Permit me to interrupt here. Doesn’t the ‘market’ also play an impor-
tant role in your dialectics of separation and unification of mankind 
since it is the douce commerce and the cosmopolitan right of visit and 
carrying on trade that figures prominently in your Perpetual Peace?5 

IK: Yes, there is some parallel to the general ‘natural histories’  tracking 
the development of the human species, topics, which were the 



Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) 101

rage of my times. Smith and others, as well as I, were interested 
in finding some ways of understanding the historical progression 
of different forms of human association, as mankind had been 
dispersed, separated by languages and religions, but then again 
was being increasingly drawn together through ‘discoveries’, the 
overcoming of distances and through commerce, even if the  latter 
often implied exploitation. I have taken up these themes not only 
in the Perpetual Peace but also in the Idea of a Universal History 
with a Cosmopolitan Purpose. They were to provide an ‘enlight-
ened’ account of human development in which God no longer 
actively interceded through wonders or signs showing his manus 
 gubernatoris – a notion which the clever Smith then appropriated 
for his ‘invisible hand’ – but in which religion as God’s direct 
message has been replaced by universal human reason. All differ-
ent religions are then seen as only different forms of one ‘natural 
religion’. This was my intent in both my writings on Religion and 
the State, since the enlightenment project saw the autonomy of 
the individual reduced to tutelage by the perhaps well-meaning 
but disastrous efforts of both the throne and the altar.6

FK: Ah, I see now that your ‘List der Natur’, the natura daedala rerum 
of Lucretius,7 has to fulfil this task of giving meaning to human 
existence. Man no longer has one well-defined ‘essence’ but man’s 
variability and ‘progress’ is now the dominant theme. 

IK: That’s right and Hegel, this imperious philosopher, made out 
of it the List der Vernunft and was not that mistaken. By the 
way, Hegel never gave me full credit for this nice catchword but 
changed it slightly so that it would not show up as plagiarism. 
But let me come back for a moment to the douce commerce thesis 
as it has inspired some controversies recently among liberals and 
post-colonialists.8

There is, of course, a way in which the argument by that man of 
great esprit, Montesquieu, can be read as a celebration of the pro-
gressive function of commerce that subdues the military spirit and 
leads mankind to a closer and more peaceful form of interaction, 
allowing also for the further cultivation of the spirit. However, 
such a course of events is by no means inevitable. The disposses-
sion of the native Americans by the Spaniards, the English and 
Portuguese, later followed by the atrocities of the Dutch private 
companies in the East and West Indies show this. Over the years 
I got increasingly convinced that the ‘right to visit’ and to a com-
mercium had to be limited9 to safeguard the local populations and 
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their autonomy. Nobody who carefully reads my Perpetual Peace 
and my comments on Japanese and Chinese counter-measures, 
can believe that I was a friend of unrestricted free trade. This is why 
the third preliminary article speaks only of a ‘cosmopolitan’ right 
of visit but not of settlement, notwithstanding the recent attempts 
of grafting a whole host of individual rights on this  tender reed. 
Your contemporary colleagues should not read into the texts of 
my contemporaries things they did not contain. Thus for Smith, 
members of the Scottish enlightenment and myself, the notion of 
the ‘economy’ as a separate sphere with its own logic and a general 
equilibrium is entirely outlandish. Of course we knew of avarice, 
and benevolence, and were even sensitized to the odd effects that 
vices and virtues create in social interactions, as Mandeville had 
suggested.10 But even Smith’s notion of ‘innate tendency to truck 
and barter’ remained part and parcel of a wider social understand-
ing11 or a ‘theory’ of action and society. It links this tendency to 
socially shared ‘sentiments’ (rather than idiosyncratic desires) and 
to possibilities of their cultivation by the institutional order.12 
After all, my friend Hume had introduced ‘utility’ into that dis-
course but what he meant is entirely different from what the 
‘economists’ of your age mean by that.13 

FK: A useful reminder that works cannot be broken down and reas-
sembled as if they were stones or ornaments from antique temples 
or theatres which have become part of our palaces, houses or 
churches. Let me ask about the tension between your argument 
about ‘nature’s design’ and the question of freedom of action. 
Here two major problems arise; one, the issue of how the transi-
tion from the ‘unsocial sociality’ in the original state to a society 
occurs in persons who subject themselves to the law. How do we 
get then from the self-interested actor to an autonomous and 
moral person? The other – but not unrelated – one is of how the 
change from the state of perpetual war to a perpetual peace is 
supposed to come about. Having perhaps abandoned your earlier 
position of a teleology of nature by the time of the Third Critique 
there is a surprising reappearance of a teleological argument in 
the Perpetual Peace, even though it is no longer ascribed to nature 
but to the ‘history’ of mankind. This might seem to press a barely 
disguised secularized version of Christian eschatology into the ser-
vice of relieving you from the dilemmas you had raised. But it was 
precisely this synthesis to which the enlightenment from Hume to 
Voltaire, Rousseau and you had objected. 
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IK: Ah well, the question of God and of revelation is indeed a tricky 
and unanswerable one.14 As the shrewd Hobbes already remarked, 
the problem is simply that we always can only discuss the ‘mes-
sages’ that come to us by the word of a ‘prophet’ or a tradition 
claiming to have received or collected it. But we have no way of 
knowing whether what they say is indeed the ‘truth’ transmitted to 
them, or whether they just misheard or misunderstood the message, 
or had had a bad day or were even delusional. In a way, the notion 
of a ‘natural religion’ is another attempt to come to terms with 
the tension between our inability of knowing and the insatiable 
desire to ‘know’. Thus, I took the admittedly ambivalent concept 
of ‘nature’ and ascribed to it some ‘teleology’ that works itself out 
behind the back of the particular agents. And, I found a compati-
bilist solution with the freedom of will – by leaving the notion of 
the ‘task’ or destiny of mankind to nature while changing, so to 
speak, the ‘mechanism’, i.e. substituting freely-willed action of the 
agents for nature’s predestined ‘design’. 

FK: But did you not reject this ‘solution’ in your Third Critique of 
1790? There you make the cryptic remark that it is the power of 
‘Judgement [that] will bring about a transition from the pure fac-
ulty of knowledge, the realm of natural concepts, to the realm of 
the concept of freedom, just as in its logical use it makes possible 
the transition from Understanding to Reason’.15 You develop this 
thought by analysing aesthetic judgments. When we say that 
Boticelli’s Birth of Venus is ‘beautiful’, we claim general validity for 
our judgment although we do not arrive at that conclusions by 
the usual steps of inference. Hannah Arendt16 has seen the wider 
implications of this argument for politics, but ….

IK: Gemach, gemach! There might be certain parallels between aesthetic 
and political judgments but it is simply not true that we have to 
go to aesthetics in order to understand politics. What else do I do 
in the already mentioned Rechtslehre, or in my Dispute among the 
Faculties where I develop the notion of ‘publicity’ further … even 
though I must insist that the ideas developed there have again 
 little to do with the later notion of publicity and with the vulgar-
ity and garishness of its presentations in the modern media. And 
that holds for both, the circus-like atmosphere that has taken hold 
of our public debates, as well as for the obscene exhibitionism one 
encounters in the new ‘(a)-social media’. When I advocated – in 
a way – ‘transparency’ as a means of insuring publicity, I did not 
think of ‘letting it all hang out’ or making every move or action 



104 Friedrich Kratochwil

a matter of ‘record’ so that the ‘data’ can be used by allegedly 
benign but actually increasingly tyrannical sovereigns for ‘manag-
ing’ their subjects, or by any ‘private’ Zwangsbegluecker (coercive 
felicifier) who can get their hands on data. Similarly, when I said 
that ‘ought implies can’ I did NOT say that ‘can implies ought’, i.e. 
simply deriving policy from ‘capabilities’. 
How anybody who has read my Perpetual Peace can see in it the 
outline of a political project for justifying outside interventions for 
protecting basic rights or for imposing a ‘regime change’, escapes 
me. But I guess, this is just to show that a little bit of knowledge 
might be a dangerous thing and I probably was too sanguine when 
I believed that the spread of ideas was bound to have emancipat-
ing consequences, by entirely discounting the possibility that a 
lot of people might be educated – nay let’s rather say: might be 
‘trained’ – far beyond their capacities. 

FK: Well taken, and consistent with your earlier objections to being 
inducted into the ‘liberal chain gang’. But let us come back to 
the point about your conception of teleology. On the one hand, 
sections 83 and 84 of the Third Critique contain again teleological 
arguments. But you also illustrate: the fact that driftwood which 
falls into the water somewhere in the tropics and is transported by 
sea currents to polar regions, so that the people there are supplied 
with the necessary wood for tools, tents or heating does not entitle 
us to infer that a teleology is here at work. With good reason you 
warn us: ‘even merely to demand such a predisposition and to 
expect such an end of nature would seem to us presumptuous and 
ill-considered.’17 But this argument makes it impossible to ascribe 
any strong form of teleology to nature. After all, we would not 
accept as an explanation the following: When little Johnny wants 
to know, why the sun is so far away from the earth and his mother 
answers to him by saying that is because if the sun were nearer, 
all the trees and animals would die. While mom’s assertion is 
 certainly true, it cannot be adduced as a cause, reason or purpose. 

IK: I understand that there remains a difficulty, but what I was actu-
ally after was to show that somehow the inference from purposes 
to outcomes which we use when we reason in practical matters – 
an idea that is already as old as Aristotle’s hou heneka (for the 
sake of what, or for which reason do we act) – can also be useful 
when we use it analogously for our heuristics of nature, without, 
however, forgetting the limitations of this analogy. One conse-
quence is that the gravitational centre of philosophy moves from 
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epistemology to the ‘science’ of morals and thus willy-nilly we 
have then to accept by implication that the Newtonian attempt 
of providing the paradigm of our understanding as a whole has 
failed because of its too-demanding conditions. But for a careful 
reader it becomes clear (after proper reflection) that it is now more 
the ‘practical’ rather than the theoretical reason that serves as the 
‘court’ to which we appeal when making knowledge claims.18 
A second, and interrelated corollary is that with the Third Critique 
the emphasis slides from nature to history, i.e. from a concern 
with the teleology inscribed in nature ‘forcing’ mankind by push-
ing and shoving into a certain direction, to a concern of man as an 
artificer of his own world and thus to a focus on how he uses his 
intelligence ‘to give to nature and to himself a relation to an end 
that can be sufficient for itself and independently of nature.’19 To 
that extent ‘culture’ rather than the teleology of nature becomes the 
focus for the ‘history’. Its political project is the creation of a cosmo-
politan order whose ‘signs’ we perceive, but which have no longer 
any causal powers to ‘guarantee’ the outcome, to which we are, 
however, committed as humans endowed with practical reasons. 
Thus I wrote: ‘The human being, through the freedom from causality 
finds things in nature completely advantageous’ and ‘knows how to 
bring things into correspondence with his own arbitrary inspiration, 
to which was by no means predestined by nature’20.

FK: Oh I see, that is indeed an interpretation that fits well with your 
emphasis on human freedom while preserving the notion of an a 
priori duty to work towards the goal of securing these conditions 
for the preservation of freedom and autonomy through the insti-
tution of a Rechtsstaat. It also justifies a cosmopolitan legal order, 
consisting of a league of republican states, and their commitment 
to forgo the use of force and opting instead for a lawful resolution 
of conflicts. This vision is, of course, the topic of your Perpetual 
Peace and in greater detail of your Rechtslehre. 
But then I still wonder about the actual way of bringing this 
about. As I remember you entrust this feat in the Perpetual Peace 
to a somewhat heroic ‘moral politician’. In the Rechtslehre you 
deal with it somewhat differently by broaching the idea of how 
the heteronomy of law and the autonomy of moral action can be 
brought under practical reason, and how publicity secures ‘right’ 
(rightful) political choices. There, morality, law and politics seem 
to be mediated in a more explicit fashion instead of expecting the 
moral politician as a deus ex machina. 
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IK: That’s right!
FK: But then I want to explore a bit further the question of ‘transi-

tion’ which occurs when people enter into the civil state and 
when the properly constituted states, based on the idea of the 
Rechtsstaat, are taking steps in order to ‘guarantee’ the conditions 
for a ‘ perpetual peace’, a peace which does not resemble the one 
of a graveyard to which you ironically refer to in the opening of 
your Perpetual Peace.
Let us begin with the first transition: what ultimately engenders 
the ‘shift’ from a rather unstable arrangement for the preservation 
of public order to a shared ‘commitment’ to the moral law, or to 
what your colleague Rousseau called the ‘alienation totale’ in his 
Social Contract? With Rousseau, this radical transformation to the 
‘moral being’ is necessary when the actors leave the state of nature 
by contracting with each other, so as to make out of the volontée 
de tous a volontée generale. But how does this transformation occur 
in your case? 

IK: Ah well, I advanced a couple of solutions to this conundrum. One 
is the argument that people when provided with security will have 
the opportunity to discover the principles of right and act out of 
some feeling of enthusiasm or awe before the law. This feeling is, 
however, inspired by the principle of right and not some psycholog-
ical idiosyncrasy. The other is the notion of ‘publicity’, as elaborated 
in the Dispute among the Faculties21 and the Second Appendix to the 
Perpetual Peace.22 While I do not address in the former pamphlet the 
larger question of a ‘public sphere’ and of political deliberation, as 
some of my later followers have,23 I do insist that in a Rechtsstaat 
legislation has to issue from the people while the possible enlight-
enment under present circumstances has to issue from the State 
and its officials. But in their decisions they have to take into con-
sideration the proposals discussed by the philosophers, as they are 
the ones who are concerned with practical issues, even though not 
in the same way as the ‘service’ faculties are, be they medicine or 
law, which are tending to their particular patient or the client. The 
philosophers’ view is rather directed at how the particular choice 
impacts on the whole community and the future of mankind.

FK: May I interrupt here? 
IK: By all means, if you have a question.
FK: I do … actually, I have several. How is it that your solutions sit 

well with some form of strong teleology to which you come back 
in the Perpetual Peace, as well as in your Dispute among the Faculties? 
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The Dispute among the Faculties preserves the move from nature to 
history and to culture. But it displaces the familiar contradiction 
of nature as a ‘guarantee’ on the one hand, and of freely willed 
actions, on the other hand, by reintroducing the same contradic-
tion in the disguise of a secularized version of the prophetic and 
New Testamentarian eschatology (minus the Last Judgment which 
was cancelled due to lack of interest). 
But I am getting ahead of myself. Let me come back to your First 
Supplement of the Perpetual Peace where you argue again that 
even without the efforts of conscious agency mankind will reach a 
stable state within a cosmopolitan order that includes individuals 
and states, as well as ‘others’ (such as non-state societies) under 
a common regime of law. As you surmise: ‘Nature comes to the 
aid of the universal and rational human will … and makes use of 
precisely those self-seeking inclinations in order to do so’.24 This 
seems to square well with Hobbesian, or better still, with Lockean 
presumptions, but it is difficult to see what that has to do with a 
respect for law and for human autonomy. 
Does the argument of ‘awe’ before the law to which you then 
appeal solve this problem? There is the famous remark in the Second 
Critique on this ‘awe’: ‘Two things fill the mind with ever new and 
increasing admiration and reverence, the more often and steadily 
one reflects on them: the starry heavens above me and the moral 
law within me.’25 But then in the Perpetual Peace and the Dispute 
you again fall back on your already repudiated natural teleology 
or some ‘miracle’, even if it is presented in the cultural form of a 
powerful narrative.

IK: Oh, mon Dieu! You want to make me into a theologian? 
FK: Not necessarily, but I did not chose the word ‘miracle’ factitiously 

since its persuasive pull rests on the ability to read the ‘signs’ of 
the times, which has an uncanny resemblance to biblical proph-
esies. Only from this prophetic perspective can we postulate an 
‘a-priori duty’ to work for the ‘kingdom of ends’. This raises the 
further question of whether the similarity of your expression of 
the ‘kingdom of ends’ and of the biblical ‘kingdom of God’ (or 
of heaven26) is merely coincidence? The notion that man is the 
‘crown of creation’27 also points to specific religious roots of your 
speculation, not to some ‘universal reason’. Finally, I do not want 
to go so far as to maintain that Matthew 1:23 provides additional 
‘supporting evidence’28 for my thesis because in that case I would 
become factitious. But is this not a ‘Schwaermerei’ par excellence? 



108 Friedrich Kratochwil

Here we suddenly got interrupted, as more and more people entered into 
the room opposite us. The door had opened and people began to fl ock 
in. At his point something cold hit my face. I woke up and before me sat 
Ulysse, my dog, bright-eyed and bushy tailed, waiting for his evening 
outing. What a difference a day makes! I started with the Stoics, being 
transported to Carthage and then I entered the halls of the Republic of 
Letters, only to be transported back not to Ithaca, but to my home and 
to Ulysse. 
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Immanuel Kant awoke with a sense of something having changed 
radically overnight. First, the confusion and incapacity that had dogged 
him these past few years had lifted and he felt restored to the full extent 
of his intellectual powers. Those powers led him to his second insight of 
the morning: he was not in his bed and judging by the flora and fauna 
that surrounded him, nor was he in his house. Quickly, he rose to his 
feet. That rascal Lampe was no doubt behind this practical joke, Kant 
fumed, but then he remembered that Wasianski had already dismissed 
Lampe. Perhaps this was his idea of revenge? Whatever the motiva-
tion of whoever had placed him in this strange position, Kant realized 
that his motivation was fairly clear and simple: to return home and to 
resume his ordered existence. With his powers newly restored, it was 
time to finally complete the project of unifying and systematizing all 
the threads of his philosophy. 

Picking his way through the thickets that surrounded him, Kant 
found a wide path that seemed to have been made by the passage of 
many feet over countless years. Reasoning that this must be the path 
back to civilization Kant elected to follow its course. On he walked 
through the dim light that never seemed to get any darker or brighter. 
Kant could not make out the sun in the sky, even when the woods 
ended and he found himself on a very unprepossessing plain dominated 
by a tall mountain. He made his way towards the mountain intending 
to climb it (why not? He was full of vigour!) and from the top survey 
his surroundings and determine how far exactly he was from the nearest 
town, which he hoped would be his own dear Königsberg.

As he approached the hill he noticed an interesting feature: there was 
a large cave at the bottom of the mountain. Kant could not help but 
notice that the path he was on led inexorably to its entrance, there were 
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no trails deviating left or right away from the entrance to the cave as 
one would expect. It must be a site of pilgrimage, or some kind of tour-
ist attraction, thought Kant with a sinking feeling: there was no such 
site in the forests around Königsberg, and certainly none on this scale, 
or he would certainly have heard about it by now. No, he reasoned, 
he must be very far from home indeed. He resolved to make his way 
to the entrance: perhaps someone visiting the cave could provide him 
with instructions as to how to get to the nearest town, or failing that 
he could sleep in the cave if he felt it necessary. Through the dim light 
he could make out that the entrance was completely covered by a large 
gate. They must charge entry, Kant thought, and sought for a couple of 
thalers in his pockets to pay the custodian. 

Kant reached the gate, which was truly impressive in both its size and 
the perfection of its construction. Surely the fellow that built this gate 
knew what he was doing! – no army could ever force its way through 
such a barrier, or, it occurred to him oddly, none would ever be able 
to force its way out from the inside either. Before he could pursue this 
thought fully, Kant was distracted by an almost imperceptible creak as a 
small door within the gate opened and a shaft of lamplight burst through 
the gloom. A man of average height, wearing good clothes, but of very 
antique design, stepped through the door and into the space separating 
Kant and himself. ‘Salve, professore!’ the man said and offering his hand 
in friendship he introduced himself: ‘My name is Niccolò di Bernardo 
dei Machiavelli … welcome to Hell!’ In the fraction of a second between 
hearing this news and the loss of consciousness it provoked, Kant knew 
that it was true: he was dead and would return to Königsberg no more. 

‘You must forgive my somewhat melodramatic greeting, professore’, 
Machiavelli said to Kant on waking, ‘it is true that you are in Hell, but 
you have been allocated to Limbo, the most pleasant circle. It’s not so 
bad: a temperate climate, the finest minds of antiquity for company and 
myself as your guide and interlocutor.’

‘I postulated an afterlife in the first two critiques, but I had no idea 
that Dante’s vision was quite so … accurate. But what have I done to 
be denied access to purgatory and heaven? And I would have thought 
that you would be somewhere a little more, shall we say, subterranean.’

‘In truth, professore, we weren’t entirely sure what to do with you. 
We could not even decide if you were a Christian or not. In ambiguous 
cases like yours, Limbo is the safest option for everybody. As for me, I’m 
a Florentine who opposed neutrality – it pleased both the Maestro and 
the True Powers to give me the run of the house’, Machiavelli said with 
a sweep of his arm to indicate his free rein within Hell. 
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‘But what do you find ambiguous about me and my works, Herr 
Machiavelli?’

‘Pretty much everything, professore, but let’s begin with your decid-
edly odd work on politics, and the pamphlet Toward Perpetual Peace in 
particular. It is supposed to be one of your more popular, easy to read 
pieces and yet it is slippier than a bagful of eels. If I could report back 
to the Powers that preside over this place that we had cleared up even 
that portion of your oeuvre, then that would be most appreciated by 
both them and myself.’

‘My approach to politics is directly related to, and derived from, my 
critical philosophy.’

‘I was afraid you were going to say that …’
‘In the first critique I ask three questions: What can I know? What 

ought I to do? What may I hope? I later added another question, a mas-
ter question, which, with the others, permeates all my work, including, 
and especially, Toward Perpetual Peace: that question is, What is man?’

‘So your approach is fundamentally anthropological, professore?’
‘Yes, but I employ two levels of analysis to the question “What is 

man?” The first level of analysis views the human being as a product 
and part of nature. In this understanding, man is a cog in a machine 
that continues on its course indefinitely and for no apparent purpose, 
save – perhaps – its own propagation. Nature may have ends but we 
cannot know them. This version of man is, like all animals, motivated 
by fear for its own safety and desire for material comfort. This creature 
operates according to sensibility, the understanding and the insights of 
technical practical reason. Ultimately human beings develop societies 
out of self-interest informed by prudence and what I call their unsocial 
sociability – human beings are social animals who, despite their mutual 
antipathy, tend to form groups.’

‘This sounds very familiar!’
‘Yes, your work is quite accurate in describing the nature of mankind 

as a species of political animals, although even you admit that mankind 
cannot be reduced to the ability to calculate political advantage without 
regard to a wider moral purpose.’

‘Indeed, professore – I differentiate between Agathocles, who though 
a brilliant warrior and politician, deserves no respect and is not fit for 
emulation as his actions were solely in his interest and not in the ser-
vice of the state and Cesare Borgia, no less ruthless, but whose actions 
brought justice and improved government to the people of the Romagna. 
Commentators often forget that in The Prince I promote the liberation of 
Italy from the barbarians and peace and unity under an Italian redeemer.’
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‘Well, I take it a bit further than that, Herr Machiavelli. I propose 
independence from nature itself! Nature is a despot who uses mankind 
without any real concern for its wellbeing. Yet nature is only one part 
of mankind: reason offers another perspective on what man is, what 
he can know about himself, how he ought to act and for what he may 
hope. In The Groundwork and the second Critique, I explore what reason, 
distinct from nature and appearance, reveals about humanity as a moral 
species. Reason has this advantage over nature, Herr Machiavelli: it 
reveals the singular truth about how we ought to act. Reason allows us to 
uncover the genuine principles of moral behaviour and how we ought 
to live, both as moral and political agents.’

‘Now, professore, you sound uncomfortably like Fra Girolamo 
Savonarola, who wanted to remake Florence according to Christian vir-
tue. Surely, your project, like his, will fail as you do not recognize that 
to live virtuously is to invite your destruction in the political realm. The 
best we can do in terms of political morality is to preserve order and 
seek the welfare of our citizens or subjects, by any means necessary’.

‘Savonarola’s problem, Herr Machiavelli, is that he tried to do too 
much, too soon in circumstances that were not ripe. The beauty of 
my political system as explored in Toward Perpetual Peace is that it is 
composed of two eventually converging teleologies, one natural and 
political, and the other rational and moral. What I argue is that nature 
will ultimately exhaust itself and in doing so it prepares the way for the 
moral reorientation of mankind. The key to understanding my work is 
to bear in mind that there are two paths to perpetual peace, the path 
laid by nature is built on a foundation of fear and desire, the path laid 
by reason on duty and observance of the moral law. I also admit that 
the failure of mankind is entirely possible and that the peace of the 
graveyard may be the fate of the species if we cannot realize our moral 
and political destiny.’

‘You say that nature will exhaust itself: what do you mean by this?’
‘Nature undoubtedly dominates human existence, Herr Machiavelli – 

that was as true in your day as it is in mine. Yet if we compare the wars 
of your day to the Thirty Years’ War or the wars of my era, then it is 
obvious that the latter are more destructive of both wealth and persons. 
Extrapolating to the future, which is an important part of my argument 
in Toward Perpetual Peace, one can hypothesize wars of such destruction 
that mankind would eliminate itself if such a war was to be fought. 
This fear of destruction, wedded to the desire for material goods and 
comfort, present two natural impetuses to peace. Trade and war are 
incompatible – it will be in the interests of states to preserve the peace 



114 Seán Molloy

effectively in order to minimize any potential disruption to their com-
mercial activity.

Realizing the destructive potential of war, political leaders would 
not wish to jeopardize peace. In such circumstances, the observance 
of moral norms and legal restrictions on the behaviour of states would 
be of paramount importance as states seek to avoid antagonizing one 
another. We can hope that in such an era, the pretence of virtue based on 
the self-interest of survival, may eventually become true virtue as gen-
erations become educated and acculturated to the prevailing  condition 
of peace.’

‘This is a very optimistic vision, professore, I still don’t understand how 
it will come about. The moral actor will find himself at the mercy of the 
immoral, and the immoral will show no mercy in the gladiatorial arena 
of politics and war.’

‘This is a good point, which I address in my work through the person 
of the moral politician. The moral politician is capable of surviving in 
the realm of politicians who eschew rational morality. The moral politi-
cian combines moral ends with moral means but within a political con-
text. The moral politician is bound by one constraint: he must always act 
according to the guideline of the categorical imperative, i.e., act in such a 
way that you can wish your maxim could become a universal law. There 
is no mistaking the difficulty of the moral politician’s task: he must be 
tactically astute enough to deflect the schemes of his immoral adver-
saries, but all the while remaining within the parameters of the moral 
law. But we must remember that eventually the operation of nature will 
circumscribe everyone’s actions and that there are social and political 
advantages in such circumstances in appearing to be virtuous. The pre-
liminary articles of perpetual peace are designed to create the conditions 
in which the moral politician can prosper. The definitive articles outline 
the system in which all levels of politics are resolved according to the sat-
isfaction of both technical and ultimately pure practical reason. Interest 
and right combine with and reinforce one another in my analysis.’

‘But let us say, professore, that I renounce your ideas of reason and 
morality? That I find them too constrictive and I simply wish to live in 
the here and now, securing my rule, enjoying what I will and taking what 
I want or what I believe is necessary. Let us say that rather than project 
into an uncertain future, we restrict our analysis to what history and the 
present reveal of human nature and its attendant political behaviour?’

‘It is true, Herr Machiavelli, that one could certainly live one’s life 
in such a manner. It is for this reason that I seek to incentivize good 
behaviour through the postulates of practical reason, i.e., the existence 
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of God and the afterlife. We cannot (at least when we are alive) know 
that God exists, or that we are the subjects of a rational plan of nature of 
His design, but we are, I argue, forced to believe that is the case. For the 
sake of our salvation we must believe, if only on a regulative basis, in 
that which pure practical reason points us toward, i.e., that God exists 
and we should orient ourselves to the moral law. Without this belief 
hope exits human existence.’

‘The foundations of your project, then are hope and belief in both 
God and Man, professore? These are commendable virtues surely, but are 
they enough to serve as a basis for understanding political life? Surely, 
it is better to recognize the nature and limits of human beings and to 
ask what can be done within those boundaries?’

‘Your position, Herr Machiavelli, is one of despairing denial to which 
I offer, by way of contrast, a stance of benign hope. I concede that 
knowledge of human beings as they appear to themselves and each other 
leads one to conclusions similar to yours, but this is why (among other 
reasons), in the first Critique, I make it clear that it is necessary to sacri-
fice knowledge to make room for faith. Like all ‘pragmatic’ politicians, 
you profess to know what human nature is, but not what may be made 
of humanity. I merely point toward an asymptotic ideal, that though it 
may never be reached, allows us to hope for an escape from the despot-
ism of nature and the negative effects of our defining characteristic as 
a species, i.e., the radical evil of a race that misuses its freedom. If it is 
true that from the crooked wood of man, no straight thing can be made, 
we can at least hope to improve that timber sufficient to approximate 
an order in which rational morality replaces, or at least tempers, the 
excesses of mankind.’

‘I have my doubts, professore, but time will tell …’
‘Your doubts stem from your anthropology, Herr Machiavelli. The 

elements you neglect in your treatment of political life are the necessity 
to view human existence in terms of an anthropodicy and the require-
ment to believe (without ever knowing) that God has arranged matters 
such that mankind can, by its own capabilities, find its way back into 
conformity with the divine will and the harmony of the universe. All 
that is necessary is that mankind should cease to abuse its freedom, but 
this in itself is ultimately dependent on a leap of faith. One thing is 
certain, the path to peace, although guaranteed by nature, is completed 
only by accepting a providential interpretation of human destiny. Any 
gains secured under the aegis of nature are reversible, the ceaseless judg-
ment required of technical practical reason in a purely political environ-
ment leads to unpredictable outcomes, and nobody can guarantee that 
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prudence will be sufficient to find a solution to the spiralling series of 
crises that each judgment itself entails. By contrast, rational morality 
offers an impeccable basis for lasting peace under the aegis of providence. 
In terms of our practical interests as a moral species we are condemned 
to believe in God and ourselves or face the abyss of a meaningless 
existence in a Godless universe in which the human being is nothing 
more than an animal deluded by its accidental and deceitful reason as 
to its status in a cosmos that is perfectly indifferent to its survival or 
extinction.’

‘Bravo, professore, that makes things much clearer. Now, if you will 
excuse me I must usher in an impressively moustachioed chap called 
Nietzsche. I believe he has much to say about this abyss you have 
mentioned. It has been decreed that you two must spend eternity in 
conversation with each other, professore. Although this is the first circle, 
it nonetheless remains Hell.’

With that, Machiavelli retrieved the lamp from Diogenes and left 
Kant puzzled at the table. Machiavelli made haste to the door: Nietzsche 
was banging on the gates of Hell and demanding entry…
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Student: Good evening, Herr Professor. I am writing my thesis on 
the contemporary crisis of liberalism? Can I ask you a few 
questions?

Hegel: It is indeed a fine sunset. Do come in. How can I help?
Student: Well, your name often comes up in international theory as 

someone who helped lay the intellectual foundations for the 
school of IR Realism, and yet the person who most refers to 
you in the discipline as a whole, Francis Fukuyama, uses you 
to affirm, contra realism, the liberal ‘end of history’ with the 
final advent of liberal democracy.1 This seems contradictory. 
Furthermore, twenty-five years on from the end of the Cold 
War, liberalism is considered in crisis. So, I am wondering 
who you are with regard to my adopted discipline, and, if 
Fukuyama’s interpretation of you is basically correct, whether 
the contemporary dynamics of history have in fact destroyed 
your intellectual framework for reflecting upon history, reli-
gion, politics and the present. To converse with you, and 
precisely you, about these issues would considerably help me 
to frame my research question.

Hegel: Do you see the deep-pink hues of the sun? What a fine sun-
set indeed … Ah yes, your questions. There seem to be four 
in all: 1) Am I a proto-realist? 2) Do I agree with Fukuyama’s 
interpretation of my reading of history and politics? 3) Is ‘the 
West’ in decline? And 4): If it is, does Hegelian philosophy still 
have anything to say of interest (particularly to the Global 
South?); and, if it is not, are people like Fukuyama right to 
say that the ideological future of the world is settled and, 
therefore, boringly bourgeois? 
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Student: Yes, these questions are about right. My generation is deeply 
frustrated by the present poverty of domestic and interna-
tional politics. Can you help us in this context? Or should we 
write you Hegelians off (as, I gather, has happened before)?

Hegel: Well, let’s proceed in order of the questions. Am I a proto-
realist? I am uncertain that the question has much meaning, 
but let me try. As a philosopher concerned with the objectifi-
cation of what I call ‘Geist’ (truth or being, for short), politics 
deeply interests me. It is only through politics that the fun-
damental human value of freedom has any concrete mean-
ing; indeed, because I am an evolutionary thinker, freedom 
only has objective meaning, for me, through the institutions 
of politics. I work on this development of the concept of 
freedom in my Philosophy of History and Philosophy of Right.2 
Now, since, first, it is only through the nation-state that the 
principle of freedom has acquired objective meaning (neither 
in the subjective realms of art or religion nor in pre-modern 
political forms, but in the differentiated organization of the 
modern state), I focus on the state as the rational site of free-
dom.3 In this sense my contribution to thinking politics is 
state-centric. Freedom cannot be thought objectively outside 
the state. Since, second, there never will be a site for freedom 
outside of, or above the state, there will never be an arbiter of 
freedom between or beyond the state (a ‘world government’ 
or whatever).4

Student: Hence you are a realist …
Hegel: … In these terms, yes, my political philosophy can certainly 

be harnessed to IR Realist tenets of state-centrism and anarchy. 
This harnessing, however, makes little sense. My concern is 
the objectification of freedom in the world. For me, history is 
not cyclical, but has a direction with regard to this objectifi-
cation. Basically, unlike the arts (Samuel Beckett is no better 
than Sophocles) the human institutionalization of freedom 
improves over historical time. And, in that sense, while there 
is no court of world government worthy of the idea of free-
dom (my liberal colleague on the top floor, Immanuel Kant, 
did understand that), history will decide.5 Hegelianism and IR 
realism are accordingly two very different readings of freedom, 
history and their relation to one another. IR realism, with its 
tenets of anarchy and power politics, is one essential part of 
what makes up the real; but it only one part of a larger whole.
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Student: Do these remarks make you, then, a liberal, as Fukuyama 
argued in 1989?

Hegel: This is complicated. Let’s go slowly, turning, as we do, to ques-
tion two: to what extent do I agree with Fukuyama’s use of me 
regarding history and politics? IR realism is born in response 
to the failures of ‘liberal internationalism’ (ineffectiveness of 
the League of Nations, etc.). My critique of Rousseau and Kant 
in both my early work up to the Phenomenology6 and in my 
last lectures Philosophy of Right is useful to spur this response, 
for two reasons. First, the early liberals propose a legal formal-
ism (equality before the law) that, while effectively critical of 
all forms of political hierarchy, ends up ‘empty’ of content 
and, therefore, prone to political abuse. The Terror of 1792–5 
is, in this sense, the historical truth of unorganized or undif-
ferentiated concepts of freedom and equality.7 We sadly see 
this logic again at work today when democracy is imposed 
from above: it leads to chaos and domination.

Student: This is the realist critique of moralism.
Hegel: I prefer my terms since they keep ethics alive in politics: it is 

the fate of formal freedom. Second, undifferentiated, liberal 
freedom leads to the domination of one part of the social 
whole upon another. Modern freedom is subjectively rooted 
in the choices of the market. Before institutional objectifica-
tion, its site is the town. The market leads, in turn, to civil 
society into which the middle-class is born and thrives. Now, 
civil society is for me one part of the state. If it comes to 
dominate the terms and principles of the state as a whole (as 
can happen under liberalism, particularly its Anglo-American 
variety), the state is thought and practised in contract terms 
particular to market society.8 One result is the ‘marketization’ 
and ‘financialization’ of society where little philosophical 
and political distinction is made between public and private 
goods and where state leaders are either captured by, or 
themselves behave like, the business class. This second ‘fate’ 
of liberalism is not only domestic, and this is where realists 
find me useful for their cause. 

Student: Why?
Hegel: Kant, the liberal, believes that a ‘perpetual peace’ (a definitive 

end to war) can be found between states if they form a ‘league’ 
of like-minded polities.9 This idea reproduces, for me, contract 
thinking, specific to civil market society, at the international 
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level. Liberals, that is, take one part of the whole within the 
modern state up to the world level in the belief that a social 
contract can be formed between like-minded states to form 
a world government that would regulate state behaviour. 
Given, however, the spatial and temporal differences between 
states, such a contract could never be guaranteed, but only 
imposed, leading to new forms of domination. This is the irra-
tional nature of liberal formalism, taking one part of the social 
whole for the whole. (Pause) So you see, I am, at one and the 
same time, critical of realism’s refusal to consider freedom one 
motor of an evolutionary history and of liberalism’s formal 
understanding of political freedom, an understanding that 
in the international realm leads in the twentieth century 
to the school of IR realism (starting with scholars like Hans 
Morgenthau and E.H. Carr). This oscillation between liber-
alism and realism is actually all part of the show (Schein) of 
international history, but let’s not go there this evening.

Student: Well, as you know, at the end of the Cold War Fukuyama 
argued that history had come to an end with the twentieth-
century victory of liberal democracy over authoritarianism 
(fascism and communism). He used your philosophy of his-
tory to make the argument that the meaning of history is 
freedom and that history has, therefore, a direction.10 And 
yet you speak with as much ambivalence of liberalism as of 
realism. To have your thoughts on his End of History and the 
Last Man would be very helpful in this context?

Hegel: It is an interesting book, and its general thesis is certainly not 
superseded by the present economic (and military) decline of 
the West. So, regarding this second question, let’s again go 
slowly. First of all, Fukuyama explicitly says that he is work-
ing with an interpretation of my philosophy by Alexander 
Kojève.11 Now, Kojève underestimated the ‘speculative’ nature 
of my thinking and overemphasized its ‘dialectical’ synthe-
ses. For example, the modern state brought together for him 
subjective and objective freedom (the dignity of the ‘I’ and 
institutionalized rights and duties) whereas my Philosophy of 
Right develops the intellectual rationale of the modern state, 
not its immediate presence (which constantly falls back into 
new forms of misrecognition and domination).12 By making 
Kojève’s interpretation his own, Fukuyama makes me a lib-
eral democrat and liberal democracy the end of history. He 
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thereby oversimplifies the relation between philosophy and 
actuality: the task of philosophy is to apprehend what is, but 
‘what is’ constitutes a complex whole, the parts of which try 
to substitute for the whole.13 Liberal democracy cannot stand 
for the whole of the modern state; if it attempts to do so, it 
engenders its own fate.

Student: We see this today with neo-liberalism?
Hegel: Absolutely. That said, Fukuyama is asking an essential ques-

tion via my dialectical philosophy. Is there a better alterna-
tive to liberal democracy as an ideology? In historical terms, is 
there a nation-state that has come up – or is likely to come up, 
as we comprehend the ‘what is’ of our age – with better prin-
ciples of political organization than those, under liberalism, 
of liberty and equality? Following Hegel-Kojève, Fukuyama 
responds negatively and argues, therefore, that the end of the 
Cold War marks the ‘end of history’. Although historical time 
will continue, there will be no new set of principles by which 
to organize human freedom. In this sense History (history as 
a process of meaning) has finished. At the level of ideology 
(subjective spirit), I consider Fukuyama correct. How these 
principles are organized (objective spirit) remains, that said, a 
constant historical struggle. And this is where his book lacks 
an understanding of speculative totality.

Student: Just on the first point for now since it is also my third ques-
tion: does this mean that for you, as for Fukuyama, the West is 
not in decline despite its relative material decline and despite 
recent events (the loss of international legitimacy following 
the Iraq and Afghan wars and the financial crisis of 2007/8)?

Hegel: If new principles informing political organization do not arise, 
the West is, strictly speaking, not in decline. In this subjective 
sense history has indeed ended. For example, and as many IR 
scholars have remarked, despite setbacks and digressions, the 
principles of the West – the state, market society, constitution-
alism – are becoming global. The West is, therefore, only in 
decline because all parts of the world are becoming Western.14 
This process could produce major tensions, if not war and 
destruction (I don’t agree with Fukuyama’s democratic peace 
theory here). But again, the modern principles of freedom and 
equality will not have been superseded; rather, they will have 
been generalized. I do not see this basic Fukuyamean thesis as 
incompatible with my philosophy of history. If I glanced at 
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the end of Philosophy of History towards America as the new 
dawn of Geist, the generalization of ‘liberal democracy’ is one 
interesting interpretation of that glance.15

Student: And yet many on the Left have criticized Fukuyama for mak-
ing no distinction between liberal and social democracy and, 
therefore, for promoting a neoliberal version of liberalism. 
Since the legitimacy of neoliberalism probably came to an 
historical end in 2007/8, how can you say his thesis is com-
patible with your historical conception of objective freedom?

Hegel: This is again complicated. I think the balance between liberty, 
on the one hand, and equality on the other is the issue (die 
Sache selbst) for democracy in general. I did not focus on this 
balance in my writings because, when writing, the franchise 
was not yet universal. Although it was already posited in the 
idea of equality before the law, equality was, therefore, not 
developed. Today it is much more objectified, at least in the 
West, although neoliberal doctrine has brought about several 
major regressions in the last thirty years. If one emphasizes 
equality more than freedom, one is a social democrat; if 
one emphasizes freedom more than equality one remains 
a liberal. The point is twofold here. I think Fukuyama was 
right not to have over-worried about the distinction between 
liberal and social democracy since they both work within 
the liberal and democratic principles of liberty and equal-
ity.16 Second, the next stage of objectifying equality remains a 
task for humanity as a whole and for the states that organize 
this humanity: radical global inequality constitutes a major 
misrecognition of freedom. For a dialectical Hegelian like 
Hegel-Kojève-Fukuyama, this stage is post-historical. For a 
speculative Hegelian like myself (!), this objectification of 
freedom may be understood as post-historical at the ideo-
logical level; but since the institutional forms of freedom and 
equality are, precisely, critical to these very principles, History 
is still at play. In this sense, history has both ended and con-
tinues (I call the apprehension of this historical relation of 
identity and difference ‘speculative thought’). This is neces-
sarily complex, but I hope you can see here where and why 
I am agreeing with Fukuyama’s thesis and, at the same time, 
where and why I am not agreeing at all.

Student: Yes, some might argue that you are having your speculative 
cake and eating it, but, as a student of IR, I appreciate the 



G.W.F. Hegel (1770–1831) and International Relations 123

point about Western decline as a generalization of the West. 
Russia and China are authoritarian states and will probably 
remain so for some time. To follow you, they offer no better 
alternative to the ideas of freedom and equality, and, in this 
sense, are not on the rise. China could of course become 
more efficient at dealing with climate change than the West 
(itself a debate), but from your perspective, this functionalist 
approach to politics will not offer new principles of political 
organization. The human species may, in the meanwhile, 
perish from the existential threats of climate change or a 
nuclear explosion, but the principles of human dignity and 
their objectification will have remained intact. I hear you 
well, Professor, on the fallacy of Western declinism; indeed 
I sense your philosophy still offers an interesting approach 
to it, to one side of postmodern and postcolonial critiques of 
you. You have made my understanding of the present crisis 
of liberalism more sophisticated, thank you. 

Hegel: Philosophy helps us not to ‘shoot from the hip’.17

Student: That said, I still think that your directional theory of free-
dom and history rides roughshod over the cultures of other 
states and regions of the world. After nineteenth-century 
imperialism, twentieth-century decolonization and, now, an 
age of increasing interdependence, we simply cannot say, for 
example, and as you do, that Christianity provides the terms 
of ontological truth.18 Furthermore, what makes you so sure 
that this generalization of the West is not simply another story 
of the ‘West’ (who, after all, is loudly saying it in the ‘Global 
South’)? And, what makes you so sure that your narrative of 
the history of freedom has simply forgotten its condition: 
 un-created nature?

Hegel: I never said that the Christian religion was the truth, but that 
it was the truth in subjective form. The concept of the ‘Son 
of God’ provides the terms through which the infinite (God) 
is related to the finite world and the finite world is related to 
the infinite: after the life and death of Christ, it is impossible, 
as a thinker, not to think the two together.19 When Tunisian 
or Egyptian Muslims ask for dignity from their political dic-
tators and are willing to die in the name of this dignity and 
for the sake of its practice, they are, of course, not interested 
in Jesus Christ, and their religion provides them with a fairly 
strong notion of equality (all humans, including Pharaohs, in 
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submission to God). That said, I am arguing that, at the level 
of thought, this ‘dignity’ of humanity is best articulated in 
the notion of the ‘the speculative good Friday’20: in the simple 
sense that we, following Christ, are both infinite and finite; 
that we are free, but free only through institutional practices, 
practices that, at the same time, can come to dominate us. 
It is these notions of truth and of freedom (the speculative 
marriage of the infinite and the finite) that Christianity 
formulated and embodied for the first time in history. They 
allowed Christian Europe, at the level of ideas at least, to 
develop modern science, modern technology and the mod-
ern economy. My philosophy simply attempts to understand this 
singularity. That these developments, now global, clash with 
the cultures of peoples that are not Christian is, I agree here 
with you, not something that I ever thought essential. As 
Fukuyama understood, these clashes are in the realm of con-
tingency: what is necessary remains the idea of freedom.

Student: This is where the postcolonial critique of your Western 
metaphysics remains important, and very important today 
as power shifts eastwards. I understand, and admire, your 
refusal of Western declinism as well as your speculative 
development of historical and contemporary liberalism. That 
said, Professor, you seem always to begin from where you 
are, Christian Europe, and say ultimately that what it drove 
forward was, from the beginning, necessary (Spirit, Freedom). 
This conveniently ignores the necessity, not simply the con-
tingent fact, of other cultures and of (pre-spiritual) nature. 
In an age of increasing interdependence and existential 
threats to the human species, is your argument for freedom 
not intolerant both of other humans and of nature? Can we 
afford this intolerance today? And is this not the real crisis of 
liberalism today despite everything you have said?

Hegel: I do not think my speculative philosophy is intolerant. It is a 
philosophy of freedom, pitched against all forms of ideologi-
cal domination. In today’s globalized context, it certainly has 
to be argued differently but the essential points remain. The 
task of thought is to apprehend ‘what is’: ‘what is’ is, precisely, 
complex. But rather than, à la Waltz, using theory to simplify 
the real with ideal-types (human anthropology, the state, the 
system of states) in order to have instrumental purchase upon 
it, I am interested in placing freedom at the heart of world 
politics and discussing freedom and its institutionalization 
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in as upfront a way as possible. If I consider that Christianity 
did this better historically than other religions, then let me 
argue it, and let the better argument win. But let us have the 
argument. Despite postmodernism, I am not sure we have had 
this deep cosmopolitan conversation yet. My major hesitation 
here is, however, nature. As ecological thought suggests, by 
making nature part of the development of human freedom, 
we have run the risk of nature destroying us. This ‘fate’ cannot 
be ignored today in any theory or practice of freedom. You are 
right: I did not anticipate this irony at all. It is probably the 
challenge of political thought today. There’s your thesis on the 
speculative futures of liberalism!

 The sun has set. I must get home before darkness falls. 
Student: Good night, Herr Professor.
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We speak in German. ‘General, I am not the first person’, I venture, 
‘who can claim to have communed with you beyond the grave. There is 
something of a tradition of officers who have enjoyed this very  special 
privilege – from Captain  von Pönitz of the Saxon Army who, in the 
1840s, published five volumes of letters you wrote to him from here 
on Mount Olympus, to a Lt. Col. Freudenberg who interviewed you 
in the 1970s for the US Army’s Military Review on the Vietnam War.1 
I notice, however, that these men generally professed to be on familiar 
terms with you – a right to which I could not wish to make an honest 
claim. I beg forgiveness for my ignorance, but would you allow me first 
to clarify what form of address der Herr General prefers?’ 

My use of the third person, formally adopted in the German Army 
in the later 19th century, elicits an immediate retort, as caustic as it is 
dismissive: ‘I do not wish to be associated with a Generalität whose own 
pretensions to exalted exclusivity took pride of place over the interests 
of the German nation.’

Before I can ask whether he means that the generals should have 
involved themselves more directly in national politics to restrain war or 
whether they should have driven the national cause further than Kaiser 
or even Führer did, Clausewitz adds: ‘The appropriate form, Herr Doktor, 
is Herr General. But as I presume you will be translating my words into 
English and since you yourself retired from military service only with 
the rank of hussar third class, the alternative of “your excellency” may 
present a more straightforward choice.’ 

I am tempted to click my heels in speedy acknowledgement but real-
ize that this was not yet customary in the General’s own day, and of 
course inappropriate given my present civilian status. 
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‘But as you well know, mein ehrenwürdigster Herr Doktor,’ the General 
continues in a more conciliatory tone, ‘the English language is not 
the best vehicle for the transmission of my ideas. You have, I believe, 
pointed out as much and suggested that my work should only be read 
in the original German,2 especially by my Anglo-Saxon “fans”.’ – I am 
sure the General, who seems to have lost little of his penchant for sar-
casm and intellectual arrogance, chooses this English word because of 
its association with ‘fanatic’. Before I can mumble that that is perhaps a 
somewhat exaggerated conclusion to draw from my writings, Clausewitz 
carries on by stating that knowledge of the German language by itself is 
of little use to access his ideas, without an understanding of the philo-
sophical language of concepts and method that underpins his analysis 
of war. I sense a veiled reproach, but try to humour the great man by 
saying that he must surely be pleased with the great renown that his 
name and work have achieved across the globe?

His answer once again surprises: ‘Far too many people read my work 
and expound on it, who shouldn’t. I am quite pleased with the cartoon 
that circulates among students of the US Army War College, likening 
reading my On War to taking a lozenge that is guaranteed to induce 
sound sleep. That is how it should be for them. One cannot be sur-
prised that the average officer, and academic for that matter, is not up 
to the task. Who really understood my ideas during my lifetime? Did 
any of the royals in Prussia or Russia, or their senior advisers, civil and 
military? Even those whom I directly taught war, the crown prince and 
his younger brother, the later Kaiser Wilhelm I, struggled! The relation-
ship between simplicity and complexity – which I tried to catch in my 
dictum that ‘everything is very simple in War, but the simplest thing 
is difficult’3 – was clearly so baffling that they could only take in either 
the first or the second half. Consider the state of military theory as 
I found it. I had to dismiss it all and was forced to develop what you 
would call an interdisciplinary approach, which took from other disci-
plines a critical method and framework for analysis that made sense of 
war in a revolutionary new way. Did I therefore not also, as director of 
the War College in Berlin, advocate the introduction of a curriculum 
that focused on vocational training?4 But Rühle, who was my director 
of teaching at the War College, thwarted me and maintained a liberal 
arts programme.’5 

‘In our discussions here on Mount Olympus,’ Clausewitz continues, 
‘Rühle now cites Moltke’s generalship as proof of the success of his 
educational approach, and Moltke’s legacy of a technocratic general 
staff as proof of the disastrous military and political effects of a narrow 
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vocational officer education.6 Bah, I say, Moltke’s example merely proves 
how difficult it is to understand and teach war properly and what block-
heads most students and generals are. Yes, mine may be the most widely 
read, cited and studied text on war but how well are my ideas taught 
and understood? When I said that my work should not accompany sol-
diers on the battlefield,7 I did not mean that they should then all carry 
it around in their briefcase at military college instead. On War was only 
really intended for the private reflection and self-study of those in high 
command or senior staff positions. I thought it too revolutionary and 
difficult for wider dissemination.’ Clausewitz’s face took on an ironic 
condescending grimace: ‘Or would you say that my ideas are today 
so commonplace amongst enemies across the world that no one any 
longer manages to draw on the advantage of a superior understanding 
of war, and as a result they are fighting themselves to all these politically 
and militarily indecisive standstills in these so-called “new” wars?’ With 
that remark, the General retreats into a sulking silence.

Marie Countess von Brühl, whom I had of course found close by the 
General’s side but whom both of us had otherwise ignored, now speaks 
up and gently rebukes her husband: ‘Mein liebster Carl, the gentleman has 
made an arduous journey and takes a sincere interest in your work. We 
all know how worried you were about your ideas being misunderstood, 
how you continuously tinkered with On War and never came close to 
considering publication. I published what there was soon after your 
death because I sincerely believed that there was enough coherence and 
clarity to occasion the revolution in military theory that you intended to 
bring about. Posterity has proved me right. The understanding and, dare 
I say, the practice of war were fundamentally transformed as the result 
of your work, my most wonderful and dear husband. No other theory of 
war exists that rivals yours. You literally defined war. Few authors have 
been as fortunate as you. You have now had another two centuries to 
observe and reflect further. Here is an opportunity to give some idea of 
the results to the world below.’ ‘As always, Marie, you are completely 
right. But,’ asks the General contemplatively, ‘where shall I start?’ 

This is my chance. I had naturally prepared a very long list of written 
questions but it is rather dark on gloomy Mount Olympus and I seem 
to have forgotten my reading glasses. I try to recall and rephrase my 
biggest question from memory: ‘Would you permit me to make a sug-
gestion, Your Excellency? Your Excellency appears to have maintained, 
from your early writings onwards, that war is a political instrument. 
A critically distinctive element of your method, however, is that you 
take your subject of study – war – and in the first instance attempt to 
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define it in its pure form, to the exclusion of everything else. This allows 
you to lay bare the inner nature of war and set up an argument that per-
mits rigorous discrimination between those things that are extraneous 
to the workings of war and those that are intrinsic to it. What follows 
in your case, if I may say so, is a remarkably parsimonious, elegant and 
truly insightful theory on which you claim to be able to base the effec-
tive practice of war. Yet, this very method, or perhaps your definition 
of it, seems to have introduced a problem into your overall theory, one 
that ultimately amounts to a contradiction with the idea of war’s politi-
cal instrumentality.’

After a deep intake of fresh breath I continue: ‘Permit me to recall 
your definition as it appears on the second page of On War: “War is 
[…] an act of violence intended to compel our opponent to fulfil our 
will.” The definition seems to marry three things: the elements of 
instrumentality and interaction between contending actors – but the 
critical, exclusive element which sets war apart from all other forms of 
social intercourse is the use of force. War understood as force, and force 
as a physical capacity to kill and destroy, leads to a peculiar interaction 
between the antagonists. You claim that it is the element of instrumen-
tality, the desire to win if you like, which blends naturally with force’s 
ability to denude the enemy of his capability to make war as it is the 
only thing protecting him from unwelcome demands. Defencelessness 
thus quickly and logically appears as the natural aim to be pursued in 
war. Now, you recognize that willpower plays a major role through-
out war.8 Enemies can decide to give in or give up well before they’ve 
lost the physical ability to continue resistance or pursue their attack. 
However, a red thread throughout your work is that one should not, as 
a matter of course, trust that the enemy’s willpower shall break – and 
you include political moderation here as a weaker form of will as well, 
or am I mistaken? – before his physical, military power breaks. Physical 
destruction of the enemy’s means of resistance is the surest road to suc-
cess and constitutes the regulative principle of war.9 Political or any other 
form of moderation is a hostage to fortune.10 Can one not find this 
belief continually re-asserted in the final sentences of your later chap-
ters in On War when you increasingly struggle to reconcile the demand 
for escalation with the possible desire for limited political objectives? By 
the way, Your Excellency, I’ve long enjoyed and admired your mastery 
of the art of the concluding sentence. The great novelists may have 
laboured to perfect the opening sentence, but you certainly turned, if 
I can put it like this, the closing salvo into as high an art form as the 
one you desired decisively to end the act of war.’
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‘Anyway, Your Excellency, let me not digress: this whole theory of 
yours is very clever, of course, but ultimately it seems to make policy 
if not wholly subordinate to the dynamics of war, then at least a mere 
accessory to war. Even your most famous dictum, “war is a continuation 
of politics by other means”, arguably seeks to safeguard war’s distance 
from politics and its special violent character, does it not? As you well 
know, this understanding, clearly directly inspired by your work, has had 
terrible results in practice. The short 20th century started with a mad 
and murderous search for decisive, destructive battle and progressed to 
a stage that allowed the man who lost World War One for Germany, 
General Erich Ludendorff,11 and a French philosopher, Michel Foucault, 
to invert your dictum to politics being a continuation of war by other 
means. Surely, the better approach for you would have been to pre-empt 
the radical irony of Foucault and let your work be guided by the idea 
that politics and therefore war also were socially constructed “realities”. 
You could then also have given your book the better and clearer title 
“On Politics and War”. That way, you would also easily have countered 
modern critics, who claim that your theories are fatally compromised 
by an increasingly anachronistic inter-state  warfare paradigm.’

‘Another academic pedant, der Herr Doktor.’ I hear the General whis-
per under his breath to his wife. Clausewitz turns to me and says: ‘Bah, 
new-fangled French theories. Clearly, there is a correlation between their 
theorizing and their real-world struggle to obtain military success since 
Napoleon. What is war without violence? War is violence. One therefore 
must first of all account for this fact and its implications. I stand by my 
theory and by my method. Permit me to add that you modern liberals 
may think that I would have habitually sided with the civil, and politi-
cal, over the military, and militarism. That would be wrong. Yes, the 
politician Bismarck had a point in the Franco-Prussian War in wanting 
to over-rule the general Moltke who advocated carrying on the war 
to decisive victory – but only because the immediate internal turmoil 
and revolution tormenting the French people in 1871 prevented them 
from escalating the war and defeating the newly proclaimed German 
Empire.12 However, the terrible price of that compromise peace had to 
be paid forty-three years later with the outbreak of a much bigger, world 
war. A half-hearted prosecution of that war accompanied by offers of 
compromise peace would have been signs of weakness that the associated 
powers would have taken advantage of to outfight and defeat Germany 
because they could and because they must.13 Militarily and also politi-
cally a compromise peace no longer made sense in the era of democratic 
nation-states. The involvement of the people in politics and war did not 
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mean that politics overwhelmed policy but that policy was brought into 
line with politics, and rightly so. The democracies – Britain, the United 
States and even France – realized that better than autocratic Germany 
and their militaries played the game of chance and probability  better 
on the battlefield than Ludendorff and his emperor. This is clearly 
explained by my celebrated trinity of passion, reason, and probability 
and chance, or as many think of the people, government and military. 
One can bewail the carnage and blame everything on “militarism” but 
the game of politics and war is more dirty and complex than that.’ 

This is not going well and there are so many tricky questions yet to 
explore: how would Clausewitz then precisely define Politik? Would he 
favour ‘policy’ or ‘politics’ in English translation? Or, as his outburst 
now suggests, would he have clearly differentiated between them? 
Surely, the trinity and his celebrated formula that war is a political 
instrument privilege reasoned and reasonable state policy and limited 
war? Is the first chapter of book I of On War really a finished product, 
despite its odd draft-like structure with numbered sections and these 
 little aide-mémoire summary titles? Did he really begin to employ 
Hegelian dialectics to resolve the contradiction between war’s inherent 
violent dynamic and its subjection to political purpose?14 What does 
he think of the “new wars” debate and the continuing relevance of his 
ideas? What role did his wife play in his intellectual development and 
the genesis and gestation of his works?

I decide on a gambit. In his own day, reading one’s work out loud in 
a small social gathering was a common practice for disseminating ideas. 
Much was written with this express purpose in mind. Such opportuni-
ties also counted as a mark of respect. The crown prince, whose not alto-
gether easy relationship with Clausewitz was already alluded to, invited 
him nonetheless to read several of his works to him between 1827 and 
1829 – generally on Mondays and Thursdays at 10 o’clock. I hope that a 
similar request now might also have a beneficial effect on our relation-
ship, and might moreover give me an inestimable opportunity to hear 
in the author’s voice how his work should be read. The General’s face 
indeed lights up, and so does his wife’s: ‘I would do so with pleasure, 
as I have all the time in the world.’ My gambit proves something of a 
mistake nonetheless. ‘The work I would recommend is my 1799 cam-
paign history.15 As you well know, this was the last work I wrote and 
I put off completion of On War for it.’ I also recollect it was a major 
effort, clocking in at 947 pages in the first edition, only a little under 
the 1,047 of On War. ‘It is strangely ignored in the world of Clausewitz 
scholarship, which almost exclusively concentrates on my unfinished 
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On War, though I am sure, Herr Doktor, that a man of your erudition 
will have little difficulty in divining the relevance of this study to the 
progression of my ideas on the relationship between war and politics.’

I want to ask whether he means here policy or politics, but quickly 
think the better of it. The General from the first word quickly gets into 
the flow of things and he is clearly enjoying himself. No longer used to 
this means of communication, I soon struggle to stay focused. Although 
the author’s voice brings out the fluent cadence behind his written 
word and its astonishing clarity of thought and reasoning, my mind 
begins to wander. Strange, I never imagined the great thinker to be so 
cantankerous and, frankly, so illiberal.16 I fully expected him to dazzle 
me instead with his wit and insight. I also presumed he’d immediately 
take to someone who took his ideas so seriously. But then perhaps the 
social and intellectual conventions of two centuries ago do present an 
easily underrated barrier to modern engagement and understanding. 
Or perhaps, he just had had a bad day on Mount Olympus, which does 
appear to be a crowded place with rather a lot of argumentative prima 
donnas. I sink into sleep. My last distinct memory of the encounter is 
another strange one. I am sure I hear the General read out the very same 
word that so memorably concludes On War: ‘Fool.’
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Below, I reconstruct as accurately as possible a r emarkable conversation 
I happened to have while walking with my dog today on Hampstead Heath. 
Barrington (my dog) is a sweet but strong-willed terrier, prone to pursuing his 
own inclinations. This afternoon, we were taking advantage of a rare break in 
the clouds, following one of the Heath’s many improvised paths when Bear (as 
he is affectionately known) suddenly broke away, dashing through a hedgerow 
and barking with great animation. Giving chase, and incurring some minor 
scratches on the way, I was relieved upon emerging from the brush into a 
small clearing to fi nd Bear retrieving a tennis ball thrown by a girl of around 
ten, much to her delight and that of her two younger sisters. Near where the 
girls were playing, a middle-aged man with a heavy beard sat on a blanket, 
surrounded by the remains of a picnic and several newspapers. I apologized 
for Bear’s poor behaviour, and was trying to bring him to heel when the man 
put down the volume from which he had been reading aloud (Shakespeare if 
I’m not mistaken) and addressed himself to me.

Marx: I perceive from your accent that you are, like me, an 
exile on this island. Tell me, was it political dissent that 
forced you to depart your native land?

Me: Well, no, not really. I’m an academic, you see – a  political 
scientist to be specific – and when I was offered a posi-
tion here in London I decided to move, but I have to 
say I really like –

Marx A political scientist, really? What an intriguing field! 
(interrupting): And from America? A longstanding of interest of 

mine, as it happens. I’ve even thought of moving there 
myself.1 Please, sit with me for a moment. My daugh-
ters seem to be enjoying your hound more than my 
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bard. Have a glass of this good bier, and tell me, how 
fares the  workingman in America?

Me: The workingman? Not too well, I’m afraid – at least rel-
atively speaking. From what I’ve read, unemployment 
is down a bit since the last recession, and corporate 
profits and the stock market have recovered famously, 
but real wages haven’t grown in at least fifteen years, 
and income and wealth inequality are as high as 
they’ve been in a century.2

Marx: Hmm. Yes. Well, I’m not surprised. These trends are 
expressions of the tendencies inherent in the capital-
ist mode of production itself. You see, the capitalist’s 
insatiable appetite for  surplus value and the scourge of 
competition drive him to pursue the expansion of his 
productive power through accumulation and techno-
logical improvement. This has, of course, a most revo-
lutionary effect upon society, enormously increasing 
social  output and average consumption, but there are 
other consequences. The development of the productive 
power of labour cannot keep pace with the advance of 
accumulation and technological improvement. Thus, 
the organic composition of capital changes. The ratio of 
constant to variable capital grows,3 and as a result – I say, 
you’re looking a bit dazed. I thought you said you were 
a political scientist! Are you following me at all?

Me: Uh, yes, I think so. The ratio of organic to  variable 
capital grows –

Marx The ratio of constant to variable capital grows! Machines 
(interrupting): replace men, dead labour overwhelms the living! More 

and more can be produced in fewer and fewer hours 
by fewer and fewer labourers. This is progress, no? 
But there’s the rub. As the contributions of variable 
capital – labour – decline in the production function, 
giving way to capital, the rate of profit must also 
decline, and this breeds  over-production,  financial 
 speculation, and finally, crisis.4

Me: So, the recession in the United States –
Marx Represents only the latest in a long line of  crises: a 
(interrupting): violent and forcible solution to inevitable contradic-

tions, which swells the ranks of the reserve army of 
unemployed workers, reduces wages, raises rates of 
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exploitation, and thus, for a time, restores the dis-
turbed equilibrium.5

Me: ‘For a time’, you say? 
Marx: In the aftermath of each crisis – during the period the 

bourgeois political economists brazenly term a recovery – 
the same tendencies that precipitated the prior break-
down return and intensify. Accumulation and centra-
lization leap ahead, but along with the constantly 
diminishing number of capitalists, who usurp and 
monopolize all the proceeds of this process of transfor-
mation, the mass of miserable and exploited labourers 
grows. However, with this too grows the revolt of the 
working class. With each crisis, the knell of capitalist 
private property sounds. One day, the expropriators 
will be expropriated.6

Me: But surely we are very far from that day. 
Marx: In America, capital accumulation has proceeded further 

than anywhere else in the world. The  capital stock is 
the most technologically advanced in the world. And 
the ratios of constant to variable capital are the highest 
in the world. The rate of profit declines, the periodic 
crises worsen, and the struggle between capital and 
labour intensifies. With every turn of the screw, the 
workingmen of America come closer to understanding 
the true conditions of their own existence. They will 
be the first to recognize that capitalism has outlived its 
usefulness, and show the rest of the world the image of 
their own future: socialism!7 

Me: It does sounds very convincing when you say it, but 
there is one problem. 

Marx: What problem?
Me: There is no socialism in America. 
Marx: No socialism? That’s preposterous. I’ve read myself about 

the Workingmen’s parties, the Railroad Brotherhoods, 
the Knights of Labor, and all the rest.8

Me: Well, yes, there is a strong tradition of industrial mili-
tancy in America, and there have been some promi-
nent American exponents of  revolutionary socialism, 
but the labour movement has never produced a com-
petitive political party. In this sense, the United States 
is somewhat exceptional. Britain has the Labour Party, 
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France the Parti Socialiste, and Germany the SPD, but 
in the United States neither of the political  parties is a 
party of the working class, and neither party incorpo-
rates any commitment to  socialism, revolutionary or 
reformist, in its platform. If socialism is going to over-
take the world, it seems unlikely that it will emerge first 
in America.

Marx: I must admit, that does come as something of a  surprise, 
and a rather disappointing one at that. But you’re a 
political scientist, so please explain it to me. Why is 
there no socialism in the United States?

Me: I think many Americans would say that they have ideals 
and beliefs that are simply inconsistent with socialism. 
They are generally suspicious of the state and of state 
authority, and they are particularly opposed to state 
intervention in the economy, because they believe that 
a free market reliably rewards hard work and stimulates 
innovation. 

Marx: Truly a world seen in camera obscura. But, surely, this can 
only be part of your explanation. Life is not  determined 
by consciousness, but consciousness by life.9 

 If we grant, for the moment, that American capital-
ism has proved uniquely resistant to socialism because 
Americans are uniquely committed to bourgeois insti-
tutions and ideologies, it is still left to you to explain 
why they are so committed. What accounts for the 
unusual strength of their beliefs?

Me: A fair question. The answer might lie in the unique 
conditions surrounding the country’s founding. As 
I am sure you know, the settlers that colonized North 
America fled economic limitations and religious per-
secution in Europe, and they did not duplicate the 
European class system in their colonies. Instead, they 
created a novel, truncated society – one without a land-
less peasantry or hereditary aristocracy, only a universal 
middle class of small property-owners and labourers 
who aspired to be small property-owners. The avail-
ability of land across the frontier of settlement made 
even the most destitute labourer’s economic aspirations 
seem achievable. At the same time, the early aboli-
tion of property qualifications for the franchise after 
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independence seemed to confirm the impression that 
there were no classes in the United States. In these 
conditions, the ideals and beliefs I mentioned became 
reflexive for Americans, and as a result, they were as 
indifferent to the challenge of socialism in the later era 
as they were  unfamiliar with the heritage of feudalism in 
the earlier one.10 

Marx: No feudalism, no socialism, is that it? Well, that’s a 
theory,  anyway, but not a very good one.

Me: Where does it go wrong?
Marx: It explains, perhaps, why the emergence of socialism 

was delayed in the United States, but not why it failed 
to emerge as capitalism matured. The conditions sur-
rounding primitive accumulation in a colony such as 
the United States are unique. With the relative scarcity 
of labour and relative abundance of land, the social 
dependence of the labourer on the capitalist, that indis-
pensable requisite of exploitation, is torn asunder. So 
long as the settler can escape the workhouse to begin an 
independent existence, he cannot be exploited to the 
same degree as his metropolitan counterpart, a result as 
frustrating to the socialist organizer as to the grasping 
capitalist.11 But these days are fleeting. Capitalism com-
pels all nations, on pain of extinction, to adopt the bour-
geois mode of production; it compels them to become 
bourgeois themselves. In short, it creates a world after its 
own image.12 The American frontier has vanished. The 
safety valve is closed. American capitalism has advanced 
in great strides, overtaking even its English predecessor. 
So, to understand the persistent absence of socialism in 
the United States, we must  consider other factors.

Me: I suppose you’re right. But what do you have in mind?
Marx: To describe the pre-history of the United States as sim-

ply ‘not feudalism’ is rather narrow, isn’t it?13 It is true 
that the pattern of primitive accumulation in America 
differed from Europe’s but we must think more broadly 
about the idiosyncratic class system of a settler colony. 
While the settlers themselves enjoyed more opportuni-
ties to own property and labour independently than 
they might have in Europe, their privilege came at 
 others’ expense.
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Me: That’s true! The frontier wasn’t really uninhabited at all, and 
settlement entailed the forced removal or elimination of mil-
lions of people –

Marx: Precisely. Consider also that America’s problematic deficit of 
labourers was met, not by the natural increase of the original 
settler population, but by the introduction of new peoples – 
Africans, southern and eastern Europeans, and Asians – trans-
ported voluntarily or involuntarily to North America to fill out 
the sparse ranks of the working class. 

Me: That’s also true. But what does it have to do with the absence of 
socialism? 

Marx: Racism and nativism have persistently split the American work-
ing class into hostile camps. The Anglo, Protestant labourer 
resents his African, Asian and Catholic counterparts as com-
petitors who threaten to lower his standard of living. The 
material advantages and personal dignity he derives from the 
relative oppression of darker-skinned and newly-arrived work-
ers lead him to regard himself as a member of the ruling class. 
Consequently, he becomes a tool of the capitalists, strengthen-
ing their domination over himself as well as the others. He is 
repaid with interest by the objects of his disdain, who see in 
the Anglo, Protestant worker an accomplice and a tool of their 
oppressors. This antagonism is kept alive and intensified by the 
political parties, by the press, the pulpit, the comic papers, in 
short, by the entire ideological apparatus at the disposal of the 
ruling classes. It is the secret of the impotence of the American 
working class. It is the secret by which the capitalist class main-
tains its power.14

Me: I think there’s a lot of truth in that. It is clear that throughout 
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, despite the earnest 
efforts of some socialist leaders, nativism and racism impeded 
the formation of a unified working-class politics in the United 
States, while at the same time helping legitimize the repression 
of labour activism.15 From the middle of the twentieth century 
up to the present day, civil rights legislation and immigration 
policy have proven to be effective partisan wedges, splitting 
the American working class between the two dominant parties, 
and thus reducing demands for the redistribution of income and 
wealth through taxation and government spending, to say noth-
ing of socialism.16 But one issue still bothers me.

Marx: What issue?
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Me: The absence of socialism makes America exceptional 
in comparison with Europe, but the Americas are 
another story altogether. Nearly every country in the 
New World, except the United States, has a com-
petitive socialist or social democratic party. In Latin 
America and the Caribbean, quite a few countries are 
currently governed by socialist parties. And for over 
half a century, Cuba has offered the world an exam-
ple of actually existing socialism! So the United States 
is exceptional even within its own hemisphere, but 
here its idiosyncrasies cannot be explained as effects 
of the absence of feudalism, or as results of racial and 
ethnic divisions within the working class, because 
those factors are present throughout the Americas, 
and for the same reason they are present in the 
United States: a history of primitive accumulation, as 
you put it, under colonial rule.

Marx: Well that is truly surprising. I never imagined Latin 
America in the global vanguard. I must confess 
that, frankly, I have never given much thought to 
the region at all.17 But now I must ask, how do you 
explain the extraordinary success of socialism in 
Latin America?

Me: That’s a question as big as the one we began with, 
but I’ll give it a try. The domestic divisions you’ve 
described in the American working class exist within a 
broader, international division of labour. This is impos-
sible to understand if one assumes that the emergence 
and development of capitalism follows the same pat-
tern in every country – one must think, instead, of 
capitalist development as proceeding within a world 
system, which integrates different parts of the world in 
different ways. The United States, along with Western 
Europe, formed an industrial core of this system, 
while Latin America, along with Eastern Europe, most 
of Asia, and Africa formed a primary-goods produc-
ing periphery. The spoils of this system were and are 
divided unevenly, not only within the core and the 
periphery, but between the core and periphery. The 
working classes of the core, though they are exploited, 
enjoy a much higher standard of living than those of 
the periphery. This produces antagonisms analogous 
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to the domestic ones you described, and with analo-
gous effects. The international division of labour 
invests the North American working class with a mate-
rial interest in the maintenance of the capitalist world 
system. They not only fail to support the revolution-
ary socialism of their Latin American counterparts, 
they also work actively against it, helping to elect 
governments that have violently suppressed social-
ist movements and deposed socialist regimes. While 
these interventions have limited the success that 
Latin American socialists have had in implementing 
their programmes, they have also provided a powerful 
impetus to socialism itself in Latin America, allowing 
socialist parties to present themselves as the enemies 
of Yankee imperialism as well as capitalist exploita-
tion. In this sense, the absence of socialism in the 
United States and its strength in Latin America could 
be seen as two sides of the same coin.18

Marx: A very intriguing concept, this world-system – and 
one that rather fundamentally revises the terms in 
which I’ve thought about capitalism. But I am pre-
pared to endorse its implications. 

Me: What implications do you mean?
Marx (standing Well, comrade, this means that the revolutionary 
and gesturing struggle cannot succeed – until the WORKERS OF 
with great THE WORLD UNITE!
emphasis): 
Epilogue:

As my new acquaintance rose to his feet, and punctuated this  striking 
insight with emphatic gesticulations, we were joined by a woman, apparently 
 returning from a walk. She seemed unsurprised by the man’s  excitement, and, 
after introducing herself to me, chided him affectionately for forcing me to 
endure his lecturing. She then instructed the girls to begin packing up their 
things. After a few pleasantries, we parted ways and Bear and I set off for 
home. 
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This interview takes place in Sils Maria in the Engadin section of the 
Graubünden canton, Switzerland and on a walk to and back from Lake 
Silvaplana. The date is 6 August 1888, Transfi guration Day on the Catholic 
calendar. This was to be the last summer Nietzsche spent in Sils.

Strong: My dear Professor Doctor Nietzsche – I am deeply grateful 
that you have acceded to this interview. This village of Sils 
Maria is a wondrous place. Are you here often?

Nietzsche: I have relatively few visitors here and at times need human 
company. As you come well recommended from my dear 
friend Köselitz, I am especially delighted to make your 
acquaintance. You ask about this village. Since I have 
resigned from the University of Basel – my eyesight and 
recurrent migraines made continuing impossible – I have 
been spending summers here for several years. I always 
stay in the same villa – right next to the Hotel Edelweiss, 
though I take my lunch at the Hotel Alpenrose – the 
food is preferable. The clarity of the air and the sublime 
mountains invigorate me: we are almost nineteen hundred 
meters above men and time. I am able to go for long walks 
and find that my best thoughts come while I am on them. 
I walk every day both in the morning and afternoon. 
Follow me and I will take you on one. We must head in 
the direction of Silvaplana – it is only about two kilom-
eters. The terrain is flat between the Sils lake and that of 
Silvaplana.

17
Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900)
Tracy B. Strong 
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Strong: As we walk, let me ask you this. Here you are so far away 
from all culture. I spoke with your friend Erwin Rohde as 
well as with our musician friend Köselitz about your inter-
ests. Rohde mentioned a letter you had written him some 
years back in which you said that if only a few hundred of 
the next generation could take from music what you take 
you would expect that there develop a completely new 
culture. Music seems very important to you; the subtitle of 
your first book speaks of the birth of Greek tragedy from 
the, how did you put it, the ‘spirit’ of music – and yet here 
there is not even a concert hall.

Nietzsche: True, but in the winter months I am in Nice or Turin where 
there is no lack of venues. And I can play the piano here. 
There are some concerts in St. Moritz. But mostly I walk 
and write. 

Strong: Still, let me ask you about that first book. I am no expert, 
but I believe that very few pieces of actual Greek music 
have been recovered and that we have no sense of how 
they might have sounded. How can you claim to find the 
origins of Greek tragedy in something about which we 
know almost nothing?

Nietzsche: I will come to that but, see – the lake has come to us. We 
must go up the East side here, towards the area of Surlej. 
I like how the woods come down so dark right to the water. 
Now we emerge from the forest. Indeed, I tremble when 
I approach this spot. Do you see that running stream with 
its falls – what in their medieval Latin the local people call 
an ‘ova’ – we will follow it to the water’s edge. I am always 
entranced by the combination of movement and frozen 
stillness of these waterfalls. I often linger here like the 
waterfall, which lingers even while it plunges.1

Strong: That feels like a lonely song. It would appear though you 
find meaning in this nature.

Nietzsche: Indeed. When we look at the waterfall, its countless twists 
and turns, the bends, loopings and breakings of its waves of 
water, we believe that we can see in it a freedom of will, a 
kind of autonomy of choice. However, everything about it 
is necessary: every motion can be calculated mathematically. 
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So it is with human actions: if one were omniscient, one 
would be able to calculate every action ahead of time, includ-
ing all progress of knowledge, every error, every piece of 
malice. To be sure, the one who acts is himself stuck in the 
illusion of autonomy. Yet if the wheel of the world stood still 
for a moment, and if an omniscient, calculative intellect were 
on hand to take advantage of this moment, that intellect 
could tell the future of every creature into the most remote 
of times, marking every track on which the wheel would 
roll. The illusion the actor has, the supposition of free will, 
is itself attributable to this utterly  calculable mechanism.2 
I have thought long about the  supposition of free will … 

 See this pyramid of a stone right on the shore: I have spent 
many hours on it with the falling water sounding behind 
me and the utter calm of the lake before me. It was here 
that my most profound idea came upon me.

Strong: Pardon me, but what was that? can you tell me about it? 

Nietzsche: Not easily. Like the music of the Greeks you will only grasp 
it if you are able to make the experiences it engenders 
 available to yourself.

Strong: You are calling for a kind of phenomenology?

Nietzsche: That is not a word I use – perhaps the association is too 
strongly to Hegel and the idea of dialectical progress. 
I suppose there could be another meaning, perhaps one 
that reflected more clearly the Greek word that it is derived 
from –  phainómenon – we could then have a science of 
that which appears. One should always consider the Greek 
understanding.

Strong: You are not fond of Hegel?

Nietzsche: Well, he got music wrong. Do you know that in his  lectures 
on aesthetics he mentions Beethoven not at all and prefers 
Rossini to Mozart? He shows no understanding of the pos-
sibility of hearing the words as music. For him – I think 
I quote him accurately – ‘the character of great music is that 
it does not stream forth desiringly in a Bacchic manner but 
rather in such a way that the mind is also in itself soulful’.3 
And not surprisingly and more importantly he thus got the 
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Greeks wrong. For him they are an occasion for celebrating 
Geist and dialectical unity – I celebrate Dionysos and disin-
dividuation. Let me put it like this. If on finishing his work, 
Hegel had declared it to be all a joke, he would have been 
the greatest philosopher ever. But he was serious about it. 
In fact, most philosophers have gotten music wrong: think 
of Kant who compares it to perfume. Only Schopenhauer 
has come close before me.

Strong: Please then go on with your insight at this rock.

Nietzsche: Well, think of yourself confronted with this test: What, if 
some day or night a demon were to steal after you into your 
loneliest loneliness and say to you: ‘This life as you now 
live it and have lived it, you will have to live once more and 
innumerable times more; and there will be nothing new 
in it, but every pain and every joy and every thought and 
sigh and everything unutterably small or great in your life 
will have to return to you, all in the same succession and 
sequence – even this spider and this moonlight between 
the trees, and even this moment and I myself. The eternal 
hourglass of existence is turned upside down again and 
again, and you with it, speck of dust!’ Would you not throw 
yourself down and gnash your teeth and curse the demon 
who spoke thus? Or have you once experienced a tremen-
dous moment when you would have answered him: ‘You 
are a god and never have I heard anything more divine’. 
If this thought gained possession of you, it would change 
you as you are or perhaps crush you. The question in each 
and every thing, ‘Do you desire this once more and innu-
merable times more?’ would lie upon your actions as the 
greatest weight. Or how well disposed would you have to 
become to yourself and to life to crave nothing more fervently 
than this ultimate eternal confirmation and seal?4

Strong: I must admit that this test leaves me confused. If I experi-
ence everything I have experienced in the same succession 
and sequence, how is it that I am, as you say, changed?

Nietzsche: Here you must be careful. It is true that when ‘you incar-
nate the thought of thoughts it will transform you’.5 You 
have to make this thought part of your flesh – that is 
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what incarnation means. I am reminded of a phrase in 
the American Emerson about Montaigne – both writers 
I greatly admire – ‘if you cut his words they would bleed’. 
But you ‘must guard against thinking of eternal return on 
the example of a false analogy of the stars, or the ebb and 
flow, day and night, seasons …’.6 Eternity does not mean 
forever, but of and only of the present.

Strong: I begin to see. Perhaps your teaching is something like that 
we find in a great Austrian-English philosopher who writes: 
‘If we take eternity to mean not infinite temporal duration 
but timelessness, then eternal life belongs to those who live 
in the present’.7

Nietzsche: I should like to have known this thinker. There are so few 
in my world …. The individual has always had to struggle 
from being overrun. If you try to resist, you will be lonely 
often and sometimes frightened. I know this, too well ….

 But you were asking about my doctrine. My teaching says 
the task is to live such that you must wish to so live again. 
You will in any case! … This is not a doctrine of superior-
ity. To whom striving gives the highest feeling, let him 
strive; to whom peace gives the highest feeling, let him be 
peaceful; to whom ordering, following, obedience give the 
 highest feeling, let him obey. May he only become con-
scious about that which gives him the highest feeling, and 
not baulk at any means. It is a matter of eternity.8 

Strong: Did you perhaps have something like Kant’s doctrine of the 
Categorical Imperative in mind?

Nietzsche: Indeed – but I do not share his dessicated notion of abstract 
universality. Something can appear as categorically impera-
tive to me without this meaning that there is a Categorical 
Imperative.

Strong: I would like to bring you back to the importance of music. 
You were for many years associated with Richard Wagner – 
indeed, you seem even to have run errands for him.

Nietzsche: Ah! Really too much is made of that. Once when I was 
in Basel and he in Tribschen, Richard merely asked me to 
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procure some silk undergarments for him from a store in 
Basel. A favour for a friend. I was as close to Richard – and 
to his wife, Cosima – as I have been to anyone. He was a 
genius – and not a bit of an actor. It is an infinite sadness 
that my hopes for our relation did not materialize.

Strong: Yes – that relation soured. 

Nietzsche: Indeed it did. In the end I was mistaken – I had hoped 
that we would be partners in bringing about a cultural 
revolution in Germany and Europe. But he really needed 
me more as a propagandist while I saw him more as my 
Vorkämpfer. 

Strong: How do you mean, Vorkämpfer?

Nietzsche: I wrote that about him at the end of my dedication of my 
first book to him. It means something like an ‘advance 
scout’, one who would prepare the way. I thought of myself 
as, shall we say, the heavy artillery – but I had to be careful 
not to be too obvious: all geniuses have very high opinions 
of themselves. I never forgave Wagner because he conde-
scended to the Germans – he became reichsdeutsch.9 And 
then there was Parsifal.

Strong: Did you perhaps have the sense that Wagner through his 
music – perhaps with your help or with your ideas? – might 
be able to achieve something for our culture like what you 
had argued the Greeks achieved through tragedy?

Nietzsche: Yes! And the music was a centrally important component. 
But it is important to realize that the Greek language 
accomplished its musical effect naturally – the language 
was itself tonal and instead of the spoken stresses we use, 
it used pitch changes. This now answers your earlier ques-
tion. The Greeks, we might say, sang as they spoke. Our 
language is not like that – so Wagner was obliged entirely 
to reconceive the relation of the score to the libretto and 
to construct a new design of performance space to make 
this real. This is one reason why when I republished my 
first book – inadequately written as it was – I suggested 
I should have sung it rather than written it. I worked out 
how ancient Greek sounded – its music – in my lecture 
courses – alas no one seems to read them.
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Strong: Well, they are rather hard to come by. But perhaps one day 
they will be published.10

Nietzsche: I hope so. Perhaps I should have been more explicit in my first 
book – but then I had other, bigger and more important, aims 
than to impress the world of professional classical philology. 
A possible sub-title for my book had been ‘Considerations on 
the ethico-political significance of drama’. I was and still am 
very disappointed at its lack of reception. 

 In any case, I found and showed that one could and should 
read the tragedies the way a musician reads a score. As 
I wrote in my Zarathustra, ‘must one smash their ears before 
they learn to hear with their eyes’? – a phrase that few seem 
to have understood.

Strong: It is perhaps not an easy thought in not an easy book. But 
as you mention your Zarathustra book: what did you hope 
to accomplish in writing it? You call it ‘a book for all and a 
book for none’.

Nietzsche: It is about the elements of the world in which we live – a 
kind of critique in verse. And it is to some degree also a par-
ody of that which would teach lessons. It starts by a going 
down – surely that reminds you of a famous book?

Strong: I must assume that you mean the Republic? A book about 
politics and education.

Nietzsche: Quite so. But my book is that and also a journey, a set of 
wanderings, paths in several woods in search of a clearing.

Strong: You must here have the Bildungsroman in mind –  something 
like Wilhelm Meisters Wanderjahre? But your style in 
Zarathustra is not that of Goethe – much of your German 
there is slightly archaic.

Nietzsche: You catch on quickly. The language pays tribute to and 
hopes to overcome the man who invented the German 
language by his translation of the Bible – Martin Luther. 
I have similar hopes for my work. Let us imagine an 
extreme case: that a book speaks of nothing but events 
that lie altogether beyond the possibility of any frequent 
or even rare  experience – that it is the first language for a 
new series of experiences. Thus Zarathustra is a book for 
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all as well as a book for none. In that case, simply noth-
ing will be heard, but there will be the acoustic illusion 
that where nothing is heard, nothing is there. This is, 
in the end, my average experience and, if you will, the 
originality of my experience. Whoever thought he had 
understood something of me, had made up something 
out of me after his own image – not uncommonly an 
antithesis to me; for example, an ‘idealist’ – and whoever 
had understood nothing of me, denied that I need be 
considered at all.11

 And there are more layers to my Zarathustra. I am after 
all trained in classical philology and rhetoric – which one 
should never forget in reading me. Few will notice it but 
Zarathustra is also modelled on Lucian of Samosata’s dia-
logue Kataplous he tyrannos where he portrays the hyperan-
thropos – what you call the ‘overman’ – in a satirical way, a 
feeling I share.12

 The book critiques and satirizes our various institutions – in 
the first book alone I deal with academia, criminality, the 
Church, warfare, the state, the economy, marriage, women, 
children, friendship and so forth. In some sense this book is 
also my understanding of why it is that most have so much 
trouble in understanding me.

Strong: This means, however, that contrary to what might seem to 
be the case, that your thought is centrally concerned with 
our social and political actualities and not just the isolated 
individual.

Nietzsche: Of course! I should have thought that any reading of my 
first book – the concerns of that book have stayed with me 
through my entire career – would have made that clear. 
I originally conceived of that book as accompanied by a 
project to reform educational institutions and another to 
understand what it would mean actually to do philosophy 
under the conditions of our world – and I do not mean by 
that to be a ‘professor’ of philosophy.

 But perhaps to discuss this, we should return towards the 
world of men and women. If you don’t mind let us continue 
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up towards Silvaplana and go around its lake on our way 
back to Sils. See though how the snow and ice remains on 
the high peaks. And the sun’s rays are so intense here – 
I almost always bring this umbrella, which I use to protect 
myself from them. The coat of arms of Sils has a sun over a 
trout – a bit literal, do you not think?

Strong: You have often addressed the question of the origin of 
morality as a human institution. Yet it appears to many 
that you are – how should I say it – opposed to morality.

Nietzsche: Not at all – although it is true that I am distressed about the 
possible consequences of the moralization of morality. Let 
me explain with a story. Imagine that there is a bird of prey 
who is fond of carrying off lambs. The lambs are obviously 
not happy with the situation. The bird of prey thinks to 
himself: ‘I love those tasty little lambs’. He has the strength 
and will to continue carrying them off. The lambs however 
want the bird of prey to stop carrying them off, that is, not 
to act as what he is. I call the morality of the bird of prey 
‘master morality’ – a kind of parody and critique of Hegel, 
if you will. I thus also call the morality of the lamb ‘slave 
morality’. Note, however, that, contrary to Hegel, these are 
not in dialectical relation to each other. The bird of prey 
says ‘I am good, you are not like me: you are bad’. Might 
one think here of Homer? The lamb says: ‘you oppress me, 
you are evil, I am the opposite of you, therefore I am good’. 
Here – in slave morality only – is where the dialectic comes 
in – and you might see why I attacked Socrates in my first 
book. There are three important consequences to my little 
fable: first, moral judgments rest on considerations of rela-
tive power; second, in the end the victor will be the lamb 
who will get the bird of prey to stop carrying off lambs; 
and third, the self-understanding of the lamb depends on 
having an enemy.

Strong: But, still, does not even the morality of the lamb place 
restraints on human actions?

Nietzsche: Increasingly, I think not. We live more and more in an 
age where nothing restrains what humans can call ‘good’. 
When faith in God was active and shaped human affairs, 
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there was at least some possible restraint; after the death 
of God – after, that is, the erosion of the sense that our 
lives were constrained by forces that we could not com-
prehend – there are not such restraints. I fear that in the 
next century we shall see wars the like of which we have 
never seen.

 But see – we have arrived at the small village of Silvaplana – 
or Silvaplauna as most people here still speak the Puter 
dialect of Romansch – that form of medieval Latin 
I referred to before. Perhaps we might stop for a glass of 
Asti Spumante.

Strong: I did not think that you drank alcohol.

Nietzsche: Rarely, but every so often a glass – what offends me is the 
kind of drinking they do in Munich. Besides this is a charm-
ing little tavern. I amuse myself by speaking Latin to the 
locals and find that I am not completely misunderstood. 
See over there is a very fine village church – it dates, I believe 
from the fourteenth century. And way up there, on the way 
back towards Sils, is the Corvatsch peak – I believe the 
highest around here. I have climbed part way up. I have also 
climbed up to the glacier of the Piz Chüern over there above 
Sils – that is a wonderful hike past a high mountain lake. 
The path starts at my villa but we, alas, do not have the 
time today.

Strong: The dire matters you predict seem very far away in a place 
like this.

Nietzsche: Yes, there is always calm before a storm – and in some 
places perhaps even in a storm. But I have no doubt that 
we are to see wars for the domination of the earth. You 
see, instead of there being wars like the one we fought 
against the French in 1870 – I was in that war, you may 
 remember, as a medical orderly and was injured – wars 
will now become a Geisterkrieg – a war for the Geist, for 
the human spirit itself and not just for territory and 
wealth. We did already see the beginnings of some of this 
after the war with France: think of the Commune and 
then the cost in money and land imposed on France for 
reparations.
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Strong: You were very distressed with the Commune in Paris. 

Nietzsche: I do not like group psychology and mass movements – they 
are destructive of individuality. Nor did I much like the 
policy of Adolphe Thiers in massacring the Communards. 
I had thought, mistakenly, that the Communards had 
burned the Louvre museum – as a museum it lacks some-
thing, but the culture that is preserved there is beyond 
price. Happily, I was wrong. My point though is that 
whereas wars in the past were fought over the distribution 
of what there was, in the future wars will be fought to 
determine what there is to distribute and for the domina-
tion of the earth as a whole. We are approaching a century 
of total war that involves entire populations and not just 
soldiers.

Strong: But how does this relate to what you were saying about 
slave morality?

Nietzsche: I should have thought it obvious. Come, we have finished 
our glass; let us be on our way back to Sils.

Strong: I am sorry but I must insist on the question about slave 
morality.

Nietzsche: Everyone is fascinated by slave morality – yet that is what 
we all are. Very well. It is like this. Slave morality requires 
the continued presence of a foe, against whom one might 
define oneself. The logic of the coming wars – like the logic 
of slave morality – is such that there can be no logical way 
of bringing them to a final conclusion, nor a way of per-
manently stopping. Might one perhaps say that it is the 
moral and political equivalent of what Bruno Bauer – have 
you read him? an interesting man – sees as relations of 
exchange in our economy. You must understand: humans 
would rather will the void, than be void of will.13 Slavely 
moral human beings are unable to stop willing, for willing 
is the faculty by which the future is constructed in the light 
of a given particular present – our present – and the nature 
of the present form of slave morality willing is nihilism or 
nothingness. Thus the will of the slavely moral person is to 
bring about das Nichts because that is all that there is for 
slave morality – after all, for two thousand or more years 
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we have experienced Einverleibung – we have embodied 
the Socratic-Christian form of life and everything we do 
 manifests that incarnation. 

Strong: This is a very dark picture. Can nothing be done?

Nietzsche: Were I but in charge … but that is madness. However, if 
we can forego wars, so much the better. I know of a better 
use for the twelve billions that the armed peace in Europe 
costs each year; there are other means to bring physiology 
to honour than military hospitals … Well and good, indeed 
very good: I might say that after the old God is done away 
with, I would be ready to rule the world.14 

Strong: Surely you are not serious?

Nietzsche: I do not know. If I could, I sometimes think I would have 
Bismarck and the emperor and all anti-Semites shot. 

 But see – we have now arrived back in Sils at my residence. 
I am most grateful for your company and your conversa-
tion. Perhaps if you pass this way again we can continue it, 
although I shall leave in three weeks for Turin. If you are 
staying the night, I recommend the Edelweiss. I must go 
now to my desk – I shall have some tea, some bread and 
honey and fruit and work until close to midnight. I have so 
much to set down – and I sense that time presses.

Strong: I thank you, Professor Nietzsche. It has been an honour and 
an education to spend this time in your company. Perhaps 
we might meet in Turin.
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I had the pleasure and the great honour to meet Emi le Durkheim who accepted 
to give this interview in his offi ce, located in the Sorbonne. Even if the great 
sociologist had never worked on International Relations (which did not exist 
as a discipline in France at his time), the major role that he played in found-
ing the French sociology and irradiating the discipline everywhere around the 
world urged me to have this chat with him.

BB: Professor Durkheim, it is an honour to meet you; I am really 
impressed. Do you mind if this interview is run in English?

ED: I am really so happy to go back to academic concerns! But I do 
not understand why to speak English … Don’t you speak French 
fluently enough? I have heard that you are a French academic?

BB: English is now a kind of common academic  denominator and …
ED: I am happy to hear that finally German did not predominate; 

but, sorry, young fellow, I will speak French, whether you like it 
or not … English cannot exactly convey what French sociology 
means …

BB: I understand. Please reply in French and I will do my best to trans-
late it into in English … We are used now to turn to English in all 
international conferences (*) …

ED: Just as well I’m retired! But tell me, young fellow, what are you 
expecting?

BB: You did not write on International Relations, except a short book 
on the causes of the First World War: we would like to know your 
vision on international politics …

18
Émile Durkheim (1858–1917)
Bertrand Badie

(*) Emile Durkheim replied in French. Translation has been made by the inter-
viewer under his own responsibility, even if this interview was a fiction! Wasn’t it?
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ED:  First World War? Was there a second one or even more?
Anyway, I am not sure that this topic is so relevant as such: inter-
national facts are social facts like the others. Aren’t they? Why 
would you consider them as exceptional?

BB: The main stream in IR theory considers that inter-state  competition 
is covering the game and makes it a power competition …

ED: I do not see the point. First, I observe a growing social density in 
your world; it is clearly challenging international actors who are 
then less and less sovereign. Second, even in my time, non-state 
actors were playing an increasing role on the international arena. 
What I observed at the national (or local) level is more and more 
relevant at a global level: as far as I know, social density is getting 
stronger in your present world; division of labour is for the same 
reasons more and more active and obvious; people communicate 
amongst themselves from all the parts of the world. To say briefly, 
interdependence is now playing a role at the international level 
which could be compared with what happened in my time inside 
the nations. Interdependence contradicts sovereignty, doesn’t it? 
But I am afraid that all of that is now well known in your world: 
even, in my time, one of my bright fellows, Léon Bourgeois, made 
the point and promoted on this line what he called ‘solidarism’ … 
He carved out a terrific career … However, we have to pursue this 
idea up to the end: it would be probably more important to stress 
that a division of labour does not directly lead to integration and 
may result in many social pathologies; as far as I know, your pre-
sent world is affected by these tensions; my own sociology would 
help to explain this concerning situation …

BB: Professor, may I interrupt you? Do you consider your vision as 
the opposite of Max Weber’s vision: in fact, IR theory has been 
much more influenced by your German colleague … It is not clear 
whether you could meet him and discuss with him on this point … 
It’s said that Weber came in Paris in 1912 to attend a performance 
at the Opera …

ED: This anecdote really does not matter; anyway I am fed up with this 
reputed opposition between both of us. I don’t wonder that Weber 
played such a role in IR: my distinguished colleague founded his 
sociology on power, when I promoted the concept of integration. 
I can understand that he was captured by those who conceived 
international arena as shaped and dominated by power politics! 
Integration was not really at stake in IR when this subdiscipline 
was created. However, in my time I heard of a British politician, 
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named Norman Angell, who published The Great Illusion: I read 
this book with which I agreed particularly when Angell showed 
that a growing interdependence among states made war impos-
sible … In fact, he was contradicted in 1914, but valuable seeds 
were sown and prepared a new approach. The Weberian  sociology 
is relevant as far as international relations can be reduced to the 
use of force and to the predominance of power. Now, I have heard 
that, in your world, conflicts are no longer promoted by the 
strongest and depend less and less on strategists: this is the clear 
evidence that we have to move to other paradigms and precisely 
to go back to the conditions of a real social integration, which 
I would call ‘international social integration’. You know, I faced 
two big traumas in my life: I was 13 when ‘La Commune de Paris’ 
happened and I lost my son during this horrible World War … 
I became convinced that something constitutes the essence of all 
kinds of conflict which can’t be reduced to power competition.

BB: Actually, many scholars point that new conflicts are much more 
often the result of a lack of social integration, a fragile social 
network and a collapse of institutions: it’s probably why wars are 
moving from Europe to African and Middle East countries ….

ED: Well, I hardly wake up to the idea that Europe is no more the 
battlefield of the world! Maybe it’s the evidence that, in what you 
call a global world, power is much less decisive than the country’s 
social fabric and its solidity. I was always convinced that social 
division of labour was enough for creating solidarity; I also ever 
argued that social bounds are not efficient if they are not moral 
bounds. In your world, economic and trade relations are not 
enough to create conditions of peace: you don’t pay enough atten-
tion to the domestic solidarity inside the new (and fragile) nations 
nor to the minimal international social integration among deeply 
unequal States … In my time, IR concerned a small number of 
equivalent States: now, your global world is reported to have so 
many economic disparities that global social issues are becoming 
the main source of wars.

BB: How can the international community promote peace in these 
conditions?

ED: ‘International community’? I don’t remember ever meeting this 
concept!

BB: Sorry: how can we manage this kind of threat?
ED: As I mentioned, I have always advocated moral bounds before 

utilitarian ones … Inside developing and rising societies, I have 
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understood that social bounds were too weak, while they were 
too vertical and coercive, even arrogant and humiliating, between 
‘Northern’ and ‘Southern’ countries … This lack of solidarity reminds 
me the way working class was treated at the end of nineteenth cen-
tury. What was generating anomy inside domestic societies triggers 
anomy in the global world! But you cannot solve anomy only by 
using force and coercion: if you do that immoderately, you risk 
creating a ‘war society’ in which, paradoxically, fighting meets 
social needs …. For these reasons, I would say that peace implies a 
social treatment of the present conflicts.

BB: It’s exactly what UNDP advocates with human security …
ED: UNDP? I don’t know, but ‘human security’ is an interesting 

 concept that I would have loved to coin! Is Léon Bourgeois at its 
origins?

BB: He probably inspired it, but the concept is much more recent!
ED: More recent? You needed such a long time to create it?
BB: States are protecting their own sovereignty … and human security 

is interfering with their domestic affairs …
ED: It seems oversimplified … Social issues are more and more inter-

dependent, beyond the border-lines: when you speak of a global 
world I can’t but imagine that there is an organic solidarity among 
the players …

BB: By the way, what do you think about an ‘international society’?
ED: I have never used this concept, young man, but it does not bother 

me … From my point of view, a society is made of beliefs, values 
and collective representations which are commonly shared as 
social density grows. When you report that your global world 
springs from such a densification, I can conceive that this kind of 
society takes place. But I recently had a talk here with two bright 
British colleagues, Hedley Bull and Martin Wight, as they joined me 
in this other world. I was puzzled when Bull told me that interna-
tional society resulted from an agreement among States, as I don’t 
think that the State could be a resource of international integra-
tion. As for Wight, we both set together the question of a common 
 culture which would organize this international society.
I told him that I would prefer the hypothesis of a collective con-
sciousness which would grow with this globalization (as you say) 
and which does not imply a common culture. It’s strange how 
you mobilize this concept which was reserved in my time for 
anthropologist colleagues. Someone even told me that a president 
in one American country wanted to promote a ‘regime change’ 
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and organize the world according to his own vision and his own 
‘culture’; he was even mentioning his country as a ‘good nation’ 
and referred to God! But how to imagine that state-building could 
be possible without a social intervention coming from below? 
Social institutions, as I explained, are generated from religion, but 
I meant from each religion, as the expression of the common con-
sciousness brought by each social collectivity. That’s why I told 
Wight that a common culture was not possible nor functional … 
To speak frankly, I was a little bit irritated!

BB: So, this so-called international society is not made of a common 
culture nor an interstate agreement?

ED: Please, my young friend, consider that collective consciousness 
is first of all an empirical concept which would imply empirical 
investigations in order to define from where it does come and to 
assess whether it could promote a real solidarity. Without this 
real solidarity, the world would be affected by conflicts: it’s what 
I would consider as a world anomy … Utilitarianism didn’t con-
sider this functional prerequisite: without moral bounds, people 
wouldn’t be solidaire (sorry, there is no English word for that: it’s 
meaningful, isn’t it?). There is no special agent for that: neither 
‘superior cultures’, nor ‘elected nations’. We need then a real 
collective creation involving all the local actors and institutions, 
which would be able to teach morality … I remember that Léon 
Bourgeois advocated for a League of Nations and …

BB: A League of Nations was created but didn’t work well … It was 
replaced by the United Nations.

ED: Great: unity is better than league … I would say more hopeful! Is 
there inside an agency devoted to international moral education?

BB: I am afraid not! Power is given to the P5, i.e. the five more 
 powerful countries …

ED: You mean France, Germany, Austria, England … What about the 
fifth? Russia? Just before passing away, I heard that they were 
strongly involved in an overwhelming revolution …

BB: Not exactly: USA, Russia, China, France, England …
ED: What about the others?
BB: They are out …
ED: Strange: the international division of labour would be successful 

only if those who are not properly integrated are real partners of … 
what did you say? The ‘governance’ of the world? At my time, we 
called that ‘oligarchy’; a young student of Weber was very fashion-
able at my time when using this word at parties … But oligarchy 
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does not fit with promoting solidarity … I pointed out that an 
achieved division of labour implied moral solidarity, redistributive 
justice and common consciousness!

BB: Could it be an orientation for IR?
ED: Probably. The global world, as you say, seems to be less and 

less dominated by military issues, while social issues grow in 
 relevance. The market is not able to regulate these new tensions … 
I recently bumped into a lady who introduced herself as a former 
British Prime Minister: she strongly maintained that the global 
market was able to build up a new international order which 
would be more peaceful and less political. I told her that social 
contrasts which we experienced in each European nation at my 
time will be back now at the international level with much more 
dramatic dimensions. We could overcome these conflicts in my 
time by mobilizing daring social policies at the domestic level. 
You must now conceive three directions at the international level, 
which could be modelled on what I suggested back in the day for 
the nations: a global justice which would be more restitutive; a 
transnational moral solidarity among States; a priority given to 
social issues in the international agenda setting. It seems close to 
human security that you were mentioning!

BB: What do you mean by ‘restitutive global justice’?
ED: Maybe you remember that I considered new organic solidarity as 

depending on redistribution and no more on coercion and repres-
sion. The present world is more and more shaped by a division 
of labour and a new organic solidarity: it will work better if we 
play the card of restitution and not the repressive one. However, 
I got the impression that old powers are commonly using force, 
power and coercion rather that restitution. I recently glanced at a 
newspaper and saw that even a French President spoke of ‘punish-
ment’ about some conflict or other … Punishment is not a therapy 
in a world of interdependence: quite the opposite, it’s a way of 
strengthening abnormal divisions of labour …

BB: How do you consider this ‘abnormal division of labour’ at the 
international level?

ED: I would use the categories that I coined for investigating this 
abnormal division of labour at a domestic level. Loosening inter-
dependence and a constrained division of labour seem to be two 
meaningful factors of this ‘abnormal division of labour’ in a ‘global 
world’, as you say. As far as I know, your world is clearly affected 
by a new kind of ‘sovereignism’ and egoism, which  contain the 
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transnational solidarity which is needed. Use of coercion is also 
resulting in new tensions which entail this pathological division 
of labour. Now, it’s clear that this process is much more difficult 
to conduct in the international arena. If we compare this with the 
domestic scene, several aspects jeopardize a functional division 
of labour at the international level: resilience of sovereignties, 
deeply rooted conflicts, capacity of nationalisms, absence of a 
‘global State’ which would contain this radical neo-liberalism that 
I pointed out, when competing national States prevent an active 
international social integration …

BB: You consider the State as emancipating at the national level and 
conservative at the international level?

ED: When it was invented, the State was planned for granting indivi-
dual rights whilst protecting social order and thus social inte-
gration. This functional dialectic was possible due to the social 
contract. Such a contract does not exist in the international arena: 
quite the reverse, we have there to face a strong competition 
among States; this competition is especially strong since States 
pretend to be sovereign. Worse still, all the failures met by the 
States trigger ultra-nationalist and ‘sovereignist’ reactions. We are 
then in a pathologically vicious circle: the more we need interna-
tional integration, the more we face a reluctance from the main 
international actors. The solution is to be found in international 
institutions which can’t but grow from this international social 
densification: all the simple acts of daily life prompt the setting 
up of international agreements and conventions which are more 
and more needed; they then boost international cooperation. This 
trend would help to restore the state in this balancing role at the 
international level, between constraint and consent … But, obvi-
ously, this would be possible only if an international substratum 
took root, made of an active international civil society, and new 
actors … How do you call them now? NGOs? International law 
must also be promoted, beyond the inter-sovereign paradigm that 
we practice now.

BB: What about wars? Do you consider these ‘new wars’ as radically 
different from those you experienced?

ED: As far as I know, war has now deeply changed. I have in mind the 
nightmare of the World War that I experienced. It was then clearly 
a competition of powers, while your wars get settled among poor 
countries and are run by weak or (as they say) collapsed States. 
I guess that there are pathologies of the global world whereas they 
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were at my time symptoms of strength … The narratives on these 
new wars seem particularly dismaying: these conflicts take place 
where social bounds and social fabric are too much fragile or even 
ineffectual … It’s a paroxysmal abnormality of the division of 
labour at both levels: domestic and global; it’s a kind of virulent 
anomy! But, in this kind of desperate weak integration, fighting 
and war can offer the only possible kind of integration … So, as 
I understood, war societies are emerging, with warlords and new 
integrations through criminal networks, war economies and this 
abject practice of child soldiers that someone recently reported 
from your world … We can’t but admit that the violence market 
is for these young people their only chance to be fed, clothed 
and even considered! Keep in mind that this kind of conflict will 
never be solved by military instruments; they must be treated by 
mobilizing social policies …

BB: Thank you very much, Professor Durkheim for your time.
ED: Time is meaningless in my realm, but I felt younger and even 

alive! Could you remind me the name of your publisher? Paul …?
BB: Palgrave!
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TT: Dear Professor Dewey. Thank you so much for your willingness to 
participate in this Talk. Theory Talks is an open-access journal, which con-
tributes to International Relations debates by publishing interviews with 
cutting-edge theorists. It is not often that Theory Talks is able to overcome 
space-time limitations and conduct a Talk with a departed theorist.

I am sorry – I think I have to interrupt you there …

TT: Well, all right? 

Yes, yes, the fact of the matter is that I am not a theorist and refuse to 
be associated with that label! To purify theory out of experience as some 
distinct realm, sirs, is to contribute to a fallacy that I have dedicated my 
life to combat! I am afraid that this venture of yours, of involving me in 
this Theory Talks, is stillborn.

TT: Dear Professor Dewey – with all due respect, we are running ahead of 
matters here a little. The reason why we invited you is exactly for you to 
expound your ideas – and reservations – regarding theory, practice and 
international relations. Would you be willing to bracket your concern for 
a minute? We promise to get back to it. 

Well my dear sirs – it is that you insist on a dialogue – that restless, par-
ticipative and dramatic form of inquiry, which leads to so much more 
insight than books1 – and that you have travelled from far by means that 
utterly fascinate me, so I will give you the benefit of the doubt.

TT: Thank you. And let us from the outset emphasize that by inter-
viewing you for Theory Talks, we don’t necessarily want to reduce your 
contribution to thought to the practice of theorizing. Isn’t it also correct 
that you have written poetry?

19
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Now I am baffled a second time! I have never publicly attempted my 
hand at the noble art of the poetic!

TT: It has to be said, Mr. Dewey, that the problem of what is and isn’t 
public has perhaps shifted a bit since your passing. That’s something 
we’d like to discuss, too, but the fact of the matter is that what you 
have consistently consigned to the trashcan of your office at Columbia 
University has been just as meticulously recovered by ‘a janitor with a 
long view’.2

Oh heavens! You tell me I have been uncovered as a versifier? What of 
my terrible scribbling has been uncovered you say?

TT Well, perhaps you recognize the one that starts like:

I hardly think I heard you call
Since betwixt us was the wall
Of sounds within, buzzings i’ the ear
Roarings i’ the vein so closely near …

… ‘That I was captured in illusion/Of outward things said clear …’3 
I well remember – a piece particularly deserving of oblivion. I wrote that 
in the privacy of lonely office hours, thinking the world would have the 
mercy not to allow a soul to lay its eyes on it!

TT: We are sorry to say that besides this one, a total of 101 poems has been 
recovered, and published in print4 – and you know, given some advances 
in technology, circulation of text is highly accelerated, meaning that one 
could very well say your poetry is part of the public domain.

So there I am, well half a decade after my death, subject to the indirect 
effects of advances in technology interacting with the associations I 
myself carelessly established between roses, summer days, and all too pro-
miscuous waste bins! Sirs, in the little time we have conversed, I see the 
afterlife hasn’t brought me any good. Hades takes on a bleaker shade …

TT: Well, in reality, the future has been good to you: you are firmly canon-
ized as an authentic American intellectual, and stand firmly on a pedestal 
in the galleries occupied by the notables of modern international social 
thought. So why don’t we explore a little bit why that is, within the specific 
domain of political theory? Theory Talks actually poses the same first three 
questions to every interviewee, followed by a number of questions specific 
to your thought. The first question we always pose is: What, according 
to you, is the biggest challenge or central debate in International Relations 
and what is your position vis-à-vis that challenge/debate?
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I think that while it must have been noted by other interviewees that in 
fact this question is two separate questions – one about real-world chal-
lenges and another about theoretical debates – I would be the last to 
do so, and I am happy you mix concerns of theory and practice. I have 
always fought against establishing such a fictional separation between 
seemingly distinct domains of thought and practice. It is a dangerous 
fiction on top of it. The same goes for International Relations – while 
I have not dedicated myself to the study of the international as a 
discrete field of action, I do think that this domain does not escape 
some of the general observations I have made regarding society and 
its politics. 

I hold that ‘modern society is many societies more or less loosely con-
nected’5 by all kinds of associations. As I explain in The Public and its 
Problems,6 a fundamental challenge of modern times is that the largely 
technically mediated associations that constitute society have  outstripped 
the social mechanisms that we had historically developed on the human 
scale of the village to mitigate their indirect effects on others. During 
my life, I witnessed the proliferation of railway, telegraph, radio, steam-
driven shipping, and car and weapon industries – thoroughly extending 
the web of association and affectedness within and across borders. This 
means action constantly reaches further. People close by and in far-off 
places are suddenly confronted with situations that they have to relate 
to but which are out of their control. This automatically makes them 
part of interested publics, with a stake in the way these mechanisations 
work. Now this perhaps seems abstract but consider: the spread of a new 
technology – I see you both looking on some small device with a black 
mirrored screen nervously every 5 minutes – automatically involves 
users as a ‘stakeholder’. Your actions are mediated by them. You become 
affected by their design and configuration – over which you have lit-
tle control. In that regard, you are part of a concerned public, but you 
have no way to influence the politics constitutive of these technologies.

I would say the largest challenge is to amplify participation and to 
institutionalize these fleeting publics. The proliferation of technologies 
and institutions as conduits for international associations has rendered 
publics around the globe more inchoate, while seemingly making it 
easier than ever before to influence – for good or ill – large groups 
through the manipulation of these global infrastructures of the public. 
We sowed infrastructures, we reap fragilities and more diffusely affected 
publics: each new technological expansion of the possibility to form 
associations leads to concomitant insecurities. 
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TT: How did you arrive where you currently are in your thinking?

I have had the sheer luck or fortune to be engaged in the occupation of 
thinking; and while I am quite regular at my meals, I think that I may 
say that I would rather work, and perhaps even more, play, with ideas 
and with thinking than eat.7 I was born in the wake of the Civil War, 
and in times of a profound acceleration of technology as a vehicle of 
social, economic and political development. Perhaps, as in your own 
times, upheaval and change was the status quo, stability a rare exception. 
My studies at Johns Hopkins with people such as Peirce had tickled 
an intellectual curiosity as of yet unsatisfied. I subsequently went to 
the University of Chicago for a decade in which my commitment to 
pragmatist philosophy consolidated. Afterwards at Columbia, and at 
the New School which I founded with people such as Charles A. Beard 
and Thorsten Veblen, this approach translated into a number of books. 
In these I applied my pragmatist convictions to such disparate issues as 
education, art, faith, logic and indeed politics, the topic of your ques-
tion. For me, these are all interdependent aspects of society. This inter-
dependence and inseparability of the social fabric means that skewed 
economic or political interests will reverberate throughout. But I am 
an optimist in that I also believe in the fundamental possibility and 
promise of science and democracy to curb radical change and reroute it 
into desirable directions for those affected. Good things are also woven 
through the social and we should amplify those to lessen the effects of 
negative associations. 

TT: What would a student require to become a specialist in International 
Relations or to see the world in a global way?

A question dear to my heart. You might know that throughout my entire 
life I have striven to transform our understanding and practice of educa-
tion. Human progress is dependent on education, and as I have learned 
during my travels to Russia, reform is not to be had by revolution but by 
gradual education. Education is training in reflective thinking. The qual-
ity of democracy depends on education. 

Towards the end of my life I witnessed the creation of the United 
Nations. This was a clear signal to me that ‘the relations between 
nations are taking on the properties that constitute a public, and hence 
call for some measure of political organization’.8 Having this forum 
implied that we saw the end of the complete denial of political respon-
sibility of how the policies in one national unit affect another as we find 
in the doctrine of sovereignty. That the end of this doctrine is within 
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reach means that we require global education, which will ensure the 
rise of informed global publics which can develop the tools required to 
respond to global challenges. 

In a more substantive fashion, I would insist that students hold on 
to the essential impossibility to separate out experience as it unfolds 
over time. The divisions and preferences that have come to dominate 
academic knowledge in its 20th century ‘maturing’ are for me a loss of 
rooting of knowledge in experience. 

TT: We’re sorry, but isn’t the task of social sciences to offer universal or 
at least objective analytical categories to make sense of the muddle of 
real-world experience? What you seem to be proposing is the opposite!

I align with Weber in lamenting the acceleration of the differentiation 
of understanding in society. This has made it difficult for your genera-
tions to address social, political and economic challenges head on while 
avoiding getting lost in one of its details or facets. Isn’t the economic 
and the political, constantly encroaching on everyday life? In the end, 
this perhaps explains my insistence on democracy and schooling as the 
pivots of good society: democracy to reconstruct and defend publics, 
and schooling to defend individuals against (mis)understanding the 
world in ways that cannot be reduced to their own lived experience.9 
If students could only hold on to this holistic perspective and eschew 
isolating subject matters from their social contexts.10

TT: Throughout your 70 years of active scholarship you have written 
over a thousand articles and books. One commentator of your work 
 suggested that your body of writing is an ‘elaborate spider’s web, the 
junctions and lineaments of which its engineer knows well and in and 
on which he is able to move about with great facility. But for the out-
sider who seeks to traverse or map that territory there is the constant 
danger of getting stuck’.11 Many find your work difficult to navigate – 
what advice would you give the reader?

Sirs why would anyone want to engage in a quest of mapping all of 
my writings? You have to understand that thought always proceeds in 
relations. A web, perhaps, yes. A spider’s web certainly not. A spider 
that spins a web out of himself, produces a web that is orderly and 
elaborate, but it is only a trap. That is the goal of pure reasoning, not 
mine. The scientific method of inquiry is rather comparable to the 
operations of the bee who collects material within and from the world, 
but attacks and modifies the collected stuff in order to make it yield its 
hidden treasure.12 ‘Drop the conception that knowledge is knowledge 
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only when it is a disclosure and definition of the properties of fixed 
and antecedent reality; interpret the aim and test of knowing by what 
happens in the actual procedures of scientific inquiry’.13 The occasion 
of thinking and writing is the experience of problems and the need to 
clarify and resolve them. Everything depends on the problem, the situa-
tions and the tools available. Inquiry does not rely on a priori elements 
or fixed rules. I always attempted to start my work by understanding in 
which problematic situations I aimed at intervening. Philosophy and 
academic, but also public life, in my time was heading in wrong direc-
tions that called upon me to initiate inquiry to resolve issues – in media 
res, as it were. When I wrote Logic, I tried to rebut dogmatic under-
standings. Now it appears that I am on the verge of becoming a dogma 
myself. In a sense, the most tragic scenario would be if people develop 
a ‘Deweyan’ perspective or theory. Now I am curious, what problem 
brought you actually to converse with me?

TT: Well, we are here today because we have been asked to contribute 
to an effort to collect the views of a number of different theorists, who, 
like you, live in different space-time. Now that we are here, could we 
ask you to tell us how you use the term ‘inquiry’? It is one of your core 
concepts and in our conversation you already frequently referred to it. 
It is often difficult to understand what you mean by this term and how 
it provides direction and purpose for science … 

It’s a simple one, provided you have not been indoctrinated by logical 
positivists. You, me, all of us, frequently engage in inquiry. There is little 
distinction between solving problems of everyday life and the reasoning 
of the scientist or philosopher. Most often habit and routine will give 
you satisfaction. Yet when these fail or give you unpleasant experience, 
then reasoning begins. Without inquiry, sirs, most likely you wouldn’t 
have been able to speak to me today! You will have to explain later how 
you bent time and space and which technology allowed you to travel 
through a black hole. But Albert was right, time travel is possible! Could 
we converse today without Einstein’s fabulous inquiry that led him to the 
realization of space-time? Until the promulgation of Einstein’s restricted 
theory of relativity, mass, time and motion were regarded as intrinsic 
properties of ultimate fixed and independent substances.14 Einstein 
questioned this on the basis of experimentation and an investigation of 
the problem of simultaneity, that is, that from different reference frames 
there can never be agreement on the simultaneity of events. 

Reflection implies that something is believed in (or disbelieved in), not 
on its own direct account, but through something else which stands as 
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witness, evidence, proof, voucher, warrant; that is, as ground of belief. 
At one time, rain is actually felt or directly experienced without any 
intermediary fact; at another time, we infer that it has rained from 
the looks of the grass and trees, or that it is going to rain because of 
the condition of the air or the state of the barometer.15 The fact that 
inquiry intervenes in ever-shifting contexts demands us to restrain from 
eternal truths or absolutistic logic. Someone believing in a truth such as 
‘individualism’, has his programme determined for him in advance. It 
is then not a matter of finding out the particular thing which needs to 
be done and the best way, and the circumstances, of doing it. He knows 
in advance the sort of thing which must be done, just as in ancient 
physical philosophy the thinker knew in advance what must happen, 
so that all he had to do was to supply a logical framework of definitions 
and classifications.16

When I say that thinking and beliefs should be experimental, not abso-
lutistic, I have in mind a certain logic of method. Such a logic firstly 
implies that the concepts, general principles, theories and dialectical 
developments which are indispensable to any systematic knowledge 
are shaped and tested as tools of inquiry. Secondly, policies and pro-
posals for social action have to be treated as working hypotheses. They 
have to be subject to constant and well-equipped observations of the 
consequences they entail when acted upon and subject to flexible revi-
sion. The social sciences are primarily an apparatus for conducting such 
investigations.17

TT: Doesn’t such a form of reasoning mean we’ll just muddle through 
without ever reaching certainty?

Absolutely correct! Arriving at one point is the starting point of another. 
Life flowers and should be understood as such; experimental reasoning 
is never complete. I can imagine the surprise you must feel at sudden 
unforeseen events in international political relationships when you 
hold on to fixed frames of how these relationships do and ought to 
look. That we will never reach certainty does not imply to give up the 
quest of certainty, however. We have to continuously improve on our 
tools of scientific inquiry …

TT: Sorry to interrupt you here. Now it sounds as if you have a sort of 
methods fetish. Do you imply that everything can be solved by the 
right method and all that we have to do is to refine our methods? That’s 
something that our colleagues running statistics and thinking that the 
problems of international can be solved by algorithms argue as well.
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It might be that mathematical reasoning has well advanced since my 
departure, and that the importance granted to the economy and eco-
nomic thinking as the sole conditioning factor of political organization 
has only increased, but you haven’t fully grasped what I mean by ‘tools’. 
Tell your stubbornly calculating colleagues that inquiry is embedded in 
a situation, hence there cannot be a single method which would fix all 
kinds of problems. Second, while I admire the skill of mathematicians, 
what I mean by tools goes well beyond that. A tool can be a concept, 
a term, a theory, a proposal, a course of action, anything that might 
matter to settle a particular situation. A tool is, however, not a solution 
per se. It is a proposal. It must be tested against the problematic mate-
rial. It matters only in so far as it is part of a practical activity aimed at 
resolving a problematic situation.

TT: You emphasize that language is instrumental and reject the idea of a 
private language. You also spent quite some energy on demolishing the 
‘picture theory’ of language. These arguments form the basis of what 
we call today ‘constructivism’, yet they are mainly attributed to the 
Philosophical Investigations of the later Ludwig Wittgenstein. 

Earhh, I am aware of this fellow. He is an analytical philosopher, so 
develops his argument from a different background. I started to work 
on the social and cultural aspects of language use from around 1916. 
I don’t know whether Wittgenstein actually read my work when he 
set out to write Philosophical Investigations, but you are quite right, 
there are obvious parallels. I think my own term of ‘conjoint activ-
ity’ expresses pretty much the same, perhaps less eloquently, what 
Wittgenstein termed language games. I am pleased to hear, however, 
that the instrumental view on language, that objects get their mean-
ings within a language in and by conjoint community of functional 
use, has become firmly established in academia. I’d have reservations 
about the term, ‘constructivism’. It might be useful since it reminds 
us of all the construction work that the organization of politics and 
society entails. Indeed I have frequently stressed that instrumentalist 
theory implies construction. If constructivism doesn’t mean post-
mortem studies of how something has been constructed, but is directed 
towards production of better futures, I might be fine with the term. But 
perhaps I would prefer ‘productivism’. 

TT: That is a plausible term, but we are afraid, the history of science has 
settled on constructivism. And you are right, the tendencies you warn 
us of are significantly present in our discipline. 
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Sirs, if you permit. I have to attend to other obligations. I wish you safe 
travels back. Make sure you pick up something from the gift shop before 
you leave.
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Lebow: I am delighted to meet you Professor Weber. If Kant cast a 
long shadow over nineteenth-century German intellectual 
 development, you did the same for twentieth-century social 
science.

Weber: I find that hard to believe, especially in light of what I learned 
about this century from the books you gave me. On my 
deathbed I was angry at dying relatively young, and worse 
still, at doing so at an important turning point in German 
and European history. In retrospect, fate did me a favour, and 
I know that Marianne would be upset if she heard this,  but it 
would have been even better to have died in the early months of 
1914.1 I always thought it tragic that Nietzsche went mad, but 
now understand it as a courageous and sensible move on his 
part. But he was ahead of all of us in his thinking.

Lebow: You found the readings worthwhile?
Weber: Interesting but horrifying. The twentieth century was evidently 

the worst since the fourteenth century and the Black Death. 
Lebow: Does it prompt you to rethink your idealization of the state, 

support of German imperialism and its support for Austria and 
invasion of Belgium in 1914?

Weber: It does, but this will take me some time to work through. My 
commitment to Germany, its state and Kultur was a given since 
my childhood memories of the Franco-Prussian War and unifi-
cation. I am now beginning to feel as anchorless politically 
as I did intellectually when alive. In a demystified world all 
former certainties lose their hold on us. We must accept the 
impossibility of making sense of the world and come to terms 
with its meaninglessness – as far as we can. I once told the 
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jurist Richard Thoma that ‘I want to see how much I can bear’, 
by which I meant accepting personally and intellectually this 
uncertainty and its consequences.2 Now in my second life – if 
that’s what this is – I must face up to equally disturbing truths 
and acknowledge that my political commitments, perhaps 
liberalism aside, were a comforting delusion. This will take time.

Lebow: Turning to a less traumatic subject, what did you think of the 
scholarly journals I gave you?

Weber: They are also disturbing. Most of the articles are on narrow 
subjects and narrowly framed. The first one in the American 
Sociological Review is on light cigarettes, whatever they are, as 
an example of market categories that are taken for granted 
and how companies can exploit this phenomenon. Surely, 
there are more important questions to research? The American 
Political Science Review was a little better but still largely focused 
on voting behaviour. I was struck by how articles in both 
 journals use, really misuse, the concept of rationality.

Lebow: Would you care to elaborate?
Weber: They assume that actors are rational, or more problematic 

still, that their societies are, and somehow make appropri-
ate accommodations to changing conditions. Rationality is 
central to my analysis, but in a different way. I start with the 
concept of Richtigkeitstypus [right rationality]. It is ‘the a pri-
ori’ of interpretative understanding.3 It is subjective because 
there are no rational ways to determine what is rational. 
This depends in the first instance on actor motives and their 
beliefs. If people are motivated by fear versus material gain, 
they will evaluate risk differently. If someone believes in the 
power of god or gods to produce rain or other boons, they 
will consider prayer or prescribed rituals rational while we do 
not. Even if we understand the goals actors seek – and they 
are by no means self-evident to them or us – right rational-
ity requires us to determine the course of action that had the 
best chance of advancing them given their beliefs. How do 
we know what the most effective means are in the absence 
of controlled experiments? We fall back on our subjective 
estimates and perhaps counterfactual analysis. Judgments 
of rationality, even when evidence-based, involve leaps of 
 inference at every step.

Lebow: So you consider rationality an ideal type rather than a descrip-
tion of reality?
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Weber: That’s right. Rationality is an ideal type that provides a clear 
and unambiguous – but purely theoretical – account of a causal 
relationship. It is nothing more than ‘a  methodological device’. 
It does not require, nor is it intended to suggest, ‘a belief in the 
actual predominance of rational elements in human life’.4

The closer any action conforms to right rationality, the less 
need there is to introduce ‘psychological considerations’ to 
comprehend it. The identification of ‘irrational’ processes 
[Sinnfremd] and their analysis also start with reason. We must 
‘determine how the action would have proceeded in the limit-
ing case of purposive and right rationality’ and then account 
for the variation.5 The rationalist models and arguments that 
I encountered in these journals err by confusing ideal types 
and reality. Reason is an assumption we make for purposes of 
analysis. Rational models cannot describe behaviour. They are 
merely starting points for studying it and must be followed 
by careful empirical analysis to see how and why behaviour 
departs from this norm.

Lebow: Doesn’t this approach open its own can of worms? You insist 
in your posthumous Grundbegriffe, and argue now, that ideal 
types help us to understand the motives of actors. I find this 
difficult to reconcile with your insistence on reconstructing 
motivations from the point of view of an actor. Admittedly, 
some ideal types attempt to capture or build on commonly 
shared motives, but many do not. Injudicious use of ideal 
types is no different from ‘assuming’ motives in the way 
present-day rationalists do.6

Weber: I am skating on some thin ice here, but I won’t fall through. 
The seeming contradiction is neither as sharp nor as irrecon-
cilable as you suggest. By definition, any end-means, that is, 
causal, relationship must attribute some rationality to actors. 
Purposeful rational behaviour is that which ‘is exclusively 
oriented towards means which are (subjectively) considered to 
be adequate for the attainment of purposeful goals which are 
(subjectively) unambiguously comprehended’. Mind you, here 
I refer only to instrumental rationality because any motive – it 
need not be realistic or ethical – can provide an incentive for 
acting. I try hard to exclude substantive rationality, which 
 pertains to the ends actors seek, from my analysis.7

Consider the practical aspects of this problem. The more 
an individual’s deliberations ‘have not been obfuscated by 
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“external” constraint[s] or irresistible “affects”’, the more read-
ily they submit to an ends-means analysis. I acknowledge that 
this condition is hardly ever met in practice, but we must 
never theless try to use what evidence we have about actors, 
their goals and behaviour and try to make the latter ‘fit into a 
model of rational action’.8

Lebow: If I understand you correctly, you are saying that in the 
absence of instrumental rationality social behaviour would be 
entirely unpredictable and societies could neither form nor 
function. 

Weber: Precisely. But we must be careful not to attribute too much 
rationality to actors. What is important is that researchers 
function in terms of rationality. Wearing my neo-Kantian hat 
I conceive of the world as one of logical behaviour and causal 
‘necessity’, but in which such necessity is never more than guide. 
I’m also willing to admit that there is more  unpredictability in 
human behaviour than in the weather.9 

Lebow: Your last admission about unpredictability is not easily recon-
ciled with the Kantian belief that the world is made accessible 
by reason.

Weber: It is if you consider that there is no better method for under-
standing the world. In my youth, Historicists and Dilthey put 
their trust in intuition, but that doesn’t take you very far and it 
is even more difficult to justify or evaluate. Reason is, I admit, 
an imperfect and fallible guide, but it is the best we have. It 
has the additional advantage of compelling the researcher to 
be explicit about his or her assumptions and inferences, which 
allows for constructive dialogue. If you want, I might say the 
qualities of character – integrity, honesty – is a prerequisite to 
any claim of truth.

Lebow: I see your point. Your former student and my mentor, Hans 
Morgenthau, thought along these lines. He built a theory 
of international relations that gave great prominence to the 
 balance of power. He recognized that this mechanism func-
tioned to preserve the independence of states only some of 
the time. Among other things, it required actors who desired 
this end and understood and used the mechanism in question. 
He devoted a lot of attention to analysing why the balance of 
power failed in 1914 and 1939. It was a starting point for an 
analysis that took context, actors and confluence into account 
to explain specific historical outcomes.
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Weber: I don’t remember this Morgenthau, but his approach makes 
sense as you describe it.

Lebow: He was not strictly speaking your student, but audited your 
lectures in Munich.

Weber: At least one of these lectures I considered important enough to 
publish.

Lebow: Yes, Politik als Beruf [The Vocation and Profession of Politics]. 
It has become very famous. Everyone in political theory, and 
many university students, but alas, hardly anyone in politics, is 
familiar with your distinction between the ethics of conviction 
[Gesinnungsethik] and responsibility [Verantwortungsethik].10 
The former requires people to act in accord with their 
 principles regardless of the outcome. You describe it an unaf-
fordable luxury in a world where force must sometimes be 
used for survival or laudable policy ends. The ethic of respon-
sibility focuses on the consequences of our behaviour, and you 
consider it more appropriate to politics, and presumably even 
more to international relations. 

Weber: That is correct. And in an immoderate moment, I wrote that 
anyone who fails to recognize this truth ‘is indeed a child in 
political matters’.11

Lebow: I think your formulation is open to challenge, and not only 
because you conclude your essay by arguing for a combination 
of the two ethics. The ethic of responsibility is problematic 
because, as you acknowledge, behaviour often has unforeseen 
and undesired outcomes. Policies can have horrible, unin-
tended consequences that are not apparent beforehand. The 
European alliance systems before 1914 are cases in point. If 
you can’t estimate policy outcomes in advance how can you 
possibly apply the ethic of responsibility?

Weber: The Oedipus problem, if you like, is undeniable, but may not 
be as common as you assume. In many cases, careful, rational 
analysis can give us some idea of the likely consequences of a 
course of action.

Lebow: We can agree to disagree on this one. But tell me how good 
politicians can treat ethics dialectically and act on some 
 synthesis of the two seemingly opposed ethics. 

Weber: Responsible politicians must carefully consider the conditions 
in which either ethic is most appropriate and the outcomes to 
which their initiatives may lead. A wise leader must ‘be cons-
cious of ethical paradoxes and of his responsibility for what 
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may become of himself under pressure from them’.12 He, or 
I suppose, she these days, from what I read, must think with 
the head, but also listen with the heart, because there are occa-
sions where policy considerations trump ethics and vice versa. 
The two ethics are more complementary than opposing ‘and only 
in combination do they produce the true human being who 
is capable of having a “vocation for politics”’.13 I have always 
been moved by Luther’s words in his defence at Worms.

Lebow: You put more faith in politicians than I do. Even in your time, 
and more so in mine, the profession of politics attracts the 
very kind of people who are unwilling or incapable of  acting 
as you think they should. This is an empirical criticism, but 
I have a conceptual one too. You say nothing about the con-
ditions that should govern the choice between the two kinds 
of ethics on the grounds that it is situation specific. In the 
absence of any criteria, leaders are left dangerously free to 
make choices of convenience. And I fear that most political 
leaders will make the wrong ones.

Weber: I can only hope that democratically elected leaders will make 
the right choices, but I appreciate your criticism because the 
choice and appropriate application of either ethic requires 
leaders with a conscience, courage and open minds.

Lebow: Can we return to epistemology again?
Weber: This seems to be my fate. Every time I engage in a substantive 

project I am compelled to write another epistemological essay!
Lebow: This won’t be a long digression. I’m interested in your under-

standing of cause. As I understand the several essays you 
would have preferred not to write, you think all social science 
should aim for causal analysis. But that this does not entail a 
search for law-like regularities. 

Weber: So-called ‘cause’ and ‘effect’ are human creations; they are not 
features of the world. Causal inference is purely rhetorical in 
nature and scholars must convince others of their claims, 
which they often do by appealing to common sense. In 
effect, they are asking others to accept their inferences on the 
ground that that they are based on shared assumptions about 
how the world works.14 We can also evaluate these claims 
on the basis of logical consistency, empirical evidence and 
Erfahrungsregeln [rules of experience]. Researchers use reason to 
discover regularities, but also emotions that allow empathetic 
 understandings of actor motives.15
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Lebow: How do ideal types assist in this process?
Weber: To make causal inference we must posit events types and 

identify events that we might subsume them. Events are what 
we want to explain, and our categories the means we employ 
toward this end. Typologies of event types enable comparative 
study and nomological understandings in the form of very 
imperfect regularities. These associations are imperfect because 
events have many causes and we can only identify and study 
some of them. The context in which they unfold is also likely 
to differ across ‘cases’, making them far from comparable.

Lebow: How do you differ from regularity theorists? 
Weber: I recognize the value of regularities, or at least the expectation 

that some kinds of behaviour are likely to produce certain 
kinds of outcomes. Knowledge of this kind can be a useful start-
ing point for causal analysis. However, nomological knowledge 
for historians and social scientists are means, not ends, in con-
trast to the physical sciences. This difference derives from the 
former’s interest in the particular and the latter’s in the general.

Lebow: Am I right in thinking that regularities, or any other kind of 
understandings, are the foundation, but nothing more, for 
causal narratives that emphasize what is particular about the 
event in question?

Weber: We must construct narratives around imagined causal chains. 
I use the words Verlauf and Ablauf to describe the progres-
sion we offer of seemingly related actions and events. These 
actions and events that seem causally linked can also be mani-
festations of an underlying process. Either way, the narrative 
form encourages us to think about mechanisms that connect 
actions and events. Mechanisms are, of course, also figments 
of our imagination. 

 Causal narratives offer another advantage. They allow us to 
conceive of deeper levels of explanation. To provide the most 
compelling accounts of causation ‘we have to refer back to 
other, equally individual configurations’ that might account 
for the phenomenon in question. We must then try to account 
for these configurations. Ultimately, we hope to reach under-
lying cultural explanations. Consider the phenomenon of the 
market, which is now found almost everywhere. We want to 
know what changed in Western society to make this possible. 
These changes enabled the growth of a money economy and 
made it ‘significant’ and ‘distinctive’.16
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Lebow: How do counterfactuals assist in this process?
Weber: To determine if antecedent conditions are objectively probable 

and adequate we rely on counterfactual thought experiments. 
Here, I drew on the probability theory of Karl Knies and the legal 
analysis of Gustav Radbruch.17 Radbruch sought to determine 
malfeasance or criminal responsibility by asking what the likeli-
hood was that some negative outcome would have occurred in 
the absence of the agents or conditions alleged to be respon-
sible. My reformulation would have us ask if ‘elimination … 
or alteration’ of the putative cause ‘according to general rules of 
experience’ could have led to a different outcome.18 Social sci-
entists, like judges, must work backwards from what they want 
to explain to its possible causes. By removing one putative cause 
at a time and asking what might have happened in its absence 
we can evaluate its relative importance for an outcome. 

Weber: My time is almost up. A man with pointed ears and a flat voice 
said at 5 p.m. he would ‘beam me up’, whatever that means. 
Do you think we could walk across the river and have a peek at 
my house before we reach the appointed hour? And who lives 
there now? 

Lebow: Of course, Herr Professor. Your house is now part of the 
University of Heidelberg and often used to host seminars and 
training courses. Before we part, I want to thank you for being 
so accommodating.

Weber: You posed good questions and I would have been very content 
to have had you as a student.

Lebow: I can think of no higher honour.
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October 1963
I was relaxing in a café on London’s Strand when a young journalist from 
The Observer that I had met earlier in the month came rushing up to my 
table. ‘Is it true?’ she asked catching her breath, ‘Were you at a dinner 
recently with Kim Philby and the new leader of the opposition?’ Philby had 
defected to the Soviet Union earlier in the year, and Harold Wilson was the 
new leader of the Labour Party, and would be British Prime Minister in the 
following year. ‘Yes, there was a dinner party where we were all present, 
Susan, but it wasn’t this year. It took place in early October 1938, just 
after Neville Chamberlain returned from Munich. It happened at the home 
of Robert Cecil, the Conservative politician and League enthusiast. Wilson 
was the youngest Don at Oxford, while Philby had returned from reporting 
the war in Spain. But Wilson and Philby were not the main guests. That 
honour fell to Norman Angell, the recently knighted writer and former 
Labour MP, and Maurice Hankey, who had resigned as secretary to the 
Cabinet in August. There was also a young American from the US Embassy 
there, but it was Angell who dominated the proceedings’. ‘Angell?’ My 
friend looked puzzled. ‘Oh! Great Illusion! There was a radio programme 
on him earlier in the year.1 So’. She asked, ‘What was discussed at this 
dinner?’

October 1938
We had gathered at the London house of Robert Cecil. When I arrived 
Philip Noel-Baker, an old protégé of Cecil’s and now a senior Labour 
figure, was already there with Wilson. I arrived with John, the twenty-
one year old son of the American Ambassador, Joseph Kennedy. The 
novelist Margaret Storm Jameson and writer Vera Brittain arrived soon 
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after, followed by Hankey and Philby. Talk before dinner was all about 
the new deal with the Germans. Just before dinner Angell arrived.

Angell:  So what have you all been talking about?
Kennedy:  Your deal with Hitler. Father is fulsome in his praise, 

but I have unanswered questions.
Angell:  So do I young man. Tell me, where does that accent 

come from?
Kennedy:  New England mostly.
Angell:  I was a cowboy and homesteader near Bakersfield, 

California before the war. Always considered myself a 
little bit American, though I never managed to get my 
land claim accepted.2

Kennedy:  I had hoped to study politics with Harold Laski at the 
LSE; unfortunately I fell ill and had to return home. 
What are your thoughts on the international situa-
tion, Mr Angell?

Cecil (jovially):  Sir Norman now, Mr. Kennedy.
Angell:  Well, my boy, why don’t we ask Lord Cecil (smile). He 

knows far more about foreign policy than I do. Cecil, 
was it a success?

Cecil:  Carried out in secret without the support of the rest of 
the League and the international community? It wor-
ries me. We should deal with these dictators out in the 
open.

Angell:  Given that the League powers failed to stop Japanese 
and Italian aggression, was open League diplomacy 
really an option?

Cecil:  It was the governments of the great powers that 
refused to allow the League system to work.

Angell:  I agree, but now that it has failed to work, should we 
not fall back on the next best thing: an anti-fascist 
alliance?

Cecil:  That is what we need to do now, but it is a pity we 
never allowed the League to work.

Angell:  Perhaps once we have confronted the dictators we can 
rebuild the League?3

Cecil:  That is what we are reduced to. Still, the publics in 
the democracies seem more interested in peace at any 
price than they do with establishing an international 
order that would preserve security and peace.
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Just then an angry Maurice Hankey intervened. I could see Hankey get-
ting redder in the face as the talk had gone on, but unable to control 
himself he now blurted out his ‘opposition to this nonsense!’ He said 
that the Munich agreement was the best deal we could have got, and 
that any peaceful settlement had to be based on the balance of power 
between states. Anything else was just ‘eyewash’.

Angell:  Well, you know more about these things than I do, Hankey. 
After all, you have been involved in this government’s for-
eign policy. Perhaps I could ask you some questions about 
this, since you know so much more than us? Does a stable 
and peaceful order in Europe need to be a just order?

Hankey:  Well, the powers need to see it as just. Remember Herr Hitler’s 
claims are based on his belief that Germany has been treated 
unfairly.

Angell:  So to work it has to be at least seen to be just?
Hankey:  Yes.
Angell:  How does the balance of power work?
Hankey:  The great powers weigh up their different levels of military 

power and potential, and form alliances on the basis of pre-
venting any one state from having a preponderance of power. 
Ideally, diplomats work to guarantee that negotiations reflect 
those power arrangements, but if diplomacy breaks down the 
threat of force is the last resort.

Angell:  So decisions are made on the basis of power and the threat of 
force?

Hankey:  Largely, yes.
Angell:  So the balance of power is about might, not right?
Hankey:  We have to take power into consideration, yes. As we did at 

Munich.
Angell:  But if the defining feature of the balance of power is issues of 

power, then surely issues of justice must be silent? If we side 
with a country for reasons of power balance, then the ques-
tion of the rightness of that country does not enter into the 
equation? Yugoslavia might have a just cause against Italy, 
but if we need Italy to balance the power of Germany we will 
side with Italy against the just claims of Yugoslavia?4

Hankey:  I suppose so.
Angell:  Then how can we have a system based on justice? And with-

out states believing that the system is just, do we not have an 
unstable system poisoned by claims for redress?
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Hankey:  Look, Angell, you miss the point here. Power and cabinets are 
the reality we have to deal with. If we want peace we need 
to take both these seriously. If that means we have to act 
unjustly sometimes then it is a price we pay.

At this point Margaret Storm Jameson and Vera Brittain both voiced 
their objection to Hankey’s view, and Brittain graciously asked Jameson 
to speak for them both.

Jameson:  Both of us are left cold by Hankey’s view of international 
affairs, but we are not entirely convinced by your analysis 
either, Angell. As women we understand the world can 
change, and indeed if it had not we would not now be 
sitting here as equals with you men. The vote has given us 
a stake in the political game that we never had before. Our 
problem is, if the balance of power between great powers 
is unstable because it is unjust, how can we build a stable 
world? Is it possible to banish war from our lives forever? 
What should a new order look like?

Angell:  Building a new global order? You have both set me a dif-
ficult task! Indeed, one it seems our own statesmen have 
failed to accomplish in the last twenty years. I don’t think 
I can do it alone so you will need to help me. You too, 
Noel-Baker. Your knowledge of the League and disarma-
ment will be vital.

Noel-Baker:  Thank you, Angell, but if it is all the same to you, I will 
sit this out until you have something for me to comment 
on.

Brittain:  I should be most happy to help, although I feel that our 
views on the role of war, Sir Norman, are not the same. 
I oppose war completely, and so I welcome the Munich 
agreement, but not for the same reasons as Hankey.

Angell:  Very well. Shall we start with some basics? What was the 
purpose of war in the past?

Brittain:  To steal someone else’s land. Caesar’s campaign in Gaul 
was about land, wealth and increasing his personal power.

Angell:  Indeed it was. Wealth was in land and in goods you could 
take as booty. How would you advise me to invest my 
wealth now?

Brittain:  Well, not in land! All the great landed estates seem to be 
in trouble these days. Despite the crash ten years ago, 
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I would still say stocks and bonds, perhaps, sadly, stocks 
in armament firms.

Angell:  So the new wealthy are those who own bits of paper? We 
might add credit to that list too, as well as the trading 
system now that none of us are self-sufficient nations.5

Brittain:  This is obvious, and we already know this. You wrote 
about it in your Great Illusion before the War. The world 
has changed, and we express wealth in intangibles that 
can be so easily destroyed by war.

Angell:  Precisely. Modern war between great powers destroys 
intangible wealth, and as a result even the victors in war 
suffer the effects.6 I think the last War is a good example 
of this, although I was more pessimistic. I thought a 
major war would destroy our fragile system of wealth, but 
instead government action managed to limit the dam-
age.7 Still, the war and capitalist trusts did destroy the 
laissez faire system that we had come to rely on for our 
daily bread before 1914.8

Cecil:  We are all socialists now, Angell. Government controls are 
a fact of life after the War.

Jameson:  But the fact that we had a war shows that our new forms 
of wealth and their vulnerability were not enough to pre-
vent war. People went to war against their own interests.

Angell:  Indeed they did. This brings us to the human nature of 
the case. In The Great Illusion I had assumed that if we 
explained to people the realities of money and credit then 
they would see that war between great powers does not 
pay, and then they would follow their own interests and 
refrain from conflicts that would destroy their wealth. 
I was wrong. But why?

Jameson:  You should have asked a novelist, Angell. We could have 
told you. Also that Dr Freud whom the Woolfs have trans-
lated. Humans are not rational.

Angell:  Yet, can we not have a rational conversation between men 
and women of good will? Where is the irrationality here?

Wilson:  It is not here, Angell. When I am talking one-on-one 
with someone I disagree with we can both be rational. It 
is when I am in a group of like-minded people that the 
trouble starts. We Labourites can be very rude about you 
Conservatives, Cecil, when we are in a large group.

Kennedy:  The newsreels from Germany and Italy back you up here.
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Angell:  Indeed they do, my young friend. I wrote about this in 
my first book, Patriotism Under Three Flags.9 The resort to 
blind nationalism in three otherwise very rational socie-
ties – Britain, America and France – was so shocking to 
me back then. Yet, it was not until after the Great War 
that I realized how dangerous this ‘public mind’ was. You 
cannot just hope that groups of people will eventually be 
convinced of the rationality of your argument, because 
in groups they will act irrationally.10 That is why the old 
liberal laissez faire order died, as I made clear in my Fruits 
of Victory.

Cecil:  That is why we founded the League, Sir Norman. You 
have argued it yourself since the War. We need structures, 
some basic form of international government, to keep 
those dangerous group passions at bay.11

Noel-Baker:  We return to the League. Again, it is our only hope for 
lasting peace.12

Brittain:  Yet, the League also threatened supposed aggressors 
with war. I am thinking here of the excellent work of 
Mrs Swanwick, who has proved to my satisfaction that 
‘League wars’ for peace would be just as dangerous as 
wars of aggression, and anyway, the nations who ran the 
League were remarkably good at avoiding their legal com-
mitments under the Covenant.13 In this sense, perhaps 
Hankey is right about the ubiquity of power and interests?

Angell:  I am not altogether in agreement with Mrs Swanwick on 
League wars. Nor, do I think is my friend Noel-Baker.

Noel-Baker:  Indeed not! Fighting to maintain law and order – policing 
if you will – is not the same thing as aggression.

Angell:  Yet, the League system, although so much better than what 
we had before 1914, has failed us. But who is to blame? 
Here at least I will agree with Mrs Swanwick up to a point. 
The League powers – their governments – failed us.14

Angell turned to me.

Angell:  You have been very quiet my friend?
Me:  Not because I have not been listening, and not because I have 

not found this conversation riveting. I think your public mind 
idea does explain why seemingly rational people blindly fol-
low irrational ideas.
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Philby:  That describes pretty much everyone at my Cambridge col-
lege, and not a few of my friends at the Foreign Office. One 
of the reasons I like journalism: the freedom to think.

Wilson:  There are a few people at Oxford that I would describe that 
way too.

Angell:  The freedom to think strikes me as the missing ingredient 
here.

Wilson:  So let me summarize here, Sir Norman. A changed world 
dominated by finance, credit and trade (I might add the 
white heat of technology here too)15 means that war 
between great powers no longer pays. This means that the 
balance of power cannot function, and anyway its privileg-
ing of might over right makes it unstable. Because mankind 
is irrational in groups, states left to their own devices in 
an international anarchy will not learn from the economic 
realities of life. Instead they will follow policies that are 
actually incompatible with their true interests. As a result we 
need international institutions and agreements to rein in the 
passions of the public mind.

Angell:  Ably summarized.
Jameson:  Yet, the League did not stop aggression. The irrational public 

minds of Japan and Italy got away with it over Manchuria 
and Abyssinia. What are we missing?

Brittain:  Can’t international public opinion still be mobilized for 
peace? Like we did with the Peace Ballot three years back?

Cecil:  Yes. That showed that the public mind is not all bad, 
surely?

Hankey:  Nonsense. All Hitler respects is force, not the legalities of the 
League and the ballots of international public opinion. We 
threatened him with the spectre of war at Munich and he 
backed down. Here, at least, I agree with Sir Norman’s view 
of the nature of the human mind.

Philby:  I still think a few people of good faith can make a difference.
Angell:  A good point, Philby. Are we stuck with the evils of the 

public mind? Certainly the League powers, especially Britain 
and France, made very wrong choices against their longer 
term interests by not fully backing a League solution in 1931 
and 1935. Can we improve our knowledge to fight off these 
unseen assassins?16 How can we make statesmen in an age of 
the common man realize the self-defeating nature of selfish 
national interests?
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Jameson:  The freedom to think and debate? To create spaces like this 
dinner in which rational argument can trump the passions 
of the group?

Angell:  Yes, that is why freedom matters.
Brittain:  But we have not really solved the problem yet. If the prob-

lem is controlling the public mind, how do we create insti-
tutions that will work for peace? League-pooled security did 
not solve the problem. I would back George Lansbury’s call 
to refuse to play Hitler’s game and to disarm on our own.

Hankey:  Nonsense. A return to secret diplomacy between nations is 
the answer. Rational men using diplomacy to solve problems 
without public meddling.

Angell:  The same men who failed to bring peace in 1914? Has not 
the recent past shown us that the old diplomacy can no 
longer work? I think young Philby is on to something here. 
Yes, we do need organizations like the League to provide 
legal structures to prevent the public mind from gaining the 
upper hand. In that sense Cecil and Noel-Baker are right. 
But the League is not enough. We also have to change the 
mindsets of our voters and politicians. This requires freedom 
of thought and the protection of the right of the individual 
to think what they like in the face of the irrational public 
mind.17 We may not be able to change man’s violent and 
greedy nature, but through education we can at least change 
his view of the world, and perhaps show him that there are 
better paths for his selfishness than war.

Jameson:  But that will take a long time. What do we do now? We can 
hardly wait until Herr Hitler has seen reason, and with the 
League so weakened it is going to take a labour of Hercules 
to make it work properly again?

Angell:  Yes. What I have been talking about are, of course, long-term 
goals.

Kennedy:  Miss Jameson is right. What interests us Americans right 
now is not what we all may do in the future, but what 
England can do now. Is a partnership with Germany pos-
sible? What are your thoughts on the agreement with Herr 
Hitler, Mr Angell?

Angell:  The dictators cannot be appeased.18 I would agree with 
Hankey that it is now all about force, although I think the 
Prime Minister is deceiving himself if he thinks that this 
agreement heralds peace.
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Hankey:  I doubt that the Prime Minister sees this agreement as the 
last word. He is no enthusiast for Hitler.

Angell:  Be that as it may, our best hope lies in rebuilding the League 
and collective security by bringing together those nations 
that are willing to pool their security to defend the ideals of 
the League.19 This is why I support an alliance with France, 
and why we must rearm to face down the dictators. Here I 
find myself in agreement with my old friends Leonard Woolf 
and Henry Brailsford. We could have had this so much ear-
lier and easier if we had stuck with the League, but now we 
must return to the jungle of the reason of state and rebuild 
what we had already built after the waste of the last war.

Cecil:  Quite right. The future is the League.
Wilson:  … or whatever we build to replace it.
Brittain:  But that still leaves the problem of war.
Angell:  Sometimes war may be the only option, but hopefully we 

can at least fight it for nobler ends like freedom and inter-
nationalism. A war will not enrich us, but it might at least 
prevent a worse fate befalling us.

Brittain:  I cannot accept that. War is always wrong.
Angell:  I hope one day we will live in a world where that is true. 

Until then we may have to risk war to secure freedom.20

Jameson:  I must admit my revulsion towards war is only exceeded by 
my revulsion towards the Nazis. I don’t welcome war, but 
we may have no choice.

Brittain:  That is where we differ, I am afraid. We all have a choice, 
and I choose peace.

Philby:  What about an alliance with the Soviet Union?
Angell:  I would not rule it out. Mr Brailsford seems to be positively 

inclined to just such an alliance. Although I cannot call 
myself an enthusiast for Comrade Stalin. My experience is 
that your communist is as much a victim of the excesses of 
the public mind as your fascist or Nazi.

Kennedy:  … and don’t expect American public opinion to back a war 
in Europe.

Angell:  A pity, Kennedy. With Britain and America working together 
who knows what we might accomplish in the world? I have 
high hopes for America and its democracy.21

At this stage I could see that we had exhausted the topic. Angell had 
diagnosed the patient, suggested the medicine that could be applied, 
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and finally offered his thoughts on what should be done to allevi-
ate the immediate symptoms. He had not convinced everyone, but 
I could see that it had got John thinking about the wider problems of 
appeasement.22

As we got up to go our separate ways Angell took me aside.

Angell:  You were quiet tonight my friend. I hope nothing is wrong.
Me:  I was listening. I just didn’t think it was right for me to 

intervene.
Angell:  Am I right, do you think?
Me:  Well, I can’t answer that, although you sometimes make 

leaps of logic that may not be warranted, and at others you 
do seem to contradict yourself. I do think many of the ideas 
that you have will survive you. The importance of what 
Americans are calling interdependence; the damage that 
war does to prosperity, even to the wealth of the victor; the 
problem of the public mind, which has also been recognized 
by others. Sadly, though, I fear your current fame will not 
outlive you.

Angell:  Well, I would rather my ideas survived my fame than the other 
way around. These issues are more important than any one 
person.

Me:  It will be a problem of success. So many people will become 
interested in international affairs that their fame, research 
output and intellectual prowess will tend to obscure those who 
came before.

Angell:  Well, if our civilization survives these current difficulties, and 
is still talking about the issues that I have raised in my career, 
then I suppose I am content.

October 1963 again
‘Hang on a minute’ Susan interjected, ‘1938? Twenty-five years ago? 
How did you remember the conversation so accurately?’ I explained 
that I had been asked to write an interview with Angell for a 2016 edited 
collection, and so had travelled back in time. Attending the dinner had 
been Angell’s idea. I was just back from the event, and was now on 
an extended vacation in 1963. I had said a last goodbye to John, and 
there was a television programme I wanted to catch (the one that had 
shown me how I could visit Angell for the interview).23 Susan gave me 
a pained smile. ‘What nonsense! Well, I have some important work on 
the Sterling zone that I have to finish’. 
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JS:  Good morning, David – may I call you David? I am unsure how 
to address a dead man.

DM:  David is fine, reminds me of the good old days on Earth. Officially 
it would be Shadow David down here, but never mind.

JS:  OK, David, great. I am here to have a chat with you about your 
vision of functional international governance, which was path-
breaking and had so much influence on subsequent scholarship. 
Our readers would be thrilled to hear your views on current 
developments, in Europe and beyond …

DM:  I’m sorry, what did you say? I got a bit distracted. What is all this 
shouting and laughing over there? All about women and eels.

JS:  Oh, I think that is one of our folks trying to interview Thucydides. 
Hades insisted we come down here as a group. No single admit-
tance to the underworld unless you want to stay, he said.

DM:  I think these guys are seriously off topic. Let us go for a walk and 
I’ll show you around. I guess you haven’t been here before.

JS:  This is very kind of you but I actually wanted to talk a bit about 
functionalism, you know, and regional integration and all that …

DM:  I got that. And this is another reason why we should go for a 
walk. Just follow me uphill.

Mitrany and the interviewer walk in silence until they reach a barren moun-
taintop. From there the view is breath-taking. In the twilight, a vast lake with 
shimmering blue water stretches to the horizon.

JS:  This is awesome, David, and so peaceful.
DM:  The lake is actually artificial, and I am proud to say that it is part 

of my work down here. I founded the Styx Valley Authority, the 
SVA for short.

22
Functionalism in Uncommon 
Places: Electrifying the Hades with 
David  Mitrany (1888–1975)
Jens Steffek



194 Jens Steffek

JS:  You did what? You dammed the river Styx?
DM:  Not only the Styx. All major watercourses of the underworld are 

part of my scheme, including the Phlegethon, Acheron, Lethe 
and Cocytus. The whole system. Like in the Tennessee Valley, you 
remember. I studied that scheme back in the 1930s when I was a 
fellow at Princeton, and it became my blueprint for international 
agencies doing development work.1 When I arrived here, the 
Hades was an unpleasant marshland, all dark and muddy.2 The 
wandering souls were stumbling over their own feet. And I knew 
immediately what had to be done.

JS:  What is this huge lake good for, actually?
DM:  Down at the Styx dam there is a power plant that I needed to 

electrify the underworld. Now we have electric heating and light 
everywhere, we drained the ugly and unhealthy marsh, and on 
top of that we have some nice lakes for outdoor activities. And 
I can report that the humans on the other shore of the Styx are 
also quite happy with the public works we did. The Peloponnese 
is a rather remote region of Greece, you know.

JS:  There are living human beings on the other side of that lake?
DM:  You should have read some travel literature before coming down 

here. The Styx marks the border between Earth and the under-
world. It functions a bit like the iron curtain dividing Europe 
back in my day. No living human being and no dead soul is able 
to cross the Styx without special permission, and permits are rare. 
But now we have learned to work together on practically useful 
tasks, despite all the differences that divide us.

JS:  How did you bring together the living and the dead?
DM:  Well, that’s a long story. Hades of course was very much against 

it in the beginning. Identity politics, you know. The living and 
the dead, he said, they are just too different and they are not 
supposed to mix. Charon feared for his job when he heard about 
the dam project and started lobbying. On the other side of the 
river there were also quite some concerns, I heard. Zeus jealously 
watches the boundaries of his empire and he said damming the 
Styx was a constitutional issue. It affected the original territorial 
agreement because it filled some airspace with water.3 Boundaries 
are an obsession, no matter where you go.

JS:  How did you overcome their resistance?
DM:  By way of demonstration. You know how pragmatic I am. I 

asked Shadow Tom (Edison, J.S.) to build a little pilot facility to 
showcase the benefits of our electrification project. Of course we 
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made sure that Zeus and Hades were the first ones connected to 
the grid. And once they switched on the electric lights in their 
palaces they were all for it.

JS:  But how did you manage to involve living human beings in run-
ning your SVA?

DM:  Joint government of the living and the dead gave me a headache 
in the beginning. I didn’t want just Hades and Zeus striking their 
despotic deals; I wanted to get some knowledgeable people from 
both sides involved. But where would we meet with them? They 
are not allowed in and we can’t go out. A good Korean soul came 
up with a clever idea. We now convene on top of the Styx dam, 
exactly at the old borderline. We built a kind of pagoda on the 
dam and we sit on our side, and they sit on theirs.

JS:  Was the Korean fellow Kim Jong-Il?
DM:  Certainly not, that nasty man was taken straight to the Tartarus. 
JS:  Electricity for the underworld, David, that really surprises me. 

Modernization does not seem to stop anywhere.
DM:  Well, I learned my lessons about the power of technology and 

progress in the upper world and now I apply them down here. 
They are universal, as I always said.

JS:  As a political scientist I am very curious to learn more about the 
system of governance that you installed in your SVA.

DM:  Long story, again. I said to Hades, look, what I need is a func-
tional agency. I don’t want to get enmeshed in all sorts of power 
struggles and animosities between the political factions down 
here. And I can reassure you that we have a lot of factions in the 
underworld – dead souls are arguing over the silliest of things.4 
So I said to him, I need experts to do the job, pragmatic people 
who have seen something of the world, no matter where they 
lived back on Earth. Hades then suggested that we get some phi-
losophers directing the works. He thought they were the most 
qualified souls you can get. I don’t know if Plato told him that. 
Anyway, I had to get theorists involved but a smart move of mine 
was, if I may say that, to place them on an advisory board. I have 
John Dewey presiding it and I got Henri de Saint-Simon and 
Auguste Comte. But of course they are arguing all the time, as 
I predicted …

JS:  … so what did you do?
DM:  The philosophers draw up their annual report that nobody 

reads – if they get something published at all with their vicious 
peer review system. But then there is also our executive board, 
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and so who really does the work in the SVA are practically-
minded souls. I have a superb selection of them, David Lilienthal, 
Freiherr vom Stein, Julius Nyerere.5

JS:  I wonder if there was no resistance against this modernization 
project, I mean, it must have been a huge change for the Hades 
but also for the living folks on the other side. No complaints, no 
worries?

DM:  Well yes, admittedly some environmentalist souls claimed that 
the water of the Lethe was not the same any more after we built 
the dams and sewers and power plants. The magic was gone, they 
said, and they made a huge fuss about it.

JS:  And were they right? I mean, the magic of the Lethe, was it gone?
DM:  I can’t seem to remember. 
JS:  ???
DM:  That was a joke. You really need to read some classics, young 

man.6 Of course we had to react, and we did it properly. We set 
up a scientific commission to study the properties of the Lethe 
water and it turned out to be superb; microbiologically pure, 
well-mineralized – what else can you ask for. Actually, the qual-
ity was so great that we decided to commercialize it in the upper 
world. We sell it in bottles as Italian mineral water to generate 
some income for future projects down here.7 You see, my years in 
 business left some traces on me.8

JS:  Wow, David, that is all fascinating, but I really would like to talk a 
bit more about political science. You know that, after you passed 
away, the world became more sceptical of big public works and 
state planning. How about you?

DM:  I have heard about that. But of course planning works if it is done 
properly and on the right scale – just look around you. And if it is 
coordinated transnationally, of course. I never believed in those 
national five-year-plans that stop at the border. This is never 
going to work because your neighbour’s plan will always upset 
yours. Why do you think I should have abandoned my faith in 
planning and public works?

JS:  Well, because we have come to think the world is too complex to 
anticipate all the effects that one project has, and that markets 
know better than some technocrats what the people really need.

DM:  Excuse me, but I think you have been brainwashed by the neo-
liberals. Of course you need reasonably free markets and private 
initiative and all that. I always was a liberal and you know that. 
But at the same time you need public regulatory institutions to 
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keep markets in check and you need a welfare state to take care 
of the people. Look at the financial crisis since 2008, look at the 
levels of inequality that you now have in so many countries. Do 
you really think that a hands-off approach is an alternative?

JS:  No, but I do think there is a difference between this old-school 
planning thing and how we go about things nowadays.

DM:  So, how do you go about them now? I am not sure I fully under-
stand the difference.

JS:  We do not do this central planning and steering any more, all 
that top-down stuff, we have multi-level governance.

DM:  So, what exactly do you mean by ‘multi-level’ governance?
JS:  Kind of policy coordination, you know, more horizontal, in net-

works across many levels.
DM:  Sounds a bit like what I suggested back in the 1940s and 50s, 

if I may say so. I actually had my quibbles with centralization. 
So much power in one place, one central government, this is 
not a good idea. What you need is devolution, territorial and 
functional. And try to keep the pushing and shoving and horse-
trading out, all the political power games. That is functional 
government.

JS:  No, but we do see things differently today. It is not the same, it is 
not functionalism. We realized that experts cannot solve all our 
problems.

DM:  But who can?
JS:  Err, well the solution is basically negotiated, all in the network 

you know, and we want to bring the people in.
DM:  You bring the people in? How do you do that? Eight billion peo-

ple, or what do you have now, they meet for breakfast and talk? 
Are you kidding me? I also wanted to bring the people in, but my 
approach was different. Just those affected by whatever the public 
authority did, and those who knew about an issue. If you want to 
improve agriculture you need to consult the peasants, for exam-
ple. And that can even create new transnational loyalties. Like I 
once said: everybody feels a sentiment of humanity, but few act 
upon it, because action has to be linked to concrete steps within 
the range of everyday life.9

JS:  Today we have the Internet, most people can directly connect 
with each other. Karl Deutsch loves it.

DM:  This global electronic network sounds extremely interesting 
but they are not installing it down here. Officially for techni-
cal reasons but I presume that Google and Amazon are not too 
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interested in dead men without credit cards. But if politics is all 
taking place in a network without any nodes, so to speak, who 
decides then? I mean, at some point you need to take a decision 
also across borders. Take the financial crisis, who took the crucial 
steps? Who is the spider in that web?

JS:  Well, of course, in the end deciding something is then more of an 
intergovernmental thing.

DM:  So it is still national ministers who decide and people out there 
talk about it. That sounds somewhat conventional, if you ask me.

JS:  People do not just talk in private, I mean, it is all more public and 
politicized now, world politics.

DM:  Politics is more politicized now? I am not sure I understand what 
you mean, and I am even less sure that I will like it once I under-
stand it.

JS:  You know, David, there is more contestation today, people take 
to the streets against global governance if they don’t like it. No 
 permissive consensus any more. We had these huge protests 
against the WTO – that’s the successor of the old GATT – back in 
the late 90s.

DM:  I observed that – but what happened in the end? Did govern-
ments dissolve the WTO in response? No, they didn’t.

JS:  Err, well, you have a point there.
DM:  I am actually not sure that this politicization thing works. Wrong 

approach, in my view. De-politicize things and you will get sub-
stantially good results, not the other way round. Look what hap-
pened to the European Union over the last decades. To my mind 
this is a disaster. 

JS:  Why a disaster? After all, the EU has grown and it seems it mas-
tered the Euro crisis, even if it might be a bit early to tell.

DM:  I am following European integration from down here, you know 
that it was a bit of my intellectual baby, even if the federalist 
have won in the end: they built a superstate with headquarters in 
Brussels and integrated a zillion policy fields, whether that makes 
sense or not, and all the benefits are for the club members, noth-
ing for the rest of the world. They are just reproducing the old 
logic of inside and outside.

JS:  I see that there might be disadvantages to the federal scheme. 
But then the EU wants to become a global player, and it probably 
needs to …

DM:  This is exactly what I feared would happen. You have a regional 
international organization, pretty humble at the outset, with 
a clear territorial remit but with a rather unclear mission. And 
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then that beast grows stronger. It starts behaving like a traditional 
great power, trying to mark a sphere of influence, as we see now 
in Eastern Europe. They tell the people: you are either with us 
or with the Russians, you need to choose. What happened in 
Ukraine followed precisely this logic.

JS:  Ok, the EU certainly made some mistakes in the Ukrainian crisis, 
but it was Vladimir Putin who escalated the situation.

DM:  Putin has the mentality of a 19th century politician, sadly 
enough. National grandeur, imperialism, obsession with territorial 
security, all these perversions of the political mind. But I hoped 
that at least the EU could find a more constructive way of engag-
ing him. You have so many common issues with the Russians to 
work on constructively. And what did the Europeans do instead? 
Sanctions. As if that ever worked.10 But there are alternatives. 
What we need is a flexible institutional architecture in Europe, 
various constellations of states working together on whatever 
affects them. Imagine a free trade area between Russia and the 
EU, with Ukraine in the middle and part of it. And from there we 
could develop new projects in other fields where collaboration 
pays. Imagine a Black Sea authority, with Russians, Romanians, 
Ukrainians, Turks, Georgians etc., or imagine a Dnepr basin 
authority. Lull the damn nationalists, give them something use-
ful to do together and they forget their ideological bullshit. Sorry 
for the explicit wording.

JS:  I see that you are really aggravated.
DM:  Of course, because I grew up in Eastern Europe. I lived through 

two world wars and one cold war. And I thought I had found 
something like a recipe to get over the pernicious dynamics of 
nationalism and power politics that produce only losers. You know 
I’m Jewish but I never travelled to Israel in my whole life. I like the 
idea of a Jewish homeland but I would have been forced to speak 
out against Israel’s nationalism.11 We have to fight nationalism 
wherever it raises its ugly head. After 1990 I had some hope that 
things would change for the better, at least in Europe. To see such 
confrontation happen all over again is frustrating, to say the least. 

A horn is blowing in the distance.

JS:  This is our signal, David, I am afraid my time with you is up. 
I need to head back to the upper world.

DM:  You’d better not miss your travel group. But wait a second, I have 
got something for you.
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Mitrany hands a little amphora to the interviewer.

JS:  Thank you so much. What’s in there?
DM:  Mineral water from our new plant at the Lethe. I hope you enjoy it.

The interviewer opens the amphora to take a sip.

DM:  Not now!
JS:  Why not?
DM:  Type up our interview first.
JS:  What? You said your experts analysed the water.
DM:  That’s right. But did experts ever tell me I’d go to a place called 

Hades when I’m dead?
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This is the fi ctional account of a chance meeting in the  Fall of 2014 between 
James W. Davis and Arnold Wolfers in the Stiftsbibliothek, a UNESCO World 
Heritage Site located within the Abbey of St. Gallen, as the latter was observ-
ing a medieval handwritten copy of a text by Thomas Aquinas.

Arnold Wolfers:  (speaking to himself out loud): I was arguing about 
the continued relevance of Aquinas – not to mention 
Augustine and Dante – in 1956.

James Davis:  Professor Wolfers?
Arnold Wolfers:  Yes. How did you recognize me?
James Davis:  Welcome back to St. Gallen! You were born here, 

weren’t you?
Arnold Wolfers:  In 1892.
James Davis:  122 years ago. Amazing. 
Arnold Wolfers:  But you haven’t answered my question!
James Davis:  Of course. Well, I’ve been re-reading the collection of 

essays you published as Discord and Collaboration and 
recognized the argument on the importance of politi-
cal theory to our understanding of international rela-
tions. You made the point back then that trends were 
pointing to the emergence of a ‘new medievalism’.1

Arnold Wolfers:  That’s right. But tell me, you aren’t from St. Gallen. 
Nobody here would be reading an essay I first pub-
lished in 1956!

James Davis:  Oh, but you’re wrong! Or sort of … I’m not Swiss – 
originally from the United States – but I hold the 
chair for International Relations at the University of 
St. Gallen and have assigned your book in a seminar 
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on political responsibility. By the way, my name is 
James Davis.

Arnold Wolfers:  It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Mr. Davis. 
Things have certainly changed in St. Gallen. When 
I completed my Matura at the local Gymnasium, one 
more or less could only study book keeping at the 
local trade school. That’s why I set out on my journey 
through the Universities of Berlin, Lausanne, Munich 
and Zürich. And of course, there were almost no 
courses devoted to the study of international politics. 
I wrote my dissertation at Zürich in Law. I came to the 
field of international politics much later. The same 
was the case with my friend Hans Morgenthau, who 
studied Law and Staatswissenschaften – which I guess 
is best translated as ‘Government’ – in Frankfurt, 
Munich and Berlin.

James Davis:  In many respects the world has changed since you left 
St. Gallen; in part because of the transfer of ideas from 
the Continent to the New World. Actually, I think 
that the 20th Century intellectual history of our field 
is underappreciated on both sides of the Atlantic and 
that there are some interesting paradoxes that someone 
should spend some time examining. For example, in the 
1950s you argued that the foreign policies of the Anglo-
Saxons differ in important regards from those of the 
Continental powers and that we therefore should spend 
more time studying English and American thinking 
about world affairs. But owing in large part to the influ-
ence of the German-speaking émigrés, American schol-
ars of international relations became more interested 
in further developing the ideas of Continental authors 
such as Machiavelli, Kant or Grotius than in under-
standing and elaborating the foreign policy traditions 
inspired by such figures as George Washington, Thomas 
Jefferson, James Madison, Alexander Hamilton, or later, 
Woodrow Wilson. Meanwhile, many, or perhaps most, 
European scholars rejected on moral grounds much 
of the very same Continental thinking the Americans 
were busy learning.

Arnold Wolfers:  Which itself is an argument for the importance of 
linking philosophical and empirical discussions of 
international relations!
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James Davis:  I agree. Meantime American foreign policy practice 
continues to puzzle academic observers in Europe 
as well as the United States, even though many of 
the architects of America’s post-war foreign policy 
were of European origin. I am thinking of people like 
Kissinger, Brzezinski, or at lower levels of the govern-
ment, Fritz Kraemer and Fred Iklé, who, you probably 
know, also grew up in St. Gallen.

Arnold Wolfers:  Well, you have only succeeded in identifying the 
outliers – those Americans whose foreign policy styles 
were most intelligible for Continentals.

James Davis:  And maybe therefore rejected by so many American 
Liberals as unprincipled, if not immoral? 

Arnold Wolfers:  Perhaps. But it is important to stress that there has 
always been a debate between Machiavellians and 
anti-Machiavellians on the Continent. But I do think 
you are right. The intellectual history of the field 
is a subject that deserves more systematic analysis, 
although not at the expense of understanding the 
real world of international politics. Tell me, what are 
international relations scholars talking about today?

James Davis:  Quite a bit and yet not very much. There are those who 
are trying to understand the dynamics and implica-
tions of contemporary developments –  globalization, 
the rise of China, jihadist terrorism, or Russia under 
Vladimir Putin – and those who are more interested 
in developing abstract theory. Only rarely do the two 
groups seem to meet in any  meaningful way.

Arnold Wolfers:  The relationship between theory and practice has 
always been a topic of much debate, but how could 
you possibly understand international politics with-
out theory? And how could you develop theory with-
out an understanding of real political developments? 
The choice is not between theory and no theory, 
but between disciplined analysis and crude hunches 
pursued by those who think they can ‘play it by ear’. 
But if you’ve read Discord and Collaboration, you must 
know this.

James Davis:  The relevant question it seems to me is not whether 
or not one needs theory, but how theory and practice 
interrelate. Is theory intended to explain previous 
political choices, inform current ones, or both? If the 



204 James W. Davis

latter is the case, then theory is causing behaviour 
as much as it is explaining it, which runs counter to 
many standard accounts. As long as men and women 
in positions of authority can think – I know, it often 
seems a rather heroic assumption – and have some 
room for choice, then theory is perhaps best con-
ceived as the elaboration of concepts, often at a very 
abstract level, which permits a better understanding 
of the situation and suggests options for moving 
forward?

Arnold Wolfers:  That sounds a bit like a Marxist understanding of 
theory, although I am not completely opposed to 
the formulation. There is something of a dialectic 
between theory and Praxis, to stick with the German 
term. But it is an altogether open question whether, 
or to what degree, there is room for choice in the 
conduct of a state’s foreign affairs.

James Davis:  The assumption of those who land on the side of 
explanation is one of very limited choice. It’s what 
leads to the assertion that international politics is 
timeless, governed by objective laws that haven’t 
changed since the classic philosophers of Greece, 
India or China tried to intuit them, to paraphrase 
your friend Morgenthau. And yet it does seem that 
the world has changed in fundamental ways since 
Morgenthau wrote his ‘Six Principles of Political 
Realism’. In many regards the world today looks more 
civilized than it did in the middle of the last century. 
And international relations are no longer the sole 
purview of the nation state.

Arnold Wolfers:  Once again, you’ve packed quite a lot into a few sen-
tences. For one, what on earth do you mean by ‘civi-
lized?’ As for the arguments about change, well I’ve 
heard them all before. Not that I don’t see any possi-
bility for fundamental change – that’s why I was argu-
ing for the continuing relevance of  medieval writings 
about political systems. We need to be careful about 
assuming that the nation state is the only durable form 
of political organization. There is nothing absolute or 
unchanging about the value men attach to the state or 
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state interests. That said, I am more often puzzled by 
what I regard to be an astonishing persistence of tradi-
tion than I am by widespread evidence of change.

James Davis:  I know … the term ‘civilized’ is no longer politically 
correct, but I assumed you more or less knew what 
I meant thereby. If we have to define every term we 
use, we will never get anywhere.

Arnold Wolfers:  We might, and probably do, share a similar under-
standing of ‘civilized’ behaviour. But more often than 
not such terms, if they have any meaning at all, mean 
quite different things to different people. The impor-
tance placed on this or that value – and a description 
of civilized behaviour would encompass some discus-
sion of values – differs from individual to individual 
and from group to group. Remember, Lenin argued 
that the expulsion of landowners and capitalists from 
Russia was the precondition for civilization! The revo-
lution as a sort of mission civilisatrice. 

James Davis:  From Marx to Lenin! And I thought you were a 
Realist?

Arnold Wolfers:  A thinking Realist.
James Davis:  Which brings me back to the role of theory and the 

possibility for change. Isn’t quite a bit of the continu-
ity we observe in international relations a result of 
persistent anarchy?

Arnold Wolfers:  In a certain sense yes. But I never regarded anarchy as 
a description of the real world, rather as an abstract 
and initial working hypothesis. Remember, Hobbes’s 
discussion of the state of nature is a thought experi-
ment. He states quite clearly that there had never 
been a time where individual men actually did live 
in an anarchy of that sort. I have always been suspi-
cious of theories that try to explain state behaviour 
solely on the basis of environmental factors. Likewise, 
the role of personal traits and factors internal to 
the state are often exaggerated. Foreign policy, or 
even  international politics, must be understood and 
explained from the two perspectives – actor and 
 environment – simultaneously.

James Davis:  But doesn’t that make prediction extremely difficult?
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Arnold Wolfers:  Difficult, but not impossible. The accuracy of predic-
tions will depend on the degree to which internal and 
external compulsions exist and are strong enough to 
transform the actors into what I once called ‘automa-
tons lacking all freedom of choice’. Historically, this 
is rarely the case but statesmen are often tempted to 
argue that their environment was so extreme as to 
leave no room for choice.

James Davis:  Again, you confuse me. On the one hand you stress 
the astonishingly high degree in continuity of inter-
national relations across time and space. On the other 
hand, you warn against underestimating decision 
makers’ room for choice. 

Arnold Wolfers:  Two comments are in order. First, we need to dif-
ferentiate between the job of the theorist and that 
of the decision maker. The former is interested in 
uncovering general patterns, the latter in promot-
ing the state’s values in specific circumstances. For 
this task, and this is my second point, theory is not 
an adequate substitute for intuition, experience and 
good judgment. Whereas it is the duty of the theorist 
to point out that certain ‘necessities’ of international 
politics restrict the statesman’s range of choice, it is 
the duty of the statesman to exploit an even restricted 
range of choice in pursuit of the state’s values.

James Davis:  You tend to speak of values rather than interests. 
Contemporary theorists who would regard them-
selves as Realists tend to shy away from a discussion 
of values and focus instead on the state’s interests, 
security being chief amongst these.

Arnold Wolfers:  An unfortunate development, but one I feared and 
warned against. To assert that the history of inter-
national relations is nothing other than pure power 
politics is once again to confuse a theoretic concept 
with empirical reality. Anyone who has a passing 
familiarity with history knows that survival is rarely 
at stake. This is especially true for the major powers, 
whose relative security allows them to devote their 
foreign policy to the pursuit of other values. Security 
is one among a plethora of values and states can 
aspire to enjoy security in greater or lesser measure. 
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But again, you should know this if you have read 
Discord and Collaboration.

James Davis:  I’m afraid the tendency to assume that theoreti-
cal concepts can substitute for historical or cultural 
knowledge today is widespread. One of the most out-
spoken contemporary proponents of what we have 
come to term Structural Realism, John Mearsheimer, 
argues that history plays but a small role in influenc-
ing the contemporary thinking and behaviour of 
states; that structural theories by definition cannot 
put too much weight on history. At quite a differ-
ent level of analysis, proponents of rational choice 
theories of decision making tend to be interested 
in explaining specific, time-bound events – a par-
ticular war, the outcome of a particular negotiation, 
or perhaps an election – largely abstracting it from 
historical context and taking the relevant actors and 
preferences as given.

Arnold Wolfers:  Once again, I think we need to be clear about the 
utility of theory. Theorists may find it useful to 
begin from the working hypothesis that all states are 
enemies and thus must strive to enhance their secu-
rity, but even then we do not know how they will 
attempt to do so. Some might choose armaments, 
others neutrality. Understanding why the Swiss have 
a long tradition of armed neutrality whereas other 
mountainous regions of central Europe were pre-
pared to play the game of expansion or empire – and 
many were successful at it for quite some time, think 
of the Austrians under the Habsburgs – requires a 
focus on more than just the structure of the system. 
Actually, it was the choices of individual leaders that 
produced the very structures on which this fellow 
Mearsheimer is basing his analysis. And as for what 
you call rational choice, I am sceptical of claims that 
the national peculiarities of people from widely diver-
gent cultural backgrounds are irrelevant when they 
are trying to hammer out an agreement. Again, the 
assumption of uniform rationality makes sense for 
the purposes of creating a strong working hypothesis, 
but in my day, I regarded the tendency of Americans 
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to engage in moralism as a handicap in efforts to 
negotiate with allies and adversaries alike.

James W. Davis:  And yet you never shied away from a discussion of 
morals or ethics in international relations.

Arnold Wolfers:  The two are quite different … moralism and ethics. 
As Max Weber reminded us, personal morals are a 
poor guide when it comes to identifying the options 
that are available to a politician in the specific cir-
cumstances in which he finds himself. This is not to 
say, however, that he bears no responsibility for his 
actions. When the state’s existence is not at stake – 
and as I already said, I believe such situations to 
be rare in history – every additional increment of 
security is purchased by sacrificing other values. It 
is fair to question whether in terms of agreed ethi-
cal standards, a less destructive choice should have 
been made.

James Davis:  And where should we look for these ‘agreed ethical 
standards?’ International law? The United Nations 
Charter?

Arnold Wofers:  I’m not sure, which is why I decided to come back to 
St. Gallen. The ethical standards according to which 
one would have judged the foreign policies of the 
Prince Abbot of St. Gallen during the Middle Ages 
were quite different from those according to which 
I judged American foreign policy during the Cold 
War. Something changed with the emergence of 
modern nation states and the triumph of national-
ism as a political ideology – not only in the nature 
of the actors but the ethical standards according to 
which we could reasonably judge political decisions. 
Understanding the nature of these changes and the 
processes that produced them seems fundamental to 
understanding international politics.

(The church bells begin to ring)

James Davis:  (Looking at his watch) Professor Wolfers, I’d love to 
continue this discussion but I’m afraid I have to run. 
My seminar starts in 15 minutes.

Arnold Wolfers:  Of course. But what is the topic?
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James Davis:  We’re reading Henry Kissinger’s latest book, World 
Order: Refl ections on the Character of Nations and the 
Course of History.

Arnold Wolfers:  Kissinger? Is he still alive?

Note

1. Arnold Wolfers (1962), Discord and Collaboration: Essays on International 
Politics, (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press). In this fictional encoun-
ter, Wolfers repeats many of the arguments found in this collection.
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Gazing out across the quad of Trinity College where he had once been an 
undergraduate before the First World War (‘a much different and more hope-
ful world’ he mused) Edward Hallett Carr was in a pensive mood. And for 
good reason. Thatcher had just been elected in the UK and there was every 
chance that Reagan would annihilate the Democrats in America in the follow-
ing year. A ‘New Cold War’ on the horizon he wondered? Worse. The Soviet 
Union to which he had devoted 35 years of his academic life looked decidedly 
moribund. Some on the right were even predicting that the system might fail 
altogether over the next decade. ‘Most unlikely’, he felt. Still, it was a concern. 
And to cap it all, that spent ideological force called liberalism which he had 
predicted had no future back in the 1930s and 1940s looked to be brimming 
with energy and life. Indeed, it was diffi cult to pick up a copy of the London 
Times (his old newspaper) and not fi nd yet another article by either Hayek or 
Friedman or one of their epigones like Paul Johnson (a one-time socialist) or 
Arthur Seldon (didn’t he study economics at the LSE?) denouncing socialism 
in all its forms while celebrating the wonders of the free market. ‘What was 
the world coming to?’ he mused. 

‘And to cap it all, there is this character called Michael Cox coming to 
interview me about IR – whatever that is’! 

Knock on the door. Enter Cox.

Cox:  Thank you for giving up your time to see me, Professor Carr.
EHC:  Professor. Uhm. I haven’t been called that since my Aberystwyth 

days. 
Cox:  Well, it is Aberystwyth that I really wanted to talk to you about. 
EHC:  Fine, but I am not sure there is much to tell. I arrived unwel-

come and unwanted by the then benefactor of the Chair – David 
Davies; that was in 1936. He worshipped at the altar of the League 
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of Nations and I did not. Ironic that I got the job really. And as 
you know, he then resigned from the College in anger. And when 
the war broke out in 1939 I remained in London writing editori-
als for The Times. Davies objected to that too. Anyway, I gave up 
my Chair in 1947 – partly for personal reasons and partly because 
I was now immersed in an entirely new project: writing the early 
history of the USSR for the publisher, Macmillan. I worked with 
Harold Macmillan (the future Prime Minister).

Cox:  I’m bound to ask then: why did you take the position in the 
first place? Aberystwyth was a small seaside town located on the 
western edge of a small nation. A five-hour train ride away from 
the seat of power in London. And the Chair was named after 
Woodrow Wilson – a politician you were known to dislike for 
being both an American and a liberal idealist. 

EHC:  That is true. But, to be blunt, there was nothing else. The only 
other Chairs of International Relations at the time were occu-
pied by Charles Manning at the LSE (an obscure writer but a 
clever man) and Alfred Zimmern up at Oxford (a better writer 
but not quite so clever).

Cox:  I notice you use the term International Relations. But what was 
‘IR’ back then? Manning after all was a Lawyer. Zimmern trained 
as a classicist. And you were a Foreign Office mandarin who had 
authored a biography of the Russian novelist, Dostoevsky; two 
books on 19th century Russian radicals (Herzen and Bakunin); 
and of course another work – your least favourite I gather – on 
Karl Marx. So what were your qualifications?

EHC:  Good question and you’re right. There was no such thing or 
discipline as IR back then. That was largely an American con-
struction after the Second World War created in my view to 
rationalize their own great power role in the world. Typical of 
the Americans!

Cox:  So?
EHC:  Well I suppose I brought my own set of ‘qualifications’ to the 

job. I had a First from Cambridge. That was usually enough to 
secure you an academic job back then. I had also been at the 
heart of power – not just talking to power – but wielding it. And 
I suppose I had a proven track record when it came to writing 
books.

Cox:  Was this the only reason you got the Chair?
EHC:  I don’t think so. There was, I suspect, another crucial factor at 

play. The Chair may have been funded by Davies. However, the 
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Principal of the College – Ifor Evans – was determined to make 
the appointment on academic grounds and not just because the 
candidate happened to support the League of Nations. Evans 
was an extraordinary Welshman; indeed, he only learned Welsh 
while interned by the Germans in World War I. He also had his 
own views about the world and they did not necessarily coin-
cide with those of Davies. As Kingsley Martin (editor of the New 
Statesman) later confessed in the first volume of his memoirs 
Father Figures, he too had been approached to fill the Chair at 
one point. He didn’t go for it in the end. But he did find out 
that the last thing Evans wanted was to have a ‘Liberal idealist 
wished on him’, presumably by Davies. So I had a key man in 
my camp when it came to the interview!1

Cox:  But that still begs the question: why move to faraway Aberystwyth 
at all? There must have been a reason?

EHC:  There was indeed. I wanted to write ‘big book’ on world affairs 
and my ‘fancy chair’ as I later called it afforded me time and 
space.

Cox:  Which brings us to your writing, The Twenty Years’ Crisis, 
I suppose.

EHC:  Well, let’s get one thing cleared up right away. That was defi-
nitely not my title. That was foisted on me by the publisher to 
help sell the book. My initial idea was to call the book Utopia 
and Reality, reflecting the deeper purpose of the book which was 
not to explain why the interwar system was falling apart but 
rather to expose the utopian nature of liberalism – a perfectly 
coherent set of principles for the 19th century but an entirely 
redundant set of ideas in an age of revolution, economic col-
lapse and rapid power shifts. Liberalism was also an ideology, 
one that the Americans in particular deployed rather effectively 
to justify their own great power ambitions. And I felt moved to 
tear away the mask especially as their particular brand of liberal-
ism as articulated by Wilson had an ultimate purpose: namely to 
undermine British power in the world.

Cox:  But if you were so critical of Britain’s most important ally why 
were you so uncritical of Germany? Some have even accused you 
of being pro-German. Is that fair?

EHC:  Some have claimed it. I would not. I was simply being realistic. 
Like Keynes I thought Germany had been dealt an impossible 
hand by the victors at Versailles in 1919. I was also sensitive to 
the rights of German minorities in Central Europe, and in spite 
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of all the talk about protecting their interests, the allies had done 
very little after the Versailles. Finally, we simply could not ignore 
Germany’s claims to being a great power.

Cox:  In other words, you were advocating appeasement?
EHC:  Call it what you will. But what was the alternative to peacefully 

allowing change in Central Europe once German power had 
been rebuilt under Hitler? There was none other than another 
war even more devastating than the one that had gone before: 
a war moreover that would undermine the British Empire and 
force Britain into a dependency relationship with the Americans.

Cox:  But surely you were proved wrong? Hitler was not ‘appeased’. 
His ambitions proved more than merely regional? And in the 
end Britain and France were compelled to go to war in circum-
stances much worse than they might have otherwise been if 
they had taken a much firmer stand earlier.

EHC:  Easy to say that with the benefit of hindsight. But it ignores 
two very simple facts: neither the British nor the French were 
prepared to make serious overtures to the USSR at the time; and 
the Americans could not be counted on to do anything. Fear of 
communism on the one hand and US isolationism on the other 
narrowed our options to such a degree that we had no realis-
tic alternative but to try and come to some arrangement with 
Germany.

Cox:  But the strategy failed – you will admit that?
EHC:  Perhaps so. However, it does not invalidate the more general 

principle laid down in the book that when faced with rapid 
shifts in the balance of power no amount of appeals to ‘inter-
national norms’ or the ‘international law’ will help states craft a 
strategy. And this is why I disagreed with liberals like Toynbee, 
Zimmern and Angell so strongly.

Cox:  How did they receive The Twenty Years’ Crisis when it was finally 
published in the autumn of 1939?

EHC:  Badly, very badly. Norman Angell no less called it a piece 
‘sophisticated moral nihilism’. Toynbee made the more obvious 
point that my attempt to debunk people like him could not hide 
the fact that I myself had been debunked by the coming of war. 
Zimmern meanwhile called me a relativist. And Leonard Woolf 
quite adroitly characterized me as being as much a ‘utopian’ 
as the liberals by assuming that Hitler could be dealt with as a 
normal statesman heading up a state guided by normal ‘realist’ 
principles. It was quite a broadside.2
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Cox:  The war then intervened. You began writing editorials for The 
Times some of which clearly annoyed your political enemies 
on the right. But during the war you also found time to write 
three more books dealing with wider international questions, 
Conditions of Peace, Nationalism and After and The Soviet Impact 
on the Western World.3 These all sealed your reputation as man 
of the left – a champion if you like of economic planning and 
a powerful advocate of building a new kind of relationship 
with the USSR. Churchill meantime denounced you when you 
attacked British policy in Greece, while Hayek in his polemic 
The Road to Serfdom characterized you as being one of the 
 ‘totalitarians in our midst’.4 How did you respond?

EHC:  Simply by getting on with my work. But in a way my 1942 
book was an attempt to show that I did not worship at the altar 
of power. In its own way it was fairly visionary – ‘utopian’ if 
you like. And my book on nationalism argued that if we were 
to create a new international order it was not enough to build 
yet more international institutions. We had to move beyond 
the nation state as the unit of world politics. Lastly in 1946 
I brought out a second edition of The Twenty Years’ Crisis. But 
this only provoked criticism in some quarters because it looked 
as if I was trying to delete some of the less fortunate passages 
contained in the first edition. If nothing else, this convinced me 
that I should keep well away from the new emerging discipline 
of ‘IR’ then beginning to take off in the United States.

Cox:  And what did you think of the new ‘discipline’?
EHC:  Not a great deal to be honest. In America the subject seemed to 

launch itself with an attack on me written by Morgenthau in 
World Politics in 1948.5 Then I was lumped together with other 
‘realist’ writers like Kennan, with whom I had very little in com-
mon. He was after all the author of the doctrine of containment to 
which I was strongly opposed as being unnecessary and provoca-
tive. More generally, the discipline as such seemed little more than 
a guide book on how the United States should run the world.

Cox:  And in Britain?
EHC:  Here the situation was, if anything, just as bad, even if those 

drawn to the subject seemed to have a better grasp of history. But 
to be honest I took little notice of what was going in places like 
LSE and Oxford, even less so Aberystwyth where I am told my 
work was not even discussed – though they were nice enough to 
invite me to attend a conference in 1969, commemorating the 
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50th anniversary of the International Politics department (inter-
estingly in David Davies’ country house in mid-Wales!)

Cox:  Did you have anything to do with writers like Martin Wight or 
Hedley Bull? 

EHC:  Not at all. And they certainly did not want to have anything to 
do with me. Indeed, Bull I think later attacked me, calling The 
Twenty Years’ Crisis ‘a tract for 1939’ but not for world politics in 
general.6 Hardly a ringing endorsement!

Cox:  And Charles Manning at LSE?
EHC:  Well I had got to know Manning in the 1930s. Indeed, I had 

used his ideas on ‘peaceful change’ in The Twenty Years’ Crisis. 
As I said earlier, he was a clever man. In many ways original 
and stimulating. But his work (and there was never very much 
of it) was far too abstract. I was even sent a manuscript of his to 
review for Macmillan in 1961. I tried to be fair, though warned 
that the book would probably have little impact. But my main 
criticism was directed against his central idea of an ‘international 
society’. This in my view was an illusion. Anyway, the book was 
published in 1963.7 However, I have no idea what influence it 
exercised. But given that so much of it is impenetrable I would 
suspect not a great deal. 

Cox:  Around the same time you published what turned out to be your 
most popular (and shortest) book, What is History?8

EHC:  Yes that did very well though provoked another minor storm 
from more traditional historians who not only questioned my 
attempt to bring history closer to sociology – Geoffrey Elton was 
particularly incensed at this idea – but accused me of all sorts 
of deviations.9 But then British historians were a conservative, 
a-theoretical lot overall. Hugh Trevor Roper was especially criti-
cal and a little later used the pages of the Encounter magazine to 
launch a broadside against me as someone who always stood on 
the side of the ‘big battalions’ and the winners in history.10

Cox:  Did you?
EHC:  No. I just didn’t much like counter-factual history. If certain 

parties or individuals were successful – like the Bolsheviks or 
even later Stalin – the duty of the historian was to explain why 
this had occurred, not mull over why something that did not 
 happen had not happened.

Cox:  What about the 1960s? Surely the rise of the new left and the 
growth of a new critical spirit in the West after the dark days of 
the Cold War must have lifted your spirit?
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EHC:  Yes it did. Though some of the theorizing on the left – 
 particularly that inspired by Louis Althusser, left me cold. Nor 
did I have any sympathy at all with the new cult of China on the 
far left. In 1956 the Soviet leadership had rightly attacked Stalin 
in an effort to reform the USSR. Now we had so-called Maoists 
in France and Italy attacking the USSR for having de-Stalinized!

Cox:  But then there was another crisis in the making. The Americans 
may have been pushed out of Vietnam; and there were revolu-
tions throughout the 1970s in the Third World. But as the world 
economy began to flounder – experiencing both stagnation and 
inflation in equal measure – the tide in economic terms began 
to turn rightwards. The post-war Keynesian settlement started 
to implode. Hayek was awarded the Nobel Prize for Economics. 
And by the end of the decade, free marketers were driving the 
agenda. Liberalism had shown much more resilience than you 
could ever have predicted.

EHC:  Well there’s no denying facts. But only time will tell what the 
future holds. But I agree with you – up to a point. The old com-
munist left is in deep trouble and the new left – as Lenin would 
say – has proven to be more infantile than serious. Thatcher 
moreover is a serious ideological enemy who, unlike the Tories 
I used to know, seems to take ideas seriously.

Cox:  Another twenty years’ crisis in the making?
EHC:  Well, we are not in the midst of a depression. Fascism is a spent 

force. Germany and Japan have been tamed. And then there is 
the little question of nuclear weapons which clearly have had an 
impact on the way statesmen think about war.

Cox:  And the USSR? Surely there is now broad agreement that as a 
system it is in crisis.

EHC:  So I am told. But how much of this is anti-Soviet propaganda? In 
fact, what worries me most is the fashion these days – even on 
the left – to be as critical of the Soviet Union as of the West. It’s 
about time the left stopped talking down the Soviet system and 
recognized the achievements.

Cox:  But perhaps they talk that way because the USSR no longer 
inspires people? 

EHC:  But if not a planned economy, then what?
Cox:  What indeed? But even the Chinese since 1978 seem to be mov-

ing ever so slowly down the ‘capitalist road’.
EHC:  True. But China will never abandon socialism any more than 

the Soviet people will abandon the known gains of the October 
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revolution – full employment and social security – for the 
unknowns of the market.

Cox:  But what about the people of Central and Eastern Europe? 
Perhaps they see things very differently?

EHC:  I have no doubt they do. But as I said back in 1919 – 
 self-determination offers no serious basis upon which to build 
an international order.

Cox:  But perhaps the Poles and the Czechs and the Hungarians are 
less concerned about international order than they are about 
their own freedom?

EHC:  Then, if that is the case, we may be on the cusp at some point 
in the not too distant future of another – very different – 
 international crisis. Thank goodness I won’t be around to see it!
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Despite various proclamations about the ‘death of the author’, the historian, 
critic and public intellectual Lewis Mumford (1895–1990) rather looks like 
a thinker whose time has come. Mumford is chiefly remembered for his liter-
ary and architectural criticism and his historical writings on cities. He won 
the National Book Award in 1962 for The City in History and was awarded 
the Presidential Award of Freedom in 1964 (which was swiftly followed 
by Mumford’s strongly worded attack on the President’s Vietnam policy 
in 1965).1 But Mumford’s reflections on technological modernity, nuclear 
weapons and global ecology also deserve a wide audience in the twenty-first 
century – an age that has reached its own cul-de-sac in dealing with issues 
of technology and global security. We staged a meeting with Mumford in an 
effort to recover his ideas for contemporary IR theory. What follows is the 
edited transcript of how the interview took place in our heads.2 

Q:  Professor Mumford, thank you for responding p ositively to our 
request for an interview about your ideas about technology and 
politics and their relevance for IR …

LM:  Forgive me for interrupting you already at this early stage, but 
could I ask why you went through all this trouble to contact me?

Q:  Well, we think that many of your ideas have great relevance for IR 
theory today; yet, somehow, the discipline has shown very little 
interest in engaging your work. We thought this interview was an 
opportunity to correct that situation.

LM:  To be honest, I wasn’t sure I should agree to this interview. I was 
afraid that you would put words into my mouth or carelessly 
extrapolate ideas from my time to yours. 

Q:  Yes, that’s a considerable risk, as we have to rely almost exclu-
sively on our sixth sense – and your published writings. Still, 
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it may be worthwhile, if we succeed in bringing some of your 
thoughts to the attention of an IR audience.

LM:  I must admit, with some shame, that one of my reasons for accept-
ing your invitation was that I was curious to know what this ‘IR’ 
stands for? I was hoping it is short for ‘Imagination Reborn’.

Q:  It stands for International Relations. 
LM:  Ah, ok. Back in the day, the field was not abbreviated. I remember 

it as one of the thriving fields of social science in the post-war 
decades. I once heard that my old friend Reinhold Niebuhr – who 
helped me realize that Nazism and the rise of fascism demanded 
resistance by all possible means – came to be regarded as a sort of 
founding father in this field.

Q:  Indeed, traditionally the discipline has sought to study the causes 
of war and the conditions of peace in its broadest sense, but today 
it has developed into a sprawling field that encompasses many 
subjects, from nuclear strategy to post-modern social theory. 
Some even argue that the field is fragmenting and that the only 
common focus point is incessant debate about the way in which 
we ought to study politics beyond the state. 

LM:  I certainly won’t forget the products of nuclear strategy anytime 
soon. They stayed with me all the way on the road to Necropolis.3 
But to be perfectly honest, I am not interested in academic dis-
ciplines and their identity. The PhD in my view is a symbol of 
specialization and therefore a marker of mediocrity. I used to hold 
visiting professorships in many of the best-known universities in 
the US and students kept asking me what my special field was. 
I always answered that I was Professor der Allerlei Wissenschaften. 
I delighted in the bewilderment that students expressed.

Q:  We are not sure we understand either. 
LM:  It’s a German expression for professor of things in general. 
Q:  Yes, we know. We meant the part about specialization and medi-

ocrity. Specialization is what drives research, isn’t it?
LM:  That may well be true, but it comes with great danger. One of the 

tragedies of the specialization we witnessed during the twentieth 
century – and of the kind of instrumental scientific rationality that 
accompanied it – is that big questions recede into the background, 
if they get asked at all. In the second half of the twentieth century 
universities became as thoroughly automated as modern industrial 
production plants.4 Their mass-products are different – publications, 
students, publicity, etc. – but they tend to extract from its success-
ful subjects a special kind of submission and acquiescence. 



220 Rens van Munster and Casper Sylvest

Q:  Today, many IR theorists worry that the production of knowledge 
in the field follows clear methodological and theoretical rules, 
which reproduce traditionalist attitudes that serve to uphold the 
interest of the powerful. Critical voices have been calling for more 
reflexivity about the role of intellectuals in creating a different 
world. 

LM:  That’s why I spent most of my career outside the officially sanc-
tioned corridors of knowledge. In the dull world of modern uni-
versities, most of the questions asked are indifferent to the central 
concerns of human beings on this planet. Although I don’t know 
the academic literature of your field – is there anyone, by the way, 
who can keep up with the amount of scholarship that is relent-
lessly published? – I am willing to bet that your field is no differ-
ent. I can’t help you with that, but I can tell you what you ought 
to take an interest in: modern technics and the human condition. 

Q:  To some extent you are preaching to the converted. IR scholar-
ship is progressively more interested in studying how technology 
shapes the structure of global politics and the interactions of 
states in this system.

LM:  That may be, but your phrasing risks missing the point. For what 
is technology? For some it is the material face of science, but 
to my mind that’s too simple. Already in the interwar period 
I turned to the German word Technik, in order to place technol-
ogy in a social context.5 Technology – or Technics as I prefer – is 
not only material; it is produced and productive. It changes 
mindsets and modes of living. So you cannot separate the role of 
technology in modern politics from the development of techno-
logical civilization. It is in the subtle effects on minds, lifestyles, 
routines, politics and ethics that you will find the true character 
and effects of the expansion of Technics.

Q:  Are you suggesting that technology – or Technics – instead of 
being material is really ideational?

LM:  No. It is both. We can, if we can re-educate ourselves and muster 
the courage, direct technology for human purposes. It is a human 
construction, and we should never forget that.6 But there is a logic 
in the expansion of technology that progressively makes this sort 
of change more difficult. Technological artefacts have become 
part of a larger system that has detrimental, even inhuman, 
effects. This collective organization of human individuals for vast 
projects stretches far back into history, to the construction of the 
pyramids even. 

Q:  Is that what you refer to as the history of the Machine? 
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LM:  I know the word ‘Machine’ may sound archaic in your digitalized 
world. But in my time I found it a useful concept to explore the 
links between social organization and technology.7 I was inter-
ested in the social and bureaucratic structures that enabled socie-
ties to undertake vast and complex projects, but I also wanted to 
show that as a form of organization, the Machine often reduced 
individuals to expendable components in centralized power com-
plexes. We have come to treat technics as an end in itself and 
estrangement is the inevitable consequence. 

Q:  So the Machine refers to a complex, symbiotic and mutually rein-
forcing process between society and technology. Still, why don’t 
we just throw a monkey wrench into the works of the machine?

LM:  We certainly cannot overthrow this system at once. After all, the 
method of thought it has fostered has been expanding for more 
than three centuries. The vision that humans should control 
nature has not only created much of the impetus for new, large-
scale and expansive technologies – it is also what continues to 
give these technologies meaning and direction. In fact, all of 
the predictions put forward by Henry Adams8 during the early 
 twentieth century about a near-autonomous technological devel-
opment producing social acceleration and disintegration have 
held up. Basically, he was right! 

Q:  Yes, you have often said we owe Adams an apology. What is there 
to be apologetic about? 

LM:  I have had many fierce intellectual and political disagreements 
over the course of my life and rarely have I apologized to anyone. 
But Adams recognized early on that the human and the cosmic 
are displaced by the mechanical. I regret that I did not articulate 
this much more directly in my early work. I was hopeful – too 
hopeful, as it turned out – that the insights of modern science and 
technology could be harnessed for human purposes. Only later 
did I understand that with the rise of the Machine, individuals 
increasingly feel impotent, apathetic and submissive – and eventu-
ally we allow a whole series of transgressions that jeopardize not 
only our individuality but also our principles and our democracy. 
The tragedy of our times is that modern Technics has fundamen-
tally changed our experience of space, time and energy without 
leading to integration and cooperation.

Q:  Could you try to be a bit more specific? 
LM:  Sure, let’s take the most extreme example: nuclear weapons. We 

are still coming to grips with the invention of the atom bomb and 
the hydrogen bomb. Really, they are genocidal weapons and the 
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fact that they were developed – and that the atom bomb has been 
used – speaks of a moral abdication on our part. In my view, the 
immediate cause lay in the practice of strategic bombing during 
the Second World War.9 However, a more fundamental cause has 
to do with the kind of instrumental rationality that produced the 
bomb – it simply lacks the capacity and moral vision for compre-
hending, let alone dealing with, the social consequences of its 
own invention. Nuclear strategy – the most explicit expression of 
this rationality – is a lethal fantasy, simply incapable of dealing 
with the reality it has created. 

Q:  Now, wait a minute! Do you really mean to suggest that renounc-
ing nuclear weapons would have been a more realistic policy? 

LM:  Yes, not only realistic but also realist and sane. I once wrote that a 
thousand years separated 1940 from 1930.10 In fact, this was why 
I attacked a particular brand of isolationist, American liberalism 
and argued so forcefully for American entry into the Second World 
War. Liberals had come to believe, falsely in my view, that reason 
was supreme and that force had no place in social life. After the 
war and particularly during the 1950s it became clear to me that 
another thousand-year leap was in the making. The thermonu-
clear revolution made it incontrovertible that we had entered a 
whole new era. The madness I had detected in the invention and 
use of the atomic bomb reached new proportions. A national secu-
rity state manned by self-professed realists churned out ever more 
fantastic ideas, policies, plans and phrases.11 Tragically, Vietnam 
was the unequivocal, but perhaps belated, demonstration of this.

Q:  At one point, you even referred to these realists as the Genghis 
Khans of strategy?

LM:  Yes, I reserved the label Genghis Khan for so-called realists like 
Herman Kahn. In my view, it is not realist to ‘rationally’ – and 
this must be put in scare quotes – contemplate mass murder and 
genocide. A spasm of military plans to wipe out whole enemy cit-
ies – and, it was grudgingly acknowledged, ourselves – did not lead 
to reflection on the human condition, but produced yet further 
illusions, like the widespread construction of underground shel-
ters. It was a kind of trance, but a monumentally dangerous one. 

Q:  Yes. Today, duck and cover exercises are mainly the subject of 
disarming, Cold War comedy.

LM:  Maybe so, but in this case the absurd is married to the dreadful. 
The same kind of rationality that produced the bomb also came 
to govern ideas about its place in American foreign and security 
policy. It became evidently clear that the spread of the nuclear 
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mega-Machine was fuelled by notions of quantity, cause, probabil-
ity, utility, punctuality and regularity. The result was totalitarian 
conformity in thought and action with no place for the personal, 
the unique, the human or for balance, autonomy or wholeness. 
We became obsessed with external threats to the extent that 
their internal manifestation undermined our basic, democratic 
principles. At the same time, we refused to confront the excesses 
and outrages of our way of life. Instead of confronting the central 
threat of total nuclear destruction, we allowed the establish-
ment of ever more secretive institutions, manned with specialists 
divorced from fundamental human concerns, to exercise power 
beyond democratic control. We also allowed huge vested interests 
to influence and direct this system of mass extermination. 

Q:  We are not sure how much of this has resonance today. Wouldn’t 
you agree that the 1950s was an extreme and exceptional period 
in this regard?

LM:  No. I still believe that technology has produced an unconditional 
need for global cooperation if we are to survive on this planet. We 
can only come to this realization if we make an effort to improve 
ourselves as human beings. This is a demand placed on all of 
us as individuals, but our educational system can make a differ-
ence. We must prioritize studies in the humanities and curb the 
 worship of instrumental rationality.

Q:  Still, the nuclear age was different. Is it not true that we today live 
in an entirely different age? 

LM:  Are you telling me that in your age you finally decided on a supra-
national political structure that could control these monstrous 
weapons?

Q:  Not exactly. There are still more than 15,000 nuclear warheads in 
the world, many of them operational and some of them can be 
deployed on very short notice.

LM:  In that case, the nuclear age isn’t over. You still live and breathe 
it every single day. 

Q:  But the predominant global risk today, as it has been defined in 
Western national security strategies, is terrorism.

LM:  From what you tell me, it appears that many of the energies, 
institutions and policies developed during the Cold War are 
simply being recalibrated towards this war on terror. Since the 
dawn of the nuclear age, the one-dimensional world of the atom 
has expanded and reproduced itself in different settings, so it 
wouldn’t surprise me if it has continued to do so. We seem to 
have learned nothing of the past. Sixty or seventy years ago we 
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tried to achieve national security by creating a state of impotence 
and total insecurity. If I understand current policy correctly, this 
is very similar to what we see today. The measures we have taken 
are different – but what they signify and entail has often proven 
more dangerous than the risks they seek to meet. In this sense 
there is continuity between the atomic age and the age of terror. 

Q:  Are you saying that we have focused on the wrong problems in 
global politics? Or are you saying that the problems are self-made?

LM:  I am tempted to answer both questions in the affirmative, but 
this is complicated. Part of the reason why we have created and 
allowed security apparatuses to overshadow other aspects of 
human existence has to do with our intellectual incapacity to 
defend and emphasize the human. We have become estranged 
from ourselves. One remarkable symptom of this estrangement is 
that we focus on our self-created problems of security rather than 
problems of life. 

Q:  But if security is not about the protection of life, then what is it?
LM:  Problems of life have to do with restoring the human and protect-

ing the planet on which we live. We don’t seem to realize that the 
structures we have created – the Machine – are parasitic on the 
planet when they escape human control; they change the planet 
and our habitat. In this one-sided guise, we are self-destroying. 
It speaks volumes of our alienation that we have only recently 
begun to realize this. 

Q:  But does your emphasis on human control not entail a vision – 
a quite popular vision in the twenty-first century, we might 
add – that we can direct these processes? We made the Machine, 
to speak in your idiom, but the more we learn, the more we are 
able to correct it, optimize it and exploit it. We can engineer the 
world we want, can we not? 

LM:  What you’re talking about now is not in fact control, but loss of 
control. I have long stressed that my scepticism of the Machine and 
 systems thinking has another face: the affirmation of organic life.12 
In organic life there is diversity, there are qualities, there are things we 
value for their own sake. The organic is not measurable, or it can at 
least not be reduced to the measurable. If we want to ensure that life 
can be replenished and sustained in all its variety we must preserve 
our habitat and rediscover ourselves. We must rid ourselves of the 
‘pathological technical syndrome’ in which all knowledge is short in 
memory and applied for short-term gains.13 In effect this is contrary 
to living organisms, to their functions and modes of operation. 
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Q:  We were struck by your appeal to human beings to realize that 
they are part of what you have called an infinitely complicated 
and involved ecological partnership of planetary dimensions.14

LM:  Yes, we have now reached a point where the role of man as a 
geological agent, as an agent in changing the face of the earth as 
George Perkins Marsh15 formulated it in the 1860s, is more pow-
erful than we imagine. We must take responsibility for this. This 
should not be done with cockiness, haste or a wild illusion that we 
are god-like. Yes, we have in a sense become guardians of the world 
responsible for maintaining the balance of nature, but the kind of 
control we should aspire for must find its inspiration in a broader 
philosophy of man. In essence, conserving natural resources means 
conserving human potential and variety. It means an expansion 
of human purposes. It means discarding our inflated respect for 
abstract rationality. It means rooting our life in the richness of 
our history and reality. The keywords must be humility, prudence, 
wholeness. The phantasms of the Machine – that we can go on like 
this indefinitely without killing ourselves and our environment – 
must be substituted by a new moral and political imagination. 

Q:  But, surely, this is idealism in its purest and literal sense?
LM:  I beg to differ. In calling for a cultivation of the imagination, I do 

not mean that we should masquerade as providence by determining 
in advance what is possible and impossible. Quite the opposite. 
We have got to stop the one-sided exploitation of the machine, 
for profit, power and prestige – and focus consciously on quality 
of life and the preservation of this planet and its organic variety. 

Q:  But is such an enormous task even possible?
LM:  I see no other option. We must create one-world selves – selves 

that can match the task ahead of us. Only in this way can we 
resettle and recultivate the earth as a whole. The challenge of the 
1950s that I once described is still (if not more so, it seems to me) 
true of your predicament: politics is not the art of the possible but 
the art of the impossible.16
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Interviewer:  Professor Morgenthau, your recent remarks about your 
political and intellectual experiences in Weimar Germany, 
your most important teachers and mentors, and also your 
activities as a young lawyer are very illuminating, par-
ticularly for those of us interested in Realist international 
theory, of which you are presently the world’s foremost 
theoretical representative. Why only now discuss these 
matters, more than forty years after your arrival in the 
United States?

HJM:  Remember that I had to escape Germany. Of course, one 
could never forget what happened there. But I have 
avoided dwelling obsessively on such decidedly unpleas-
ant experiences, and in recent years have frequently trav-
elled back. For those interested in the Weimar background 
to my work, it should be relatively easy to identify. Many 
of the main figures in the Weimar debates – the great 
Hans Kelsen immediately comes to mind – are now also 
pretty much forgotten in this country. Nobody cares 
about them, which is unfortunate. So it’s perhaps not 
surprising that I haven’t been asked about my educa-
tion in Germany. In any event, the biggest influences on 
my thinking have surely not been Weimar lawyers, but 
instead people like my friend the late Reinie Niebuhr, 
whose writings have inspired me since I first arrived in 
America. To be sure, I am more sceptical than Reinie was 
that Realism needs theological foundations. But I like to 
think that my work and his more spiritually-motivated 
contributions are complementary. Certainly, our political 
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positions always overlapped, though I think Reinie was a 
bit slow to see what a huge mistake Vietnam was.

Interviewer:  Some of your comments about the Weimar context are 
not particularly surprising, e.g., that you early on became 
enamoured of Max Weber’s political thought. But other 
comments seem unexpected and even startling. You 
recount visiting Carl Schmitt in his apartment, presum-
ably in Berlin, saying to yourself as you later departed, 
‘Now I have met the most evil man alive.’ But you also 
describe Schmitt as ‘amply endowed with intellectual 
ability’, and a ‘man of immense – and intellectually well-
deserved – prestige.’ As you know, Schmitt joined the 
Nazi Party in 1933 and tried to make himself into the 
Crown Jurist of the Third Reich –

HJM:  Indeed. He was a brilliant yet despicable man.
Interviewer:  So how would you explain why an impressive thinker 

like Schmitt could embrace Nazism? The movement was 
dominated by intellectual mediocrities and nonentities.

HJM:  That is correct. What you are forgetting is that interwar 
Germany was an authoritarian and corrupt society, in 
which many scholars ultimately flocked to Nazism. In 
some ways Schmitt was quite typical, though he was 
obviously no run-of-the-mill academic. Your question, 
I am sorry to say, implicitly rests on an optimistic and 
indeed rather naive rationalism commonplace among lib-
erals. Do you really believe that education or intellectual 
sophistication immunizes people from the ugly realities 
of political life? That it protects them from bad political 
judgments? I see very little evidence of this. Just think of 
all the highly educated people who have committed irre-
sponsible political acts in this country! The Vietnam War, 
of course, was engineered by ‘the best and the brightest’.

Interviewer:  Nonetheless, given your hostility to Schmitt, are you not 
embarrassed by the fact that he apparently changed the 
second (1932) edition of Concept of the Political in direct 
response to your dissertation and the definition of poli-
tics you outlined there? This, at least, is what you assert 
in you autobiographical comments, where you appear to 
be bragging about Schmitt’s debts to you. Doesn’t this 
make you something of an influence on Schmitt? Or was 
Schmitt’s Nazism simply a personal decision, political 
opportunism perhaps, and thus his theory of politics – 
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which you claim to have shaped – has no integral rela-
tionship to his terrible actions?

HJM:  This question also rests on a superficial account of 
things. Of course, Schmitt was a terrible opportunist; one 
shouldn’t underestimate such contingencies when trying 
to make sense of individual political choices. But, yes, 
there was more to his alliance with Nazism than oppor-
tunism. What you are ignoring is that there are some 
fundamental differences between his views about politics 
and my own. In some of the research I conducted while 
at Geneva right after leaving Germany, I tried to lay out 
those differences. I doubt that Schmitt, fortunately, will 
ever garner much admiration in the US or other English-
speaking countries, in light of his deservedly terrible 
reputation, but if by some weird fluke he were somehow 
to become fashionable, somebody might take a look 
again at my own ideas about the concept of the political.1 
The bottom line is that I think Schmitt combined some 
useful insights – some of which in fact he borrowed from 
me – with theoretical eclecticism and a disastrous hostil-
ity to the idea that moral and political action have to 
be linked, though admittedly in ways more complicated 
than liberals typically recognize. Most liberals, as I have 
regularly argued, succumb to a ‘moralistic’ politics, while 
Schmitt and his ilk succumb to the opposite extreme: 
politics for the sake of politics, politics disconnected from 
what they nastily deride as ‘normativities’. My position, 
as I outlined in Scientifi c Man Vs. Power Politics [1946] and 
elsewhere, is more nuanced. Responsible political actors 
have to tackle not only the fundamental laws of the 
political sphere, which indeed typically involve conflict 
and intense struggle, but they also simultaneously need 
to heed binding moral imperatives, without which we 
face the spectre of moral nihilism. We need to take both 
politics and morality absolutely seriously, without reduc-
ing one to the other. For Schmitt, in contrast, politics and 
morality inhabit, if you will, altogether unrelated uni-
verses, and at times it’s not even clear that morality has a 
place in any universe. Let me also mention that I always 
rejected his notion of the friend/foe divide, which I think 
probably helped open the door to his rabid nationalism 
and anti-Semitism. 
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Interviewer:  Did you follow Schmitt’s work after coming to America?
HJM:  Yes, on occasion, as have many others, including 

another friend I recently lost, the brilliant Hannah 
Arendt, with whom I sometimes shared my reactions 
to it.2 But I cannot say that I followed it diligently or 
systematically. There have been far more important 
things to worry about. Have you heard about the arms 
race? Vietnam? Perhaps we can now move on to other 
topics. You seem obsessed with Carl Schmitt.

Interviewer:  This might be a good time to ask about rumours 
floating around about your unusually intense interest 
in Arendt. As you may have heard, Elisabeth Young 
Bruehl is working on an Arendt biography,3 in which 
she mentions a two-week vacation you took with her 
to Rhodes, where you apparently proposed –

HJM:  I have not seen the manuscript, but I hope it does 
 justice to Hannah as a great political thinker. Her 
Human Condition [1958] I consider one of the best 
books written in recent decades. Anyhow, these are 
personal matters, and really nobody’s business, and 
let me just say – as I’ve told my friends – that our 
enduring friendship never became anything romantic 
because of my own choices as well. 

Interviewer:  Another somewhat surprising matter raised by your 
autobiographical reflections concerns your close ties 
to the interwar German left. This is unexpected, of 
course, because Realism is so often seen as congeni-
tally conservative. You praise the prominent Weimar 
socialist lawyer Hugo Sinzheimer, with whom you 
worked closely and through whom you became 
friends with young leftist lawyers and intellectuals 
like Ernst Fraenkel, Franz L. Neumann, Otto Kahn-
Freund and Otto Kirchheimer, all of whom later 
became prominent leftist scholars. Neumann and 
Kirchheimer, in fact, later became associated with the 
Frankfurt School of critical theory. Gerald Stourzh, 
presently of the University of Vienna, reports that you 
kept Sinzheimer’s photograph on your office desk at 
the University of Chicago.4 One of your most impor-
tant academic advisors, if I understand correctly, 
was Arthur Baumgarten, who after 1933 became a 
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communist and later an important legal figure in East 
Germany. Some of Baumgarten’s criticisms of Kelsen 
seem, in fact, to have inspired some of your own.5 In 
short, many of your key teachers were on the politi-
cal left, and you seem to have mingled freely with 
Marxists at Frankfurt’s Institute for Social Research. 

HJM:  This is all true. And, yes, it does perhaps suggest a 
more complicated view of Realism’s politics than one 
generally encounters. 

Interviewer:  So would it then be fair to suggest, as Friedrich Hayek 
did in The Road to Serfdom, that international Realism is 
essentially an offshoot of twentieth-century socialism, 
and that it inevitably reproduces socialism’s flaws? As 
Hayek points out, in the writings of E.H. Carr, Realism 
and socialism certainly go hand in hand.6

HJM:  Well, the obvious problem with Hayek’s thesis is 
that most Realists have not in fact been socialists. For 
my part, I have never endorsed a planned economy, 
though unlike Hayek, I believe that any decent as 
well as efficient economic system will need to rely 
on extensive state intervention. Henry Kissinger and 
others would surely be surprised to learn that Realism 
and socialism are joined at the hip! Like most classical 
liberals, Hayek thinks good things all come together: 
if you preserve the rule of law, limited government 
and representative democracy, you’ll also get a flour-
ishing market economy and economic prosperity. 
But by now we should know that such things often 
do not go together, and that real-life political actors – 
unlike Hayek’s make-believe actors – face tough and 
even tragic choices between competing aims and val-
ues. If you read Hayek’s discussion, what really angers 
him is Car’s willingness to let the great powers gobble 
up lesser powers. Does that aspect of Carr’s think-
ing, which – by the way – I find no less disturbing, 
stem from his socialist politics? Not necessarily. The 
real problem is that Carr is no less ambiguous than 
Carl Schmitt when it comes to the validity of moral 
claims. As a moral relativist, Carr cannot consistently 
distinguish between moral and immoral actions, even 
though his oftentimes perceptive writings could be 
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taken as a clarion call against the moral injustices of 
the international status quo. Sadly, his crude views 
of morality have left him vulnerable to worshipping 
at the altars of the power.7 He endorsed appeasement 
in prewar England, and then after the Second World 
War was mesmerized by the Soviet defeat of Nazi 
Germany. Since then he has proceeded to churn out a 
series of knowledgeable but basically apologetic books 
about the Soviet Union. Like Reinie Niebuhr, I instead 
have tried to formulate a version of Realism which 
circumvents such dangers.

Interviewer:  So what then, if anything, did you pick up from inter-
war socialists like your mentor Sinzheimer? You speak 
about him at great length in your recent reflections.

HJM:  The lessons were mostly negative. Like other social-
ists, he placed great faith in human rationality, 
peaceful social reform and respect for the law. He 
downplayed – as did socialism’s nineteenth-century 
patron saint, Karl Marx – the irrational elements in 
human nature and politics, and like his comrades 
in the German SPD, paid a high price for doing so. 
I always admired Sinzheimer’s humanitarian aspira-
tions along with his abiding faith in justice, but it 
remains naïve and potentially disastrous to believe 
that one can achieve justice without taking the ugli-
est sides of politics – which, I believe, rest directly on 
man’s [sic] nature – seriously. Modern liberalism and 
modern socialism too often have failed to do so, and 
this is one reason why they risk being devoured by 
their rivals. How can a political ideology that ignores 
fundamental truths about human nature and psy-
chology realistically flourish?

Interviewer:  Carl Schmitt might have agreed with much of what 
you just said.

HJM [irritated]:  As would Sigmund Freud, Niebuhr and countless oth-
ers. There is nothing identifiably Schmittian about 
my position. You give him too much credit.

Interviewer:  In your autobiographical essay you in fact refer to a 
period of intense youthful engagement with Freudian 
psychoanalysis, which you also describe as ultimately 
a ‘largely negative’ intellectual experience. Yet your 
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writings are infused with psychological observations 
and claims about human nature,8 though you appar-
ently do not think that you need psychoanalysis to 
ground them. As you also just mentioned, Niebuhr 
also relies on what we might loosely describe as 
psychological observations. Yet he uses the concept 
of original sin to ground his position, whereas you 
reject such theological foundations, though at times 
it sounds as though you are again implicitly commit-
ted to defending something like them. So from where 
in fact do you draw your implicit psychology? And 
how can it be justified without some more rigourous 
and systematic defence? You want, I think, to have it 
both ways: you rely heavily on psychology but do not 
want to offer any defence or even exposition of it.

HJM:  I have repeatedly discussed what you describe as my 
‘psychological’ claims. To the extent that I depend 
implicitly on psychology, everything I say should be 
plausible to those who have carefully observed how 
people interact with one another, both in the political 
sphere and elsewhere, where conflict, power strug-
gle and egotism are ubiquitous. And my intuitions 
have been corroborated by a variety of competing 
philosophical and theoretical standpoints, though 
admittedly not by some purportedly modern ‘progres-
sive’ approaches. Unfortunately, they prefer to down-
play the more unsettling features of human nature. 
Consequently, they cannot explain some of our deep-
est moral impulses, e.g., our sense of guilt, which as 
Reinie also grasped, potentially plays a constructive 
role in spurring us to mitigate the many difficulties of 
political and social existence.

Interviewer:  We have talked about an astonishingly rich diversity 
of ideas and thinkers whom you have engaged as you 
articulated your own views. Might not our conversa-
tion inadvertently confirm the suspicion that your 
‘theory’ is not in fact sufficiently systematic or even 
coherent, that to speak of ‘Realist IR Theory’ as you 
have conceived it is misleading? After all, how could 
any theory integrate ideas from sources as disparate as 
Karl Marx, Max Weber, Sigmund Freud, Carl Schmitt 
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and Reinhold Niebuhr? How could it possibly hang 
together? You obviously share some common the-
matic preoccupations with other Realists – about 
power, the ethical paradoxes of political action and 
so on – but do such preoccupations necessarily con-
stitute a theory?

HJM:  Well, it all depends on what you mean by ‘theory’. 
For my part, and here again you might point to my 
central European background, I have rejected the 
view that IR ‘theory’ should be directly modelled on 
the natural sciences. My understanding of science is 
close to Weber’s. He insisted on the distinctive attrib-
utes of the social vs. natural sciences, while defending 
the view that we can still develop rigorous concepts 
and falsifiable hypotheses which are universally com-
prehensible and can be evaluated, as he put it, ‘even 
by a Chinaman’. We need to reject a crude scientistic 
view of political and social inquiry, in essence, with-
out succumbing to a one-sided hermeneutics and the 
simple idea that ‘it’s all just interpretation’.

Interviewer:  Fair enough. But that still doesn’t explain how your 
version of such a theory hangs together. In 1961 
you called for a creative synthesis of the ‘realistic 
and utopian approaches to politics in general and to 
 international relations in particular’.9 More recent 
Realists – I’m thinking of Kenneth Waltz – have not 
exactly rushed to heed this call, in part because they 
seem to believe that it inappropriately fuses norma-
tive and systematic-empirical questions. Are they 
wrong to worry about the underlying soundness of 
your theoretical project?

HJM:  As you know, I have approved frequently updated 
versions of my textbook, Politics Among Nations: The 
Struggle for Power and Peace, and ever since the (2nd) 
1954 edition it includes an introductory chapter 
devoted to the fundaments of Realist theory, what 
I call the ‘six principles of political realism’. I still 
stand by everything I have said there; I have not 
revised this part of the book since ’54. Nothing in that 
summary of Realist theory, in my view, gets in the 
way of constructive or creative thinking about novel 
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political challenges – first and foremost, I believe, the 
specter of a nuclear cataclysm that continues to haunt 
us.10 That is the great issue of our times, and I would 
encourage you – and others who may read this – to 
move beyond your philological preoccupations and 
try to tackle it.

Interviewer:  Thanks for your time, Professor Morgenthau, and also 
for that final bit of advice.
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AcA:  I am very grateful that you have agreed to participate in the 
Return of the Theorists’ project. I guess I don’t need to explain 
the fundamentals of these dialogues. After all, you spent your 
entire life conversing – so to speak – with august thinkers, such 
as Machiavelli, Thucydides, Kant, Hobbes, Clausewitz, Marx, 
Comte, Durkheim, Pareto, Tocqueville and Weber. 

RA:  My pleasure. I indeed learnt a lot from these thinkers, compar-
ing their approaches and contrasting their key assumptions. 
I analysed, for example, the complex nature of industrial socie-
ties in the light of the Tocquevillean interpretation of adminis-
trative despotism, combined with the Weberian conception of 
rationalization and bureaucratization, and with Marxist views 
on industrialization and capitalist accumulation. My goal was 
to synthesize their works in order to understand the forces that 
determine the evolution of society and politics. The complex-
ity of social and political choices requires us to be aware of the 
plurality of modes of intelligibility. I have always suspected 
that one-dimensional approaches were too simplistic and far 
more prescriptive than history allows. As Thucydides ably dem-
onstrated, the course of human history is not linear. There are 
incessant changes; decisions made by one or a few affect mil-
lions of people and launch irreversible mutations; and many 
of these mutations have unanticipated outcomes. This is why 
I reject any form of determinism. I hope I provided, instead, a 
partial corrective to the methodological and political inadequa-
cies of the main theoretical trends. 

AcA:  You both criticized most of these thinkers yet praised their 
contributions to a better understanding of the ambivalence of 
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progress. This is evident, for example, in two of your books: 
Industrial Society and War (1958), and in Progress and Disillusion 
(1969). You rejected both Comte’s positivist optimism and Marx 
catastrophic optimism. You also had a complex relationship 
with Weber. You never subscribed to a globalizing utopia, either 
eschatological or immediate. Your position was not rationalist, 
nor positivist, nor relativist for that matter. As a result, you were 
unclassifiable. This annoyed a lot of people. Some interpreted 
your eclecticism as a form of scepticism. Others described you as 
a ‘frustrated commentator’1 unable to commit to a major theo-
retical orientation because of your historicist mode of thinking.

RA:  Well, I don’t think I can be held responsible for the frustration 
of others. It is true that I have always refused to subscribe to one 
‘Grand Theory’ or a global ‘System of Interpretation’. I regarded 
both as either naively optimist or vainly pessimistic. Instead, 
I preferred the idea of a fragmented historical rationality, one 
that needs to be addressed through a rigourous analysis of 
 political and social realities. I studied German historical sociol-
ogy for my PhD dissertation, more precisely the contributions 
of Weber, Dilthey, Rickert, Mannheim and Scheler. They helped 
me to understand that social and political events are under-
standable only within their own particular context, their own 
Weltanschauung. I thus developed my own methodological posi-
tion based on historical comparisons to explain social phenom-
ena. I criticized both positivist and scientific approaches while 
attempting to explore the limitations of historical objectivity. 
One member of my dissertation committee, Paul Fauconnet, 
asked me if I was perverse or, alternatively, devoid of hope. This 
was in March 1938, shortly after the Anschluss. There were good 
reasons to be concerned at the time. But I was not desperate – 
only amazed by the complete lack of political awareness among 
France’s intellectual elites.

AcA:  You were indeed quite critical of French scholars and more gen-
erally of French intellectual life. It dated back to the years you 
spent at the ENS. Welcome back to your Alma Mater! 

RA:  Yes, I spent four years at the ENS. I had mixed feelings about 
this period of my life. I was slightly frustrated by the paro-
chial attitudes of some scholars. What I was taught seemed 
to me too detached from human reality. I was convinced that 
Brunschvicg’s Kantian rationalism and Alain’s pacifist moral-
ism were inadequate in the face of irrational ideologies and the 
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destructive political forces that emerged in Europe at the time. 
Yet, I had a nice time with my classmates, Paul (Nizan), Georges 
(Canguilhem) and Jean-Paul (Sartre). Jean-Paul became very 
popular among the Normaliens who supported the postwar secu-
lar religions I criticized in the Opium of the Intellectuals in 1955. 
I became, by contrast, persona non grata, all the more so after 
I opposed what I called the ‘ideological delirium’ of May 1968 in 
the Elusive Revolution. Now, I have the honour of a room named 
after me. That is quite a loop, don’t you think? 

AcA:  Last time I saw you, I was a PhD student at Sciences Po where 
you were giving a lecture. It was in 1983, just before the publica-
tion of your Memoirs, a book that shot to the top of the bestseller 
list in France. Fewer and fewer people at that time still believed 
‘it was better to be wrong with Sartre than right with Aron’. 
When you died in October after testifying in favour of Bertrand 
de Jouvenel, you had become ‘the center of a sort of national 
consensus’ as your friend Stanley Hoffmann wrote.2

RA:  I was actually surprised by the flurry of my post-mortem eulo-
gies. I was deeply touched by what Stanley and other friends 
wrote about me. As Pierre (Hassner) correctly guessed, my pref-
erence was for those who rendered me homage with a critical 
mind rather than with sentimentality. I always disliked personal 
comments. What matters is my work’s legacy.

AcA:  Speaking of legacy, you were a man of many talents: a phi-
losopher, a sociologist, a political scientist and an economist – 
combining journalism and university teaching. You published 
40 books and numerous articles. You were elected to major 
academies, in France and abroad (including the British Academy, 
the American Philosophical Society and the American Academy 
of Arts and Sciences). You held guest professorships at Harvard 
and the University of Chicago. Yet, after peaking in the early 
1980s, your fame declined and you only continued to be 
deeply esteemed among limited intellectual circles in France 
and abroad. One common explanation is that you were pri-
marily perceived as a Cold War theoretician whose conceptual 
framework thus became obsolete over time. Furthermore, the 
field of International Relations has remained dominated by 
Anglo-Saxon scholars. Some of them place your Peace and War 
(1962) among the great classics of realism, but they generally 
prefer to cite other European realists of your generation such as 
Morgenthau, or neo-realists such as Waltz. 
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RA:  First, I never had the ambition to create an Aronian school of 
thought. This does not mean that I was not pleased to have sup-
porters, especially Anglo-Saxon ones. I may have been a little 
bit ‘neglected’ for a few decades, as Bryan-Paul Frost3 put it, but 
I have recently noticed the emergence of a new generation of 
scholars all around the world who seem genuinely stimulated by 
my work. Second, I clearly demonstrated that there is no ‘pure 
theory’ of International Relations comparable to models of pure 
economics in which an imaginary actor (homo oeconomicus) tries 
to maximize his satisfaction. The diplomat and the soldier do not 
have ‘rational ends’. Therefore, we cannot analyse their behav-
iour by mixing variables into a mathematical formula. Nor can 
we endow these actors with a single aim. Politics is much more 
complex than a game between abstract entities. Thus, a realist 
theory of international relations (or neo, or post … I can wait for 
the neo-post!) is actually unrealistic. As I said many times, no one 
could have deduced the systematic murder of millions of Jews 
by the Nazis as a necessary, or even likely, consequence of any 
theory. The position I have chosen seems to me to be closer to 
reality, more instructive and more productive. It is a conceptual 
analysis of the system’s functioning and the various subsystems’ 
characteristics that allows the formulation of hypotheses about 
the calculation of forces, the ingredients of power and the nature 
of regimes. Every concrete study of international relations should 
include all the elements that constitute the stakes involved in 
conflicts between states: number, space, resources and regimes. 
In Peace and War, for example, I combined all these elements in 
order to provide a theory of action. I refuted the geographical, 
demographic and economic single-cause explanations of peace 
and war. I advocated instead a more nuanced approach by con-
sidering different perspectives – moralism, legalism, realism and 
power politics.

AcA:  As a result, both realists and idealists were upset by your hybrid 
praxeology. 

RA:  I in fact agreed with some realist premises – such as the 
Hobbesian state of nature in the international realm, the radical 
opposition between domestic and foreign policy, and the role of 
national interests. But realists are mostly concerned with the bal-
ance of power and military capabilities. Yet, what kind of power? 
And power for what? How can you define a national interest if 
you don’t acknowledge a state’s ideological preferences? Modern 
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realist theorists completely misunderstand reality. A truly ‘realis-
tic realism’, by contrast, should be holistic, taking the whole of 
reality into account. It should rely on a broader framework that 
includes the nature of the actors at a given time; the multiplic-
ity of goals; the role of ideologies and values; and other critical 
variables impossible to quantify such as the search for glory and 
prestige. 

AcA:  You argued that a ‘true realism’ should also be concerned with 
‘people and morality’. You objected to realists who you thought 
neglected the importance of values, of ethics. Yet, you were quite 
harsh in your criticism of supporters of idealism. You referred to 
them as the ‘beautiful souls’, the ‘noble-hearted people’ – with a 
lightweight mind.

RA:  Idealism can be both unrealistic and immoral. It is unrealistic 
to promote a ‘morality of law’ without taking into account the 
balance of power as well as the issues raised by the ‘morality of 
struggle’. The Sermon on the Mount is meaningless for a genuine 
political actor. It is also unrealistic to try to export democracy like 
a ‘common good’ – as illustrated by the current situation in Iraq. 
I am not convinced that the neo-conservatives were aware of the 
dangers of implementing regime change in Iraq. Furthermore, 
a moralizing speech can camouflage a Machiavellian form of 
diplomacy when it actually promotes double standards: laws for 
the strong – and yet different laws for the weak. Finally, ideal-
ism can turn into a ‘War of the Gods’, and thus fuel fanaticism, 
something I analysed in the Dawn of Universal History (2002). In 
sum, I don’t believe that imposing values by using force is the 
best option. On the other hand, there is no sustainable power 
and no legitimate recourse to force without ethics. In order to 
transcend these two praxeological problems, I promoted what 
I termed a ‘morality of wisdom’. This, as you point out, satisfied 
neither the moralists nor the vulgar disciples of Machiavelli. 
Yet, politics can’t be divorced from morality, nor can it simply 
be reduced to morality. The prudent diplomat is thus the one 
who combines conviction and responsibility, and who takes into 
account the likely consequences of his or her decisions.

AcA:  You argued that the statesman should be fully cognizant of how 
a potential or actual adversary sees the world. During the Cold 
War, you characterized the USSR’s behaviour as being driven as 
much by ideology as it was by a calculation of interests. You thus 
urged Western leaders to have a more sophisticated containment 
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policy, one that took into account geostrategic calculations and 
an awareness of the ideological character of the conflict.

RA:  Know how your enemy thinks! The mental universe of political 
actors frames their goals, their means and their decisions. To 
ignore the psychological dimension of politics can only obscure 
the existential nature of political choices. This often leads to 
governmental failure and/or military disaster. Look at what hap-
pened in Vietnam: the US administration failed to see the actual 
stakes involved in the war. Its leaders never understood the 
ideological motivations of the Viet Cong (and thus its tendency 
to act ‘irrationally’). Thomas Schelling, an influential advisor at 
the time, for example understood the power of inflicting pain. 
He didn’t understand the Viet Cong’s willingness to absorb 
pain. And America’s leaders overestimated the capacity of South 
Vietnamese to defend themselves. These were all miscalculations 
that led to the military defeat of the superpower US. As for the 
French, they never understood the ideological forces unleashed 
by the decolonization process. The fact is that fighting an ideol-
ogy by focusing on the use of force can be counterproductive: 
ideologies are rather bulletproof. Years of military action against 
the Taliban in Afghanistan, Al Qaeda and other radical Jihadists 
in the Middle East and African countries have produced limited 
results. Do not misunderstand me: I am not suggesting that we 
should eschew using force against supporters of these fanatical 
ideologies. But it is unrealistic to expect a ‘triumph of weapons’ 
against them. The tragic irony is that force mostly fuels their 
propaganda and facilitates their recruitment of new followers. 
We are actually engaged, once again, in a ‘public relations war’ 
in which rhetoric is as important as military capacities. 

AcA:  What kind of rhetoric? You analysed the relationship between 
subversion, repression and radicalization in your few writings 
about terrorism and guerrilla warfare.4 Yet, you remained quite 
mute about fanatical fundamentalist religions, even after the 
Iranian revolution.

RA:  Current doctrinal fanaticisms have a lot in common with the 
secular religions I extensively analysed. Just as the communists 
vilified the capitalists, Islamic terrorists struggle against an evil 
called ‘the West’. The challenge ahead is to combine rigour in 
evaluation and prudence in action. Western leaders should nei-
ther underestimate nor overestimate security threats; nor should 
they endanger democratic values by undermining civil rights 
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and civil liberties at home, while promoting a neo-Wilsonian 
crusade in the name of the ‘rule of law’ abroad. As I made this 
clear in The Imperial Republic (1973), I have always disliked 
any kind of crusade. I am aware that statesmen face existential 
choices in fighting terrorism, and no choice is without costs. 
Yet, I have some concerns about the so-called tradeoff between 
security and liberty suggested by the proponents of the ‘lesser 
evil’ perspective. Civil liberties and human rights are the most 
precious and tenuous elements of Western democracies. As 
I explained in my book, In Defense of Decadent Europe (1977), the 
survival of the ‘liberal experiment’ depends on the preservation 
of democratic values through the prudence of statesmen and the 
responsible behaviour of citizens. 

AcA:  Speaking of Europe, what is your opinion about the European 
Union?

RA:  It has made progress within strong limitations. I acknowledge the 
positive aspects of the successive enlargements. The European 
Union has become a much more ‘secure community’ and there 
are significant attempts to strengthen a common defence and 
security policy without damaging Trans-Atlantic solidarity. As 
I wrote in Peace and War, as long as Trans-Atlantic unity is pre-
served, all can be saved – especially when dealing with the threats 
posed by a neo-tsarist Russia. European institutions may have 
more power today, but are they more effective? Many scholars 
focus on a new form of ‘European governance’ but I am not sure 
they know exactly what this notion entails. There is some hope 
that a sense of being ‘European’ can emerge from economic and 
financial interdependence. Yet, we are far away from a European 
federation. I am still not sure whether that would be desirable. 
What I know, by contrast, is that European integration has not 
devaluated the importance of political sovereignties, with dis-
tinct states having different objectives. It seems that European 
Union member states agree to disagree on a growing number of 
issues, while trying to create new common policies – a strategy 
that would generate further disagreements. The bad news is that 
it undermines the perception of the EU abroad, and fuels anti-
European sentiments in many of its member states.

AcA:  What about the contribution of the EU as a normative power to 
the international system?

RA:  This is an attractive notion, but there is no normative – or ‘soft’, 
or whatever – power – without effective ‘actorness’. That requires 
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various ingredients: not only norms based on a ‘universal con-
sciousness’, but also economic power, political influence, and 
military capabilities. Even if the EU, one day, could combine all 
these elements, this would not resolve the issues raised by the 
question of the legitimacy and legality of the use of force. Efforts 
to re-legitimize a just war approach are sometimes ambivalent, if 
not arbitrary.

AcA:  Do you believe, however, that international society is becoming 
less asocial? 

RA:  Yes – and no. Even in the afterlife I have noted strong aspira-
tions towards more effective world governance, as well as the 
 emergence of an embryonic world conscience. There is a greater 
consensus today about the need, if not the duty, to protect 
the most vulnerable populations. There is a sort of planetary 
 diplomacy – but it exists without a genuine planetary com-
munity. The United Nation’s powers remain limited and, thus, 
international society remains characterized by the absence of an 
overarching entity holding a monopoly over the use of legiti-
mate violence. International civil society remains weak despite 
the active involvement of Non-Governmental Organizations 
around the world. There is still no equivalent of a tribunal of 
international society. The creation of the International Criminal 
Court was a step forward, but it isn’t an international organiza-
tion. The fact that the United States has refused to be part of it 
illustrates the resilience of national interests perfectly.

AcA:  A few months after you died, your essay entitled Last Years of the 
Century was published. In this essay, you recalled what you wrote 
in 1947: peace was impossible, war was unlikely. What is your 
sentiment today?

RA:  I believe that the current state of the world can best be described 
as a ‘bellicose peace’. Rivalries among great powers have not dis-
appeared although interstate wars are becoming less common. 
Yet civil wars dominate our consciousness after a lull in the 
first decade of the new century. I see no significant progress in 
much of Africa, or in the Middle East. The number of refugees, 
asylum seekers and internally displaced persons is higher today 
than it was after WWII. The multiplication of failed states leads 
to the blurring of the distinction between ‘civil order’ within 
countries and a ‘state of nature’ beyond their borders. Revolts 
motivated by democratic aspirations still often turn into anarchy 
or authoritarianism. 
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AcA:  Is there any room left for the idea of Reason? Can we hope for 
the ‘ultimate reconciliation of the human race’ as you wrote in 
On War?

RA:  I am not the confidant of Providence. As you know, I don’t like 
to make predictions. But I still like to quote Toynbee: ‘History is 
again on the move’.
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The conversation is between a young party activist (YPA) and Hannah Arendt 
(HA). It takes place in Brockwell Park, in the constituency of Dulwich and 
West Norwood, London on 8 May 2015. This is the day after the UK general 
election, which returned a Conservative majority government.

YPA:  Professor Arendt, Professor Arendt, I am so sorry to be running 
late, I hope you have not been waiting long?

HA:  At least I am allowed to smoke a cigarette here, it’s a very pleas-
ant spot.

YPA:  Yes, I got caught up in watching the coverage of the election 
result. It’s so exciting seeing politics in action in this way.

HA:  You call that politics?
YPA:  Well, yes, parties competing for a share of the electorate’s vote, 

unexpected reversals of position. Did you know the man who 
was Deputy Prime Minister a day ago has had to resign as party 
leader? Some of the campaigners for his party were crying.

HA:  Weeping may be in order, but not I think over failure in a com-
petition over who gets to rule, especially when there is little to 
choose between the alternatives. You should have been there 
when Hitler came to power, that was something to cry about. 
Why are you so excited?

YPA:  The results were so unexpected, the pollsters got it all wrong.
HA:  That’s a common mistake – thinking that politics is predictable. 

If you are going to continue to be involved in politics you need 
to re-think a couple of things. First, politics is not about rule. 
Second, politics is not predictable.

YPA:  What do you mean?
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HA:  If you think about politics in terms of rule, then you are suggest-
ing it is subject to a means-ends logic in which you gain power 
in the sense of control in order to bring about certain policy 
goals. This means that politics can be reduced to one person or 
a group of people with power over others, deciding and deter-
mining what happens. But this isn’t politics, it is government, 
administration, bureaucracy.1 It closes down new possibilities. 
Think about it – what kinds of politics are now possible in the 
UK with a majority government in power? In your system this 
ensures a totally top-down order in which the majority party can 
do what they want and any opposition within formal politics is 
not much more than hot air. The only politics there is likely to 
be in the UK over the next 5 years will be outside of Westminster. 
Maybe in Scotland? Their debates over the referendum demon-
strated some genuine politics – impassioned discussion over the 
constitution, people coming together to try to create something 
new. Not exactly the French or American revolutions, but at least 
some echoes of those radical new beginnings.2 Why did you 
want to get involved in politics?

YPA:  I want to make things better for poor people.
HA:  Oh dear! Where do I start? If you want to help poor people, 

work for a charity, don’t confuse improving people’s material 
circumstances with politics, politics isn’t something you can do 
on behalf of someone or something else.

YPA:  I don’t understand.
HA:  Politics is about power in the real sense, the power generated by 

people coming together to create a common world. That power 
is always there you know. Even in the most dire conditions at 
some level government and rule, however cruel, depend on the 
consent of citizens.3 The exception perhaps being the Fascist 
world of National Socialism, in which not only everything was 
permitted but everything became possible in a huge, terrifying 
and murderous experiment.4 And when I say ‘common worlds’, 
I mean ‘common’ not in terms of agreement on some party polit-
ical manifesto, but in terms of the Greek agora, the American 
constitution, the soviet in 1917, 1919 or 1956, and maybe even 
the virtual environments that helped people to come together 
in the so-called ‘Arab Spring’. Politics is an always revolutionary 
space in which a plurality of meanings can be articulated, in 
which opinions will clash and which is utterly unpredictable in 
terms of the outcomes of political engagement. 
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YPA:  But then what’s the point?
HA:  Oh dear again! The problem of ‘points’ in the grand, overarch-

ing sense to which you refer, is that they become ‘ends’ for 
which any means may become acceptable. Of course there are 
always specific values and goals at stake in political engage-
ment, but these are specific, there is no point to politics as such. 
Paradoxically, pointlessness is precisely the point. For example, 
the point of countering fascism and totalitarianism or the point 
of discouraging the production of Eichmanns. I suppose you 
have heard about him, have you – an entirely thoughtless apol-
ogy for a man.5 Sorry, where was I, oh yes and also the point of 
the pointlessness of politics is ensuring that human beings are 
genuinely protected against massacre and torture. I have been a 
refugee, I know what it is like to be stateless. And I know all the 
human rights in the world did not help me anywhere near as 
much as citizenship within a state that, at least to some extent, 
held the space of politics open.

YPA:  Do you think all politics is revolutionary? Aren’t revolutions 
dangerous?

HA:  Yes and yes. All politics is revolutionary in that it is about open-
ing up new possibilities, and sustaining that opening into the 
future.6 It’s about challenging rules and rulers, about people 
speaking and acting for themselves and not for and on behalf 
of others. At the same time, of course revolutions are danger-
ous, both the French and the Russian revolutions started with 
spontaneous organization against oppressive regimes, with 
participation and self-organizing bodies acting from the ground 
up rather than being orchestrated by those that see themselves 
as the emissaries of historical progress. Both, however, ended 
in tyranny and worse as the body politic became identified as 
an object to be re-shaped and manipulated by those that know 
 better than the people on the streets.

YPA:  Don’t you believe in progress?
HA:  How can progress be something to believe in? Only if you are 

assuming that you somehow have the key to future. I’ve seen 
that so often you know. All of the modern ideologies and move-
ments, liberal, Marxist, nationalist, all ending up using the idea 
of historical progress as some kind of alibi.7 They justify every-
thing from imperialism to the massacre of millions of counter-
revolutionaries to hierarchical and exclusionary notions of the 
‘people’. Liberal regimes assume a deterministic relation between 
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a politics of freedom and particular ways of organizing the 
economy. Progress, following Hegel, is supposedly guaranteed 
by the forces of history. Of course this means either that you 
don’t actually need to do anything, just wait for market forces 
to sort things out, or that you are fully justified in interfering 
all over the place to make sure everyone else can catch up with 
you. I gather there’s been even more of this since the end of the 
Cold War. Isn’t there something known as the liberal democratic 
peace thesis in international relations? Such stuff and nonsense. 
Some kinds of Marxists of course were even worse. Not only 
claiming to have identified the key to historical progress, but 
finding that key in processes of labour and work and obliterating 
any space for politics. Though there were other kinds of Marxist 
movement too – do you know anything about Rosa Luxemburg? 

YPA:  And what about nationalism? I thought you just said that poli-
tics in the UK was most likely to be found in Scotland over the 
next five years?

HA:  Yes, nationalism is perhaps the trickiest and most dangerous one 
of all – because it’s not clear how we can do without it in rela-
tion to the state as the modern space of politics. I started off as 
a philosopher you know, I was in love with thought (not only 
a particular philosopher, although I know what people always 
say), in particular new phenomenological thinking in the 1920s 
in Germany.8 I realized very quickly the dangers of ideas of the 
‘Volk’ and the horrible mistakes that philosophers seduced by 
nostalgic notions of a pre-modern Germany could make. I also 
realized, however, that there was no getting away from questions 
of identity. To most of my fellow citizens in my youth I was a 
Jew, and as this identity became of predominant importance 
with the rise of national socialism, it was clear to me that I had 
to act, to resist as a Jew. I became involved with Zionism and 
with Zionist ideas and organizations. I knew that Germany, and 
indeed no other European state, could be relied on to protect 
my rights, and for this reason I thought and still think that the 
state of Israel is a crucial project. But like all nation-states it has 
turned out to be Janus-faced, working to provide a space for the 
rights of Jewish people, but turning its back on an inclusive civic 
identity and the provision of a space for politics for all that came 
within its borders. As for Scotland, only time will tell. Some of 
the inspiration there does come from the republican tradition 
that seems to me to be most in keeping with the promise of 
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politics, but we know there are no guarantees against ethnic 
and exclusionary turns in nationalist narratives, so we can only 
hope. A constitutional settlement that ensures the preservation 
of opportunities for all to engage politically is one way of guard-
ing against possible horrors, but in a world of mass media and 
historicist assumptions even that is not necessarily enough.

YPA:  If you don’t believe in progress, then how do you think about 
politics in relation to time? 

HA:  We act between past and future.9 We can’t recapture the past, let 
alone change it, and we can’t control the future. So politics is in 
a temporality of risk and chance. Machiavelli was very wise – 
he understood that politics is always a roll of the dice. But he 
also understood that cultivating political virtues and sensibili-
ties could enhance the chances of political actors to articulate 
and bring about their goals. Most particularly if they did so in 
a republican context in which the space for politics had been 
institutionalized. 

YPA:  I thought politics wasn’t supposed to be about goals? Are you 
saying the ideal political actor is Cesare Borgia?

HA:  You are being deliberately obtuse. Politics is not about the 
fulfilment of an overarching purpose, but of course it is about 
the intentions and visions of political actors clashing within 
the world we create in common. You must remember that 
Machiavelli’s Prince was written for very specific purposes, his 
true allegiance was to republicanism. I am not saying he was 
right in everything he argued. In my view he sometimes blurred 
the lines between what I would identify as the realms of ‘work’ 
and ‘action’.10 ‘Work’ is about the ways in which humans cre-
ate a world in common. I most often exemplify this in relation 
to the Greek case, in which work builds the walls and forums 
of the city, the theatre if you like in which politics takes place. 
‘Action’ by contrast, is the drama itself, in other words politics. 
It is the creating of a non-material world in common through 
persuasion and rhetoric, it is made up of the public disclosure of 
the different goals and visions of plural actors, and it depends 
on the shifting relation between actors and audience. Action is 
inherently public and inherently risky, it can’t be guaranteed to 
work in the same way so that you can guarantee that particular 
surveying techniques will lead to the building of a wall that 
will continue to stand. Politics (action) is most likely to flour-
ish when the city walls are in place (literally in the Greek case, 
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metaphorically in the modern state). But it can’t be identified 
with the work of the builder. In contrast, for Machiavelli, espe-
cially when he’s talking about Cesare Borgia, political action 
is sometimes too closely equated with wall-building as a shut-
ting down rather than an opening up of political space. I think 
Machiavelli had a tendency to over-estimate the links between 
political and military virtues. 

YPA:  Did your resistance to the Nazi regime take a violent form?
HA:  Not mine, but I did support the idea of a specifically Jewish army 

and knew that the Nazi regime could only be defeated in war.
YPA:  But later, didn’t you complain about Fanon and other anti- 

colonial thinkers and fighters, that they were wrong to use vio-
lence to overcome imperialism?

HA:  Yes I did. But these were distinct arguments.11 I am not a pacifist 
and it wasn’t the use of violence per se to which I was objecting. 
Sometimes the only way of righting a wrong is to use violence. 
You may remember, for example, that I didn’t think Gandhi’s 
non-violence could have worked to unseat imperialism if the 
colonisers were fascists. But one has to be very careful about 
what the use of violence entails. Two things are important to 
bear in mind. First, the longer violence is used the more likely 
it is that using it will corrupt the ends that it is supposed to 
serve. I don’t deny the necessity of the war against fascism, 
but that  violence carried through to a post-war situation in 
which violence became enshrined in international politics in an 
unprecedented way. The invention of nuclear weapons and the 
cold war policies of mutually assured destruction threatened the 
annihilation of the whole world. 

  Second, violence is the antithesis of power in the sense that 
I mentioned earlier – the power of people acting in concert. The 
Cold War squeezed out the space for politics, the possibility of 
questioning and dissent, of experimenting with ways of doing 
things differently, in the West as well as the East. When various 
kinds of anti-colonial or anti-capitalist revolutionaries glorified 
the idea of armed struggle as necessary for revolutionary change 
they made an important mistake. They started to valourize 
violence itself as somehow to be equated with freedom. They 
therefore lost sight of the fundamentally instrumental nature of 
violence and started to confuse means with ends, thus reducing 
politics to killing. Politics is not about death it is about birth 
– natality.12 
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YPA:  So their mistake was not so much the use of violence as such but 
the ways in which it became an end in itself?

HA:  There was something else worrying in the celebration of revolu-
tionary violence at the end of the 1960s and the early 1970s. It 
wasn’t only that means were being confused with ends, but that 
this involved embracing a kind of organicism, in which violence 
was identified with a sort of energy or life-force. The reduction 
of politics to means-end thinking is bad enough – as I said at the 
beginning this is the mistake of identifying politics with rule, 
and it’s often associated with not just justifying but also legitimat-
ing the use of violence in politics.13 But even worse is the identi-
fication of political freedom with some sort of libidinal energy. 
This takes politics into the realm of what I call ‘labour’ in distinc-
tion from ‘work’ and ‘action’. Work and action are specifically 
human activities and are both about our capacity to create our 
world. In contrast, labour is what we share with any other spe-
cies – the endless effort to sustain and reproduce ourselves. There 
is nothing genuinely political about the organic processes that 
necessitate labour. Labour doesn’t create anything, it just keeps 
things going and serves no purpose other than preservation of 
the species. Back in Greece, they understood the anti-political 
nature of labour. It was, quite properly, confined to the house-
hold. A world in which needs for sustenance and reproduction 
were met and participants were reduced to their role within 
those processes.14

YPA:  Isn’t the household the sphere where slaves and women were 
confined? I gather you have never been particularly enthusiastic 
about the women’s movement?

HA:  That’s not quite right. I absolutely support women’s struggles 
for equal rights, I have done since my youth in Germany. But 
I support them as struggles for the equal rights of citizens. What 
worries me is when rights claims become tied to some peculiar 
aspect of women’s identity, including the aspect of traditionally 
being confined to the sphere of the household, or the capacity to 
give birth. You can’t act politically if you are already determined 
to act in certain ways, or embody certain qualities because of 
your biological or social role. If we want women to be politically 
equal, then the answer to that is not to take the household into 
the public sphere, but to take women out of the household. 
Unfortunately, the modern trend is the other way round not just 
in relation to women but more generally – politics is increasingly 
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identified with the kinds of economic and welfare issues that the 
Greeks identified as household matters. Which takes us back to 
your UK election, where most of the discussion was about allo-
cating money to various kinds of welfare function. Interesting 
how foreign policy, the role of the UK in the appalling events 
that have unfolded in Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya and now Syria 
merited scarcely a mention in the election coverage.

YPA:  Do you see the international as a space for politics?
HA:  You should probably ask my friend Hans Morgenthau that. 

It’s an interesting question. In some ways my ideal of politics 
has always been that of the city-state participatory democracy 
or the self-organizing soviet. These are small or sub-state type 
structures. As I’ve already said, I also disagree with Clausewitz, 
war is not in any way a continuation of politics, it is a destruc-
tion of politics, which may sometimes be necessary in order for 
politics to re-emerge. Clausewitz’s view only makes sense if you 
think of politics in terms of rule. Nevertheless, the international 
context, as a space for a plurality of actors may also be a space for 
politics. There is potential for acting in concert, for creativity, for 
new modes of political commonality to be created at the inter-
national level. But, like Kant, I think this only applies as long as 
there is plurality and as long as states can plausibly be seen as 
individual actors. I’m not in favour of a world state, even in the 
face of the possibility of nuclear annihilation. And I see many 
anti-political forces at work in processes of economic and cul-
tural globalization. As with the state, it seems that international 
bodies are increasingly focused on household matters, mimick-
ing the rise of the social within the state. And the destruction of 
the particularity of national and sub-national cultures is deplor-
able. Rampant consumerism and mass media are between them 
closing down possibilities for encountering difference or think-
ing differently.

YPA:  But there are anti-capitalist movements, what about the 
Zapatistas or the ‘occupy’ movements? What about left populist 
movements in Greece and Spain in Europe today?

HA:  I’m not saying that politics isn’t possible any more. I don’t really 
know enough about those movements to comment sensibly. 
My worry would be that they may repeat the errors of earlier 
radical movements in terms of historicism, instrumentalism or 
the glorification of violence. But if they are genuinely radical, 
self-organizing groups, opening up new political questions and 
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answers, then I am delighted to hear it. I certainly don’t think 
the kind of party politics you have been engaging in holds out 
much hope for new beginnings.

YPA:  I think I may need to go and speak to my anarchist friends.
HA:  Promises, promises.
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This interview takes place at City College in New York, where the interviewer 
taught in the department in which Professor Herz was fi rst professor and then 
emeritus.

AL:  Professor Herz, how has the afterlife treated you? And are you 
content to look back on a full and varied life? 

JH:  Well, from my posthumous vantage point, I’m delighted to regain 
my sight and read the Times without glasses. I can also attend con-
cert premiers all over the world; it brings back fond memories of the 
soirées my parents would host at Düsseldorf, where guests perform-
ing included Edwin Fischer and George Szell. But these pleasures 
are counterbalanced by the persistence of the world’s woes – in my 
youth, our goals were ‘bread and peace’, and it isn’t clear that we 
have decisively achieved progress toward them since then.

AL:  At least the classical realist tradition seems to be enjoying a 
renaissance these days. While you’ve written as well as taught 
extensively in legal theory, comparative politics and political 
theory, it’s fair to say that you’re best remembered as a key figure 
of this approach. Typical in this regard is the assessment of Robert 
Keohane, who praised your work as the epitome of classical real-
ism.1 You are often grouped with theorists such as E.H. Carr, Hans 
Morgenthau and Reinhold Niebuhr, and indeed many of you 
helped to establish this perspective in the United States after flee-
ing here before and during World War II. Would you agree with 
this grouping and characterization?

JH:  It is certainly an honour to be grouped with such thinkers, several 
of whom were acquaintances and friends. But on the one hand, 
the characterization is perhaps overly narrow, and not just for 
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me. The range of intellectual interests you mention was hardly 
unusual: remember that the tradition in which I and those others 
of my generation on the European continent were trained was 
that of a classical, humanistic Gymnasium education. We read 
the classics, and did not think of science, history and literature, 
for example, as being completely unrelated but rather as different 
expressions of humanistic inquiry and endeavour. Excessive com-
partmentalization of disciplines and sub-disciplines – evidently a 
growing tendency here in the United States and elsewhere – is one 
that I would caution against. 

AL:  Would you say that interdisciplinarity was a characteristic of your 
cohort of classical realists, particularly as a means of better con-
textualizing the law’s functioning in society?

JH:  To be sure, with Morgenthau as well as Carr, George Kennan, and 
others, I was critical of the dominant mode of study of interna-
tional relations of the 1920s and 1930s for its wishful tendencies 
of legalism and moralism, which were especially pronounced in 
the United States at that time, and have subsequently experienced 
periodic resurgences.2 These are all the more ironic, given that the 
United States failed to ratify Wilson’s proposed League of Nations, 
and still remains a laggard among its peers in ratifying various 
international conventions and legal norms.

AL:  But this commonality of educational and practical Weltanschauung 
notwithstanding, aren’t there some salient differences that set 
you apart from most classical realists? 

JH:  In my work, to a greater extent than my fellow realists, I think, I 
emphasize the fragility and intrinsically provisional nature of not 
just the international order, but of all forms of politics. In this 
regard, I am perhaps closer to my former associate at Columbia, 
Robert Cox. In my dissertation, for example, I was already inter-
ested in the ambiguity and fragility of state identity, such as is 
more evident in the wake of revolutions and territorial annexa-
tion or change.3 I don’t wish to suggest that there is no scope 
for international law, treaties, and the like, or that ‘anarchy is 
what states make of it’. For example, I believed at the time (and 
would still maintain) that the League of Nations had the scope of 
more effectively confronting and opposing Mussolini’s invasion 
of Ethiopia, which would most probably have changed Hitler’s 
subsequent calculus of risk in pursuing war. 

AL:  So, like your Doktorvater, Hans Kelsen, you envisioned that 
international law could play a real role in shaping international 
orders?
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JH:  Yes; but unlike him, I was at pains to emphasize the ‘lesser ideal-
ity’ of law – its norms need to be historicized, contextualized in 
a certain time and place – which change, and thus undermine 
the normative claims of the law that is their product.4 Moreover, 
the threat of fascism and war that drove me to the United States 
underscored for me the importance of guiding research with the 
imperative of warning against incipient dangers and formulat-
ing practical responses to them. In this regard, too, my approach 
differed from Kelsen’s, and perhaps most other fellow classical 
Realists.

AL:  Of course, this experience is one you held in common with 
Morgenthau, Kissinger and Kelsen, among many others writing 
on international politics alone; but it seems that your work is 
distinguished from theirs in its greater emphasis on theorizing 
and developing normative responses to contemporary problems 
and issues for the benefit of all of humanity. Would you say this 
is more of an intellectual or ideological difference?

JH:  Well, realism strives to bridge the divide between the intellectual 
and the ideological, but my realism is indeed qualitatively differ-
ent from Kissinger’s on both counts. With Morgenthau – a fellow 
student of Kelsen’s, a colleague and friend for whom I always had 
the greatest respect and admired for the very public stance he 
took against US escalation of the Vietnam War – my difference 
is of a different nature. He found the ur-cause of international 
conflict rooted in a supposedly universal human desire to seek 
power over others, the so-called animus dominiandi. With so many 
counterexamples furnished by history, I never found this strongly 
universalist claim convincing, and so sought to explain conflict 
with reference to specific attributes of the international environ-
ment, which often instils fear and insecurity in political actors. 

AL:  So is this primarily a difference in interpreting psychology, or 
history?

JH:  Perhaps both, in that Morgenthau’s reading of history was overly 
confined to Europe’s past; for example, he confined his analysis 
in Politics Among Nations largely to state-focused interests and 
conflicts in the centuries preceding World War II. He chose not to 
adopt my suggestions for adding discussions of the rise of multi-
national corporations, of growing environmental and population 
issues, with their attendant crises of poverty and overpopulation. 
In my view, it is not possible to fully comprehend the lamenta-
ble rise of terrorist attacks in the post-Cold War period without 
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reference to these conditioning factors.5 Factors such as these sug-
gest how contingent the practice of the balance of power actually 
is, something that we realists in general have tended to overlook.6

AL:  Would you say that your professional experiences in the United 
States were also a factor in shaping a distinct outlook? On the one 
hand, it seems that you’ve adapted better than most had done. 
You’ve enjoyed a welcoming and convivial academic life both at 
City College and Graduate Center from the 1950s to 70s …

JH:  Yes, many fine colleagues: apart from my dear friend Tom Karis, 
Henry Patcher, Ben Rivlin, and those Jungspunde, Marshall Berman 
and Ned Lebow …

AL:  On the other, though, the transition to US academic life could 
not have been easy; the racism that drove you from Germany 
 apparently also found expression in denying you a position at 
Harvard …

JH:  That may be true, but the racism to which you refer fell far harder 
on others, and did not significantly impede my US career. On 
the contrary: I will remain eternally grateful to the helping hand 
stretched out to me and many other refugees of fascism, in par-
ticular by black colleges and black scholars. As you know, I got 
my first teaching job at Howard University, where I taught from 
1941–5 and again from 1948–52. I was hired by the great Nobel 
Prize winner, Ralph Bunche. To be sure, our experience as exiles 
was sharpened by the experience of witnessing the colour-based 
discrimination directed at our colleagues, students and friends.7 It 
was perhaps with an awareness of this consciousness that Bunche 
had asked me to write an article on Nazism for the Journal of 
Negro Education.8 I know that my sense of gratitude was shared 
by my old friend (and distant relation), Ossip Kurt Flechtheim, 
who returned to Germany after the war to help establish political 
science at the Freie Universität Berlin. Many, perhaps most other, 
refugee scholars felt such loyalty to their historically black adop-
tive campuses that they remained there until the end of their 
careers, typically joining the Civil Rights movement as well.9 
These historically black schools’ humanity and generosity should 
not be forgotten. 

AL:  Did this sense of community extend to an intellectual as well as a 
personal level, as at City University?

JH:  Without question: my colleagues’ major contributions to schol-
arship should not be forgotten either. In addition to Bunche, 
other illustrious colleagues at Howard included Vincent Browne, 
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Glendon Schubert, Anthony Dexter Lewis, Bernard Fall, Earl M. 
Lewis, Harold Gosnell and Robert Martin, and the university 
could already boast of such luminaries as W.E.B. Du Bois, Franklin 
Frazier, Alain Locke, Rayford Logan and Merze Tate, among 
others. It also founded the antecedent publication of the path-
breaking IR journal Foreign Affairs – arguably the world’s first IR 
journal – under the title Journal of Race Development, founded 
in 1910, which the editors renamed the Journal of International 
Relations in 1919 before giving it its current name in the follow-
ing decade. The clear normative and moral orientation opposing 
fascism and imperialism was a distinctive element of this cos-
mopolitan milieu.10 And I have no doubt that my black students 
understood the nature of state-directed oppression in Europe bet-
ter than most of their white contemporaries on other campuses 
would have done.

AL:  It was during these years at Howard that you completed Political 
Realism and Political Idealism, and the preface of the second edi-
tion refers to a shift in your perspective from an emphasis on 
‘political idealism’ to that of ‘political realism’. From the end of 
WW II and the founding of the UN, to the book’s publication, just 
after the outbreak of the Korean War, it seems that world politics 
indeed would prompt this shift. 

JH:  That may be so – but I sought to articulate a political ethics that 
had relevance beyond the immediate circumstances of its writ-
ing, even as these circumstances must necessarily change. I hope 
at least that it succeeds bridging what is in fact a deceptive and 
artificial divide.

AL:  The book also seems to be a plea against the ideological excesses 
of the early Cold War. By defining liberalism broadly, to include 
‘all “socialism” that is not “totalitarianism”, all “conservatism” 
that is not authoritarianism or mere defense of some status quo’, 
are you also attempting to articulate a ‘common ground’ position 
from the perspective of democratic socialism?11

JH:  The US political climate at the time was hardly hospitable to such 
terminology, which in any case is vulnerable to regressive forms 
of sectarianism …

AL:  But perhaps with so broad a church there’s also the opposite risk 
of losing analytical clarity?

JH:  Perhaps, but it didn’t seem so at the time. Admittedly, true liber-
als have become a dying breed, and many, like the  sogenannte 
Democrats writing for Commentary, much less Samuel Huntington, 
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hardly qualify.12 It’s not what you think, but how you think, that 
should matter to liberal realists.

AL:  Precisely: what strikes me as one of the most fruitful aspects of 
the book is that you combine politics, history, economics and 
psychology in order to deepen your understanding of realism as 
a disposition that recognizes ways that the basic factors of power 
and security present obstacles to seemingly ‘rational’ solutions 
to given problems.13 For example, and very much in the spirit 
of Keynes, you advocate a middle position between the polar- 
opposite ‘idealisms’ of a pure command economy and a pure 
market economy …

JH:  Needless to say, these more interventionist measures didn’t last. 
Just because they are more just, sensible, and economically more 
successful, doesn’t mean that they will be adopted or adequately 
maintained, as the ‘idealistic’ excesses of the Reagan-Thatcher 
neoliberal counterrevolution have shown. 

AL:  I agree. But this multidisciplinary aspect also makes it harder for 
me to grasp the meaning of ‘idealism’. At first, you implicitly 
define it as a view that does not recognize factors of power and 
security as obstacles to the achievement of solutions, but later 
you suggest that human behaviour could be based in other, less 
‘natural’ human motivations.14 Neither of these exactly fit this 
example of neoliberalism, however. Further on, you suggest that 
idealism expressed a denial of the existence of irrationality in the 
world, as a variety of ‘rationalistic’ philosophy that presumes rea-
son to be already operative ‘in’ the ‘facts’ of a given situation.15 
This definition, it would seem, captures a key dimension of both 
foreign policy and domestic economic policy – at least, in most 
of Europe and North America over the past few decades, as well 
as describing the policy orientation of the World Bank, WTO, 
etc. The very distinction between short-term and longer-term 
interests, characteristic of much classical realism, seems to have 
practically vanished from contemporary mainstream discourse. 

JH:  Yes, this mindset combines temporal and cultural parochialism, 
and perhaps historical amnesia – forgetting that economic crises 
and mismanagement can and do recur. 

AL:  I’d like to pursue the question of whether the exclusive pursuit 
of economic growth and profit, mutatis mutandis, is not in itself 
another example of the idea with which you are most often asso-
ciated, that of the security dilemma. But first, let’s confine the 
definition to your original focus on military security, whereby 
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the very attempts by one power at achieving greater security 
are perceived by others as a threat, thus escalating a destabiliz-
ing dynamic of growing insecurity.16 It seems that this idea, or 
theme, is too often taken out of the broader context of the book’s 
endeavour of establishing an ethics of liberal realism (or realist 
liberalism), missing the idea that it is the dilemma itself that poses 
the threat, not any other political actor per se. You’d agree, for 
example, that Mearsheimer’s claim that the ‘implication of the 
“security dilemma” is that the best defense is a good offense’ is a 
misreading of the larger ethical framework?17

JH:  I would say rather that it is a non-reading, and an ‘offensive’ 
one at that. Quite clearly, I argue that to adopt the view equat-
ing what should be with what is likely, and deeming any efforts 
to the contrary as impractical and utopian, so that only ‘realist’ 
tendencies should prevail as standards for action, without regard 
to the valuations and ideals of Political Idealism, would mean the 
ultimate ethical victory of the power-political, fascist and related 
values over those of liberalism, humanitarianism and pacificism, 
for example.18 Ideals can be realized, against cynicism, fatalism 
and unthinking assertion of will.

AL:  Your earlier cautionary remarks against utopianism would seem 
inimical to these attempts at overcoming the security dilemma. Yet 
in International Politics in the Atomic Age, you come close to arguing 
the opposite. There, you contend that whereas in the pre-atomic 
age, ‘any advocacy of policies based on internationalism instead of 
power politics, on substituting the observance of universal interests 
for the prevalence of national interests, was considered utopian, 
and correctly so’. Yet in the atomic age of the ever-present threat 
of nuclear annihilation, ‘the “ideal” is bound to emerge as a very 
compelling “interest” itself’.19 By the late twentieth century, con-
ventional wisdom had assumed that utopias are always dangerous 
and misguided, since they necessarily raise false hopes and generate 
disillusionment and pessimism. Is this not always the case? 

JH:  Just as international orders, power balances and international 
law are all fragile and shifting, so too is the distinction between 
utopian and pragmatic or realist thinking. Utopian thinking, 
properly scrutinized in a self-critical and reflexive manner, plays 
an indispensible role in rethinking the nature of the necessary 
and of the good life. 

AL:  International Politics in the Atomic Age has proven to be your best 
selling work, and part of its enduring achievement is that it 
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addresses – and helps to educate – existential issues that transcend 
nuclear war (although of course this threat is still with us). You 
distinguish between the first phase of a ‘holding operation’ that 
seeks mutual accommodation between the superpowers (neces-
sarily entailing greater tolerance for internal dissent) and focuses 
on regional problem solving (such as those concerning a divided 
Germany, Korea and China, and the Middle East), and a second 
phase that adopts a universalist perspective and set of policies 
that decisively remove the factors contributing to the security 
dilemma in the first place. You define this perspective in uncan-
nily prescient terms: Whether it is a matter of exploiting ‘a subsoil 
or submarine oil deposit, or whether it is one of exploiting – and 
quite possibly exhausting – fishing supplies … the universal-
ist “general” view not only asks whether this lends itself to the 
profits of individuals … but also, and above all, what it means in 
regard to the future availability of the respective resource in terms 
of global needs.’20 Do ensuing events vindicate this temporal divi-
sion and the need for a universalist perspective?

JH:  Certainly the latter. My plea for further development of survival 
research – combining the interdisciplinary cooperation of the 
social sciences with other scientific disciplines – has become if 
anything increasingly necessary, to overcome obstacles to effective 
action combatting global warming and biosphere degradation.21

AL:  But isn’t the aesthetic dimension an equally important part of 
survival – in which case, it could be termed ‘thriving research’?

JH:  … or simply, after Schiller, ‘aesthetic education’ – albeit under duress. 
Yes, this is also important, and not in the least contradictory. The 
life of politics may indeed be one, not of logic, but of experience.
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Kindleberger:  Please call me Charlie. I was most comfortable with 
people calling me that. 

Reich:  Well Charlie, you certainly enjoyed an extraordinary 
life, working at the US Treasury, the New York Fed and 
the Bank for International Settlements in the 1930s, 
then the Washington Fed, the OSS, the US army in 
Europe in the 1940s. You were one of the architects of 
the Marshall Plan before joining MIT where you stayed 
for almost three decades. So you lived through the 
Great Depression, two great wars, the Cold War, the fall 
of Communism and died around the time of the two 
invasions – of Afghanistan and Iraq.

Kindleberger:  It was, indeed, quite a ride. I died over a decade ago – 
and this isn’t even the first time I have been called back 
from the grave. The fifth edition of probably my most 
famous book, Manias, Panics and Crashes, was published 
in 2005, two years after my death.1 I worked on that 
one. Robert Aliber published a later version after the 
Great Recession, to remind people of the continuing 
relevance of my work. So I am accustomed to reaching 
out from the afterlife.

Reich:  Well I thought it was a good time for a chat, in view 
of the fact that America is still dealing with the conse-
quences of the Great Recession. 

Kindleberger:  The Bible says, ‘seven years of feast and seven years of 
famine’. And from this side of the grave, I appreciate 
the real meaning of that phrase. After a few years of filet 
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mignon when I first arrived, in the carnival days before 
the sub-prime housing crisis hit, it has been nothing 
but potatoes for the last seven years. So I’m hoping that, 
at last, as America’s unemployment level approaches 
five percent, there is a steak in sight. 

Reich:  Well, let’s begin with the issue of the Great Recession. 
What’s your take?

Kindleberger:  I could see that coming, even from way down here. It 
had all the ingredients. Bubbles happen when people 
get greedy and there is no longer a relationship between 
the price of investments and their underlying value. 
Regulatory mechanisms are largely abandoned – like 
President Clinton’s repeal of Glass-Steagall. But nobody 
initially complains because everyone powerful is mak-
ing money. Ponzi schemes like Bernie Madoff’s prolifer-
ate and nobody powerful questions it, often because 
they are direct beneficiaries. It is only when the ensu-
ing malfeasance and widespread corruption becomes 
irrefutable and damaging – like the behaviour of banks 
in selling bundles of ruinous mortgages – that a panic 
ensues. Only then does it finally dawn on us that we’ve 
destroyed any mechanisms to curtail this behaviour, 
and we’ve even fewer options for dealing with its con-
sequences. A crash becomes inevitable: markets fall and 
unemployment rises as the underlying lack of value 
becomes evident. I must say though, you have to be 
impressed with how the American banks and invest-
ment houses created such incredible carnage – an exem-
plary example of moral hazard – and got away with it. 
None of the bankers went to prison, all of the banks 
and finance houses got bailed out (except those poor 
chumps at Lehman Brothers because the US Treasury 
was so slow to react) and they even managed to make 
money out of the crisis by storing away taxpayers’ cash 
given to them to add liquidity to the system. You’ve got 
to admire their barefaced effrontery! Of course, Bernie 
Madoff got to be the unlucky stiff of whom they made 
an example. Guess he stole from the wrong people.

Reich:  Moral hazard has become a real problem. But you’ve 
always argued in favour of having ‘a lender of last 
resort’, a stabilizer in times of crisis who’ll underwrite 
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the system. You said so both in The World in Depression 
and in Manias. Doesn’t that inevitably mean that huge 
economic actors will cheat but get bailed out because 
they are ‘too big to fail’? 

Kindleberger:  As if my blood doesn’t boil enough on this side of grave, 
you have to go and ask me about that! It was hard 
enough developing my ideas without any recourse to 
those formal economic models. I had to endure derision 
at times because I preferred what I affectionately referred 
to as ‘literary economics, as opposed to mathematical 
economics, econometrics, or (embracing them both) 
the new economic history’.2 Yet what I subsequently 
learned to my cost – after publishing my books – 
was how economists and political scientists can abuse 
some simple, powerful ideas. It is, I now accept, harder 
to do that with a formula – although I’ve been very 
amused by that brouhaha over Reinhart and Rogoff’s 
purported misuse of data. They thought they’d proven 
people like me wrong when they claimed that high lev-
els of public debt irreparably damaged growth rates. It 
turned out that their results were full of data omissions, 
questionable methods of weighting, and elementary 
coding errors.3 You don’t have that problem when you 
stick to historical writing. So much for that! Even a dead 
man has to enjoy a few of life’s pleasures.

Reich:  So what irks you so much?
Kindleberger:  Well, where should I start? Let’s begin by talking 

about the idea of ‘the lender of last resort’. I plainly 
said that I got the idea from Walter Bagehot a century 
earlier, although the poor chap rarely receives his due 
credit.4 My work at the Treasury in the 1930s led me 
to strongly believe that the world needed a stabilizer 
during times of economic crisis. As I said, I believed 
that the Great Depression happened because the British 
then lacked the resources to play the role of stabilizer 
and the Americans refused to do so. So I offered five 
functions that a stabilizer should perform, one being 
the world’s lender of last resort.5 Nobody ever actually 
chose to test if my argument was true, which I can now 
admit was quite a relief. But little did I know when 
I wrote that in 1973 what would happen: First, political 
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scientists started ignoring most of the five functions 
I wrote about and focused on just one – being the 
lender of last resort. It was as though nothing else 
I wrote was of consequence. Secondly, they completely 
ignored the context in which I wrote: the fact that 
I had quite clearly stipulated that this stabilizer role 
was one to be employed during economic crises like the 
Great Depression. Instead, they adapted my argument 
to embark on a huge body of work that analysed, and 
advocated, American ‘leadership’ in routine times, as a 
justification for all kinds of work – hegemonic stability 
theory, elements of power transition theory and conse-
quently regime theory – but in a way inconsistent with 
the rudiments of my work. My focus was on the pro-
duction of public goods in times of crisis, not routine 
ones. I thought that Bob Gilpin summed up the dif-
ference very elegantly when he said, ‘Stephen Krasner 
and I each appropriated Kindleberger’s basic idea that 
a political leader was needed to create and manage an 
international liberal economy. However, each of us 
made several modifications that placed Kindleberger’s 
insight within a state-centric intellectual framework of 
political analysis and thus fashioned a state-centric ver-
sion of the theory of hegemonic stability’.6 I like their 
work but think that the word ‘appropriated’ was used 
quite liberally.

Reich:  And this upsets you?
Kindleberger:  Well, I know you living people think that all publicity 

is good publicity, and that it doesn’t matter what they 
say about you as long as they spell your name correctly. 
But I come from a former age when you were judged by 
your words and deeds. I’m known as the progenitor of 
hegemonic stability theory because the two Roberts – 
Gilpin and Keohane – encouraged everybody to believe 
that.7 Many others have repeated that claim. Last time 
I checked on Google, my World in Depression had been 
cited over 2,600 times. That’s nice, but all that everyone 
cites is page 305 where I list my five functions. Nobody 
ever seems to read the book! In fact, I didn’t use the 
words hegemony or hegemon once in the book, nor 
did I do so in my noted 1981 essay on domination and 
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leadership where I discussed how the Pax Britannica 
and Pax Americana provided public goods through col-
laborative leadership.8 And, as I emphatically made clear, 
I never liked the term.9 Indeed, the only time I used it 
in Manias was when I mentioned that Bob Keohane did 
so. Can you imagine being world famous for being the 
founder of an idea – in fact a whole body of theory – 
which you didn’t actually formulate? Every Tom, Dick, 
realist and liberal cites me on this in the first half-dozen 
pages of their book or paper – for something I never said!

Reich:  So what would you like to be known for? 
Kindleberger:  Well, I would prefer that people remember me for two 

things. The first is that the world needs a stabilizer in 
a crisis, one that pursued broadly expansive monetary 
policies rather than the kind of austerity measures 
often advocated by acolytes of Milton Friedman and 
the Chicago School. Markets are not self-correcting: 
they need to be regulated. In a crisis, classic assump-
tions go out of the window and reduced spending 
only exacerbates the problems of illiquidity and under- 
consumption. Of course, I acknowledge that moral 
hazard is a risk that arises from even the suspicion 
that a stabilizer exists: Banks and financial houses take 
speculative risks if they even think the government will 
bail them out. But that can be combated by appropriate 
regulatory policies. And the alternative is short-term 
austerity policies leading to longer-term depression, 
and economies imploding as a result.10 Better to deal 
with the big problem of prospective depression and 
then introduce prudent rules later, rather than putting 
faith in self-correcting markets. I think that the Dodd-
Frank Wall Street Reform and Consumer Protection Act 
of 2010 was an honest effort to do that after. But some 
of its key provisions got watered down and even some of 
those that survived never got properly implemented.11

Reich:  And the second thing?
Kindleberger:  The second thing I would like to be remembered for is 

my role as one of the architects of the Marshall Plan. 
I worked in the Office of Economic Security Policy, set-
ting up the Economic Cooperation Act of 1948 under 
George Marshall. He was an ‘Olympian’ in his vision 
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and his moral quality.12 He truly demonstrated leader-
ship in both dimensions, a commodity nowadays in 
short supply. Yes, in those days we understood what 
leadership entailed: It didn’t mean squabbling over 
partisan issues, like who was responsible for that awful 
mess in Benghazi. It meant enhancing our global legiti-
macy, even when we made choices that others didn’t 
like. At Bretton Woods, for example, the British led 
by Keynes opposed Harry Dexter White’s plan for the 
creation of the International Monetary Fund. But, as 
I said in Manias, ‘The U.S. view prevailed; the Americans 
had all the money’.13 So we didn’t have to be popular. 
Indeed, in contrast to some recent revisionist inter-
pretations, we often were not.14 But we did have to be 
credible and to genuinely appear benign – something 
we’ve failed to do since turn of the century, even when 
we’ve tried to.

Reich:  So does America still lead?
Kindleberger:  Well, lots of academics and policymakers claim that 

America is an ‘indispensible nation’ or ‘the world’s 
policeman’. They proclaim that without us demon-
strating leadership on a routine basis, the world will 
be war-ridden and impoverished. But, as I made clear 
throughout my career, I didn’t like anything that 
approximated despotism.15 And I don’t see evidence of 
American leadership today. This has little to do with 
the specific policies of President Obama or George Bush 
the Second, for that matter – although W’s decision to 
ignore the UN, create the illusion of weapons of mass 
destruction and to invade Iraq fostered a sense of domi-
nation rather than leadership.

Reich:  So what makes a country a leader?
Kindleberger:  Well, it’s dependent on both a fair degree of legitimacy 

and a preponderance of economic resources. I believe 
that extraordinary degree of American influence for 
which these people still pine had run its course by 
1970.16 No, as I argued over three decades ago, we have 
tried to substitute domination for leadership for quite 
some time. We often simply declare ourselves to be 
the globe’s leader. We rely less on the kind of moral 
authority shown by people like Marshall and more on 
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invoking the biblical imagery of ourselves as ‘the shin-
ing light upon the hill’ – language that sounds pretty 
amusing from this side of the grave. 

Reich:  So how do you think America has adjusted?
Kindleberger:  Well, in short, we haven’t. We often declare our behav-

iour to be in everyone’s interest when it appears self-
serving. Our ritualistic invocation of the sanctity of 
free trade is often discarded in favour of a clarion call 
for fair trade when powerful domestic constituencies 
are at risk – like George W. Bush’s imposition of a steel 
tariff just before I died. His justifications were so trans-
parently fraudulent that even the WTO – an organiza-
tion we helped create – found the backbone to stand 
up to us. Talk about hoist by our own petard! And we 
sanctimoniously voice support for the virtues of global 
finance, accusing others of financial cronyism – like 
we did to the Asians during their financial crisis in the 
1990s. That hubris certainly came back to slap us in 
the face a decade later when our banks and investment 
houses’ illicit dealings turned out to be the source of 
global instability. Yet nobody seems to have conceded 
the point on our side, let alone addressed the issue of 
our hubris, even though Bob Keohane announced in 
1984 that we were in a post-hegemonic era. The only 
thing that has changed since I first made my original 
point over three decades ago is that America now has 
less of a capacity to dominate. We have huge debts, 
are slipping in terms of global innovation, have stub-
born underemployment, create low-paying new jobs 
and have the lowest labour force participation rate 
since 1978 – the year I first released Manias. Nobody 
has caught up with us yet because we still have a 
big market and the world’s reserve currency. But the 
competition’s clearly doing so, and America’s political 
willingness to adjust during periods of routine growth 
has been negligible. We gift unwarranted tax breaks to 
corporations, spend too much money on defence and 
run massive macro-economic deficits in stable periods. 
Less true leadership in routine times means we are less 
able to play the role of a stabilizer in times of crisis 
because we’re too broke.
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Reich:  So how do you evaluate America’s role during the Great 
Recession?

Kindleberger:  Well, I was right when I said in the 1980s that neither 
Japan nor Europe was ready to assume the role of a sta-
bilizer in a crisis. Of course, the Japanese subsequently 
went into a tailspin and the Europeans focused on the 
regional development of their peripheral countries 
rather than assuming a global role. That wasn’t a bad 
idea, except they let their weakest economies cheat on 
their agreement that they would maintain a modicum 
of economic discipline. And it wasn’t as if nobody 
knew they were cheating: Apollo and Chaos could see 
that from here! The Germans did play the role of a 
regional stabilizer but they lost a fair bit of legitimacy 
by taking a high-handed approach, which feigned 
ignorance as to what these countries had been doing 
and then demanded the kind of crushing austerity that 
will ensure they are despised in these countries for a 
generation. In contrast, the US looked good for a few 
years after the fall of the Berlin Wall. Clinton’s balanced 
budgets and support for tech innovation seemed to be 
working. But we didn’t invest that in that grand vision 
and Bush blew much of it when he tried to impose his 
own. I think Obama is quite different: he did a pretty 
good job of playing the domestic lender of last resort – 
with his bailout of the banks and his TARP program. 
But I think he should have done more: like ensuring 
that the banks lend out the money he gave them, and 
spending much more in infrastructure to create jobs. 
Measures like that would have done a lot to shorten the 
crisis at home by increasing domestic liquidity.

Reich:  And what about the US’ role internationally? 
Kindleberger:  Well, I think the Fed did pretty well with all those credit 

swap lines it created with fourteen foreign central banks 
in the early period of the Great Recession. Bravo! But 
then it stopped acting like a comprehensive stabilizer 
and some things started to happen that I could not 
have foreseen back in the 1980s: first, the Fed decided 
it had a new job – buying mortgage bonds. But that 
only helped banks; it didn’t increase liquidity. Then 
the Chinese threw their weight behind stabilizing the 
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system. Thirty years ago its economy was the size of 
Indiana’s. Today it is the second largest on earth and 
hurtling towards the largest in terms of GNP. I couldn’t 
have imagined that even a decade ago when I died. 

Reich:  So what do you think of the Chinese?
Kindleberger:  Now I know that China is often demonized as a free 

rider or ‘irresponsible stakeholder’. Some of this criti-
cism is justified. They are very strategic. They also have 
their own manias and their own problems with crony-
ism at home. Have you noticed their massive amounts 
of public sector debt and rows of empty houses in ghost 
cities? Not good. And I find it funny that many want to 
believe that they have a master plan to take over from 
us as the dominant power. The same people who often 
see American policy as utterly incoherent consider the 
Chinese to be highly rational, coordinated and stra-
tegic. But then again, the Chinese are massive savers, 
have huge levels of foreign reserves and an unending 
appetite for buying other countries’ foreign debt. They 
certainly spent lots of money in the critical period 
of the Great Recession: shrewdly at times on invest-
ing in financial services firms in America and natural 
resources in Africa and Latin America; less tactically 
at times in increasing imports and exporting capital, 
and in making some terrible investments like Morgan 
Stanley and Blackstone.

Reich:  How to you characterize their behaviour?
Kindleberger:  Well, it honestly confounds me. What is interesting 

is that in the Great Depression the British were will-
ing and unable, the Americans able and unwilling. So 
I concluded that a crisis needs a stabilizer, one stabilizer. 
On reflection, that may have been a bit rash of me. 
After all, while I discussed lots of historical instances of 
manias and panics in my books, most of my analysis, 
and that of the slew of work in American International 
Relations theory that followed me, was based on a single 
example – the Great Depression. The Great Recession 
seems to have worked differently from my expecta-
tions. The Americans spoke authoritatively but didn’t 
actually act as a stabilizer in some crucial areas. Their 
internal debates were largely about how to save their 
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own economy. Perhaps there was an assumption that 
the US economy is so structurally important that by 
focusing on its welfare, there would be a cumulative 
beneficial effect. But nobody in the US seemed to be 
talking about public goods. And despite the scope, 
scale and magnitude of the crisis, many newly emerg-
ing countries –  particularly in Asia – prospered while 
even some relatively poor countries in Africa got by 
without too much pain. I think this was largely the con-
sequence of American behaviour as a domestic lender 
of last resort coupled with strategic Chinese behaviour 
intended to stabilize the system. The Chinese seemed 
to be willing and, within strict limits, able – if only for 
their own benefit. 

Reich:  So what does that say about your work?
Kindleberger:  Well, I always argued that the system needed one sta-

bilizer but here there appears to have been two – the 
US and China. They seemed to have confounded my 
assertion by sharing responsibilities without actually 
cooperating to achieve them and by following their 
own interests.17 It’s what Davis Bobrow and Mark Boyer 
called an ‘impure public good’, one where there isn’t 
a match of policy goals – and I guess cooperation isn’t 
required.18

Reich:  And so what do you conclude?
Kindleberger:  Well, we all want to be right. That is part of human 

nature. Even us spirits feel that way. But eternity gives 
you plenty of time to contemplate, and I remain a prag-
matist even in the afterlife. If I was wrong, and the prod-
uct of my error was ultimately beneficial in stabilizing 
the global economy, then I am willing to ‘live’ with that.
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Andy:  It’s great to have you back, Karl. I really have missed our many 
conversations in your office at Littauer, your cozy study at your 
lovely house on Lakeview Avenue, and, of course, our sporadic 
meals in fine restaurants in Berlin, Vienna and other European 
cities. What would you say is the single-most important change 
in the world of politics, economics, culture – any and all of 
it – which you have noticed since your untimely but temporal 
departure in 1992?

Karl:  First, great to see you, Andy. You still look the same though 
your formerly long reddish-blond curls have become all grey 
and a tad less dense. You could lose a few pounds but on the 
whole you seem in fine form which makes me very happy. As 
to my response to your question: please, there is no hesitation 
for me whatsoever that the Internet and everything pertaining 
to it has completely altered the world that I knew so well. It is 
without any doubt in my mind the single-most significant and 
game-changing invention since the printing press. And I must 
say that I am very happy to see that the Internet has changed 
things in a Deutschian way, both in terms of its empirical reality 
and its normative implication. As to the former, it has enhanced 
our access to data million-fold, if not more. In terms of the 
quantity that we now can access, it’s a dream come true for me. 
You remember how much I loved data, the more the better, 
because I fully understood that only via data can we enhance 
knowledge, improve insights, truly attain understanding in a 
meaningful way. Remember the thousands and thousands of 
computer cards and printouts and tapes in those many yards 
of filing cabinets that I had stored in my second Harvard office 
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at the Vanserg Building where you then worked for more than 
fifteen years and that was the basis for many of my studies and 
publications, including our joint work on global modelling 
and the fear of and trust in science? All of this stuff is a minor 
fraction – one measly app – on your smart phone, which you 
can summon with one push of your finger. Amazing, don’t you 
think? And remember how I would often go off on tangents in 
my seminars with ideas and insights that came to me totally 
unplanned and at the spur of a moment in our class discussions 
and then I would ask you or others to go verify my musings by 
trekking into the bowels of Widener Library to find evidence 
for what I had said and that this would often take days of hard 
detective work of tracking and searching and finding – well, this 
is now done with one Google search, at most two. ‘To google’: 
Remember how I always invoked the power of language as a 
crucial signifier for social reality? Well, here you have it: yet 
another new verb in the English language which has become 
part of global speech. That the barriers to the access of the most 
varied kinds of data in the most amazing quantities have all 
but disappeared warms my heart no end. The game-changing 
nature of this technology has impressed me so much that 
I have just enrolled, so to speak, in an intensive private tutorial 
on typing taught by the twelve-year old child of my next-door 
neighbour so that I, too, can soon type words and concepts and 
ideas into the search engines of my tablet and smart phone at 
will and whenever anything strikes me without having to rely 
on our beloved Mrs. Neumark [Evelyn Neumark, Karl Deutsch’s 
longtime secretary at Harvard University to whom he always 
referred to in this manner, never by her first name] who had 
to type literally everything – from letters of recommendation 
and memos to the dean, to text that became my book and 
article manuscripts – that I wrote long hand on my lined yel-
low legal pads, which always rested on my knees. It is amazing 
how these new game-changing devices have become de facto 
bodily extensions of today’s young people. The normalcy and 
intimacy with which my great grandchildren’s daily lives have 
become defined by these devices is much more powerful than 
mine was by, say, a pencil or a fountain pen. I did not use 
such while taking a shower in Prague the way today’s young 
people most certainly use their smart phones as a matter of 
course. Come to think of it, we did not shower in those days 
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in Prague. We took baths. But let me say something also about 
the normative implications of all this and why they so much 
conform to my own personal preferences and hopes. Look, this 
stuff has vastly democratized knowledge proliferation and thus 
has created a massive inclusion of ordinary people that simply 
has no precedent in history. And what, after all, is democracy 
if it is not the constant inclusion of the formerly excluded 
and the ever-increasing empowerment of the formerly disem-
powered all by dint of enhanced knowledge and ever-growing 
access to data. A Deutschian dream, as it were, has come true. 
Look at the interconnectedness of the world: time and space 
have become all but irrelevant in terms of sharing knowledge 
and information. Other than in North Korea – I rest my case 
as to what kind of thuggish regime and murderous leadership 
you need these days to remain untouched by this massive 
advancement in the means of production to use one of Marx’s 
applicable jargon, and, trust me, this resistance will soon fail, 
I guarantee it – there are virtually no more spots on earth 
that are not interconnected with every other spot on earth. 
On the bus to Harvard Square I saw this kid watch a German 
Bundesliga match on his smart phone in real time. When some 
odd corner kick occurred, he forwarded this immediately to his 
friends via Twitter. Unthinkable even a decade ago! Clearly, 
this technology has changed the proliferation of cultures, 
codes and norms. As to its political ramifications, its power of 
mobilization – remember how much weight I attached to this 
in my work, especially in the late 1950s and throughout the 
1960s – is huge both in quantity and quality. Just think of the 
so-called Arab Spring, how things jumped like sparks from 
Tunisia to Egypt then onward to Turkey, to Syria. The outcomes 
have varied and not all seems to be turning out as I would 
have liked and hoped. But maybe we can talk about this a bit 
later. Here I only want to confirm that the mobilizing – and 
thus democratizing – capabilities of these micro-technologies is 
immense. By making all knowledge acceptable to everybody all 
the time, knowledge itself – which was always hoarded and pre-
served by the powerful for their own, often nefarious, purposes, 
has become democratized. MOOCS – massive open online 
courses – be it in the UDACITY or COURSERA or any other ver-
sion: Stanford and Harvard better beware! You may well have 
unleashed forces which, at some point, might undermine your 
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very raison d’etre which, after all, was to convey knowledge 
to folks. You actually did that but only to a tiny sliver of the 
population thus giving you the aura of lording over a coveted 
and rare good that bestowed distinction on a few, thus enhanc-
ing the value of your identity as the source of such power and 
privilege. 

Andy:  It is clear, Karl, that, as I fully expected, you love the Internet 
and see its contribution to our world largely in a positive light. 
Still, might there be some negatives that you would care to 
share with me?

Karl:  Yes, I do see serious negatives all centred on the issue of 
maintaining the privacy of individuals. Here I perceive a two-
pronged danger: one by the state, from above; and the other 
by society, from below. The former problem centers on all the 
revelations concerning the NSA scandal. I mean I realize that 
among any state’s foremost duty is to guarantee the safety of 
its citizens as best it can. Security is every bit as much a civil 
right as are freedom, equality and justice. And I fully under-
stand that the United States and many of its Western allies 
face an indomitable enemy in Islamic jihadism, which has 
proven its lethality on many occasions and that will not shy 
from using any means – including the deployment of weapons 
of mass destruction such as chemical, biological, maybe even 
nuclear agents – to harm the West, America in particular. Thus, 
vigilance is clearly called for and perfectly legitimate. What is 
much less legitimate and truly worrisome is the obvious abuse 
of power that the NSA as an agency – most certainly a number 
of its agents, perhaps on their own, perhaps not – enjoyed 
deploying it simply for its own sake, just to demonstrate that 
they could and that nobody was going to stop them. What 
worried me in this instance is the evident delight in a clear 
abuse of power for its own sake, just to demonstrate omnipo-
tence. I mean bugging Angela Merkel’s, arguably one of the 
most pro-American German and European leaders of the past 
decade, private cell phone constituted not only a display of 
arrogance and hubris, it also bespoke complete stupidity. The 
costs of this will remain immensely high over quite some time 
for American diplomacy and foreign policy. But in addition 
to this inherently Big Brother-like dimension of the Internet, 
there is also something in it that Bill Maher, this wonderful 
comedian whom I have just discovered, called ‘Big Girlfriend’ 
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referring to the instance when the (now former) owner of the 
Los Angeles Clippers, Donald Sterling’s racist remarks made in 
the privacy of his home to his girlfriend was surreptitiously 
recorded by her and placed on the Internet causing a national, 
no international, sensation. 

Andy:  Karl, are you kidding me? What is this? Have you now also 
become au courant with our crop of late night television 
 comedians? What next? Developing into a major interpreter 
and connoisseur of gangsta rap?

Karl:  Andy, you remember how one of my least-known personal 
passions has always been to stay up late and watch late night 
television, preferably some great crime show, or even a Western 
or two. In any case, back to my point: Don’t get me wrong: 
I am not defending Sterling’s putrid racism and am delighted 
the way the NBA reacted to him and to the whole sordid 
affair. But truth be told, Sterling made these ugly remarks to 
his girlfriend and they would never have become public with 
the same timeliness and social potency prior to the advent of 
this new medium called Internet. In a sense, I am almost more 
concerned by this invasion – indeed negation – of privacy in 
civil society than by the state. I mean anybody can now video 
and audio record anybody else in any situation, place that on 
the Internet for the entire world to see. There are absolutely no 
social norms, no acceptable rules and limits guiding this new 
forum of discourse. This is scary stuff when you think about it. 
And there is one more dimension of the Internet’s civil-society 
based qualities that have come to frighten me and that disap-
point me: the unbridled meanness in tone that total anonym-
ity accords any Internet participant. As you well know, as an 
eternal optimist and an avid disciple of the Enlightenment, 
I always thought of people being basically good and decent 
and caring. However, the sheer cynicism, manifest ill-will and 
ubiquitous Schadenfreude that one encounters on any mes-
sage board, no matter how innocuous the subject, is truly 
remarkable and quite upsetting to me. And there is another 
wide-ranging Internet phenomenon that surprises me: that of 
‘pillarization’. Remember the great work of my dear friend and 
colleague Arend Lijphart on ‘consociationalism’, and that of 
my equally fine colleague and friend Gerhard Lehmbruch on 
‘Konkordanzdemokratie’, which described so well the struc-
tural framework of the politics of countries like Austria, the 
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Netherlands, Lebanon, Switzerland and a few others where 
massive vertical pillars – Lager, (armed) camps as they were so 
aptly called in German, veritable sub-societies – confronted 
each other and could only cohere via an intricate system of 
elite accommodation that is best characterized by the key 
ingredient informing all of postwar Austrian politics called 
‘Proporz’? Remember these camps with their own newspapers, 
own institutions, own clientele, own discourse, inimical to all 
outsiders, totally inner-directed and self-satisfied in their own 
milieu? American politics seems to have been this pillarization’s 
exact opposite. Much of American public life – with the huge 
exception of the racial divide – appeared to have been blessed 
with what we used to call cross-cutting rather than cumula-
tive cleavages. Well, this no longer seems to exist. Indeed, the 
Internet has reinforced a certain ideological centrifugality that 
divides America into ‘blue’ and ‘red’ states, which I actually 
see not so much as geographic entities but rather as states of 
mind and mentality and outlook and preferences. There now 
exists in the United States the Lager of MSNBC and Huffington 
Post on one side; and of Fox and the Drudge Report on the 
other – and the two worlds rarely, if ever, interact other than 
by bitterly denouncing and berating each other. I just looked at 
some Pew Research Center surveys that fully bear out this pil-
larization of American society. Dialecticians always had it right 
and this continues with their assessment of the Internet: while 
it has created a hitherto unprecedented global community and 
integration on the one hand, it has by dint of this very fact 
also fostered the proliferation of niches, of mini-communities, 
of micro-cultures that can happily live in their own world com-
pletely oblivious to the many others surrounding them. This 
is what the British sports sociologist Roland Robertson has so 
aptly termed the ubiquity of the ‘glocal’.

Andy:  Wait a minute, Karl, you read stuff in the world of sports sociol-
ogy? Are you serious?

Karl:  Of course, never underestimate the catholicity of my interests. 
I read everything and anything from which I can learn. And 
I devoured your work on comparative sports cultures which 
you have produced prolifically since I was last in touch with 
you, and I noticed that you mentioned Robertson’s scholarship 
with great admiration. So I had Mrs. Neumark check out one of 
his books from Widener and bring it to my home where I read 
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it with great enjoyment and to my benefit. You know quite well 
that I never ever stopped being a student. Thus, the learning 
process continues unabated. But back to the increasingly per-
sistent divide in American society and politics. Of course, the 
pillarization of American politics and society is not (yet) as bad 
as it was in the first Austrian Republic of the interwar period 
where these political pillars had their very own private armies, 
one of which I had come to know so well as a teenager when 
my mother, who hailed from Vienna, took me to that city for 
regular visits during our school holidays from my Gymnasium 
in Prague during which I would often see my uncle Julius, 
whom I always called O.J. short for Onkel Julius, and who was, 
as you well know, the leader of the Schutzbund, the Austrian 
Social Democratic Party’s and the working class’s fighting force. 

Andy:  Karl, tell me your views on the European project about which 
you already wrote insightful stuff in the 1950s, especially in the 
context of the North Atlantic Alliance.

Karl:  Look, despite the obvious birth pangs that sometimes are 
ugly and about which I will say a few things in a moment, 
one can only look at this project in the longue durée to speak 
with the great Fernand Braudel. Anything else is not only 
silly but actually irresponsible in my view. I mean, my God, 
we are talking about one of the – if not THE – most interest-
ing and unusual state-building processes in human history. 
Of course there will be setbacks and of course the positive 
outcome – of a politically totally integrated, peaceful, demo-
cratic, wealthy and happy Europe from the Atlantic to, well 
where? the Russian border, perhaps? – is far from guaranteed. 
But to anybody with my history whose life has been deeply 
shaped by the two World Wars that ravaged all of Europe, the 
fact that deadly enemies like the French, the Germans and the 
Poles, to name just a few, have become de jure equal citizens of a 
new state-like entity with no borders and a shared currency and 
common laws that define their daily existence and activities, 
is nothing short of sensational, indeed still a bit unbelievable. 
I mean how many states can you mention that were created 
completely peacefully and with absolutely no coercion but 
voluntary compliance? Last I looked Romania and Bulgaria and 
Croatia and Slovenia joined the European Union not by dint of 
the EU’s army conquering them but by their volition – indeed 
eagerness – to join this new state-like entity that their elites, at 
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least, rightly perceive as the correct – indeed sole – option for 
their peoples’ future. Of course, one need not be a committed 
Marxist to understand that coercion can be applied by many 
other means apart from military intervention. I understand 
that economic relations also involve power and as such are 
far from equal with obvious winners and losers. It is precisely 
for this reason that I am particularly upset by Germans who 
moan and groan about how bad the EU has treated them and 
their country when every schoolchild can see that Germany 
and the Germans have thus far been the EU’s most emphatic 
winners. This is not to say that even the Germans did not have 
to forego certain aspects of their former de jure sovereignty 
and autonomy to become the engine of the European project. 
Yes, there now exist levels of jurisdiction, for example, that 
supersede national autonomy and sovereignty. That is what a 
federation – even a confederation – entails. At this stage, the 
EU is not even a fully-accomplished Staatenbund, let alone a 
Bundesstaat which, at least in my estimation, would be the 
sole measure of the project’s complete and ultimate success. 
When my colleagues and friends like Dankwart Rustow, Robert 
Dahl, David Apter, Daniel Lerner, Shmuel Noah Eisenstadt 
even Samuel Huntington, envisioned the successful end result 
of the state- and nation-building process, they did so, despite 
all their important epistemological and methodological dif-
ferences, with a West European version in mind, most par-
ticularly France. Truth be told, I did as well. In the meantime, 
I have become a convinced acolyte of David Laitin’s brilliant 
insight of seeing the European state building process as an 
‘Indianization’ of Europe, in other words seeing the chaotic 
and vastly different, yet cohering and democratic India as 
Europe’s teleological model, not some kind of continent-span-
ning replica of an ideal-type France. Have there been major 
backlashes against this massive development? Of course, and 
how could there not be. Are they pretty and acceptable to me 
in their ugly revival of all kinds of fascisms that brutally ruined 
Europe and uprooted my own life? Surely not! But as I said at 
the outset in my responding to your question, any substantial 
analysis of this immensely complex process based purely on a 
courte durée accountability – to invoke Fernand Braudel once 
again – will not only lead to erroneous results but also to perni-
cious policies. 
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Andy:  How do you see the field of political science and its current 
state at leading universities both in the United States and 
elsewhere?

Karl:  On the whole, I am very pleased with the huge development 
that our discipline has experienced over the past 50 plus years. 
Think about it: When I started out as a young assistant profes-
sor at MIT, nobody in international relations or in comparative 
politics used any numbers. These were largely descriptive fields 
with very little of the analytic rigour that they now rightly 
demand. And I will always remain very proud for having been 
in the forefront of introducing quantitative methods as a mat-
ter of course in any serious academic work in both of these 
sub-disciplines in our field. I was never really at the core of 
what came to be known as the behavioural revolution of our 
discipline but I will always remain delighted and honoured 
to have been one of its important players on the margins – a 
friend and fan as it were. I also welcome the rational choice 
revolution that became so prevalent, particularly in the United 
States, much less in Europe. It really created an epistemologi-
cally and methodologically rigorous manner to conceptualize 
crucial topics of research in comparative politics and inter-
national relations. I also welcome the related phenomenon of 
modelling which, as you so well remember, I was working on 
in the 1970s, especially on the issue of ‘reduction of complexity’ 
that I tackled with Bruno Fritsch but which, alas, never gained 
the traction that I hoped it would. If there is one thing that 
I dislike about the current atmosphere in the practice of model-
ling and rational choice is that some of its practitioners have 
assumed almost a Leninist zeal for it, meaning that anything 
that does not engage in their orthodoxy is simply excommuni-
cated from the field, from being legitimate political science. As 
you well remember, I always hated any and all orthodoxies and 
this one is no exception. What makes political science such a 
wonderful discipline is precisely its big-tent nature, its eclecti-
cism, its catholicity. Let us keep it that way. This is all the more 
important because I also fear that some of our colleagues have 
been suffering from an inferiority complex vis-à-vis economists 
and have devised research strategies that one could easily call 
‘economics light’. There is clearly no need for this, especially 
at a time when much of cutting-edge work in economics hap-
pens in something called ‘behavioural economics’, which 
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is immensely keen on using data, concepts and approaches 
from fields like anthropology and psychology. Lastly, let us 
remember that I always used numbers in very particular social, 
historical and political contexts. Numbers to me, their mastery 
and their wizardry, were never ends of themselves. They were 
always a clear means to understand non-numeric phenomena, 
i.e. how people lived, strove, hoped. 

Andy:  One of your most personally endearing but also intellectually 
compelling qualities has been your optimism. Do you still have 
that, Karl?

Karl:  In his magnum opus The Better Angels of Our Nature: Why 
Violence Has Declined, my eminent Harvard colleague Steven 
Pinker argues cogently and with vast empirical evidence that, 
viewed in the long run, the process of civilization has tamed 
humans and consistently rendered them substantially less vio-
lent than they had been. Although the current world is far from 
perfect, Pinker demonstrates convincingly that on the whole 
we torture less, we engage in fewer acts of cruel punishments, 
we have fewer frivolous executions, we have less slavery, we 
rape less, we beat fewer children, we abuse animals less, we 
have fewer wars in which there is total disregard for human 
losses – in short, we are much less brutal, callous and cruel 
than at any previous stages in human history. As you correctly 
argue in your own work on human-animal relations, one can 
clearly discern a constantly increasing empathy and compas-
sion in the public discourse as well as behaviour of humans 
over time. At the beginning of his Democracy in America, Alexis 
de Tocqueville offered a fine conceptual framework as to how 
the discourse of compassion will inevitably grow in liberal 
democracies – and only in those. In Chapter I of his book 
which appropriately reads ‘That Manners Are Softened as Social 
Conditions Become More Equal’, Tocqueville argues that equal-
ity in social conditions and – above all – a better acquaintance 
with formerly distant groups lead to a compelling growth in 
the civility of manners. Originally, one only has compassion 
for and empathy toward members of one’s inner circle, one’s 
immediate environment. But once one’s horizon expands by 
virtue of economic relations and political interaction – by 
virtue of what I had termed ‘social mobilization’ and a clear 
consequence of what I saw as the key components of ‘social 
communication’ – one realizes a commonality with others 
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that one never thought one had. One comes to regard them as 
equals, which means that one empathizes with their fate. One 
develops a growing sense – even urgency – of compassion. But 
this can only flourish via the free exchange of ideas and move-
ments which means that one of the key prerequisites for this 
growth in compassion is a liberal democratic order. Being more 
humane and more compassionate means also ipso facto that 
one is more democratic because one understands the disem-
powered, one identifies with them, and one ultimately wants 
to give them voice and not compel them solely to loyalty or 
force them to exit to invoke the lasting work of my dear friend 
Albert O. Hirschman. As you can see, I have not changed at 
all in that I continue to remain the perennial optimist. I must 
say that nothing in my work, life and legacy has filled me with 
such pride and delight as my optimistic view of human life 
and history. This is not to say that I have ever been naïve and 
wide-eyed, and not realized the horrors that humans can – and 
do – inflict on each other, alas with regularity. But precisely 
in the aforementioned LONGUE DUREE of things, human 
decency will always vanquish human turpitude. And that is a 
good thing! Be well, my friend, thanks for this lovely chat, and 
promise me that you will continue to love life and live it to its 
fullest!
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It is May 1960. Jim, an eager but somewhat anxious student, has an appoint-
ment with Mr Martin Wight, then Reader in International Relations at the 
London School of Economics (LSE), and soon to become Dean of European 
Studies and Professor of History at the University of Sussex. Wight’s ‘Why 
is there no International Theory?’ has just been published.1 Together with 
‘Western Values in International Relations’, which later appeared alongside 
the reprinted ‘Why’ essay in Diplomatic Investigations (1966),2 the article 
represents the fruit of at last four years of Wight’s research on the ‘international 
theory’ to be found in the intellectual history of the West. Jim is worried, how-
ever, that it seems to contradict some of Wight’s earlier arguments, in lectures 
that Jim heard at LSE, and, in the course of the conversation, inquires how 
Wight’s thought on international theory and the ‘society of states’ is evolving 
after his initial experiments, in those lectures, with the ‘three traditions’.3

Jim:  Mr. Wight, thank you for making the time to see me, especially 
at the end of term, which I know is such a busy time.

Wight:  You’re welcome, of course. From your note, I gather that you’re 
a bit confused about something I have recently published.

Jim:  Well, yes, I am rather. I just got my copy of International 
Relations in the post and it contains an essay of yours, ‘Why is 
there no International Theory?’. When I read the title, I have 
to say I was surprised. I attended all of your lectures last year – 
the ones about the three traditions – and you gave the distinct 
impression then that there was quite a bit of international 
theory out there. I suppose I’m struggling a bit to reconcile 
what you said then with the title of the article. Have you 
decided there aren’t ‘three traditions’, after all?
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Wight:  Ah, I see the problem. And the answer, I suppose, is yes and no. 
The title of the article is provocative, of course, but a great deal 
turns on what you mean by the phrase  ‘international theory’. 
I wanted to highlight the contrast between the quantity and 
quality of political theory that we have and the relative lack 
of international theory. Political theory, of course, concerns 
the doings of – and within – the polis. There is plenty of that 
about, from Plato onwards, in what the Americans call the 
‘canon’. What I meant by ‘international theory’ is a tradition 
of speculation or argument about the doings of, and doings 
within, the society of states. As you’ll know from the lectures, 
there is a lot less of that about. My friend Butterfield blames 
that on Plato – he thinks The Republic placed limits on political 
theory and political theorists, confining them to the discussion 
of matters within states, rather than between them, thereby 
preventing the emergence of international theory.4 He may 
be right.5 But what I found, when I was writing the lectures 
in Chicago, for Morgenthau’s class, and then updating them 
here,6 was that some political theorists – and more statesmen, 
philosophers, historians, lawyers, and others – have strayed 
beyond the boundaries of res publica and left some remnants of 
‘international theory’ for us to study. Those remnants are what 
I discussed in both the lectures and the article.7

Jim:  Ah, I see. So it is not that there is no international theory, just 
that there isn’t much of it to be found. And you did find it – 
and it fits into your three traditions.

Wight:  Mmm. I thought it did. Now I’m not so sure.
Jim:  You’re not sure? Why?
Wight:  Well, to be honest, I wonder whether squeezing all the differ-

ent assumptions, beliefs and arguments you find in the history 
of international theory into three traditions does them justice, 
even when you add more categories, as I did, like ‘inverted 
Revolutionism’, and so on.8 

Jim:  Oh, I see. What’s the alternative?
Wight:  Good question. One way to do it would be to concentrate 

on the theory in particular texts or the theory belonging to 
particular thinkers. That was the approach I used in the other 
lectures I have given on international theory, which you 
might have heard.9 But I’ve also been thinking that it might 
be better to explore international theory in terms of what 
Arthur Lovejoy once called ‘unit-ideas’.10 He famously argued 



International Theory Beyond the Three Traditions 287

that understanding the history of ideas in terms of ‘isms’ was 
unhelpful – he described ‘idealism, romanticism, rationalism’ 
and all the rest, in a wonderful phrase, as ‘trouble-breeding 
and usually thought-obscuring terms’.11 He proposed instead 
tracing these ‘unit-ideas’ through history – looking at what 
different philosophers or statesmen or lawyers have said about 
a particular concept or topic. Of course, we have to be mind-
ful of Collingwood’s warning that what the Greeks meant by 
‘polis’ is not what moderns mean by ‘state’,12 but I think there 
might be some merit in looking at longitudinal themes instead 
of traditions.13

Jim:  I see. How would that work, in practice? Don’t the historicists 
have a point – political theory is not a succession of different 
answers to the same question, but rather a series of answers to 
different questions?

Wight:  Again, yes and no. The questions and answers do change over 
time, but each answer is shaped by the ways in which past 
thinkers approached similar questions. It is hard to think that 
Hobbes’ international theory, for example, would have taken 
the form it did had he not been an avid reader (and translator) 
of Thucydides.

Jim:  Right, so there is some justification for looking – how did you 
put it? – longitudinally.

Wight:  I think there might. I tried doing a bit of this in the pamphlet 
I wrote after the war for Chatham House, Power Politics.14 In 
a way, that little book was a kind of glossary of concepts – 
great powers, for instance, alliances, or vital interests – which 
set out what philosophers, lawyers, statesmen, and the rest 
thought about these elements of international society. I’ve 
been working more recently on something else that takes a 
similar approach – an essay for this new British Committee 
on the Theory of International Politics that Butterfield is con-
vening, with American money, of course. It’s presently called 
‘The Whig Tradition in International Theory and Western 
Values’, but I might just give it the title ‘Western Values in 
International Relations’.15

Jim:  Yes, that sounds snappier.
Wight:  Perhaps. In any case, the essay looks not at traditions, but 

instead at the ways in which different thinkers approach dif-
ferent concepts over time: international society, order, inter-
vention and international morality. And I’ve been thinking 
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that I might look at some others too: the balance of power,16 
of course, but also concepts like international legitimacy.17

Jim:  That’s very interesting. So you think you might set the ‘three 
traditions’ aside and just concentrate on these – what did you, 
or Lovejoy, call them, ‘unit-ideas’? I can see the merit in that 
approach. But it might be dull for students, who liked the old 
approach. We used to spend hours after lectures trying to see if 
this or that thinker would fit into one or other of your traditions. 
And of course we spent lots of time debating where you your-
self might fit. That was hard! You were always wary of giving 
your own position away. What was it you said in that very last 
lecture: you found ‘own position’ relative to these traditions of 
yours ‘shifting round the circle’. You said your ‘prejudices’ were 
Rationalist, but that you see the appeal of the other traditions.18 
That made it hard. Some of us were convinced you were really 
a Realist. Some thought you were a Rationalist – and a few of us 
thought you might even be a Revolutionist. Weren’t you once a 
pacifist? And I gather from one of your former students that you 
once had a portrait of Professor Laski on your desk …

Wight:  Ha! I’m surprised that anyone noticed …
Jim:  I think they are just curious – and looking for help in working 

out what they themselves think.
Wight:  Well, it is true that I was once a Revolutionist of sorts, as 

many people are when they are young. I was attracted to 
some aspects of socialist thinking, especially to its critique 
of European colonialism – and, yes, I did have a picture of 
Professor Laski on my desk. He taught me a great deal and 
I helped update a textbook of his for publication, just after 
his death.19 But at the same time – this is in the 1930s, you 
understand – I was a bit of a Grotian, believing that the League 
of Nations could bring about some kind of order and justice 
in international society. When that failed, I turned to paci-
fism for a time,20 and I became more of a Realist about some 
things, recognizing that ‘power politics’ seemed to be, in the 
1940s and early 1950s, at least, the preferred way to conduct 
 international relations for most states, totalitarian or demo-
cratic. I wanted Rationalism to win out, of course, but I had to 
admit that Realism seemed to be winning.

Jim:  Do you still think that? That Realism is winning, I mean.
Wight:  I’m not so sure. The Cold War has taken a terrible toll on the 

old ways of doing business in international society, as the 



International Theory Beyond the Three Traditions 289

Second World War did too. War is no longer limited as it once 
was by international law. Diplomacy today is often more of 
a shouting match than an attempt to achieve balance and a 
modicum of agreement. The United Nations is little more than 
a stage for demagogues to denounce one another. The Soviets 
profess an ideology that looks forward to the collapse of 
international society and the sweeping away of the Whig tra-
dition and Western values that underpin it.21 And new states 
like India and Indonesia denounce these ideas and values as 
cover for imperialism and neo-colonialism.22 It is hard to see 
how Realist ‘power politics’ can be overcome in these circum-
stances. As I wrote in the International Relations essay, I’m not 
at all convinced – as Bertrand Russell and his Campaign for 
Nuclear Disarmament seem to be – that nuclear weapons scare 
the superpowers so much that they will refrain from fighting 
wars.23 And I’m sceptical about Revolutionist claims that all 
it needed is a bigger say for public opinion or that the end of 
the state will herald something better. The fundamentals of 
international relations remain unchanged, but the desire to 
sustain the notion of the ‘society of states’ doesn’t seem to be 
there. Or, at least, I can’t perceive it at the moment. 

Jim:  Gosh. I had no idea that you were so pessimistic.
Wight:  I’m not! But I do think I have an obligation, as a scholar, to be 

realistic, in the everyday sense of the word.
Jim:  Surely things could change, though, couldn’t they? Do you 

have any advice for those of us, like me, that want to see 
things get better?

Wight:  Yes. I’ve always seen education as an attempt to broaden 
minds, rather than train them or, worse still, to indoctrinate 
them. So I’m not sure that I can provide much guidance to you 
about what to think or how to act …24

Jim:  Why not, if you don’t mind my asking? You know an enor-
mous amount about the history of international relations and 
I’m told you spend lots of time at Chatham House, so you 
have a sense of what politicians and diplomats think and how 
they do and should behave. Surely you’re in a better position 
than most to help us work out how to approach the world?

Wight:  When you put it like that, I suppose you have a point. But 
I have always been sceptical about the idea that universities 
can provide a practical training in how to conduct inter-
national relations. And since you’ve finished your degree now, 
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I suppose I can say this: I’ve also long been sceptical about 
Professor Manning’s idea that International Relations – as a 
field of academic study – can and should produce better politi-
cians, diplomats or bureaucrats.25 But then nor, I suppose, can 
History – my preferred field. Some time ago I reviewed Rowse’s 
funny little book, The Uses of History, and I believe now what 
I wrote then, that ‘historical knowledge is an ingredient of 
political judgement, not a substitute’. Historians can, after all, 
be as ‘silly as anyone else’ in their political views – look at all 
of those who praised Mussolini, and even Hitler, back in the 
thirties.26

Jim:  OK, I accept all of that. But surely scholarship can be some 
kind of guide for practice?

Wight:  Of course. But the point of a liberal education is to introduce 
students to the great minds and texts of the past, first and 
foremost, not merely to teach tricks! On this, if not on other 
things, I agree with Oakeshott.27 Now, I must get back to my 
marking. It never ends at this time of year. It has been a pleas-
ure talking to you, Jim, as always.

Jim:  Of course. Thank you for your time, Mr. Wight.
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1952 – Victoria Coach Station, London
Our scene is set on the London to Oxford bus, pulling out onto Buckingham 

Palace Road, where a gently mannered American, with large glasses and an open, 
friendly face, has been joined by a young man, who, among other things, really 
should cut his hair. The American has established that his travelling companion 
is an unreconstructed Marxist and that he has a throbbing bottom, courtesy of 
a slip, precipitated by him running for the bus. This, the American gentleman 
surmises, must account for the young man’s brusqueness. The young man, for his 
part, has discovered he is sitting next to a political philosopher spending some time 
at Oxford, which he fi nds inspiring, despite his colleagues’ tendency to fall asleep 
while he presents his work.1 As we join the conversation, the American realizes 
why he recognizes the unpronounceable name of his fellow traveller’s home town.

‘Aberystwyth … isn’t the University famous for International Politics?’
‘Yes, the first department of its kind in the world. I expect they’ll still 

be using that line in another fifty years! Much interest in the subject 
yourself?’

‘Of course. When you’ve served in a war it rather focuses the mind 
on these issues.’2

‘You’ve seen action, have you? Do you mind my asking what that 
was like?’

‘Well, it would be enough to say that it changed my perspective on 
life altogether.’

‘Do say, in what way?’
‘For one thing it gives you a greater appreciation of the fragility and 

arbitrary nature of human life. Why I survived and others didn’t, there’s 
no telling. I might say there but for the grace of God, if only it hadn’t 
shaken my faith to the core.’

33
John Rawls (1921–2002)
Huw L. Williams 
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‘You are religious, are you?’
‘Well I certainly was, before the war. I had intended to be a minister, 

but it is rather more difficult to maintain your faith in light of what we 
experienced.’

‘I tend to agree with Marx on religion. But there we go, I tend to 
agree with Marx on most things … And what else do you think the war 
taught you?’

‘I’m not so sure it taught me anything specific, rather it encouraged 
me to look at the world in a different way. It certainly made me ask 
what it is that influences people to acquiesce to deeply unjust views of 
the world.’

‘And do you have any answers yet?’
He smiles.
‘Well, I’m working on it, in a way. One conclusion I’ve come to is that 

it is imperative for us to think through what we can reasonably hope 
for in a just society. Without a clear sense of what that might be, it just 
seems far too easy for us to lose our way morally, and create political 
orders that are anything but just. It is unjust regimes in particular that 
not only cause misery and suffering for their own people, but are most 
likely to bring the great evil of war into the world. If we can reason 
properly about what a just and unjust society is, and make it clear so 
that citizens can understand what proper moral, political standards are, 
then we may stand a better chance of keeping dangerous ideologies at 
bay. And who knows, if there are enough of these moral orders, then 
maybe even peace is possible in the long run.’

‘So you don’t think international politics is defined by its particular 
structure or a particular conception of mankind? Rather that it rests on 
the internal order of states?’

‘To a large degree, yes. Personally I’m rather inspired by Kant’s vision 
of international politics, and the idea that an ever increasing federation 
of likeminded states can form the basis for a moral and peaceful inter-
national order.’

‘Not exactly a good time to try and make an argument like that, is it?’ 
‘Is there ever a good time to be talking about the transformation of 

political reality? I’m sure you would agree that if everyone took that 
attitude, I doubt very much you and I would be sitting here talking the 
way that we are, having benefited from a university education.’ 

‘Very true. So tell me what you’ve got in mind in terms of articulating 
this concept of a just society. I’m not sure it’s the best time to be trying 
something like that either. Hasn’t Wittgenstein told us that philosophy 
should leave everything as it is?’
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‘Well, I’m not so sure that this latest type of philosophy leaves no 
space for changing things.’ 

‘How so? Do tell. The idea of a Marxist interpretation of Wittgenstein 
rather excites me!’

‘Well, I wouldn’t go that far. But my sense is that as a political 
 philosopher one thing I can do is try to articulate certain values and 
feelings that are implicit in our everyday lives and our everyday lan-
guage, so to speak. That is to say, it seems obvious to me that we have 
certain ideas about what justice means, and a philosopher can try and 
identify and articulate these ideas in the most reasoned and convincing 
way possible – make it clear to us all what we have in mind when we 
talk of a just society, and hold these ideas up as moral norms that politi-
cians and citizens should aspire to.’

‘So what you are saying is that political philosophy doesn’t have to 
be talking “nonsense”, as some would have it, but that it can work at 
identifying and making clear to us the values we already have? That 
doesn’t sound very revolutionary to me.’

‘Well, not everyone wants revolution! I admit, I’m no Marxist, but 
I believe that the sense of justice that is part of our political culture is 
one that has in it deep egalitarian tendencies, both in terms of equality 
of rights and equality of resources. If we are able to articulate the every-
day sentiments that are implicit in our common understanding then 
we not only make clear what they are, they actually serve as normative 
goals for our society. So simply by making sense of our political world 
and our political culture we provide the foundation for change and 
reform, even if this is not our explicit aim.’ 

‘Ok, so how do you plan on articulating this idea of justice?’
‘Well, I haven’t thought it through in detail as yet, but my starting 

point is that when we talk about politics and concepts of justice we’re 
talking about a realm of morality, and so our approach to thinking 
about them should reflect our moral philosophy as a whole. Now as 
I’ve been suggesting, I’m not averse to the idea of beginning with the 
implicit normative ideas we hold about the world – let’s call them our 
“considered judgements”. What we should be aiming for are theories 
that allow us to articulate and also evaluate these judgements. Bring 
out, as it were, what we really think justice is, for example – but in a 
critical way so that we don’t just accept our inherited ideas but apply 
our own reason to them.’

‘Sounds like you’re stealing from Aristotle. You know, that idea 
about endoxa – that we should begin with the inherited ideas of our 
forbearers.’
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‘Yes, I can see that. If that helps you get a sense of what I’m trying to 
say. But I’m not sure I’d be “stealing” – I mean isn’t that why we read 
great philosophers, for inspiration?’

‘In which case we don’t really need to look further than Marx … 
Anyway, just to recap, what you’re aiming to come up with is a theory 
of justice that takes these considered judgements as a reference point, 
tries to formulate them systematically, and do so in a critical way that 
ensures we’ve produced something that isn’t merely an ideological 
reification of our inherited beliefs, but something that reflects our own 
rational reconstruction of these ideas.’

‘Rather eloquently put, may I say.’ 
‘I have my moments.’ 
He shuffles uncomfortably in his seat. 
‘Ok, so I think I’m following … what’s this theory going to look like?’
‘Well, I only have a few broad ideas at the moment, but as we’re dis-

cussing it, maybe I can try them out on you?’
‘Please, go ahead. In for a penny, in for pound.’
‘Well what you’ve got to imagine is a sort of social contract scenario.’
‘How predictable.’
‘Not Marxist enough I suppose …?’
‘Precisely.’
A deep breath. 
‘Well, you have a group of people who’ve come together to decide on 

the terms for their society, and we construct the situation so that the 
resulting principles are ones that reflect our sense of justice. These people 
have no idea who they are, or where they are placed in society, so this 
encourages them to create rules that ensure they have enough freedom 
and resources to pursue the life they wish to lead. It’s basically fair because 
they can’t skew circumstances to fit their own particular preferences.’

‘You’re expecting entirely ignorant people to make decisions about 
the founding principles for our society?’

‘We’re not talking about real people. This is a theory, remember, that 
we want to be in equilibrium with our everyday understanding of jus-
tice. Think of it as a thought experiment that tries to model the way we 
think about justice. So each person is rational in a self-interested way 
and wants to ensure that the set-up favours them – they have the basic 
facts about their society – and everyone wants a decent chance of doing 
what they want to do. But then the fact they don’t know where they’ll be 
in society captures the way in which we have a basic sense of  fraternity – 
rational self-interest is circumscribed by the collective idea that everyone 
merits a basic chance at fulfilling their ambitions. Protecting everyone’s 
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rights and resources in this way is an expression of the idea that society 
is a collective project for mutual advantage.’ 

The young man, for once, seems to be deep in thought, his pulsating 
posterior now accompanied by a pain in his brain.

‘This contract you’re dreaming up …’
‘I was actually thinking of calling it the General Position. And perhaps 

the individuals will be behind a curtain of ignorance.’
‘Hmm, not very original. Perhaps we should draw a veil over those 

suggestions … Anyway, it reminds me rather of the way my brothers 
and I would settle the distribution of cake. Whoever held the knife 
and did the division would be the last to select their piece of cake. Not 
knowing which piece you’d get would ensure a fair cut.’ 

Another pregnant pause.
‘How about this? Rather than these rather prosaic terms like General 

Position you could call it something rather more catchy. Cake Theory. 
That would definitely get you published.’

The American pauses, obviously trying to choose his words carefully.
‘It’s not that I don’t like it, but I think the idea you have there is not 

quite the same. That is to say, with the cake, you have a pretty good idea 
already what a fair outcome should be, and you’ve created a procedure 
to ensure that outcome. In trying to ensure social justice we’re dealing 
with a very complex situation where you can’t predict what an explic-
itly fair outcome is in the same way. In other words, we’re creating a 
procedure that we can agree is fair without knowing the exact outcome 
it will produce. Pure procedural justice, if you like.’

‘Well, that seems overly complicated to me … I’m telling you, if you 
think in terms of brothers fighting over cake you’re halfway there. Do 
you have brothers?’

‘Two, as it happens.’
‘Sisters?’
‘No’, he sighs, ‘I did have two other brothers but I’m afraid they died 

when we were young.’
‘I am sorry, that’s terribly sad.’
‘Yes. Unfortunately they both died from diseases they contracted 

from me.’
The young man, for once, seems lost for words.
‘That must have been terribly difficult to come to terms with.’
‘I don’t know if one does. It lives with me every day.’
‘I’m sure. It must have affected you deeply.’
‘Yes. I suppose, as with war, one gets a sense of the fragility and arbi-

trary nature of life. You question why some suffer and others don’t, 
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why some are lucky and others are not, why some are born into some 
circumstances and not others, what we mean by people getting their 
just desserts …’

His voice trails away. After a long silence the young man moves the 
conversation on.

‘So those selecting the principles, what do they come up with?’
‘Well, I haven’t formulated a final version yet, but I’m assuming 

there’ll be the two.’
‘Just the two?!’
‘Well, I think a couple of well framed principles of justice can cap-

ture what is important in such a theory. Firstly they would want a 
primary principle, with precedence over the other, securing their basic 
liberties – freedom of body, mind, faith and so forth. Those freedoms that 
secure a personal sphere of action protected from others and the state. 
The second, I imagine, would be some combination that would provide 
them with a real chance to move on in life and pursue their own idea of 
the good life – my thought is that you’d need equality of opportunity, 
so everyone can compete for the same roles in society if they wish and 
are capable of doing so. You’d also need a distribution of resources that 
allows even the worst off a real chance of trying for these opportunities.’

The young man pauses, and for the second time he has a think. He 
would make a Communist of this American yet. 

‘So, these principles of yours; they’re aiming at mitigating the contin-
gencies of life. They’re looking to ensure the basic liberties and resources 
of all individuals. So why are they the basis for a social contract for only 
one society? By your own lights this original position should apply to 
everyone in the world. I mean it’s not some poor fellow’s fault if they’re 
born in the colonies, or some former colony, which has suffered under 
the Imperial hand of Britain. And surely he’s got the same basic needs 
and rights as we have? It seems to me we need to be looking at a world 
order where everyone has the same liberties and resources.’

‘I’m not sure it’s that simple … regrettably it’s only a handful of 
years since we’ve been butchering each other. Overturning the states 
system and instigating a transnational egalitarian society seems a little 
 farfetched, don’t you think?’

‘Well, we need goals to aim at; otherwise we’ll only stay still, and the 
main point is that by your own rationale the extension of the princi-
ples to the entire world is what your theory dictates. I think you have 
 misunderstood yourself, old chap.’

‘I wouldn’t disagree with your first point, but these goals need to be 
congruent with reality. I suppose in principle it would be ideal for every 
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person to have the same rights and resources, but the international con-
text is a different one to the domestic context – a different moral realm, 
if you like, where different circumstances prevail and different moral 
reasoning and considered judgements are relevant. So, as for misunder-
standing myself, I’m a little less convinced, I’m afraid.’

‘Well do share your vision.’
‘I wouldn’t say I have a particular vision as such, but as I say, I think 

political philosophy must speak to our present condition to be of any 
use or validity, and I don’t think international politics is an exception – 
even if the motivation to address its destructive elements is even more 
pressing. In that sense I feel the same approach must apply: we should 
look to a theory for the international realm that speaks to our consid-
ered judgements, and elucidates a vision that presents us with a sense of 
justice that we see as fitting in this context. In that case I’d tend to think 
it would be representatives that would be in an international general 
position, agreeing on principles for the relations between states.’

‘So, no world state, no global government or utopian order?’
‘Well, as you said, we need something to aim at, so there should 

always be an element of utopianism, and I think any ideas about poli-
tics that posit some moral values are always utopian, as they will never 
be entirely reflected by or realized in reality. It’s about identifying those 
utopian values that are realistic and broadly attainable – and as I was say-
ing before, constructing a theory that’s in equilibrium with our consid-
ered thinking on the subject today. If you look at recent efforts with the 
United Nations and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, I’d say 
there’s plenty of utopian elements that can be agreed upon – those prin-
ciples might even be too utopian. And maintaining a society of states 
doesn’t mean we can’t aim at these ideals and attain something better.’

‘How can you say that when we’ve seen what they’re capable of?’
‘But isn’t that essentializing the nature of states? Surely as a human 

construct they are as liable to change and reform as any other part of 
our social lives? If we can think of states in a moral way, as expressions 
of political communities with conceptions of justice that ensure they 
function properly and to the benefit of their citizens – surely if we can 
conceive of this we should and can work towards it? As I said before, if 
we can construct domestic orders that are just, or at least reasonable and 
peaceable, then a lasting peace is a real possibility.’

‘I can see why you’re a fan of Kant …’
‘Absolutely – I’m more than happy to steal his ideas in this regard, as 

you so generously put it! That said, I’m not entirely convinced that we 
must aim at a federation of republican peoples. I wonder if a domestic 
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order that has a public, political conception of justice that respects all 
individuals is sufficient. I mean to say, not all societies have the same 
emphasis on individualism and egalitarianism, but so long as they pro-
vide a minimum of freedom – and allow people to leave – then you’ve 
got a decent chance of creating a reasonable, morally aware state. 
Enough of these and you might avoid war, so long as liberal states live 
by their own principles and tolerate other types of reasonable political 
orders.’ 

It’s the young man’s turn for a deep breath. One more try.
‘Ok, I can see that just domestic orders, or decent ones, might pro-

mote a just global order, but what about inequalities of wealth and the 
relative suffering in some parts compared to others? Surely that under-
mines stability, and doesn’t it create some sort of obligation on behalf 
of richer states – especially those who have exploited poorer parts of the 
world – to help out and ensure more resources? If your principles don’t 
apply to individuals, surely we should apply them to states in some sort 
of way – ensure they have equality of opportunity and resources, as it 
were. Don’t you think your representatives would want a distributive 
principle?’

‘You’re not inclined to let things go, are you!’
‘I can’t help it. I’m a born radical. In the blood you see.’
‘Well, you may think I’m just an old fashioned, stuck-in-the-mud 

conservative, but it just seems inconceivable to me that you apply ideas 
and principles of redistributive, social justice, to a realm of relatively 
discrete sovereign bodies. That’s not to deny that the domestic and 
international are closely woven together – for one thing you need a 
just world order to guarantee freedom and rights in the domestic realm. 
And it’s not to deny either that there is extensive economic interac-
tion, or that states’ actions impact on each other in this sense. But if 
we are going to think about ensuring all states have enough resources 
and capabilities to be stable and protect the interests of their citizens, 
we have to think about issues other than fiscal assistance and the like.’

‘So just leave everything as it is, is it? Let the weak of the world fall 
prey to the will of the strong and allow economic exploitation and 
domination to continue?’

‘Well, of course not. There are some aspects of economic interaction 
in the international realm that are amenable to and demand the crea-
tion of laws and regulations that create a level playing field, of course. 
And as we’ve seen with the Marshall Plan, there is always a place for 
special measures and aid to help countries build or rebuild themselves. 
But think about what is being aimed for there, and I’d suggest applying 
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it globally. One is not looking to instigate a form of transnational wel-
farism where the elite, economically dominant few provide the pennies 
for the dominated and powerless majority. That would be as problem-
atic as a welfare state where the productive assets are in the hands of the 
few. You want to create self-sufficient, robust states that have the politi-
cal institutions not just to support a just or decent way of life, but to 
allow the political community to be economically robust with a certain 
level of capability. States are self-sustaining in a way that just doesn’t 
apply with individuals and our thinking should reflect that. Neither 
should we divide our thinking about the economy from that of politics. 
Politically robust, fair and just states will likely be states that are trans-
parent, democratic and thriving enough to stand on their own feet and 
be productive in their own ways. Yes, I’m sure we could articulate a duty 
of justice of some sort, but that would be for assistance, not permanent 
redistribution. A world where certain countries constantly redirect some 
of their wealth to other countries is surely one that will be riddled with 
genuine inequality and dependency.’

The young man’s head and bottom are now throbbing equally. 
Luckily for him they are pulling up to the bus station in Oxford. It is all 
he can do to muster up some sort of reply, and part on amicable terms.

‘Well, it looks like we’ve arrived.’ He senses a little relief in the 
American’s voice.

‘It’s been good to chat. If you think you’re up to being dragged across 
the coals once more I’ll be at the Rose & Crown tonight – my uncle and 
his band have a set there. You might like it – inspired by some American 
music, he claims.’

‘That’s kind of you, although I’m not sure I’ll make it. I’m rather 
tired and have a bit to think about after our discussion. It’s been an 
 education – truly.’

‘Glad to be of assistance. And remember, if you’re going to get any-
where with your ideas, you need a better name. Like I say, cake theory, 
or even better, A Theory of Cake.’

‘I’ll give it some thought … But you don’t think A Theory of Justice 
captures it?’

‘With a name like that, your work will never catch on.’

Notes

1. A story including HLA Hart that Rawls recounted publically.
2. See Thomas Pogge, John Rawls: His Life and Theory of Justice (Cambridge: Polity 

Press, 2007) for these stories and other biographical detail.
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Friends, colleagues and students of Susan Strange gather every year at the 
annual meeting of the International Studies Association. It has long seemed 
to me that she haunts the meeting, where to this day an award in her name is 
regularly given to ‘a person whose singular intellect, assertiveness, and insight 
most challenge conventional wisdom and intellectual and organizational 
complacency in the international studies community’. In 2015, the meeting 
was held in New Orleans, just after the Mardi Gras celebrations. Although 
I may have enjoyed a bit too much bourbon the night before the meeting 
began, I swear she returned for a long chat.1

Lou:  I knew you wouldn’t miss this ISA meeting! You always enjoyed 
a good party. 

Susan:  It’s true, but there has been no shortage in my new digs. 
Lou:  So you ended up in the good place.
Susan:  A double surprise. I really did think that a final good-bye 

meant lights-out, and I was hardly an angel during my ter-
restrial time. After I got my bearings and cast off my natural 
scepticism, which was not easy to do, the key was to charm 
St. Peter. Piece of cake.

Lou:  How did you do it? 
Susan:  I asked him questions about himself, about what he had 

learned, about what he thought about all manner of things. 
But I especially asked him to educate me about who got what 
in this new life and how we might make things a bit better. 
Men are so easy to steer. St. Peter remains an incurable roman-
tic who enjoys being taken seriously. 

Lou:  Even after all of these years, even after all the trouble you 
once caused at an ISA meeting by calling on women to stop 
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complaining and get on with their work, you still dabble in 
gender stereotypes? 

Susan:  I remain convinced that women are more realistic and bet-
ter able to adapt to changing situations. I also remain fasci-
nated by the life of the mind men idealize, by the ‘theories’ 
you dream up and consider so important and exclusive, by 
your dreams of utopia. Women, especially ex-journalists and 
 mothers – I had six children, know what really matters. 

Lou:  What really matters?
Susan:  Making hay while the sun shines. 
Lou:  Come on, you were a serious scholar of international relations, 

a pioneer in the field of international political economy, and a 
great critic of established orthodoxies. 

Susan:  That doesn’t mean one shouldn’t have fun. I enjoyed disturb-
ing the peace, and I especially enjoyed irritating people who 
thought they wielded power, especially so-called intellectual 
power. 

Lou:  Why did your targets continue talking with you? And why did 
so many become your friends? 

Susan:  Long ago I discovered that it was better to tame dragons than 
to slay them. Make the gatekeepers friends. Better to have 
them open the gate willingly than to have to break it down. 
Acknowledging one’s own imperfections, of course, is a helpful 
complementary strategy.

Lou:  Sounds like you are beginning to recall your principal method 
of research in your chosen fields.

Susan:  You are right about that. Ask big questions, identify a real prob-
lem, find the people who can help you figure it out, and go 
talk to them. Most importantly, however, pay more attention 
to what decision-makers do than to what they say. Read what 
others have written. Doubt conventional answers. Question 
authority. Avoid grand theory. Use your intuition to seek your 
own counter-intuitive answers. Look beneath the surface of 
things, but don’t ever pretend that you have found the Truth – 
at least until you get past St. Peter’s gate. 

Lou:  I think you anticipated the ‘practice turn’ in social theory that 
has only recently penetrated IR and IPE.

Susan:  My practice was to avoid the kind of abstraction that many of 
my friends over the Channel enjoyed. 

Lou:  Your own analytical approach led you to anticipate the mon-
etary and financial mess the world finds itself in. In Casino 
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Capitalism, published in 1986, you predicted repeated and 
ever-larger financial crises on a global scale. In 1998, Mad 
Money starkly concluded that finance calling the tune meant 
the subservience of real economies, an accelerating loss of 
control by states over the economies and societies they still 
claimed to govern, the inexorable concentration of power in 
border-spanning corporations, an associated rise in corruption 
as firms sought policy favours everywhere they operated, and 
vastly increased economic inequality. 

Susan:  Given my current position, I will resist my humanly tempta-
tion to claim much credit. Maynard Keynes, Karl Polanyi, 
Charles Kindleberger, Hyman Minsky, Fred Hirsch, Jacques 
Polak and any economic historian not blinded by ideology 
had a sense that this was coming. Only the ‘grand theorists’ of 
economics and international relations missed it. 

Lou:  Your modesty seems excessive to me. You were way ahead of 
your time, not least in writing so much about the subject in 
remarkably accessible language. 

Susan:  I will accept the compliment and challenge the next genera-
tion of scholars to do better.

Lou:  If a young scholar wanted to take you as a role model, what 
should he or she do?

Susan:  Get lucky. 
Lou:  Anything more specific? 
Susan:  Study with professors who want students not to be disciples but 

to think for themselves; get experience as a journalist; get more 
experience writing about policy at a place like Chatham House; 
find a mentor like Andrew Shonfield; ask questions in an area 
where dynamic change is underway but scholarly views are not 
yet fixed (in my case, the international monetary system at a 
time when the Bretton Woods arrangements were falling apart); 
go to ISA meetings and meet people with whom you disagree; 
and never retire but do what you can to open up a salary line for 
the next generation. 

Lou:  No regrets?
Susan:  A few, but only one that you know about. Don’t be so driven, 

so concerned to make the most of your brief life, that you 
ignore what your body is telling you. Early diagnosis of unu-
sual pains can sometimes lead to effective treatments. As 
St. Peter reminded me, I could have had another ten years. 
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Still, I had a good and exciting life on your side of the great 
divide, and it is really lovely on the other side.

Lou:  I suppose we could call that divide a structure. That brings me 
to your best-remembered contribution to IPE during its early 
days, your analysis of structural power at the global level. What 
were you getting at?

Susan:  A segue from the sublime to the banal; but OK if you want 
to go there. By the mid-1980s, I came to the conclusion that 
the field called International Relations, with its great love of 
abstract systemic theories, was missing the boat. The great 
debate between so-called neo-realists and neo-liberals seemed 
to me like Herman Hesse’s Glass Bead Game: fascinating only 
for over-educated academics who spent their lives in quiet 
seminar rooms on leafy campuses but irrelevant for students 
who wanted to understand what was really happening in the 
world. Particularly irritating for me was the commonplace 
idea that American ‘hegemony’ was declining, and with it the 
prospects for future world order. I know this irritated my friend 
Kindleberger too, but one of your colleagues is interviewing 
him for this book, so I’ll let him explain his own misgivings. 

Lou:  What were yours?
Susan:  I conceded that, ever since the war, changes had occurred in 

the relational power of the United States. Certainly I found this 
quite evident when I observed bilateral relationships over the 
decades. I had seen such changes clearly over many years, and 
wrote about it in my journalistic work, eventually culminating 
in 1971 in my first book, Sterling and British Policy. Structural 
power, though, was something quite different. To discern it, 
one had to look beneath the surface of things. This entailed 
a certain way of looking at the world, one that couldn’t be 
taught as a parsimonious theory or simplistic paradigm. My 
1988 textbook, States and Markets, was designed to introduce 
students to IPE, not as a master discipline, and certainly not 
as a sub-field of IR, but as an open-ended framework for the 
analysis of power as it actually manifests itself. I wanted them 
to observe the world around them, think for themselves, 
and argue with one another. Specifically, I wanted them to 
puzzle over the fact that power defined in relational terms 
was obviously spreading and dispersing internationally, but 
that the international economy was not coming apart – to 
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the  consternation of proponents of theories of hegemonic 
decline. I wanted them to open their minds to the possibility 
that deeper structures of power were simultaneously eroding 
the traditional prerogatives of territorial states but binding 
together national, regional and trans-regional markets, now 
often dominated by large business firms. To understand that 
system accurately termed global corporate capitalism, and 
the still-extraordinary role of the United States and American 
corporations within it, my central argument focused on four 
principal structures: the structures of security, finance, produc-
tion and knowledge. They all interact to create the ‘rules of 
the game’, the game that students might reasonably expect to 
shape their own lives, for better or for worse. 

Lou:  Structure remains a slippery word. How did you define it?
Susan:  With common sense. Deeper forces pushing and pulling readily-

observable political struggles. Underlying social arrangements – 
reflecting organizing values, interests and ideologies – that shape 
the political actions and interactions of human beings. Structural 
power makes invisible the social forces underneath. 

Lou:  What specifically did you have in mind when you spoke about 
structure?

Susan:  A particular type of structure, the one I observed from various 
angles all my life. A hierarchy of power. And my image was the 
image of a pyramid, specifically a four-sided pyramid. 

Lou:  David Lake wrote a book on hierarchy in international rela-
tions after you died.

Susan:  Yes, I know. Focusing on ‘exchange’ between something he 
calls ‘dyads’, the book annoyed me from the moment it arrived 
in the celestial library. 

Lou:  Why? He is a clear thinker and elegant writer.
Susan:  Aside from exemplifying a typically bloodless American aca-

demic approach to issues of domination and subordination, 
nowhere in its 232 pages will you find Susan Strange cited!

Lou:  Well, he does take a bow in your direction in the preface.
Susan:  Right. Where he says, ‘Some readers will undoubtedly find my 

account of international hierarchy insufficiently social’.2 No 
kidding.

Lou:  So give us a deeper sense of what you personally thought about 
the implications of structural power. 

Susan:  Have you ever been to a casino?
Lou:  Yes, but only to play the slots.
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Susan:  Then you know that the machines, like the house as a whole, 
cannot lose over the long run. Contemporary financial mar-
kets are casinos that are underwritten by the states. States pro-
vide their stock-in-trade, money. Their rationale for doing so is 
to sustain real economies, but the casinos have become ends 
in themselves. The croupiers are taking home the proceeds, 
and their ability to do so is reinforced by three other main 
structures: the global production, security and knowledge 
structures. No one forces you to lay down a bet inside a casino. 
But visitors soon find themselves tempted into playing games 
over which they have no real control. 

Lou:  Do you think the casinos can persist?
Susan:  Not for long, but I see that as an empirical question. When 

I was a girl, the casinos did collapse. But they did not do so 
during the global financial crisis of 2007–9. For the time being, 
those four power structures are durable – but that does not 
mean forever. And it certainly does not mean that life inside 
the casino is pleasant or fair. 

Lou:  Can it be made more pleasant and fairer?
Susan:  A belief is still commonly shared among those showered dur-

ing their earthly lives with what my new friends call ‘blessings’. 
It is the belief that the wielding of all instruments of coercion, 
from military to financial, can and should be subject to a cer-
tain degree of control by legitimate and accountable political 
authorities. They commonly consider the measurement of just 
such degrees of control to be the measurement of the quality 
of the human condition. As my Gramscian colleagues explain, 
ideology can mask the loss of control and obscure deteriora-
tion in the local and global communities within which human 
beings actually live. As one of my oldest friends Bob Cox 
famously said, such a mask can be called a theory, and theory 
always serves someone and some purpose. 

Lou:  Do you simply mean she who has the power makes the rules?
Susan:  No need for political correctness around me; I was a proto-

feminist. Not many ‘shes’ really had power when I started my 
career. But to the point, your formulation is too instrumental. 
In fact, Max Weber and I were discussing this just the other 
day. He still thinks that a sense of legitimacy differentiates 
authority from power: the two-sided belief that the wielder of 
power in any and all of its forms is entitled to command and 
that the recipients of commands have an obligation to comply. 
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I tend to agree with him that might makes right only in the 
short run but that right makes a deeper kind of might in the 
long run. In any event, the distinction is key to understanding 
the social and political implications of deep structural change. 

Lou:  Like changes in financial markets?
Susan:  Yes, just like the pecuniary developments I closely observed 

when I was a less spiritual person.
Lou:  But you were always spirited.
Susan:  I enjoyed my spirits, but only when shared with friends.
Lou:  OK, then, let’s go back to the casino where those spirits are 

plentiful and talk about the actual machinery of international 
finance that your notion of ‘structure’ evoked. 

Susan:  Fine. In my early studies of the International Monetary Fund, 
I did try to describe the mechanics employed in attempting to 
tame international finance in the post-1945 period. Regulation 
was possible! I could have claimed that it failed miserably, but 
I was open-minded. (Pause.) Yes, I was. Don’t look askance! 
Well, at least I was a still-hopeful, if slightly disappointed, 
scholar inspired by Keynes. I noted that during its infancy the 
IMF – the supposed arbiter of a fixed but flexible exchange-rate 
system in a world of segmented and nationally regulated finan-
cial markets – was simply placed on ice by the United States. 
It might have been thawed and revived someday! Alas, by the 
early 1970s, its time had passed and the post-war monetary 
system was overwhelmed by resurgent market forces. In other 
words, myopic American policy preferences swept away all 
plausible alternatives. I know, Americans of all stripes still like 
to imagine themselves as reluctant nannies facing unpleasant 
trade-offs, but really, they didn’t even try. 

Lou:  We might argue about that, and certain other teachers of 
mine might evoke the notion of ‘domestic structures’ binding 
policymakers in the United States and elsewhere. But I’m inter-
viewing you and not them. So, please go ahead. 

Susan:  You interrupted my train of thought.
Lou:  There is a first time for everything. I think you were about to 

explain how the Keynesian spirit, faint as it was by the mid-
1970s, finally left the American body-politic.

Susan:  Right. We are all shaped by our youthful experiences, and mine 
left me with a deep interest in the implications of international 
finance for democratic systems of government. Related ques-
tions became urgent later in my life as many elements of a 
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truly global economy began to come together. Big banks and 
multinational corporations were more than symbolic of that 
economy, which is why my research, especially with my busi-
ness-school colleague John Stopford, came to focus upon them. 

Lou:  And the questions motivating the research that led you and 
Stopford to publish Rival States, Rival Firms?

Susan:  What did the rise of a new global financial and managerial 
elite – increasingly freed from the obligations of local civil 
societies – mean for the stability of a system resting on the 
structural power of the United States, one supported by the 
willing deference of key followers? John Ruggie claimed that 
the post-war system reflected the compromise of embedded 
liberalism – open markets resting on the stabilizing capacities 
of democratic welfare states. What Stopford and I discovered 
instead was disembedded liberalism – global corporations on 
the move, eroding their own social foundations, and devas-
tating a border-spanning physical environment incapable of 
protecting itself. 

Lou:  Are you a Marxist?
Susan:  No, Marx over-thought the subject. My recommendation was 

just to look around, sense the presence of power and follow 
the money as you ask the central questions: Who rules through 
what structures, and in whose interest do they rule? My long-
time friend and occasional sparring-partner, Jerry Cohen, drew 
a couple of helpful distinctions in The Geography of Money, 
to which I literally gave my last puff. Like other things, the 
price of money is determined by demand and supply. On 
the demand side, there is a profound contemporary blurring 
of the nature of monetary power within many states and 
among most. On the supply side, however, the world moved 
from multipolar to unitary, and is now again becoming more 
multipolar. In emergencies, like the one experienced between 
2007 and 2009, the United States still had the power to sta-
bilize an increasingly fragile system. But the long-run drift is 
toward a less US-centered and even less state-centred system, 
and for a future financial emergency to be unmanageable. Not 
for nothing did James Carville, an astute student of power, 
dream of coming back from the dead not as a president but as 
the global bond market. 

Lou:  So are you saying that at long last the erstwhile advocates of 
the thesis of declining American hegemony are right?
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Susan:  Ah, the Ozymandias question. Eventually they will be right, 
everything in your world ends someday. But I am not yet 
ready to go that far. The United States still has vast if varying 
degrees of structural power in each of the four areas I high-
lighted before. The entire pyramid, however, now rests on 
shifting sand. Globalization, in its various guises, is eroding 
the unique kind of systemic authority once claimed by the 
United States. At the same time, allies and followers are being 
shocked out of their passivity by the ineptitude, arrogance and 
self- righteousness of America’s leaders. 

Lou:  I think you were riding this particular hobby-horse many 
years ago.

Susan:  Guilty as charged. Always fascinated by power, I sought every 
opportunity to get close to it, to study it, and even to try 
and influence those who had it. That meant staying close to 
Americans ever since my time in Washington in the 1950s writ-
ing for The Observer. To tell you the truth, I became quite sick 
of the bull-headedness of the many American power-wielders 
I got to know over the years in both policy and academic circles. 
Even into the 1980s, however, I saw no alternative to American 
leadership. I confess to losing hope before I slipped the surly 
bonds of Earth, first because of the corrupting influence to 
what used to be called moneyed interests inside American soci-
ety, and second because of my research on the changing and 
increasingly de-centered global corporate economy. 

Lou:  Eventually, you came to describe the result as the ‘Westfailure 
system’. What did you mean by that?

Susan:  For my old IR professors, for the old-before-their-time neo- 
realists, and for the still-walking-around Henry Kissinger, a 
political system based on territorially defined and delimited 
states was and is foundational. Sovereignty, no higher author-
ity, anarchy, self-help, voluntary inter-state cooperation at 
most. Bollocks! Blind, misguided faith in a past that never 
existed and can in no way comprehend what is really happen-
ing today. Back to my pyramid. At most, a security structure 
dominated by states forms only one side. It cannot stand on its 
own, which is why I considered IPE superior to IR and not the 
other way around. Global, not inter-national, structures of pro-
duction, finance and knowledge keep the pyramid standing. 
But the symbiosis of a security system based on territorial states 
coupled with an economic system based on globalizing markets 
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was a transient phenomenon. It was a product of the unique 
position of the United States in the late twentieth  century. Four 
obvious failures now confront those I left behind: the failure to 
control the proliferation of horrifying weapons, the failure to 
sustain a stable system of credit-creation, the failure to protect 
a physical environment conducive to the health of the human 
species, and the failure to create a more equitable social system 
capable of fostering global political stability. 

Lou:  What can be done about it?
Susan:  Pray.
Lou:  I never thought I’d hear you say that. Anything else – please!
Susan:  Here’s a clue: What if global markets are really just tables at the 

casino, where at least the possibility of iterated, non-zero-sum 
games is replaced by the certainty that each game is rigged 
and, in the long-run, that only the house can win? And what 
if the owners of the house are becoming what the marvellous 
Chrystia Freeland, who reminds me of myself, has called a new 
class of plutocrats – more numerous than their predecessors in 
the gilded age, a new class essentially accountable to no one 
but itself, and with technocrats at various levels of governance 
essentially responsible to it?3 

Lou:  What?
Susan:  We may not be quite there yet, and booming markets have a 

tendency to shroud such questions, and even to push them 
off the public agenda entirely. But busting markets may be 
counted upon to bring them back. Before my exit from your 
company, it became clear to me that so-called advanced coun-
tries and their citizens were already engaged in a struggle aimed 
at re- regulating global corporate markets. In other words, they 
were questioning how political authority could actually be 
reconstituted. The private face of structural power, wielded for 
self-regarding purposes, had become too obvious – and that 
was even before the names Adelson and Koch had become infa-
mous! A political authority to make markets serve the interests 
of humanity at large is required, and it cannot be reconstructed 
inside old national boundaries. 

Lou:  What happens if it cannot be rebuilt?
Susan:  Have your read Jared Diamond’s Collapse? 
Lou:  Yes, but I recall a bit more optimism in your own thinking.
Susan:  True. I’m still a mother, and mothers can’t be pessimists. So 

let’s just boil it all down. We are talking about values and 
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preferences. The critical debates focus in on the quality of 
economic growth and not just its quantity, the purpose of pro-
duction and not just its sources, the justice of market outcomes 
and not only their drivers. The basic problem in the world 
I left behind was that the traditional authority of the nation 
state was not up to the task of managing mad money, global 
corporations and rapid technological change. The leaders of 
those dying social and political structures, however, were not 
willing even to think about handing the job over to unelected, 
unaccountable, arrogant and myopic global bureaucrats. The 
students of my students need to help invent a new kind of 
polity, but they cannot yet imagine how it might work. I wish 
them the best of British. 

Notes

1. It is uncanny how much our conversation reminded me of the published 
work she left behind. For a comprehensive overview, see Roger Tooze and 
Christopher May, eds, Authority and Markets: Susan Strange’s Writings on 
International Political Economy, (Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002).

2. David A. Lake, Hierarchy in International Relations, (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 2009), p. xi.

3. Chrystia Freeland, Plutocrats, (New York: Penguin, 2012).
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Professor Hani Magus and Dr Umesh Harpy are in the midst of a viva. The 
candidate is Kenneth Waltz. His work turns out to be one of the most suc-
cessful doctoral theses in the history of IR but the examiners are giving him a 
hard time. Some years later, the two examiners visit Professor Waltz, now a 
leading IR theorist, for an interview.

The viva 

Harpy:  So, Mr Waltz, your answers so far have clarified a number of 
ambiguities we found in your thesis. Still, one key question 
remains. On this, I should tell you, Professor Magus and I have 
differing interpretations; so you must tell us which of us has 
got it right. The question is this: what are you saying? [Professor 
Magus looks alarmed by his colleague’s bluntness.] Is it (1) that 
there are three places where we can look for the causes of war – 
man, the state and the international system – and that they 
are equally important; or (2) that, of the three places, the third 
one is the most important. My interpretation is that the thesis of 
your thesis, if I may put it that way, is the latter; you, Mr Waltz, 
are clearly a ‘third-image’ man, to use your own terminology. 
But Professor Magus thinks that you are arguing for (1), or at 
least that that is what you should be arguing for. Of course, it 
occurs to me now that you may be arguing something else; for 
example, that – and call this (3) – which of the three locations 
is the most important varies from one case to another. So what 
do you say, Mr Waltz? We really need to know.

Magus:  Please don’t feel we are cornering you, Mr Waltz. We do not 
demand one hundred per cent clarity or consistency; even the 
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best PhD theses I have examined over the years had many 
problems. We are really trying to find out where the bal-
ance lies in this very interesting work you have produced; is 
it, let’s say, more about three different places where we may 
find important causes of war or is it more about the par-
ticular importance you find in the anarchic structure of the 
 international system?

Waltz:  Thank you. Let me begin by going back to one of your earlier 
questions and stress again that the choice is not between 
mono-causal analysis and multi-causal analysis. Explaining 
anything in terms of just one cause – well, that won’t do and 
I am not advocating that at all. I am a multi-causal man. The 
question then is which of the many causes of war are the 
most important. Maybe there is some ambiguity in the thesis 
as I have presented it. But my thinking goes like this: (1) the 
three locations are all important but for different reasons, 
(2) we should appreciate the specific reason why each of the 
three locations is important, and (3) the reason why the third 
one, the anarchic structure of the international system, is an 
important cause of war is not often appreciated in current dis-
cussions about the causes of war and the conditions of peace.

Harpy:  Mr Waltz, do you always think in three steps? Sorry, that’s 
meant to be a joke.

Magus:  Er … yes, I think you are touching on something very impor-
tant in what you’ve just said, Mr Waltz. So, please expand.

Waltz:  Thank you. I assume that we all want to live in a more peace-
ful world. So, we discuss the conditions of peace but agree 
that we must first find the causes of war. That’s sensible, in my 
view. But when we search for the causes of war, it is easy to be 
influenced by our preconceptions about what’s wrong about 
the world, especially when such preconceptions suggest that 
the problems of the world can be remedied. I am aware of two 
very dominant preconceptions of this kind: Christian pacifism 
and liberal reformism.

Magus:  I see; that’s very interesting. Please go on.
Waltz:  Well, if you are a Christian pacifist, you will say, ‘There won’t 

be any war if you all become like us: pacifists’. Or, if you 
are a liberal reformist, you will say, ‘War will be fought less 
frequently if more countries of the world become more lib-
eral – because war is after all an anathema to liberal values; 
it undermines them’. Under the influence of such doctrines, 
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there is a general tendency, I reckon, to suppose that the 
main causes of war are to be found either in the way we are 
individually or in the way we are governed inside our states. 
I am not at all saying that these are stupid ideas. But we tend 
to forget one very crucial fact: no world peace can ever be 
permanent when all the states of the world live under anar-
chy, which is the state of war of all against all. Indeed, under 
such a system, there is a constant possibility of war – in other 
words, the system is inclined towards war, which may break 
out anywhere, at any time. My thinking therefore runs as 
follows: even though there are important causes of war to be 
found in ‘man’ and ‘the state’, we must pay more attention to 
‘the international system’; people come and go, states come 
and go, but as long as we live under international anarchy, 
we are stuck in the state of war; although one war might end, 
another will surely start.

Harpy:  That’s impressively eloquent.
Magus:  Indeed, that clarifies a lot. And I did in fact notice an impor-

tant discussion in the conclusion of your work. You don’t 
always think in three steps but sometimes you invoke a dichot-
omy. I am thinking here of the distinction you draw between 
‘efficient’ and ‘permissive’ causes of war. Am I right in thinking 
that this is very important in constructing your position?

Harpy:  Sorry, I may have missed that point. Maybe you’d like to 
explain that, Mr Waltz.

Waltz:  Professor Magus, I am very glad that the dichotomy attracted 
your attention. When I began my research and started reading 
a wide variety of theoretical works on international relations 
and war, I was struck by the fact that there is something com-
mon in these works: they all think of the world as comprising 
three layers – man, the states and the states-system. That’s why 
I classified major theories of the causes of war into three kinds. 
But when, towards the end of my research, I began thinking 
for myself about the causes of war, I realized that there is an 
important distinction to draw between (1) what explains the 
outbreak of a particular war and (2) what makes perpetual 
peace an impossible dream and makes war a constant pos-
sibility. In other words, I thought that many theorists had 
missed an important distinction between what explains the 
occurrence of a particular war and what explains the recurrence 
of war. I intend to pursue this theme further at a later stage. 
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Anyway, what explains the outbreak of a particular war is, to 
put it simply, ‘acts of states’, which basically means things 
committed, or omitted, by individuals acting in the name 
of their states. These acts bring about a particular instance 
of war and they are therefore what I call ‘efficient causes’ of 
war. Being acts performed by individuals representing states, 
they are located at the levels of ‘man’ and ‘the state’. But what 
explains the recurrence of war is the fact that there is nothing 
to stop states from fighting one another. This is what I call 
the ‘permissive cause’ of war and it is found in the anarchic 
structure of the international system. International anarchy is 
important because this is the one that permits war to happen 
anywhere, at any time; and this tends to be neglected by many 
people who reduce international phenomena to their particu-
lar instances. But I want to avoid that kind of reductionism 
and go for a structural explanation – bearing in mind, of 
course, that it’s the acts of states, and therefore of statesmen, 
that force us to fight particular wars.

Magus:  Well, as my colleague Dr Harpy said, you are impressively elo-
quent and, I must say, quite persuasive. There are a few issues, 
though, I feel you may need to clarify further to tighten your 
argument a bit. Let me just very tentatively indicate a few as 
they occur to me; they are not questions that you have to 
answer for now but you may want to think about them.

Harpy:  Please, Professor Magus: do go ahead.
Magus:  Well, you said you are thinking in terms of a dichotomy; but 

I am wondering if you may not be conflating two things 
in your argument. I mean, isn’t there a difference between 
what you are calling – er, what was it? – the impossibility of 
perpetual peace and – er – what you were calling the recur-
rence of war? It seems to me, though I haven’t yet thought 
this through, that there is a difference between something 
being merely possible and something actually recurring. And if 
you are saying that war is always a possibility because there 
is nothing to prevent it, why does this quality of there being 
‘nothing to prevent war’, if I may put it that way, arise only 
in the inter national system and not, say, in human nature? 
I remain somewhat puzzled but, as I said, these are fairly com-
plex issues … 

[There is a moment’s silence …]
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Harpy:  There you are, Mr Waltz; your work has certainly been very 
thought-provoking. Unless you wish to add anything to what 
you have already given us in your answers, or you have any 
thoughts on what Prof Magus is – er – wondering about, you 
may consider that we have completed our examination.

Waltz:  Thank you. I have nothing to add to what I have said in my 
response to your earlier questions.

Magus:  Very well, then; if you could leave the room for a while and 
wait in the lounge, one of us will come and collect you when 
we have reached a decision. Well done and see you in a while. 

[Waltz exits]

Harpy:  So, what would we say? A clear pass?
Magus:  I suppose. He certainly is eloquent. All right; what if we said 

‘a clear pass’ for now? But we advise him to consider some of 
the points I was raising at the end if he wants to publish his 
thesis as a book. We could write that into our report.

Harpy:  Great. Let’s call him in.

-----
Late 1967. In Professor Waltz’s offi ce.

Harpy:  Professor Waltz, you’ve become widely known for your argu-
ments about the stability of the Cold War. I was struck by your 
confidence, so soon after the Cuban Missile Crisis, in describ-
ing the Cold War as stable. I am even more struck now by your 
claim that we’ll miss it when it’s over …1

Magus:  Indeed. I’m not sure I agree with that!
Harpy:  … but I’d like to talk about the extent to which you are now 

engaged in debates about domestic politics and how it influ-
ences US foreign policy. Does this mark a change of direction 
for you? After all, despite what I recall to be your insistence on 
multi-causal analysis, your thesis, later published of course as 
Man, the State and War, has very much given you a reputation 
as – er – how did we put it at the time … 

Magus:  As a ‘third-image’ man.
Harpy:  Right, as a third-image man or, as you might put it yourself, a 

structuralist.
Waltz:  Well let me start by emphasizing the importance of your 

own phrase: multi-causal analysis. Because I wouldn’t want 
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anyone to think I’m a structural determinist: I’m not.2 In the 
history of international political thought, the third image 
has largely been neglected. Rousseau, of course, understood 
its importance, but because it’s a permissive, rather than an 
efficient cause, its importance is easily underestimated. And 
that applies in policy circles as much as it does in political 
philosophy: states that ignore the incentives created by the 
anarchic structure of the international system are liable to get 
themselves into trouble.

Harpy:  This seems to lie at the heart of what you’ve been saying 
recently. In Foreign Policy and Democratic Politics you defend 
democratic governance and even defend the US political sys-
tem as being particularly well set up for responsible foreign 
policy, but in your recent article ‘The Politics of Peace’ you’re 
highly critical of US policy, most notably in Vietnam, and 
even suggest that a change of government might be required 
in order to extract the US. Could you explain your thinking?

Waltz:  Yes indeed. The simple point we need to appreciate about 
the Vietnam war is that we can only understand what is at 
stake by thinking in third-image terms: we need to recognize 
that whatever outcome is reached it is not going to affect the 
global balance of power. What then, is the US interest in it? 
I believe that international politics sets traps for the powerful. 
When survival is no longer on the line it is easy to forget that 
the dangers remain constant: this is why we need to focus 
more on the third-image. Of course, I’ve argued that bipolarity 
is stable, but it is stable only if the superpowers recognize the 
incentives confronting them. President Johnson, like Wilson 
and Hoover before him, desires, though in different ways, to 
control the world. This can’t be done and even if it could it 
would be dangerous. Can we always be sure that the leaders of 
strong states will be wise? And if they claim to act in defence 
of justice, how is justice to be objectively defined?

Magus:  I share some of your concerns here. If we live in a pluralist 
world, how indeed is justice to be objectively defined? But I’d 
like to understand the logic of what you’re saying more fully. 
You argue that the anarchic structure of the international 
system, which is what third-image analysis is concerned with, 
creates incentives for states …

Waltz:  … and those incentives are clearest for two states which far 
overshadow any other …
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Magus:  … Absolutely. But my point is that despite your insistence 
about the incentives anarchy creates, states, even powerful 
states, can still act foolishly …

Waltz:  Exactly. That’s the danger we face at the moment. That’s why 
I’m concerned about the present direction of US policy.

Magus:  Well it’s certainly a very suggestive framework for thinking 
about US policy: it is, how should I put it …

Harpy:  Heuristically powerful?
Magus:  Well it’s certainly thought provoking. But my question is 

about the relationship between the first and third images. If 
anarchy is as powerful as you suggest, Professor Waltz, what is 
the likely consequence of a state, even a state as powerful as 
the US, acting foolishly?

Waltz:  Well, it is likely to be punished. It will suffer the consequences.
Harpy:  But who can punish a state as powerful as the US?
Magus:  Dr Harpy asks a good question. And I think the problem is 

quite a deep one. After all, even if the US is not so powerful as 
to prevent a balancing coalition from being formed, the forma-
tion of such a balancing coalition would surely require that 
other states respond rationally to the incentives created for 
them? But if the US can be foolish – and I am right, aren’t I, to 
read you as suggesting that US policy in Vietnam is foolish? – 
surely other states can be foolish too? In other words, doesn’t 
the operation of structural incentives depend on – one might 
say that it is reducible to – the choices of states and statesmen?

Waltz:  You’re right to suggest that all three images are in a sense 
intertwined: as I’ve argued previously, they are lenses on a 
more complex reality. But I still think it’s helpful to treat the 
system level on its own merits and to ask what incentives 
it creates. One can certainly never cater for the actions of a 
Hitler or the reactions of a Chamberlain.3 But luckily we are 
not just relying on the right man (or even woman) being in 
the right place at the right time. Given the mutual antago-
nism between the superpowers, the US cannot risk getting 
it wrong and sensible people recognize that. It is not just an 
external pressure but it enters into how we think and, I hope, 
will shape who we elect next year. One of the virtues of a bipo-
lar world is that the incentives it creates are so clear. That, at 
least, is something to be thankful for.

Harpy:  That’s very interesting. Your implicit acknowledgement that 
we always have to work with a partial picture is, I think, very 
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important. But listening to you now highlights to me some-
thing I’ve wondered for a while: to what extent is your posi-
tion at heart an ethical one?

Waltz:  What do you mean?
Harpy:  Well, it seems to me that part of your argument is that it is 

foolish for the US to become entangled in Vietnam because 
doing so goes against the structural incentives, and I think 
Prof Magus is right to ask where those structural incentives 
emerge from. But you also seem to suggest that some wars are 
more acceptable than others and, moreover, that that, too, 
reflects the anarchic structure of the international system. In 
other words, we all want to live in a more peaceful world, but 
you recognize that, anarchy being, as you would put it, a per-
missive cause of war, some wars are unavoidable: states have 
to defend themselves. But that also means that some wars are 
avoidable: they are wars of choice, perhaps pursued with good 
intentions, but avoidable nonetheless.

Waltz:  Absolutely. That is where anarchy creates a trap. In the 
absence of any higher authority, who is to say which wars of 
choice are justified and which are not? The danger of seeking 
to set the world to rights is that it does more harm than good. 
Where national interests are not at stake, what is to guide us?

Harpy:  Do you wish, then, to give us a theory of the national interest, 
or perhaps of US national interests?

Waltz:  No, or at least not yet. [Waltz glances at his pocket-watch.] 
Developing a theory is a significant undertaking. Before 
embarking on such an enterprise one would need to know, 
for a start, what a theory is and is not. That would require 
significant preparatory reading in the philosophy of science.

Magus:  I’m interested in the philosophy of science myself, though I’ve 
found it hard to get absolutely clear on how all the various 
positions are distinguished from one another. But let me ask: if 
what you’re offering us isn’t a theory of US national interests, 
what is it?

Waltz:  Well, at the moment I think of myself as being engaged more 
in analysing US foreign policy than theorizing it, though 
I explored some of what would have to be the constituent parts 
of a theory of foreign policy in my recent book. But an analysis 
is not a theory: I’m putting theoretical ideas to work to explain 
the risks of our current course of action, not creating a theory.
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Harpy:  That sounds like an important and most interesting distinc-
tion. Could you explain a little more what a theory can and 
cannot offer us?

[Waltz looks at his watch again.]

Waltz:  Well, I have some ideas, but I’m afraid I’ll have to get back to 
you on that. I’ve very much enjoyed our discussion, but I’m 
late for a class …

Notes
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It is December 2011 and left-wing radicals and postcolonial theorists alike 
are commemorating the 50th anniversary of Frantz Fanon’s death and the 
publication of his most famous and controversial book, The Wretched of the 
Earth. As part of the celebrations, Fanon (1925–1961) agrees to come back 
from the heaven of dead thinkers to do an interview with The Postcolonial 
Critic (PC), a ‘cutting-edge IR journal’. They meet in Paris, as Fanon is keen to 
return to the country where he studied psychiatry and philosophy in the early 
1950s, before he took up a position at a French psychiatric hospital in Algeria 
and ultimately joined the Front de Libération National (FLN), the Algerian 
resistance movement, working for their newspaper El Moudjahid and acting 
as their ambassador to several African countries. 

PC:  Bonjour, Monsieur Fanon! Thank you so much for agreeing to 
meet with us. It is a great pleasure and a tremendous honour, as 
your work has been such an important inspiration for postcolo-
nial IR and our journal!

FF:  The pleasure is all mine! And thank you for your kind words and 
for sending me the issues of your journal. I had the occasion to 
read some of the essays on my journey here, and I have to say 
I found them most interesting, if at times a little curious …

PC:  Curious? 
FF:  Well, for a start, it has always baffled me that there could be a dis-

cipline that called itself International Relations but which almost 
systematically ignores the most important international relation 
of all – the colonial relationship! I mean, come on, how can one 
even begin to theorize the international and the relationship 
between states without starting with the fundamental inequalities 
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built into this system by colonialism? And by race? To me, this is 
the fundamental deceit of IR; it began as a discipline of the pow-
erful and it remains, au cœur, a discipline of the powerful! So, of 
course, I have been very pleased to see that IR is finally paying more 
attention to the Third World – and yes, I still insist on calling it 
that, le tiers monde, to hold on to its revolutionary potential – and 
I think IR is a much richer and more diverse discipline after its dis-
covery of other parts of the world and of more postcolonial ways 
of thinking. Although, I do sometimes still wonder what took you 
so long … But never mind, I’m heartened to see that IR scholars 
are finally coming around to engaging the colonial legacies and 
the persistence of inequalities and racial hierarchies.

PC:  And what do you think about the way your own work has been 
invoked in IR? 

FF:  Well, it is rewarding and even a little flattering to be ‘discovered’ 
as a critical thinker and a theorist after all these years. I mean, 
when I wrote The Wretched of the Earth1 I was a revolutionary and 
an activist. I was all about action and change, not philosophy 
and theory as such. That’s why I sometimes find your journal a 
little curious; it seems on occasion more interested in theory for 
the sake of theory rather that with the actual condition of the 
wretched of the earth and the urgency of changing it!

PC:  But … Excuse me for interrupting, but don’t we need to do both 
at the same time? Isn’t it necessary to disrupt the epistemologi-
cal violence that a Western-centric IR has committed against the 
subaltern, and does this not require attention to theory as well as 
practice? 

FF:  Yes, you’re right … Absolutely right … And I do of course touch 
upon this in my books, but I’ve always been a man of action and 
of struggle, and even now I remain impatient, impassioned! There 
is so much that remains to be done! 

PC:  Your writing is certainly bursting with passion and impatience, 
and reading your books is such an extraordinary, such an unset-
tling, experience. I mean, it’s not the normal academic discourse 
of  scientific detachment and distance. It’s so raw, so intimate, 
perhaps even angry. Many have picked up on the anger, and 
therefore dismissed your work as outright dangerous and as 
encouraging violence. And after all, you were expelled from French 
Algeria in the late 1950s, and became one of the French secret 
police’s most wanted persons, surviving several assassination 
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attempts. But, let’s leave the issue of anger and violence for a 
little later, because I think we first need to explore your thinking 
about race and identity. As you might be aware, this is a topic that 
is finally gaining more attention in IR. Could you explain how 
you arrived at your thinking about race and identities, particularly 
in Black Skin, White Masks? 

FF:  As you know, I grew up in Fort-de-France, the capital of 
Martinique, in the 1930s, which meant that I grew up associat-
ing with France. My family was part of the emerging bourgeoisie 
and hence I was one of the privileged few that was educated at 
the lycée. This meant I grew up speaking about ‘our ancestors, 
the Gauls’, I identified with ‘the explorer, the bringer of civiliza-
tion, the white man who carries truth to the savages – an all-
white truth’.2 So strong were my feelings for France, that in 1944 
I boarded a ship and joined the Free French Army on the 
European front, where I was wounded in battle and awarded the 
Croix de Guerre for bravery. 
 But, the France that I discovered was not the France of my 
imagination! Instead, I encountered the fact of blackness.3 
I discovered that in the white man’s world, the black man is but 
an object among other objects. Encountering the white man’s 
gaze, I found myself trapped in a racial epidermal schema and 
a historico-racial schema. Everywhere I went, I was haunted by 
my blackness; battered down by tom-toms, stories of cannibalism, 
intellectual deficiency, fetishism, racial defects, slave-ships … I felt 
shame, nausea – endless nausea – and, yes, anger. No matter how 
intelligent, how refined, how well read, I realized that the black 
person is unable to escape his or her blackness. I was sealed in a 
crushing objecthood!
 As you know, I was inspired by Sartre’s discussion of the Jew 
and anti-Semitism.4 But much as I found this helpful for under-
standing race and racism, I came to the conclusion that the Jew 
was over-determined from within, by the ideas other people have 
of him, and so he can transcend the body. The black person, by 
contrast, is over-determined from without; a slave not of the ideas 
people have of him, but of his very appearance. 
 In this situation, there are two options: reject yourself and 
become white, copy the white man’s habits, his clothes, his loves 
and his hates – become white or disappear. Wear a white mask. 
Or, define yourself and your blackness against the white man, in 
opposition. The challenge is that even the latter option remains 
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within the terms of the Other’s construction of blackness – a reac-
tive action – and this is why at the end of Black Skin, White Masks 
I wonder how it will be possible to escape the inferiority complex 
and abolish alienation. There is a constant need to stress that the 
black person has his own foundation, to continually engage in 
this act of creation.

PC:  Many people have suggested that there is quite a different reading 
of racial difference in The Wretched of the Earth. Here, your descrip-
tion seems to be much more Manichean. 

FF:  Indeed! And I know you mean that negatively, and that such 
views are considered rather passé in this age of fluid, postmodern 
identities, but you have to remember that the colonial world was 
Manichean. When I wrote Black Skin, White Masks I had mostly 
experienced alienation as a black middle class intellectual in 
France. When I wrote The Wretched in ten intense weeks before 
my death in 1961, I had witnessed at close hand the brutality and 
dehumanization of colonial oppression in Algeria. Yes, we spoke 
of assimilation and human equality even then, but while working 
as a psychiatrist at the Blida-Joinville Hospital in Algeria I came to 
realize that those ideals were impossible inside the colonial order. 
Impossible! The violence was not accidental to the colonial sys-
tem. It was the system! The colonial world was a world cut in two, 
its dividing line marked by barracks and police stations. The two 
zones were opposed, but not in the service of a higher unity – like 
assimilation or civilization. Instead, obedient to the rules of pure 
Aristotelian logic, they both followed the principle of reciprocal 
exclusivity. No conciliation was possible, for of the two, one was 
superfluous.5

So, I’m sorry my dear, but this is not simply some nice multicul-
tural scheme of mutual recognition and the enjoyment of ‘ethnic 
food’, or sending cards that say ‘Happy Holidays’ instead of ‘Merry 
Christmas’. Unlike in Hegel’s account of recognition through the 
master/slave relationship and its ultimate resolution in mutual 
recognition, the colonial relationship is and remains a life and 
death struggle. The colonial master is not seeking recognition from 
the colonized; he doesn’t see him as human, but as part animal, part 
of nature – and hence the colonized cannot become a subject. The 
black person has no ontological resistance in the eyes of the white, 
and the only way he can become a subject and realize his freedom 
is through violence. In the colonial situation, there is no room for 
fragmented or ambiguous identities; tactically and politically, you 
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need a unified identity and clear position to defeat the total 
oppressor. For your journal, this might appear as terribly ‘essen-
tialist’, but the celebration of contingency and ambivalence is a 
luxury not awarded to the colonized.

PC:  But it does make it sound as if you are encouraging violence. Isn’t 
this a very dangerous position to hold? I mean, many people 
today want to dismiss you as primarily as a theorist of violence. 
Some even call you a prophet of violence … 

FF:  It’s nonsense to say that I advocate violence, or even violence 
for the sake of violence.6 For heaven’s sake, I worked with both 
torture victims and their torturers as a psychiatrist at the hospital 
during the Algerian war of independence. I know better than 
most people the costs of violence, its long lasting traumas and 
deeps scars – for victims and perpetrators alike. But let’s never 
forget that the colonial situation was one of violence, it cannot 
be denied or wished away. I believed then, and I believe now, that 
colonialism is violence in its natural state, and it will only yield 
when confronted with greater violence. In a situation where there 
is no civil or political sphere, no political relationships, violence 
is a liberatory act because it resists colonialism’s absolute power, 
which has been internalized by the colonized. 
 So, my argument is that counter-violence is necessary for sur-
vival and for the emergence of a new humanism. I know many 
don’t like this, and that some contemporary interpreters of my 
texts would rather overlook this in favour of a focus on how 
my work speaks to issues of hybrid and fragmented identities. 
And that is OK, but in the colonial situation, violence was nec-
essary for the new man to emerge. The native, as I called him 
then, was angry, bitter, battered-down and de-humanized, and 
I understood the desire to take the colonizer’s place. Violence is a 
therapeutic act! I argue that – absolutely – but what I do not do at 
any point is to advocate violence for the sake of violence. On the 
contrary, I argue that without a change in consciousness, anti-
colonial violence will merely lead to a new form of barbarism. As 
you may recall, I warned that a new independent nation, a new 
Algeria, could not emerge from one barbarism simply replacing 
another, of one crushing of man  replacing another crushing 
of man.

PC:  Indeed! Some of your warnings in The Wretched about the pitfalls 
of nationalism and the dangers of independence turning into 
another form of oppression seem almost too prescient. Looking at 
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parts of Africa today, what do you think? Has independence been 
betrayed? 

FF:  Oh, that’s a tricky one! Clearly, the struggle is not over! Just look 
at the poverty, look at the exclusions! In some ways it was easier 
before, during colonialism, when the bad people were on one 
side, and the good on the other. Now, after national independ-
ence resistance is much more complicated, and it is more global. 
I mean look at France! Being back here I realize with horror that the 
promise of assimilation and equality – la mission civilisatrice – still 
assumes within itself a logic of inferiority. Look at the headscarf 
debate, for example, and the way in which race is being seen as a 
threat to western identity in all the talk about Islamic terrorism. 
I’m reminded of Sartre’s preface to The Wretched, where he said that 
Europe too needed to decolonize, to look at itself if it can bear it.
 But to get back to Africa; I always knew that the struggle was 
going to be a long and difficult one for the former colonies. The 
challenge is to pass from the first stage of the independence strug-
gle to a new consciousness of liberation. Just independence – a 
new flag, new street names, new statues of great men – well, that 
risks becoming just a kind of neocolonialism, and it was disap-
pointing to me how quickly and how comfortably many black 
elites filled the shoes of the colonial oppressor. Their ideals of 
national unity, liberation and freedom abandoned with remark-
able alacrity, and the ‘political kingdom’ proved to be nothing 
more than a means for the few to get rich on behalf of the many. 
So in my attempt to theorize the revolution, I stress that inde-
pendence needs to be followed by a second transformative stage 
that involves the people, a liberatory ideology and the creation 
of a new consciousness. But the awakening of the people cannot 
be achieved overnight. Independence is not a simple historical 
break from colonialism, but it requires a complete new con-
sciousness, a new person! That’s why at the end of The Wretched 
I argue that if we want to take a step beyond Europe, we must 
innovate, we must be pioneers! For Europe, for ourselves, for 
humanity, we must make a new start, find a new way of thinking, 
and endeavour to create a new person! And just to answer you 
earlier veiled criticism, this is not a Manichean world, but a new 
world.

PC:  I can’t help but notice that you say ‘person’, and not ‘man’ … 
FF:  Oh, all that gender and sexuality stuff … Yes, I’m a bit sore about 

that! It’s probably true, but ‘man’ also means humanity. And 



328 Rita Abrahamsen

thankfully, I don’t think we have time to talk about that now. 
I must get back …

PC:  OK, just one final question: You have been called a Marxist, a 
psychoanalyst, a Satrean, a Hegelian, a Lacanian, a negritudist, a 
Pan-Africanist, a postcolonial theorist, a prophet of violence … So 
many Fanons! How would you characterize yourself?

FF:  HA! And you could add a sexist and a misogynist, and even a 
premature post-modernist! Yes, there is no shortage of labels, and 
each comes with its own condemnation! To be honest, I’m not 
all that concerned with these characterizations and labels, but 
what I do find interesting is how the interpretation of my work 
has shifted over time, as a reflection of the broader ideological 
changes and fashions within academia. For example, the early 
editions of The Wretched described the book as a ‘revolutionary 
handbook’, whereas the blurb on the 2000 edition makes no refer-
ences to such concepts and political struggles but chooses instead 
to describe me as a founding father of postcolonial theory.7 
 It’s kind of amusing, but I can’t complain about that. As I say 
in Black Skin, I do not come with timeless truths! I do think it is 
important to stress the historical specificity of my writing, but 
I also think that each generation must discover its mission, ful-
fil it, or betray it. And as long as people can find relevance and 
inspiration in my work, as long as I can continue to disturb and 
unsettle, then that is a good thing. Then, perhaps, I can help 
make of others what I wanted my body to make of me: a man 
who always questions!
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IBN has won a ticket in the lottery to visit the so-c alled Afterglow, a pocket 
of the non-corporeal afterlife realm where leading intellectuals hang out, and 
has decided to spend it on an interview with what was once Michel Foucault.

IBN:  You once told another interviewer that the happiest moment in 
your life came when you were run over by a car and thought you 
would die.1 Well, here you are. Happy now?

MF:  No. My head is still working at full speed, and I don’t even have 
sex to divert me.2 I have become more cerebral than ever, and 
believe me, it’s boring.

IBN:  Congratulations on your English, though. During your years at 
Berkeley, students complained.3 I suppose you get no more of 
that?

MF:  I get lots of practice around here. Some of the recent arrivals 
here are Americans, and they are, of course, monolingual. Even 
Heidegger, with whom I have spent quite some time in conversa-
tion, has reneged on his view that philosophizing can only be done 
in Greek and German, and is putting his nose to the grindstone. 
Not that he really gets any other system than his own for that. You 
could do with some accent-polishing yourself, by the way.

IBN:  Indeed. I’m particularly ashamed of that since my own language 
[Norwegian, IBN] and English were mutually understandable as 
recently as a millennium ago. So except for the boredom, what is 
it like being, ah, I suppose ‘dead’ is the word, although it sounds 
a bit too final, perhaps ‘respawned’?

MF:  I try to fight the loss of my corporeal existence by focusing on 
the good stuff, like the unbeatable conversations. Pity that Plato 
isn’t here, though, I would really have liked to discuss his ideas 
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on the state with him. With the re-investment I did in ancient 
Greek to pursue the first volume of my history of sexuality, I even 
think the exchange could have been rooted in his own concepts, 
although I certainly do hope his English would have been bet-
ter than my Greek.4 You may recall that I embraced his general 
understanding of the state as I believe he formulated it in The 
Statesman, politics as the weaving together of the strands of life 
as a privileged social concern.5 Such a conception spawns a key 
problem, which is what the relationship between the one and the 
many should be, and it’s around that problematique you will find 
most if not all of my interventions.6 There is a line, I think, from 
all that to Durkheim’s understanding of the state as a merging 
of the separate cadre that is the early state with subjects – what 
eventually becomes society. These are at least the dominating 
intertexts in my own work on the state, and it would be nice to 
have that exchange. However, Durkheim is not so easy to talk to 
on this. He is a classic authoritarian, and thinks I have misunder-
stood capitally by focusing on the costs of the merger between 
state and society. Where I see surveillance, control and debilitat-
ing norms, he keeps on insisting on all the good that comes out 
of an ever-present socially minded state, like some latter-day 
social democrat. He is right in spotting that his own work on the 
state was important for me and that I stood much of his thinking 
there on its head, but he refuses to discuss the Christian geneal-
ogy that I suggest, with the welfare state being not only the result 
of the good citizen but also of the idea that a human lamb must 
have a pastor. Clausewitz is much easier, he engages my inversion 
of his idea of politics as an extension of war by other means head 
on. Durkheim is just too fond of his politico-religious project of 
sacralizing a human drive towards a world state. Quite stubborn, 
too, even the existence of his very own propaganda books against 
Germany during the First World War cannot make him see that 
the world state he wanted was a France writ large and that all that 
is gone now. Well. He is still a forefather, and an important one. 
Durkheim, Mauss, Lévi-Strauss and I still play whist every Friday. 
It’s all in the intellectual family, really.

IBN:  But you hardly refer to them in your written work?
MF:  Of course not, only an ignoramus would not spot the influence. 

The no-reference is, after all, a French tradition of long standing, 
didn’t you know?

IBN:  Let’s return to Plato, I would have thought that his description in 
The Republic of the perfect state of things, with boys taken from 
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their parents and trained by what we translate as the state in the 
most detailed way would be an example of discipline?

MF:  The vision is there, and since this was a model that captures his 
thinking and so a certain contemporary discourse, I could have 
opened my book on discipline with that, really, instead of giv-
ing the example of a 19th-century English public school. Well, 
that’s all in another lifetime. As to Plato, he simply decamped. 
Sublimed, as we call it here. Went on to yet another plane of 
existence. I bet it is ideal, at least for him [sniggers]. Plotinus 
insists that he is still in contact, but that I can only take note 
of. Dante was absolutely beside himself when it was clear that 
Plato had decamped. Here they both were, in a place that is not 
unlike the place that Dante described, and while Dante was quite 
pleased about that, he was also disappointed that there seemed 
to be no heaven for him to go to. Took him the better part of 
half a millennium to get over it, really, and just as he was about 
to, Plato goes and leaves for what Dante now believes is, after all, 
heaven. Bad luck.

IBN:  What do you make of your reception?
MF:  Let me say at once that I only have arrivals down here to go on. 

From what I hear, there has been a lot of ‘what did he mean’ 
debates. That was to be expected, but it is bad news nonetheless. 
I went out of my way to spell out how I was truer to the project 
in hand and to the quest for what I call truth – truth as under-
stood by me – than to consistency, that I was always making a 
point of trying out new possibilities, and of course that makes for 
inconsistencies, which was part of the point. Ni Dieu, ni maître. 
I said it again and again, take what you can use for your own 
project and get on with it, look at the local sequences, beware of 
the trans-historical. But no. The other issue is simply a thorn in 
my side by comparison: Bourdieu just joined us. Speaking to him, 
I understand that he has taken a lot of my stuff, rationalized it, 
and applied it to what he thinks of as strategic action. That’s all 
right, I suppose, but the way he seems to bend over backwards 
to hide where he got most of it from strikes me as silly. The boy 
from Bearn always going on about not really fitting in, but always 
ready to rip off the very people he is fighting. Typical ressenti-
ment. The only consolation is that I’m not doing all that now.

IBN:  Well, it seems to fit what you just referred to as the French 
 no-reference tradition quite well. Are you still doing knowledge/
power?

MF:  No.
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IBN:  Then what?
MF:  Feyerabend always wanted to be a cabaret singer, and singing is 

something we can do down here. We’re doing scat, mostly. No, 
no [laughs heartily], I think you misunderstand me, I mean sing-
ing in harmony. Jazz stuff.

IBN:  No more scholarship? 
MF:  You don’t pay attention. I still stick to the adage of acting locally. 

The power relations between energetic beings are really not 
that complicated. Why, with my favourite carnal focus missing, 
there’s little for me to study. I’ve turned to aesthetics full time.

IBN:  I hope you do not mind that I return to the issue of power/knowl-
edge, though. Your earlier studies of discipline have, as you know, 
become part of the basic tool kit of social history and theory. 
I see little reason to go over this mode of power, since life in total 
institutions and your theorization of it are so well …

MF:  I must, if you allow, stop you. If what I have heard is true, I have 
been misunderstood regarding a basic point. I made remarks to 
the effect that life had become like life in prison. I even said that 
the point of being critical was not being ruled so much and to 
break out of a prison of our own making. In French, we like to 
speak in metaphors. The Americans are more literally minded. 
Some people, especially criminologists, have felt it necessary to 
privilege their own field of study by assuming that our lives ARE 
prison lives. Now, that’s rather different from saying that they are 
LIKE prison lives. It is a fundamental misreading, for if life had 
been prison life, then discipline would have been the dominant 
mode of power everywhere – everywhere in the physical world, 
that is. There would have been little point for me to do all that 
work on governmentality, for example.

IBN:  Well, as long as you use that penal vocabulary, I suppose misun-
derstanding is inevitable, but let’s talk about governmentality. As 
far as I understand what was going on in the 1970s, your work on 
the ins and outs of governing from afar was actually a response to 
critics?

MF:  A rare case of critics actually helping me with my thinking, yes, 
for it made me add a third mode of power to the two that I had 
worked with before, which were sovereignty – the always present 
mode of power where we are gaming and the result is not given 
beforehand – and discipline, where that game is heavily rigged by 
the total institution that orchestrates it.7 The critique was really 
quite simple-minded: why do you ignore subjects when you do 
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your analyses of discipline? Of course I had to, the whole point 
was that there was no big brother behind it all, no subject, only 
totalitarian thinking that conjured up the practices, only institu-
tions like the asylum, the prison, the boarding school. Again, 
I went out of my way to avoid that misunderstanding. I started 
my book on epistēmes with a dictionary that was never written, 
my book on madness with a ship that never sailed and my book 
on prison with a penal system that was never built, and what 
did the historians say? But that Chinese dictionary did not exist! 
There was no such thing as a ship of fools! Bentham’s panopticon 
was not realized for almost two centuries! ‘No shit, Sherlock’, as 
Dewey said to me the other day. I wanted to tease out the power 
of ways of thinking, and the historians did not get it, not even 
the third time around. Even Peter Burke, whose work I enjoyed, 
made that mistake. Wrote a retort based on the arcane idea that 
I really thought the ship of fools had existed, ha! ha! And still, the 
critique carried a deeper truth, for I was never good on individu-
als. Individuation, yes. Individuals, no. In my books on Hérculine 
Barbin and Pierre Rivière, it is true, I am more interested in using 
them as examples of how gender and crime is constituted than 
in them as persons.8 Personae, not persons, that was the limita-
tion. My work on governmentality did not really make amends 
for that, for my interest remained in individuation, but at least 
I was able to get at a much wider set of individuating practices by 
introducing the idea of the conduct of conduct. 

IBN:  Your reception in my corner of academia has first and foremost 
focused on governmentality, but there is also a general interest 
amongst postcolonialists. They are also dissatisfied with the miss-
ing individuals.

MF:  That was bound to happen. Already when Edward [Said, IBN] 
published Orientalism, he included that passage on how, in the 
case of Western academic representations of the Orient, the 
writings of a few individuals had been important.9 I have no 
quarrel with that. Dumézil always talked about monuments, of 
how certain texts are key to understanding discourse, and that’s 
true enough.10 You know, I hear that discourse analysis has taken 
off, but I hatched the idea only post festum. Once I had a break 
in Tunisia and started to think through what I had really done 
in Les Mots et Les Choses [English translation The Order of Things, 
IBN] I concluded that the idea of an age’s epistēme was really too 
muscular, too totalizing, too much like Le·vi-Strauss’ idea that 
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there are latent structures underlying entire societies.11 I wanted 
something more specific, which could capture not the utterances, 
but the specific social setting that could make utterances possible, 
and the answer was discourse.12 The Archaeology [of Knowledge, 
IBN] was really all an attempt to come to grips with what, with 
hindsight, was to become my version of a general break with 
structuralism. Individuals were not the focus here, utterances 
were. I was out to capture what made it possible to say some-
thing, as opposed to what was said, and how that gave rise to 
a doxa that constrained the one in his dealings with the many. 
So Edward’s critique was fair enough, for he was out to capture 
a very specific contribution made by very specific people. I was 
not. I am glad you raise the question of methodology, though, for 
that was one of my many bêtes noirs. The hunt went on, epistēme, 
discourse, assemblage, dispositif, but it was all an attempt at get-
ting to the specificity of social constellations.

IBN:  To press the postcolonial issue, you certainly made an attempt to 
take that hunt beyond Europe, most famously, perhaps, by seeing 
hope in the Iranian revolution?

MF:  I must admit that I was flattered when Corriere della Sera wanted 
me there as a correspondent, but I went also exactly because I had 
focused so much on the Western tradition that I thought I owed 
it to another tradition to go. And I was curious, not least because 
there were many Iranian intellectuals exiled in Paris. What I saw 
there was excitement, the feeling that something new was being 
created. It was not unlike the bathhouses in San Francisco in that 
regard, new community on unknown ground. It all went wrong, 
but then again, human history is rife with false beginnings. 
From what I hear, though, globalization has really taken off and 
you all have to relate to other traditions on a regular basis now. 
A very important change. When I was in Tunis, the memory of 
colonialism was still so fresh that local energies had not really 
been released there and in Paris, except for Fanon and some of 
the students, like Mudimbe, there was not really all that much 
happening. The rights that have been established in our own tra-
dition have counterparts elsewhere, and we have to open up to 
that.13 So, I was a bit too excited there to begin with. Although it 
is an error on a par with my short flirt with communism, I have 
no regrets. If critique is the art of not being governed so much, 
it must include an element of speaking truth to power, and that 
truth has to come from experience; reading experiences, lived 
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experiences. Sometimes, the truths will be off. There is a sense in 
which the process is more important than the result. It is, I think, 
a calculated risk of the parrhesiastic calling to fail sometimes.14

IBN:  I see from the hourglass sign on my lottery ticket that my time is 
almost up, so, since you dwell on your mistakes, might I ask you 
to round this out by mentioning what you think are your greatest 
successes? 

MF:  Ah. From what I hear, outside of history, the basic genealogical 
approach of asking why exactly something becomes a problem 
within this or that social constellation seems to have caught on. 
That insight was Nietzsche’s, but I take great pleasure in having 
lent a hand there, for if you ask question in that way, you are 
already on your way towards doing something critical. And then 
there is the other end, the effects of it all, the importance of ask-
ing not only why people do what they do and if they know what 
they do, but also if they know what that which they do, does. 
Very few people do. But that is all methodology. If you meant in 
terms of substance, I think that knack for looking at seemingly 
historical stuff in order to criticize the present panned out par-
ticularly well when it came to globalization, and also for biopoli-
tics. It is rather nice to look back and see that the questions about 
the governing of health and life that I asked thirty years ago are 
now being asked as if for the first time.
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AL:  Thank you so much Professor Bourdieu for agreeing to talk to me. 
I will not take more than 15 minutes. As I wrote you, I am contrib-
uting to a book entitled The Return of the Theorists. We are inter-
ested in finding out, among other things, how important thinkers 
of the past see their contributions to International Relations. 
I would therefore like to ask you about your contribution to schol-
arly International Relations. First, I would like to ask you about 
the way your ‘field’ concept has been used to study professions …

PB:  Scholarly International Relations [sneer]?! IR certainly is ‘schol-
arly’. I can think of few other academic disciplines so prone to 
‘scholastic fallacy’ and so afflicted by ‘scholarly hubris’. Yet its 
effect is far-reaching. The epistemological problem we call ‘state’ 
is perpetuated, no, aggravated, and made almost irresolvable. The 
consequences are disastrous: wars, violence, poverty and eco-
logical disasters. If you ask me what contribution I would want to 
make to this so-called scholarly discipline: I would like to be part 
of its demise. It is such a pity that I did not complete my manu-
script about the state. That would have made the point far more 
clearly.

AL:  You do know that they published your lectures on the state post-
humously,1 I assume? Also, it seems to me that there is no short-
age of references to your state theory in other parts of your work, 
including, for example, in your work on the university or on the 
social structures of the economy.2 But could we get back to the 
way ‘fields’ have been used to study, for example, diplomats or 
NGO professionals?

PB:  You have actually read what I have to say about the state and still 
want to return to the field concept to understand my contribution 
to IR? This is surreal! Worse than I imagined.
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AL:  Would you mind explaining what is so wrong about this? 
As most IR scholars, I have read Didier Bigo, Yves Dezalay, 
Frederic Mérand, Michael Rask-Madsen, and so on. I have even 
written about fields myself. Are you saying we all misunderstand 
you?

PB:  [Deep sigh] No, no. That is not the point. I appreciate the work 
you are doing – it is not a contribution to what you call ‘scholarly 
IR’, but to a radical reformulation of so-called IR, or perhaps its 
demise.

AL:  Would you mind explaining what you mean?
PB:  As I have argued so many times, the state is an epistemological 

problem [articulated with pathos]. The problem is that we accept 
the state’s claim to monopolize symbolic violence which we 
therefore also contribute to ensuring. Through its role in forming 
our language, our lives, our laws, and even our innermost feelings 
about the supposedly most private aspects of life –  including love 
and family – the state is penetrating our most intimate thoughts. 
It is shaping our behaviour.3 The public ‘interest’ or ‘good’ in the 
name of which this is done is that of specific people. It used to be 
the interest of the nobility and the bureaucracy into which it had 
transformed itself; today it is increasingly that of companies and 
so-called market actors. 

  The trouble with what you call scholarly IR is that it locks the 
door on this kind of critique of the state as an epistemological 
problem. It assumes the state. In the process it naturalizes and 
enshrines its monopoly on symbolic violence. Worse, it is con-
stantly committing the scholastic fallacy of assuming that practice 
functions according to the logic scholars have pinned down to 
explain it. In so doing, it undermines attempts at contesting 
the symbolic violence of the state. And since (as all scholars4) IR 
scholars suffer from hubris and are persuaded that their knowl-
edge is superior to all others, they propose their ‘expertise’ with 
a certain missionary zeal. I hope that you now see why I think it 
is vital to tackle the state as an epistemological problem and why 
I would therefore have appreciated it if more people had worked 
on my state theory.

AL:  I am still a bit confused about the question of fields though: did 
you say that you did not think studying fields could be a contribu-
tion to IR?

PB:  No, that is not what I said [deep sigh]. Did you say that you read 
my work? 
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  What I said was that I thought my theory of the state constituted a 
far more important contribution to scholarly IR. Of course, one can 
study fields and look at how they work across all the conventional 
inside/outside, public/private, civilian/military or economic/politi-
cal divides and get much out of doing so. You can even use field 
analysis to demonstrate direct attention to the ways in which the 
state works as an epistemological problem. You can draw on it to 
show how the imprint of the state shapes a production of capital 
in the field, how it fashions the ontogenetic aspects of the habitus, 
and how state capital is consequently mobilized in the contexts of 
struggles and strategies over positions and dispositions in the field. 
Clearly, this is not bad. If you do this you can move quite far in the 
analysis of what you term ‘professions’ and in the analysis of the 
way hierarchies and domination are established in these contexts as 
well as more generally. However, not only does this kind of analysis 
require a lot of empirical work, it also demands that you are indeed 
capable of treating the state as an epistemological problem. Because, 
if you are not doing that, you will not be able to see the state effect 
in your analysis. This is why I think that my understanding of the 
state is my most fundamental contribution to IR and why I am 
therefore also surprised that you can engage in a conversation about 
that contribution without putting it in the most central position but 
instead keep moving away from it and onto other kinds of issues.

AL:  I see your point. Thanks! So if I were to summarize this: you are 
saying that you think your work on the state is your core contribu-
tion to IR because the state is the structure that shapes …

PB:  Structure?! Certainly not. This is why attempts to summarize and 
simplify usually do more harm than good. The simplified is usu-
ally the simplistic. It distorts.

AL:  I am afraid I am not following you. What is so wrong with talking 
about the state as a structure? You often refer to structures, don’t 
you? Everyone knows your definition of the habitus as a structur-
ing structure or your self-definition as a structuralist constructiv-
ist. So what is so mistaken about extending the use of the idea of 
structure to the state?

PB:  This is precisely why I so dislike the Anglo-Saxon [slowly articu-
lated with disdain] way of working with theory and concepts. 
They take definitions out of their context as if they could make 
sense without it. This is totally absurd in general. It is as if one 
took a scalpel – no, a butcher’s knife – and then cut out some 
organ or a piece of the brain and expected it to do its work without 
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the context from which it has been severed. No serious theorist 
can or should encourage his thinking to be treated in this man-
ner. Theoretical work is (or, more appropriately, should be) about 
generating dispositions for thinking along new paths. It is about 
opening up avenues; not closing them by positing so-called defini-
tions as roadblocks. This is why I like to talk about thinking tools 
and open concepts. At least on this Foucault and I agree.

AL:  I would like you to return to what you find so objectionable about 
terming the state a structure. Do you think you could elaborate a 
little?

PB:  Certainly. I hope you realize the importance of getting the prelimi-
naries in place though. You are right that I refer to structure in many 
places in my work. I don’t do it though in the way you suggested. 
I use structure when I want to draw attention to the historicity 
of the practices I analyse. As you probably are aware, I am rather 
annoyed with approaches that seem to assume that what they term 
practices are, somehow random and free-floating or liquid. I have 
for example written quite extensively on my disagreement with 
so-called ‘symbolic interactionism’, ‘constructivism’ and ‘post-
structuralism’ precisely on these grounds. While I share many 
ideas of the exponents of these trends, I find their over-emphasis 
on the malleability and alterability of practices unacceptable. It 
reveals a very shallow and ahistorical understanding of sociol-
ogy, language, aesthetics, materiality and theory. It fails to direct 
attention to the way in which history is enacted and reproduced. 
Indeed this is a core theme of my work. The force of law stems 
from the historical construction of law as a field with exclusive 
competence over justice which covers a seemingly ever-increasing 
range of issues.5 The historically grounded power of French nobil-
ity is enacted in its reproduction as a ‘state nobility’, allowing it to 
continue to dominate society through and after the revolutionary 
turmoil and the establishment of the republic.6 Or conversely, 
the lack of social mobility in French suburbia or the eradication 
of traditional Kabyle values in the face of the market economy 
can only be comprehended if the enactment of specific historical 
constructions is taken into account.7 I could elaborate with more 
examples and in much greater detail. The point is that when 
I invoke structure it is precisely to direct attention to this historic-
ity. I find it absolutely essential to do so as part of the Realpolitik 
of Reason any responsible academic must engage in.

AL:  Could you explain what you mean by Realpolitik of Reason?
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PB:  Of course. Knowledge production plays a very special role in the 
reproduction of social domination. It produces the categories 
through which we think, argue and act. As I have shown innumera-
ble times our rationality and what I call our strategies re-enact these 
categories. This is why I have insisted that the distinction between 
strategies and habitual actions is misleading. Our strategies also 
express habitual patterns of thought. The strategies we follow are 
reflected upon, but that reflection is structured by the structuring 
structure that I term habitus. This is why a Realpolitik of Reason is so 
important. It can call into question these categories and make their 
work visible. This making visible has nothing to do with digging 
out something hidden or perhaps inventing it as it has become so 
common to claim. Rather, it is about putting words on things that 
are glaringly obvious but that no one mentions. Perhaps they don’t 
even see them? The child who calls out to say that the emperor is 
naked in Andersen’s story is perhaps the best analogy.

AL:  Do you have any thoughts on what issues the Realpolitik of Reason 
should focus on at present?

PB:  Yes, obviously I do: it should be directed at showing the power 
of markets, that is, of the neo-liberalism that I wrote about as a 
 ‘cunning imperialist reason’.8 While it is essential to be aware that 
the state as an epistemological problem (yes we are back to the 
outset of the interview), it is perhaps even more important at the 
present juncture to be aware that alternative orders, and especially 
the order of the neo-liberal market, may have even more nefarious 
consequences for knowledge. As you probably know, the implica-
tions of the trend towards allowing markets and market mecha-
nisms a steadily growing role in ordering knowledge production 
became a core preoccupation for me towards the end of my career. 
At the time, this trend was only emerging. Since then it has 
become vastly more powerful. The consequences I observed and 
cautioned against at the time (including the illusion that the mar-
ket can provide a governance of knowledge marked by impersonal 
neutrality and divine objectivity) have only made themselves 
more strongly felt since then. The effect is that the governance of 
knowledge is increasingly serving ‘the production of ignorance’, 
to borrow Philip Mirowski’s excellent expression. This also has far-
reaching implications for the way the state as an epistemological 
problem can be approached. Not only has the overarching role of 
market orders and quasi-market forms of knowledge governance 
refashioned the way states are linked to knowledge production 
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and therefore transformed the manner in which the state is an 
epistemological problem. Even more centrally, the turn to mar-
kets is seriously eroding the protection states have provided for 
knowledge production in universities and schools, and hence the 
conditions of possibility for critical knowledge development itself. 
It seems to me that both sides of this development – the growing 
role of market orders including inside states and the way they are 
altering the conditions of possibility for knowledge production – 
have not received anything close to the attention they deserve in 
IR. On this front a Realpolitik of Reason is really needed.

AL:  Don’t you think that sounds a bit judgemental? I thought you 
said you did not know much about IR. Also is it not a bit odd that 
after beginning this interview by saying that you thought your 
knowledge could at best contribute to the demise of IR, you are 
now lecturing IR scholars about what they should be studying?

PB:  I sincerely hope you are right that I am being too ‘judgemental’, 
as you say. These issues are far too important to be ignored. All 
the better if IR scholars are already working on them. With regard 
to the second part of this question, I would like to elaborate: I see 
no contradiction here. Indeed, if IR scholars followed my sugges-
tions and focussed on the state as an epistemological problem, this 
would necessarily lead them to focus more on the role of markets 
in that problem and its articulation. Both these moves would nec-
essarily lead either to the demise of IR as conventionally conceived 
or to a radical re-examination of what IR is and can be. I am in 
other words pursuing the same line of argument as at the outset 
of this interview. But perhaps you are right that I should come out 
clearly in favour of a reformulation of the so-called discipline of 
IR. After all, it seems to me that much interesting work is going on 
in IR. I gather that the fact that you are interviewing me is a sign 
of that [smirk]. I assume that someone will read this and perhaps 
pursue the discussion.

AL:  Well now it is my turn to hope you are right.
PB:  What?! Are you taking my time without even being sure of that? 

[Irritated voice. Sound of pens and paper being gathered]
  Well, that reminds me of time. This has certainly lasted for more 

than 15 minutes.
AL:  Uh, well, uh …
PB:  That was what I would call an articulate answer. It would take 

Latour to make it less precise. I really have to go now. I expect 
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you to send me the interview so that I can go over it before you 
publish it!

AL:  You did not mention this before the interview. Actually I am work-
ing towards a tight deadline. I am not sure the editors will appreci-
ate if they have to wait.

PB:  Well, I will not appreciate if you publish [mocking imitation].
AL:  Well then, I will send it. Please do try to respond quickly though.
PB:  This is so characteristically ungrateful. I generously take time from 

my precious eternity and all I get in return is ill-prepared superfi-
cial reading of my work thrown into my face followed by ridicu-
lous talk about deadlines. I keep wondering when your generation 
will roll up its sleeves, get its hands dirty and do some serious 
academic work.

AL:  Well …
PB:  Sorry I have no more patience for this. Good day now. 

Bourdieu hangs up.
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‘I’m sorry to be late, Professor Bull. I got rather  lost on the way to your 
office.’

‘And you are?’
‘Edward Hoskings from Macmillan.’
‘Well you’d better come in and sit down then. You’re not the first to 

be disoriented by the Coombs Building. And you’ve come to see me 
about …?’

‘Your book. While I was in Australia I thought it would be a good idea 
to drop by the ANU and pay you a courtesy visit. To get a sense of how 
you were going with the writing and to see if there was anything we 
might do to help you.’

‘I’m not sure that you can. Help me, that is. All I can ask is for some 
more patience while I complete the manuscript, amidst all the other 
things I am doing.’

‘Yes, of course. I expect it being late summer you probably have 
plenty of teaching to prepare for.’

‘Oh, not really. In the Research School [of Pacific Studies] teaching 
is not a major preoccupation. That’s a big change from the LSE where 
I had students lining up to see me, even when I was on leave at the 
Foreign Office. So apart from a few doctoral students, who occasion-
ally produce passable work, and apart from sharing the running of the 
International Relations Department with Professor [Bruce] Miller, I am 
allowed to get on with writing and overseas conferences.’

‘That sounds a good set up, Professor Bull, in which case …’
‘But you see, I’ve had all sorts of demands on my research time. When 

I returned to Australia to take up my chair here in 1967, I already had 
lots of writing on the go, especially on arms control. The Nuclear Non-
Proliferation Treaty was being wrapped up and we’d been doing some 
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work on that in the Arms Control and Disarmament Research Unit I was 
running at Whitehall. Australia had some decisions to make about the 
approach it would adopt to these issues. There was much to say about 
how Canberra might keep open its nuclear options without creating 
major problems in a volatile Southeast Asian neighbourhood.’

‘I can see how that might move you some distance from your more 
theoretical study of the problems of international order with us …’

‘Well, yes and no. You’ve read my earlier book on The Control of the 
Arms Race.’1

‘Parts of it, yes, Professor Bull.’
‘So you are aware of my view that the management of the problems 

of nuclear armaments has been central to the study of the modern 
international order? While I don’t spend as much time on nuclear ques-
tions as I once did, the control of these weapons is essential if major 
war is to be avoided, and if we don’t have that, we can’t have any sort 
of international society.’

‘That’s going to be the title of the book with us?’
‘I’m thinking of calling it The Anarchical Society.2 That’s less vulgar 

than some of the alternatives that have been suggested to me.’
‘Yes, but I wonder if readers will be attracted to a book whose title sug-

gests the subject is about anarchy when really it is about order.’ 
‘Those aren’t the readers I want. If they can’t see that it is possible to 

have a society without formal government, then I can’t see the point 
of trying to reach them. I will not be adjusting my approach for bone-
headed people.’

‘I see, but speaking of readers, Professor Bull, is there a date by which 
time they might look forward to seeing the book in print?’

‘Oh I think it will see the light of day if that’s what you are worried 
about. But I’m soon to begin some fairly significant overseas travel and 
while I plan to write while I am away, I am not sure I can promise …’

‘You are heading to Britain again, Professor Bull? My colleagues at 
Macmillan often spot you at conferences around the country.’

‘Well, Britain is on my agenda. But first I am off to India for several 
months.’3 

‘That’s a very interesting place to visit, I am sure, but won’t it be 
hard to find a decent place to do your writing there, especially with the 
food and everything? And isn’t that a bit of an international relations 
backwater? I thought that the major powers were a central part of your 
book, for example.’ 

‘They are. But you underestimate India’s importance. The rise of the 
Third World is a crucial aspect of contemporary international politics. 
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India is at the forefront of an array of Asian and African countries chal-
lenging the West’s dominance. It mightn’t be long before India joins the 
nuclear weapons club. And surely you have been following what has 
befallen the United States in Vietnam?’

‘I’m sorry, Professor, I’m not sure I see the connection to the book 
you are writing.’

‘You’re not alone. Legions of people in Britain have not adjusted to 
the world we are living in. But amongst Western countries Australia is 
especially exposed to the Third World and the need to adjust to its rise. 
And without such an accommodation any semblance of international 
order in the late twentieth century won’t be possible. This even means 
coming to understandings with a revisionist power like China.’4

‘But isn’t that tantamount to appeasement?’ 
‘I thought you might say that. Appeasement gets far too much bad 

press. And what’s the alternative? Blundering on in the pretence that 
after the decline of Britain, France and the other former great powers of 
Europe, and as the United States withdraws from its commitments in 
Asia, that Western power remains supreme? Instead of relying singularly 
on American power, I’ve been busy arguing that Australia’s future rests 
on the fostering of an equilibrium between the United States, the Soviet 
Union, China and Japan.’5

‘From the little I know about Australia, wouldn’t that be expecting 
too much change?’

‘Perhaps if the old Liberal-Country Party governments were in office 
here. They had such little imagination I used to worry about where this 
country was heading. But Gough Whitlam6 understands the need to 
adjust to these new demands, even if he doesn’t always take every bit of 
good advice he is given from people here at the university.’ 

‘So you are a strong supporter of independence in Australia’s neigh-
bourhood? I saw a piece in this morning’s paper that Papua New Guinea 
was finally about to become a former colonial possession of Australia.’

‘Oh, I don’t think so. When PNG’s independence comes it will be due 
to impatient opinion in Australia, not because the leaders there want 
or need it. And, as I often think when I am visiting Oxford, we have 
much to be grateful for the fruits of colonial expansion. Our Western 
experience would be a far duller place without it, and we must not judge 
earlier periods by our own contemporary standards.’

‘I’m sorry Professor Bull, you have completely confused me. First you 
say that the West needs to accommodate the Third World. But then you 
evince sympathy for the colonial mindset. You support the Whitlam 
government, which suggests you have progressive views on foreign 
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policy. But if we depicted you as that sort of author, readers would then 
struggle with your emphasis on order and its reliance on an equilibrium 
of power. So should we call you a realist?’

‘No, definitely not.’
‘But you see the balance of power as a fundamental building block of 

your society which exists in anarchy.’ 
‘The anarchical society, the international society, yes.’
‘Mightn’t readers see that as a contradiction?’
‘They might. But they will come to see the balance of power as a polit-

ical institution, not a mechanical instrument. If you go back and reread 
Control of the Arms Race carefully you will find a similar argument.’

‘Surely your earlier book was not about the anarchical society, 
Professor Bull. It was about arms control.’

‘Why do you see these things as being mutually exclusive? In that ear-
lier work I suggested that the superpowers required mutual understand-
ings to avoid nuclear catastrophe. They may have found themselves in 
a situation where their forces balanced one another, a geopolitical stale-
mate as it were. But this accident of history, a fortuitous by-product of 
their competition, was not bound to persist. To be sustained, it required 
them to be consciously aware of their need for a set of rules to bind 
them in a mutual quest for international order. It is very dangerous 
to see a balance of power, as many American thinkers have a habit of 
doing, as something that appears automatically because nature abhors 
a vacuum. Instead we need to see the balance of power as a political 
institution – just as the détente we have seen in the last few years is the 
product of deliberate resolve.’ 

‘So rather than setting your book in the realist tradition, perhaps 
we should be situating it as part of a British-led challenge to American 
International Relations theory, chipping away at the bastion of realism.’

‘I like the last part of what you have just said, but am not entirely 
comfortable with where you are going in the middle of your comment. 
In the first instance, your desire to categorize thinkers, above all the 
one you are talking to at the moment, is troubling. It’s also intellectu-
ally lazy. Secondly, there is also something off-putting about the idea, 
if you are heading that way, of a genuinely British approach to inter-
national politics, and not just because I have been writing this book 
in Australia.’

‘Sorry to have offended you, but might you explain your reservations 
to me? You’re regarded as an essential member of the British Committee 
on the Theory of International Politics, and as I understand it some of 
your book comes from that experience.’
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‘Yes, you have that part right at least. Some of its most important 
antecedents lie in my two chapters in Diplomatic Investigations, one 
on “Society and Anarchy in International Relations”, the other on the 
“Grotian Conception of International Society”.7 And I continue to 
owe a profound intellectual debt to Martin Wight, without whom that 
Committee would not have been possible. We jointly rail against the 
hopeless idea that international order is built on formal organizations 
such as the United Nations when really it rests on informal institutions 
such as diplomacy, the great powers, and the balance of power. I even 
think war, when limited by agreed rules, is also one of those institutions. 
Yet I am not sure my book, which you keep bringing me back to, should 
be limited by ideas of a British approach to the subject. What’s more …’

‘But Professor Bull, you’re very well known for attacking American 
social scientific approaches to International Relations and defending 
what you call the classical approach.’ 

‘You’ve clearly not read the article in question8 carefully enough. 
A scholar’s duty is to be a critic of all ways of thinking and to be impris-
oned by none of them. Yes, I did enjoy taking pot-shots at the formal 
International Relations theorists. As you might know I detest the notion 
that international order can be evaluated quantitatively. Many an 
American PhD student is being supervised into a world of false preci-
sion, and I delight in informing them that the methodologies they 
are being pushed into are fruitless. I do not myself see any point in 
imitating the American predilection for formal approaches like game 
theory or the dreaded content analysis. But I have great respect for 
the robustness and energy that many American thinkers bring to our 
subject, and to the refreshing set of questions they can introduce to the 
desiccated intellectual lives of many of my British colleagues. If I hadn’t 
gone to the United States early in my LSE career, my own eyes for this 
sort of thing would not have been opened, and I am grateful to Charles 
Manning9 for having set this up to avoid me heading into the military 
draft as a British subject.’

‘So you were an unhappy member of the British Committee.’
‘No, far from it. And I do what I can to remain in contact with my 

British colleagues. We get to go to some nice places too. A workshop at 
Bellagio is far from a bad way of spending a few days in Italy. But I was 
not content that as a Committee we should remain insulated from the 
big and reinvigorating intellectual challenges that were coming from 
the other side of the Atlantic. So that’s why I arranged for someone 
like Thomas Schelling to address the Committee. And that’s also why 
I insisted on presenting papers on the work of Morton Kaplan10 and Karl 
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Deutsch. If there is a British approach, and if it is not infused by these 
new perspectives, it will wither on the vine. But some of my colleagues, 
including Martin Wight, weren’t so sure.’

‘In which case Australia has been a much happier place to base your-
self: strong connections to Britain still but also influenced by American 
thinking and close to Asia where so much is going on?’

‘That’s an unusually insightful thing for you to say, but I wouldn’t 
give Australia too much credit. I have a line I am saving up for whenever 
I have the chance to use it. It is so good to see Australia getting over its 
inferiority complex in relation to Britain, I will say. But then I will add 
that Australia still has a considerable amount to feel inferior about.’11 

‘That’s very amusing, but I hope we won’t see too much of that sort 
of thing in the book. Some of our readers struggle with contrarian view-
points, Professor Bull.’ 

‘Well then they probably won’t like what they find. If they look for 
a single hypothesis – to use a word I don’t employ very much myself – 
they may encounter several. If they look for me to get to the essences of 
concepts – something my philosophy education under John Anderson12 
at Sydney warned against – they will find themselves being taken 
through several alternatives. And if they are looking for a completed 
argument, they will discover on-going dialectic.’ 

‘That doesn’t sound as if the book will be easy going.’ 
‘It shouldn’t be. I will make no apologies for that. If the study of 

international politics was easy, I wouldn’t bother myself with it. I’m 
not here to make a complex and troubled world simple and convenient. 
I am not a therapist.’

‘No, I can see that from talking with you. But can we expect a com-
pleted manuscript by a particular date? I mean to say, the contract was 
issued some time ago.’ 

‘Yes, I signed it well before leaving the LSE. But as I say, I have been 
busy. And the fact that I am even working on theories of international 
order is still a surprise to some of my colleagues here.’

‘Surely not. You’ve said enough today to indicate that this area has 
been an abiding interest for you. And some gossipy person I know at 
the LSE once told me you had even been planning to do a doctoral dis-
sertation on the subject, something you never completed.’

‘Yes, and I take pride in teasing my own doctoral students that the 
degree they are reading for is not something I ever had to do. I actually 
didn’t even really start the doctorate, although I seem to recall scrib-
bling “International Anarchy” down on one of the yearly forms as my 
proposed topic. But when I arrived here in Canberra, I was greeted as a 
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strategic studies expert. And given your unusually detailed knowledge 
of goings on at the LSE, you will know that I was appointed Reader there 
at one stage with a special focus on Strategic Studies. So not long ago, 
when I gave a seminar here in the Coombs Building on international 
order, I got some quizzical looks from some of the scholars here, includ-
ing people connected with the Strategic and Defence Studies Centre. 
Desmond Ball,13 one of my most able students, swore at me in that wild 
colonial-boy way of his. So even those who have worked with me don’t 
necessarily know what I am most interested in and how it seems to fit 
together.’ 

‘Would that not be different back in Britain?’
‘That’s the second time you have shown some real insight. After India 

I will be spending some time back at Oxford.14 They don’t necessarily 
understand my interest in Asia, or in the Third World there. But Britain 
is probably where my work stands a better chance of evolving, espe-
cially now that I am expecting to move into deeper work on questions 
of international justice. Order, with which justice is often battling,15 
may well have had its day.’

‘So you might be tempted to come back?’
‘Perhaps. But if some longer-term possibility came up, I’d need to 

discuss it with my wife Mary. We’d have to think about what a move 
back there would mean for the children. I’d also be giving up wonderful 
working conditions here for lots of teaching and less money.’16

‘Yes I can already see this would be a great place to write. And before 
you set sail on the new work on justice I was just wondering about The 
Anarchical Society, as you’re calling it. Is it premature, Professor Bull, to 
talk about a date at which we can, at Macmillan, confidently expect a 
manuscript to arrive? We have had some very good readers in place for 
some time now ready to look at what you have produced.’

‘It is definitely not premature to talk about a date. But I also know 
that Professor Miller is keen to talk with me this morning about overseas 
leave. There have been some complaints that I am planning to spend 
too much time abroad, and so we have to keep the administration at 
bay. You’ll find your own way out, won’t you?’
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Caroline:  Professor Elshtain, thank you for meeting me here in Iraq. It 
is a pleasure to meet the author of Women and War. I bought 
that book many yea rs ago in a second-hand bookshop in 
New England. I had attended APSA in Boston and was enjoy-
ing a holiday with my family; whilst browsing in the book-
shop, I happened upon Women and War. I still have that copy 
although it is now littered with comments and rather dog 
eared from my use and that of my students! Now in a quirk 
of fate we are both here in the ruins of Baghdad at a seminar 
on ‘Women after War’. It is really your views on the current 
crisis that I wish to discuss today. 

  So in your book Just War against Terror you argued for an ethic 
of responsibility, and the need/the imperative for sometimes 
responding to significant political events. That is, you have 
always advocated a responsibility to act, obviously 9/11 was 
in your view just such an event, which required robust action 
against those who both conspired and instigated the attacks 
on your homeland. How now, sitting here, do you think that 
those wars waged by the United States have actually helped 
those we wish to keep safe, let alone those who we wished to 
liberate?

Elshtain:  Well, what remains even now with all that has happened in 
Iraq is that the wars themselves were ‘Just’ whatever the out-
come may be. The challenge is and remains, as we see with 
ISIS, that Islamic fundamentalism cannot and refuses to be 
limited by reason. Whatever the US did or did not do to allay 
the concerns of the radicals, it could not and did not rid itself 
of its essential principles – those of democracy, freedom of 
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speech, equality and so on – the very qualities loathed and 
challenged by fundamentalists. As patriots, however chas-
tened we may be by the consequences of these wars, we can-
not and should not repeal our commitment to the defence of 
the United States and personal freedoms around the globe. 

Caroline:  Yes, we need to discuss patriotism and your concept of the 
chastened.

Elshtain:  Indeed and we will, but the wars were in essence ‘Just’ 
because we did not fight to conquer or destroy countries for 
our own selfish purposes. These were defensive wars precisely 
about protecting our ways and our ability to keep our homes, 
and our kith and kin free. War in my view, as you know, can 
and should be an instrument of justice.

Caroline  (who is looking around the rubble in the compound, the list-
less women and children and the stray dogs): But on what 
basis has justice been served by these American wars?

Elshtain:  Bad states, rogue states need to be restrained and even dis-
ciplined for their actions in the international system – these 
states usually have a democratic deficit and nothing close to 
what we would recognize as a civil society. In contrast, the 
US is in so many ways the standard bearer for an ideal type 
of state. Therefore it needs to be defended against those who 
would do it harm; yet it also needs, indeed is required, to 
act as a force for good in the world. So national sovereignty 
is an achievement rather than a presupposition. We presup-
pose God is sovereign but we cannot assume a nation state 
is sovereign until it demonstrates its ability to be independ-
ent from the protection of another state, to treat its citizens 
decently and to foster a vibrant civil society: sovereignty as 
responsibility. You know this idea has been at the heart of 
my work. This ‘decency’, if I can use an old-fashioned word, 
marks a state as a mature member of the international com-
munity. Something analogous is true for the person – persons 
are not born as mature members of society but they can grow 
with encouragement to become such. This is the chance we 
gave Iraq – to become decent. We removed an unjust regime, 
gave people protection and the chance to build a civil soci-
ety and to behave in a responsible way in the international 
system. 
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Caroline:  But that was surely just a shield for a type of chauvinism and 
indeed the worst kind of a return to war purely for American 
interests? We know that Saddam did not have nuclear weap-
ons and that was the original pretext for war. 

Elshtain:  Your problem is that, as a European, perhaps understandably 
because of your troubled history, you are wary of my kind 
of patriotism and sceptical of its virtue. You seem to view 
patriotism as simply instrumental or the product of a manu-
factured cynicism. This is simply not the case in post-9/11 
America. Political sovereignty is a great historic achievement. 
It has helped to bind millions of people to a particular ‘place’ 
and to create a civic home for which the people themselves 
have a responsibility. In its constitutional form, it provided 
and provides for a type of civic identity that is not and 
should not be reduced to terms of race, gender, ethnicity or 
religion … it recognizes that there are certain dignities that 
belong to human beings as such and that the state can either 
honour or dishonour these. So in short my conception of 
 sovereignty – a chastened sovereignty if you will – offers in 
my view about as good a deal as human beings can reason-
ably expect in a world beset by conflict and confronted daily 
by the prospect of wars of all sorts.

Caroline:  Surely this is a problem. By what rubric does a sovereign state 
have to act in a benign way towards its own people? On what 
basis do you make this claim?

Elshtain:  In my view we cannot assume a nation state is sovereign 
until it demonstrates its ability to be independent from the 
protection of another state, to treat its citizens decently 
and to foster a vibrant civil society: it is sovereignty as 
responsibility. 

Caroline:  But I cannot think of a definition of sovereignty in which 
a state treating its own people decently – (and what does 
that actually mean?) is a requirement of sovereignty. Can 
you? The central problem of modern sovereignty and of 
course a challenge to the heart of your so-called chastened 
sovereignty is that the ideal of self-government (the mod-
ern preoccupation) conflicts with the requirement of good 
government (the ancient concern). So surely the trick is to 
ensure that self-government by the people and good govern-
ment coincide but the question you do not answer in your 
work is how to achieve this fusion.
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Elshtain:  The US Constitution does a pretty good job …. I suggest you 
read the XIV Amendment … 

Caroline:  Yes, the protection of US citizens is certainly there; yet the 
challenge running through your work in the post-9/11 
period is you acknowledge the nastiness and brutality of war 
and conflict – but it seems as if anything, indeed everything, 
torture of a certain variety, war, the killing of women and 
children (and I will, if time permits, return to feminism) is 
justified in the defence of America and its citizens. Indeed 
your type of American patriotism means that after 9/11 the 
nuances and complexity of some of your earlier views is 
almost lost in the call to arms – as, for example, your justifi-
cation and seeming endorsement of torture. 

Elshtain:  I harbour few illusions about the nature of the world or any 
view that a utopian world government is likely any more 
than say nuclear disarmament – the world is ugly and war 
even more so. There are tough choices to be made, but yes 
war can lead to a greater degree of justice. To quote Arendt, 
‘Politics is not the Nursery’.1 Politics is about the tension 
between the world we would wish to see and the world 
which exists. Our reality is one in which there are social and 
political evils and our role is to confront that evil. To quote 
another inspiration of mine – Niebuhr – Christians must use 
the power of power politics even if we dirty our hands in the 
process. 

Caroline:  So like Morgenthau you believe in power? 
Elshtain:  We, the powerful, must respond to attacks against persons 

who cannot defend themselves because they, like us, are 
human beings, hence equal in regard to us, and because they, 
like us, are members of states, or would-be states, whose pri-
mary obligation I repeat is to protect the lives of those who 
inhabit their polities. We must also act against evil where it 
exists. We have to pursue international justice. All people 
I think have a claim to have coercive force/violence deployed 
on their behalf if they are victims of the many horrors atten-
dant upon radical political instability. In this less than ideal 
world and in the absence of any effective international body 
to act as a guarantor, the one candidate to underwrite this 
principle is the United States. There are good reasons for 
this. One is indeed the superior nature of our political system 
and the fact, like it or not, that we are the sole remaining 
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superpower. The fight against German fascism and Japanese 
militarism put us in the world to stay. Therefore, America 
bears the responsibility to help guarantee international sta-
bility, whether much of the world wants it or not.

Caroline:  But this does not seem much like chastened politics to me; 
America everywhere?

Elshtain:  You wilfully misunderstand the position. This does not 
mean that we can or should rush around imposing solutions 
everywhere in a giddy fashion. It does however mean that 
we are obliged to evaluate all the pleas for justice and relief 
from people who are being preyed upon, whether by non-
state enforcers (like terrorists) or by state-sponsored enforc-
ers. (My own background is pertinent here. I come from a 
small  people – the Volga Germans – who would have been 
murdered and terrorized had they remained in Russia. The 
escape to the United States, even the hardships of the jour-
ney meant ultimately a sanctuary and protection). 

  My Christian realist position is one that accepts the inevita-
bility of action in a plural and divided world. I do not deny 
that this brings moral costs that we must bear. 

Caroline:  Well, let us return to the idea of costs. Let us take the issue 
of torture and your stance which has, to put it mildly, 
caused some controversy. You have written so much about 
your belief that a democratic and civil society must protect 
the dignity of humans, you have written on abortion and 
the treatment of the elderly. So it seems to me that your 
endorsement of certain torture practices and your rejec-
tion of other forms of torture are, even in your own terms, 
ambiguous. 

Elshtain:  I attempt to distinguish between what is awful but must be 
done and what is unacceptable and must never be done. 

Caroline:  You must see though how your finely grained differentiation 
between different types of physical and mental abuse of those 
detained in places such as Abu Ghraib and Guantanamo is 
at best confusing. Why, for example, can guards slap and 
shout and humiliate? You famously (or perhaps infamously) 
asked whether a ‘slap’ constitutes torture. Why is it accept-
able to place another human being in solitary confinement 
and impose methods such as sensory or sound deprivation? 
Your endorsement of such practices is even more puzzling to 
me when we consider that you have placed ideas of the body 
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at the centre of much of your work. You have drawn power-
fully on your own experience of polio and the effects of that 
disease on your own body and also spoken of giving birth to 
your own first child at the age of nineteen. You have created 
powerful images of the male body as straight, hard and fit 
for combat, yet, post-9/11, you have endorsed the degrading 
of the bodies of those detained. You have spoken of female 
bodies as life-giving and life-affirming and yet again women 
are tortured – their life-giving bodies defiled and destroyed. 

  Yet, even more than this, it is not just the endorsement 
of torture, troubling though that is, it is the false premises 
which underlie your justifications … 

Elshtain:  Well let me interrupt you. ‘Torture’ is indeed an unpleasant 
feature of war …

Caroline:  I notice that you are using your fingers to indicate that you 
are putting ‘torture’ in quotation marks, So, why the ‘torture’ 
in parenthesis? Why not just plain torture? 

Elshtain:  You know, we do have to recognize that the ruthless, the 
fanatical and those who would do us harm need to be 
stopped. Sometimes, distasteful as it may be, intelligence 
gathering, however rough the methods, may keep us safe. 
Far greater moral guilt falls on a person in authority who 
permits the deaths of hundreds of innocents rather than 
choosing to ‘torture’ those who are guilty or complicit. In 
my book Woman and War I quote Marisa Masu: ‘Each Nazi 
I killed … shortened the length of the war and saved the lives 
of all women and children’.2 I go on to say that many may 
of course see in this pithy formulation as only a base ration-
alization for violence, but that is too simplistic and it fails 
to do justice to the problem of ‘dirty hands’ and indeed fails 
to recognize the necessary moral ambiguity of any action in 
and on the world.

Caroline:  Yes but again you parade the ambiguities of such action: you 
also have endorsed the idea that those who torture may be 
placed on trial and have to account for their actions. Yet, 
this seems bizarre because as Nancy Shearman has argued, 
‘torture is rarely solo work’.3 It takes the actual institution-
alization of torture, the doctors, the interrogators, and the 
chain of command to make it happen. This surely reflects on 
the very essence of the state that permits and endorses such 
practices not just the individual ordered to torture. 
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Elshtain:  I always used to say in my classes that Americans did not have 
living memories of what it meant to flee a city in flames. As 
I watched tens of thousands fleeing from New York City on 
9/11 and I sat and wept, I recalled thinking ‘no more, now we 
know’.

Caroline:  But that is a side step, though an elegant one, from address-
ing my point. Yes of course that day – that terrible day – is 
imprinted on so many people but the idea which underpins 
your endorsement of torture and indeed that of many others 
is that of the so-called ‘ticking bomb’. The idea that torture 
may compel a terrorist to confess/inform on his comrades 
about to launch a massive, imminent and lethal attack is not 
credible surely. Isn’t this a vanishingly unlikely scenario? 

Elshtain:  How do we know? I have argued endlessly against any notion 
that we can predict outcomes in International Relations. 
Dreams rarely come true. But the world is full of horrors and 
underneath much of what is wonderful is so much that is 
not. We must be prepared to counter those who, for example, 
would behead our own citizens to make a point. Let us not 
forget the Daniel Pearls and now many others executed. For 
what crime exactly? 

Caroline:  Yes but this is what I feel is missing from your views after 
9/11 and it is perhaps the most important principle in inter-
national relations. I am talking about prudence. 

Elshtain:  What do you mean ‘missing’?
Caroline:  Perhaps I mean hidden rather than missing. I cannot see in 

your work and in your recent public statements any accept-
ance of the idea of prudence. This surely for a theorist of 
International Relations of your ilk must be a guiding force. 
So, if prudence is the ability to judge the rightness of a course 
of action from a range of possible alternatives on the basis 
of its consequences, there was surely little prudence demon-
strated in the rush to war after 9/11. Certainly the current 
tragedy in Iraq and Syria, the suicide bombers, the hostage 
taking and the creation of an Islamic pseudo state has all 
stemmed from that intervention. 

Elshtain:  If action had not been taken after 9/11 we would have failed 
in our duties to our fellow countrymen. The common good 
was threatened by those attacks. 

Caroline:  I understand the need for revenge, I understand the need for 
action, my point is that the consequences have been (look 
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around you) not what was expected here or in Afghanistan. 
Surely we should have exercised in Machiavelli’s terms 
‘prudence’? What we have is a cauldron of instability of 
extremism and a deeply ideological struggle that will end 
who knows where. You have written and spoken about the 
importance of Arendt’s approach which she dubbed ‘pearl 
fishing’.4 You dive in, not quite knowing what will come 
up … the important point is to be open to any subject … my 
point is that after 9/11 you did not remain open to many of 
the possibilities of action … or perhaps inaction?

Elshtain:  I think you know that it was my honour to be amongst a 
group invited to the White House to meet with President 
Bush, to contemplate, to pray and to find a way of addressing 
the events and reaction to 9/11. There was no rush to war. 
There was no hoopla. There was a calm acceptance of the 
need to act and the need to sacrifice.

Caroline:  Well, let us in this context return to Machiavelli. Surely the 
problem as he points out is that private and political morality 
do not coincide? Building on this supposition, Max Weber in 
his lecture ‘Politics as a Vocation’ dramatizes Machiavelli and 
argues that once you enter the world of power you inevitably 
keep company with demons, no matter what your intention 
might be. 

Elshtain:  To answer that charge, let me quote Mark Twain: ‘rumours of 
my death have been greatly exaggerated’. 9/11 did not change 
any of my essential beliefs about power, responsibility or the 
United States and its place in the world. It just so happens that 
at this historical juncture my country is the most powerful, 
the most capable of guarding and guiding justice. Along with 
that power, as I have always maintained, comes responsibility. 
We can exercise our power with restraint or we can sit back 
and let the rest of the world go to hell in a hand cart. The 
question is not, as I have said, in response to the criticisms 
of my old friend Nick Rengger, whether the United States is 
a superpower but what kind of superpower it is and should 
be.5 But we should all remember – and this view always has 
informed my work – there can never be any promise of control 
over events. We live in a world that threatens to be eclipsed by 
a moral darkness, terroristic evil is simply wrong but ridding 
ourselves of it requires and will continue to require a series of 
tragic encounters such as we see before us here in Iraq. 
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Richard Ned Lebow: As chair, I am delighted to welcome you all to this 
panel. Thinking that many people would be interested I requested a big 
room, but had no idea there would be such a large turnout – and at 8:30 
on a Saturday morning! Please, those of you in the back, there are still 
a few empty seats up front and the rest of you should feel free to sit in 
the aisles or in the back, in front of the windows.

Before introducing our speakers and commentators, I want to note 
that our speakers have agreed to keep their presentations to less than 
five minutes. They all have papers that we are posting online. 

Excuse me, Hans. I don’t think this is the right moment to take a 
selfie! And where did you get that selfie stick? 

Hans J. Morgenthau: I agree it is out of character, but Karl asked all of 
us for self-portraits. He is going to post them on something called ‘You 
Tube’.

Karl W. Deutsch: That’s right. I’m uploading the pictures and creating 
a link to a Dropbox for the papers. I want to see how many hits they 
both get, and from what countries, whether the pictures and texts get 
forwarded to others, and what kinds of comments readers leave. It’s all 
part of a research project.

Conclusions
Richard Ned Lebow, Peer Schouten and Hidemi Suganami
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Richard Ned Lebow: I see. I’ve arranged for a group photo after the 
panel and you can post that too if you like.

As I was about to say, we will begin with Thucydides, the most senior 
of our panellists, followed by Thomas Hobbes. Next come three well-
known twentieth-century theorists: Hans Morgenthau, Karl Deutsch 
and Hedley Bull. Our two commentators are Peer Schouten of the 
Danish Institute for International Studies and Hidemi Suganami of 
Aberystywth University. Thucydides, Son of Olorus, the floor is yours.

Thucydides: I am accustomed to speeches, but to those of others that 
I try to report as accurately as possible, adjusting them on occasion 
to highlight key tensions or deeper truths. This morning I am going 
to represent myself, and I am not only going to read my remarks in 
English but to adopt a modern style of presentation. My account of 
the Peloponnesian War uses the sophist mode of presentation. What 
appears in the authorial voice does not reflect my considered judgments 
but rather comprises introductory remarks that I deliberately undercut 
in the narrative that follows. Sophists used tensions and contradictions 
to lead readers to deeper understandings. Today I will speak only in the 
authorial ekphrastic voice and my words can be taken at face value. That 
said, I am new to thinking this way, and have had to read an enormous 
amount of theoretical material and history since giving my interview for 
Return of the Theorists eighteen months back.

Perhaps foolishly I offered my account as a ‘possession for all time’. 
I did so because human nature is unchanging and the kind of hubris 
responsible for the Archidamian and Peloponnesian Wars will manifest 
itself again and again. It may not always produce the chain of events 
that provoked these conflicts, but it is a real possibility. So too in 
democracies is the threat of demagogues rising to power by appealing 
to the fear, greed and pride of citizens ever present. And in all societies, 
regardless of their form of government, we should expect that passion 
will make reflection difficult, that hope will often trump reason, and 
that people will exaggerate the skill and cleverness of their leaders while 
minimizing that of their adversaries.

These verities provided fertile themes for our poets, who conveyed 
wisdom in plays. They differ from today’s scholarly texts in that 
they make use of emotion and reason. As Aristotle understood, they 
combine, especially in tragedy, to bring about a catharsis, which can 
facilitate the most productive kind of learning. Tragedy is a genre of 
story with an established and well-understood structure. I adapted it to 
politics, knowing that my audience would respond to this structure and 
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expect certain things from my narrative. I expected tragedy to endure, 
which was a great mistake, as it comes and goes, and more often the 
latter. My point here is that the kind of wisdom my culture developed is 
conveyed through stories, and better yet performances that engage the 
community. But change was already in the air and everything is differ-
ent since Plato; Nietzsche is absolutely right on this score.

Your goal is conceptual knowledge, what Aristotle refers to as epistēme. 
Tragedy and my account of the Peloponnesian War seek to convey prac-
tical reason, or phronēsis. It is deliberative but directed toward action. 
It leads to knowledge about what is worthwhile in life, and provides 
the incentive to educate the desires to act in accord with these goals. 
Phronēsis is the product of an arduous educational process that must 
begin in childhood and gradually allow emotions arising from the 
affection we develop towards good friends and role models and reflec-
tions about them and our life experiences to shape the psyche. It finds 
expression in the taste for more complex pleasures, recognition of the 
need of deferred gratification and of the value of self-restraint. Phronēsis 
applies equally to foreign policy because it is the produce of human 
goals, calculations and actions. Like Socrates, I believe that the same 
principles and dynamics that govern the psyche govern the polis. 

I offer this long-winded introduction to my remarks to make you aware 
that I bring a different perspective than most of you to the question of 
this panel. I am less interested in epistēme than phronēsis. From my per-
spective, what you call International Relations theory is valuable only 
to the extent that it helps leaders, assemblies, and in your time, public 
opinion, formulate appropriate goals and means of achieving them. With 
this benchmark in mind I can attempt to answer the question. 

The question presumes that there was some knowledge of interna-
tional relations in my epoch. This is certainly belied by the policies of 
Corcyra and Corinth, and of Athens and Sparta, and the stasis [civil 
war] to which this led in Hellas. Only Hermocrates and Syracuse rise 
to the occasion. Political life does not look much different in your day. 
Leaders and peoples, motivated by fear, interest and honour, have repeat-
edly acted in ways that diminish their security, wealth and standing. Your 
demagogues make Cleon look restrained and Alcibiades merely frivolous. 
But here I am willing to defer to your greater knowledge of contemporary 
affairs. 

Was there good knowledge about international relations at the time, 
and if so, why did it have seemingly little impact on the course of events? 
I think the answer to the first question is largely no. The tragedies of 
Sophocles and Euripides and the comedies of Aristophanes, which have 
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the potential to encourage phronēsis, were not written until late into our 
civil war, and in some cases afterwards. They were a response to these 
events, as was my account, which modern translations annoyingly insist 
on calling a ‘history’. Plato’s Republic and other relevant dialogues were 
also reflections on this disaster. He and I went in opposite  directions in 
what we supposed were the best strategies for rebuilding civilization. 
All of us hoped that tragedy or philosophy could lead the way to more 
peaceful and happier societies, although we were uniformly pessimistic 
about this prospect.

Looking at your era, and the history leading up to it, our pessimism 
was fully warranted. In every part of the world, except those dominated 
by a single power, it is a saga of inflated ambitions, poorly conceived 
initiatives, and, at times, unlimited violence. The understanding of 
human affairs and international relations that we Greeks developed has 
had little impact. This is so, for many reasons, I think. For over a millen-
nium, these writings were lost to European  culture. When rediscovered, 
they were not always properly understood. My fellow panellist Hobbes 
owes us all an explanation on this count. Later, the Germans treated 
Greek texts as Rorschach Tests and projected their political and psycho-
logical needs onto them. The tragic understanding of politics and its 
associated view of life did not take deep roots in any Western culture. 
Efforts by our esteemed panellist Professor Morgenthau had little effect. 
American readers especially came away from his book with the wrong 
lesson that power was everything. Subsequent American realists read 
the Melian Dialogue in support of their misguided conclusions when 
I intended it to be understood as a pathology.

As Marx – whom I’m told is in the audience – would expect, many dis-
courses are intended to justify and sustain existing power relationships. 
In the mid-twentieth century, Professor Morgenthau suggested that this 
was true of American International Relations theory. More recently, it 
has been shown how the concept of hegemony, so central to realist and 
liberal theory, has little empirical basis but offers ideological justification 
for American exceptionalism and dominance. Sadly, this kind of theory 
makes tragedy more, not less, likely.

I do not pretend to have the competence to evaluate quantitative 
research, rationalist approaches, feminism or post-structuralism. This is 
due in the first instance to my lack of training, but also to the opacity 
and often crudeness of these narratives. We Greeks aspired to produce 
literature and to make it appealing to a wide audience, including those 
most likely to influence policy decisions. Your search for epistēme is inac-
cessible and uninteresting to policy elites or the general public. I gather 
that some contemporary scholars also maintain that it is irrelevant.
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I am disappointed, but not surprised, that the world is not that much 
different from the one I knew. I am surprised that the International 
Relations theory enterprise has gone in a direction that makes it less, 
rather than more, relevant to the problems you face.

Richard Ned Lebow: Thank you Thucydides. I now cede the floor to 
our next panellist, Thomas Hobbes.

Thomas Hobbes: I am honoured to be part of this gathering, and 
wish to thank you all for your gracious invitation and attendance. It 
is also a great pleasure to meet my fellow-panellists. I am particularly 
pleased to have the opportunity to converse with Thucydides; the task 
of translating his great History into English was something from which 
I learned a great deal, though I suspect we depart from each other on 
some quite crucial points. I am gratified also to have had the leisure 
to read the works of the other panellists. One of the strange things 
about Eternity is that you have plenty of time. At any rate, I commend 
Professors Morgenthau and Bull for having understood more of what 
I had to say than many scholars seem to have managed, though I regret 
to say that they seem to have gone badly astray on a number of points. 
Professor Deutsch seems a charming man, albeit a misguided one. His 
mind recalls to me somewhat that of my old adversary Sir Robert Boyle, 
whose mania for experimentation knew no bounds. I trust, however, 
that our conversations today will be more convivial than those I was 
forced to be engaged in with Mr. Boyle.

When I was fortunate enough to spend time at the Royal Court in 
the 1660s, I was much vexed by those who considered themselves great 
wits; so much so that upon my arrival at Court, my revered Monarch 
Charles the Second was wont to jest ‘here comes the bear to be baited!’ 
[Laughter]. I wonder if the same will be true today? I hope not, tho’ 
I fear it will be so – since as I remarked in my earlier discourse in this 
volume, the vanity of scholars knows few limits, and I suspect that this 
is little changed – even as so much else appears to have been transfig-
ured. Moreover, as much as I enjoy laughter, it is necessary always to 
remember that it is often occasioned by vanity, being an expression 
of one’s perceived superiority over another. As such, it can generate 
resentment as much as conviviality. In truth, laughter captures much 
in our world: it is pleasant and dangerous at the same – and it shows an 
important truth: the need to appreciate relations between things that 
are not immediately apparent, to examine their implications for how 
people behave, and assess how we ought to behave in turn. 

Nonetheless, I relish intellectual battle as much as I fear and wish to 
avoid actual battle, so I am pleased to enter the lists in this chamber. 
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Perhaps, indeed, I may take these initial musings as a beginning for my 
words today. I have always sought to develop a vision of politics based 
on reason. The proofs of geometry remain to my mind indisputably one 
of the highest achievements. However, this does not mean that politi-
cal knowledge is the same as what I often call natural history, or what 
many in your studies today seem indiscriminately to lump together as 
 ‘science’. A proper understanding of the role of reason must embrace 
the insights of the sceptics as well as the rationalists, without falling 
into the arms completely of either. I regret to say, that a failure to rec-
ognize this seems to be all too common at this gathering, which you 
refer to as the ISA, at least if my observations of your continual disputes 
about ‘method’ are to be relied upon.

If you will permit me to continue a moment on this subject, and if 
I may speak freely, I must say that this tendency toward oppositions 
seems to occupy too great (and too destructive) a position in your 
discussions. If you wish another illustration, I this morning attended a 
panel where my views were discussed; a speaker referred several times 
to ‘Hobbesian realism’, though without defining properly what, if any-
thing, the words signified and contrasted it to an examination of what 
he termed ‘subjectivity’. At the time, I was sorely vexed at this patent 
misrepresentation of my views, but civility demanded I forebear, lest 
frustration get the better of me. I wish now, however, to make clear in 
person what should be apparent from even the briefest glance at my 
writings: a proper understanding of politics must understand the place 
of the passions (what some of you here seem now to refer to as ‘emo-
tions’) as well as reason. The one does not exclude the other. To my 
mind, recognizing the importance of the passions does not relieve one 
of an obligation to think logically about the implications of this insight; 
to the contrary, it demands the application of reason to this end. And if 
I may say so, I would invite those who wish to do so to examine 
 carefully my Leviathan, where I undertake this task. 

As I demonstrate there, and throughout many of my works, these 
issues of belief and emotion are not disconnected from the ques-
tion of knowledge and knowing (of ‘method’) with which I began 
these remarks. For example, what many now call my ‘materialism’ is 
in part a response to political, not just scientific, challenges. It rules 
metaphysical speculations about God’s will or ultimate values beyond 
this world outside of the court of proper knowledge. These remain 
legitimate questions of private faith for individuals, but not of politics 
and policy. If people will recognize (and be taught to recognize – the 
task of many of you in this room) the practical as well as the analytic 
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merits of  ontological materialism, and see themselves, their actions, 
and their aspirations through its lens, they can agree on fundamental 
principles (such as survival as the highest good and death the greatest 
evil) and build a shared theory of authority, legitimacy and action. As 
I mentioned in my earlier conversation, although I have not applied 
this reasoning to ‘IR’, its implications can be reasoned out fairly clearly.

This to my mind is an example of political knowledge, rightly rea-
soned. It is pursued in my Leviathan, and remains as true today as it 
was when I wrote it. Should others disagree with my reasoning and 
conclusions, I challenge them to follow carefully the logic I there 
expound, and to demonstrate how I err. For my part, I stand by rea-
soning and its conclusions unflinchingly. Those who truly wish to 
understand the conditions of peace, I believe, must do likewise.

Richard Ned Lebow: Thank you Mr. Hobbes. It was a singular treat to 
hear directly from two of our field’s great thinkers. We will now listen 
to theorists close to our time whom at least some of us present have 
had the privilege of knowing, even studying with. May I start with you, 
Professor Morgenthau?

Hans Joachim: Let me express my gratitude to Ned Lebow for his

Morgenthau: successful efforts to bring me back to life, which I must 
admit raises some questions in my mind about the critique of ‘scient-
ism’ I advanced in some of my writings. Although I still think I was 
basically right to worry about a misplaced faith in science and technol-
ogy as a cure-all for tough moral and political dilemmas, I have to admit 
that it certainly feels good to be alive again. In any event, I would like 
to thank the medical researchers and technicians who made this minor 
miracle possible. 

But let me turn to the topic of the panel. (And let me also note that 
I am very happy it is not a dreadful APSA panel. So far, I am happy 
to report, I have avoided such hellish experiences in the afterlife). 
Unfortunately, I feel obliged to express some scepticism about both the 
premise on which the panel seems to be based, and also about some of 
the views expressed by my esteemed  colleague Thucydides.

I simply do not believe that we should describe Thucydides as a 
theorist of international relations. This is not meant to be disrespectful; 
as will become clear from my comments, I have always admired his 
great masterpiece on the Peloponnesian Wars. But I have been asked to 
respond to a very specific question, and to do so I will need to clear up 
some confusion.
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As I have said on numerous occasions, Thucydides is best read as a his-
torian with a philosophical bent, who indeed relied on what we might 
describe as implicit theoretical claims, but whose intellectual endeav-
our always remained fundamentally different from that of a theorist 
of international relations. Thucydides, like the great Ranke, employed 
some latent theoretical ideas to make sense of a specific constellation 
of historical events. He did so, as I stated some years back, in order ‘to 
provide the standards for their selection and to give them meaning’. 
But a fully developed international theory was never his main con-
cern. Not surprisingly, even when he points in the direction of such a 
theory, its elements are incomplete. This, by the way, was the reading of 
Thucydides that Martin Wight also offered in his important essay, ‘Why 
is There No International Theory?’, which I endorsed immediately upon 
its publication in a piece of my own on the same question. Of course, 
theorists also rely on history, so at times the division between the two 
scholarly tasks becomes blurred. Yet theory – what I have tried to do – 
simply should not be reduced to history, however philosophically or 
theoretically minded. As I have noted in a different context:

[w]hat distinguishes such a history of international politics from a 
theory is not so much its substance as its form. The historian presents 
his theory in the form of a historical recital using the chronological 
sequence of events as demonstration of his theory. The theoretician, 
dispensing with the historical recital, makes the theory explicit and 
uses historical facts in bits and pieces to demonstrate his theory.1

What I have done – and with all due respect to Thucydides – this does 
perhaps represent a certain intellectual advance, is pursue theory, and 
that means that I have tried to understand the general principles of 
politics and how those general principles relate specifically to interna-
tional politics. What are the fundamental regularities of politics, and 
how do they play out given the peculiarities of international society, 
e.g., the ‘national interest defined in terms of power, the precarious 
uncertainty of the international balance of power, the weakness of 
international morality, the decentralized character of international law’, 
and so on? Of course, there is overlap with Thucydides’ approach, yet 
the orientation is a different one. And of course my writings have una-
voidably included discussions of particular historical examples, since I 
have found it useful to rely on them to illustrate my ideas. When doing 
so, I have in fact followed Thucydides’ example in one decisive way: 
the assessment of any specific historical or political context, I believe, 
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must always depict the various political actors as objectively as possi-
ble, as representing ‘different incarnations of the same species of man, 
endowed with the same virtues and vices, equally capable of great and 
mean deeds, of wisdom and folly’, something both he and Herodotus 
did successfully in their great histories. This is what I once described as 
striving for a ‘charitable understanding’, and I believe it is crucial to all 
sound political analysis. 

Let me also emphasize, since I have been misunderstood here as well, 
that my commitment to a general theory of international politics should 
not be conflated with the views of those who think political science 
should be modelled on the natural sciences. That’s a real mistake, for 
reasons I cannot explore today. Compared to hard-line advocates of that 
position, Thucydides and I are in fact allies. But that overlap should not 
lead anyone to miss the differences between his endeavour and my own.

One additional comment on this issue, if I may. In his remarks today, 
Thucydides reminded us the classical distinction between conceptual 
knowledge, epistēme, and practical or deliberative knowledge oriented 
towards action, phronēsis. I am no classicist, and though I have always 
admired not just Thucydides but also Aristotle (whose writings I have 
regularly taught in seminars), I have never had the time to garner 
the requisite exegetical and philological expertise. However, it still 
seems to me that what I have tried to do as an International Relations 
theorist – and perhaps herein lies another difference between us – still 
falls primarily under the rubric of abstract conceptual or theoretical 
knowledge, though I do assuredly believe that such knowledge can 
have positive practical benefits. Yet it is still not quite the same thing 
as practical wisdom or judgment, which is closer in spirit to the classi-
cal conception of phronēsis, and which political actors – and especially 
statesmen – need to acquire. But that is a different kind of knowledge 
from what scholars and especially theoreticians aim for as scholars, 
which is also not to say that scholars should be systematically precluded 
from acting as political creatures, as I have in opposition to the Vietnam 
War and on other occasions. These are complicated issues. In any event, 
here I remain indebted to the great Max Weber, who would perhaps 
have questioned whether the classical idea of phronēsis can provide 
guidance in the modern world – given what he famously described as 
‘Entzauberung’ (or ‘disenchantment’) – in the manner it did for the 
Greeks. At the very least, modern moral scepticism and relativism make 
things messier than perhaps Thucydides (or, for that matter, Aristotle) 
appreciated. Lastly, I would again simply emphasize that Thucydides’ 
version of phronēsis, if that in fact is how we best should understand 
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his project, takes a distinctive historical form, and whatever its other 
strengths, that unavoidably circumscribes its theoretical scope. 

Now, just to be clear, I have always considered Thucydides a notable 
Ur-Realist of sorts, and his views about human nature, the irrepressibil-
ity of power and political struggle, and the fundamental importance of 
interest to understanding political action anticipated some of my own 
ideas. But, as I have been saying, a fundamental difference remains: as a 
historian, Thucydides was doing something different from what I always 
intended.

I would love to present Thucydides with a copy of Scientifi c Man Vs. 
Power Politics, but apparently it is now out of print. If I understand cor-
rectly, books are now being replaced by little buzzing electronic devices? 
For those who bother to look, in fact, I interpret the Melian Dialogue 
in somewhat more complicated terms than many other realists. What 
I have said is that Thucydides’ account of the Melian dialogue should 
not be read as historical fact but instead as a literary tool for express-
ing a fundamental truth about the nexus between justice and power: 
‘even if assuming the reality of justice, we are incapable of realizing 
it’, which is hardly the same thing as denying the existence or at least 
desirability of justice, something I have never sought to do. As the 
Melian Dialogue so vividly illustrates, however, people ‘have always 
thought and acted as though justice were real’, even when it is obvious 
to objective bystanders that such claims are in fact misbegotten. One 
of the sources of the tragic nature of human existence is precisely the 
fact that we can never fully achieve justice, even though we are obliged 
to try to do so. Both Thucydides and I understand this crucial feature 
of all political  existence: the quest for justice and the lust for power 
are unavoidably intermingled, which makes the quest for justice much 
more complicated and paradoxical than either his countrymen or my 
own ever acknowledged.

Richard Ned Lebow: Thank you, Professor Morgenthau. Karl Deutsch 
is next.

Karl W. Deutsch: Thank you, Ned. It gives me great pleasure to look 
around the room and see some of my former students, and even more, 
to see how they have thrived. It is equally satisfying to see our discipline 
move forward, as indeed it has. I know my faith and optimism in social 
science put me at odds with the other panellists, so let me explain the 
basis of my beliefs.

Much of my career was devoted to the study of nationalism. While 
still a student in Prague I was familiar with the work of Otto Bauer, 
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the leading Austro-Marxist thinker on the subject. In America, I read 
Carleton J. H. Hayes and later, the works of Hans Kohn and Rupert 
Emerson. My Nationalism and Social Communication builds on their his-
torical insights and advances our understanding by using concepts from 
cybernetics and quantitative research. It offers a more rigorous under-
standing of the phenomenon of nationalism, and one that sheds new 
light on the causes and timing of nationality conflicts within countries. 
In the sixty-plus years since my book was published, there has been a 
veritable explosion of research on nationalism, much of it using new 
concepts and research methods. Computers and advanced statistical 
techniques enabled my successors to amass and manipulate amounts of 
data of which I could only dream. Today’s researchers can use more vari-
ables, make more exhaustive horizontal and vertical comparisons, and 
begin to probe the way in which so-called structural features interact 
with those of context like path dependence and agency. The potential 
of even bigger data analysis will open up further avenues of research.

To be sure, progress has not been linear. I was an early supporter of 
the Correlates of War (COW) project, and still believe that my friend 
David Singer was on the right track in attempting to transform our 
extensive qualitative understanding of war and its causes into vari-
ables that could be measured and compared. It brought badly needed 
rigour to the enterprise at every step of research from identifying pos-
sible causes of war to collecting and assessing data about them, and 
above all, to the process of inference. Admittedly, the inductive fishing 
expedition that followed was not a particularly productive enterprise, 
but much has been learned since then. The project has many more vari-
ables, the data is more carefully coded, and researchers are using it in 
more sophisticated ways. 

The same is true of the World Handbook of Social and Political Indicators, 
published in the early 1960s, and the product of my collaboration with 
Harold Lasswell, Bruce Russett and Hayward Alker. We collected inter-
national data in the age before governmental data were computerized 
and the Internet and Wikipedia existed to make it accessible. The fact 
that the project now looks primitive indicates just how far social science 
both in its methodology but also in its epistemology has progressed and 
what is now possible, especially with the help of new technologies that 
continue to impress me. I recently read of a nice study that used night-
time satellite images of India to identify rural districts that were receiv-
ing public services and that facilitated the study as to how this issue 
correlated negatively with political protest and violence. Such research 
was unimaginable in my day!
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Social media are the most recent communications breakthrough. 
When my former student and long-time friend Andy Markovits inter-
viewed me for his book, I told him that this new complex arguably 
constitutes the most exciting and potentially revolutionary develop-
ment since the printing press. For International Relations scholars it has 
endless possibilities, and I am hoping to be in Atlantis long enough to 
start my own project. This is why I am collecting selfies, in the hope of 
tracking global intellectual networks and comparing them to those of 
the Enlightenment, which I will have students reconstruct from corre-
spondence among eighteenth-century thinkers. If anybody is interested 
in participating in this research, do come and see me after the panel. 
The only problem I foresee is the bandwidth here in Atlantis, given the 
use we are all making of the Internet. [laughter from the audience]

Printing produced a secular, liberal world, although, as always it 
is under siege. In my day, nationalism and fascism were the biggest 
threats. Today it is nationalism and religious fundamentalism, and as 
in the past, repressive political regimes of different ideological persua-
sions. Science and social science working together have the potential to 
overcome these threats in the long-term. In every decade throughout 
the twentieth century the number of scientists doubled, so too did 
the number of books published, and of equal importance, the number 
of people capable of reading them. With English as the lingua franca 
and the development of electronic media, information will accrue and 
flow at a rate that would be impossible for printed matter. Information 
of such quality and quantity will also be more difficult to suppress. 
Communication is the highway of progress, and the dissemination of 
research findings about poverty, prejudice and war all have the potential 
to reduce these scourges of humankind. 

Have we progressed since the time of Thucydides? The answer is unam-
biguously yes. I propose that we take a survey of everyone in this room 
to discover what they think, and to break it down by age cohort. Hard 
data are more convincing than the idiosyncratic musings of an old man.

Let me return to Thucydides, whose account of the Peloponnesian 
War is one of the great works of history and literature. I read it as a 
university student for the first time and was deeply moved. I’m hon-
oured to share the podium with all of the participants, but especially 
with a man of such extraordinary stature. There is much to learn from 
his book about war and its causes, and the causes of political order and 
breakdown more generally. I also believe that its format makes it acces-
sible, and even fascinating, to a wide range of people who would never 
consider reading an article in the Journal of Confl ict Resolution. For the 
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same reason, I have always enjoyed reading Livy and the great works of 
Czech, German and English literature. They open the hearts and minds 
of great thinkers and profound authors to their readers, and, one hopes, 
the latter’s own hearts and minds as a result.

We should nevertheless not shy from treating Thucydides’ exquisite 
narrative as a storehouse of data from a different historical epoch. By 
my count, he describes twelve attempts at deterrence and compellence. 
We can code these encounters as successes and failures – mostly failures, 
I fear – and read the speeches and narrative to grasp the reasons why 
this is the case. These reasons can also be coded and become the first 
step in the creation of an international data set covering first the Greek 
and then the Roman worlds. We can run regressions to see if deterrence 
succeeded and failed for the same reasons it did in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries, and also study differences in the causes of war. 
There are great possibilities here for interesting dissertations. 

Richard Ned Lebow: Thank you, Karl. What is this? You want me to 
do a selfie too? OK, but later. I now turn the floor over to Hedley Bull. 

Hedley Bull: Thank you chair. I’d like to begin my remarks with an 
objection preceded by an observation. Professor Deutsch, I’ve been 
defending your work for years among my colleagues in the British 
Committee on International Theory, insisting that you’ve been one 
of the leading American theorists who have brought new insights and 
rigour to the dilapidated study of international politics. Your work on 
political community I rate as especially significant. But I must say that 
your obsession with collecting the trivia which you call data, and your 
foolhardy dedication to the vacuous charms of content analysis, leave 
me wondering whether I should have saved my breath. 

My objection is to the question we’ve been asked to consider in this 
panel. I was very happy to accept the invitation to be here today to rub 
shoulders with some of the thinkers whose work I’ve read and sought 
to understand, and whose approaches I have agreed and disagreed 
with. But to ask any of us whether International Relations theory has 
progressed since the days of our colleague Thucydides strikes me as the 
begging of a patently unanswerable question.

This objection might appear odd to those of you who know that 
one of my first suggestions to any new students of International 
Relations is that they read the classics on the subject. This is what my 
mentor Martin Wight had me do when I got to the London School of 
Economics, and it has stood me in very good stead. Far better a morn-
ing reading Hobbes than a year consulting the Correlates of War. But 
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I do not require students to do this because I believe that earlier thinkers 
belong to a continuous line of theorists who are dealing with very simi-
lar circumstances to those our current world faces. Happily for them, 
they did not have to contend with some of the accidents of history we 
have to deal with, including the arrival of nuclear weapons. Unhappily 
for them, this also means that they lacked one of the most important 
material factors that have inclined our  generation to accept the urgency 
of avoiding  catastrophic war. 

Similarly, it is wrong for us to fault those earlier thinkers for arguments – 
including those about interactions with peoples beyond European 
 civilization – which we would find objectionable today because of 
where world opinion has taken us. A study of earlier thinkers is valuable 
precisely because we get to see how they were responding to the interna-
tional circumstances of their time, not because they are speaking directly 
to ours. It is only possible to speak of progress, therefore, if we think we 
are doing a better job of responding to our international circumstances 
than they were to theirs. 

How then are we to make this comparison? It seems to me that in 
doing so we need some sort of agreement on the purpose of International 
Relations theory, an issue upon which the question posed for this panel 
is unhelpfully silent. I doubt that we are likely to achieve consensus on 
this matter, but let us say that it is first of all by giving an account of 
international order in terms of a common set of rules and institutions 
which operate amongst the main members of the given international 
system. And it is second of all by determining whether the members of 
that system, who in our case still happen to be states, approach their rela-
tions with each other in such ways that we can conclude that they enjoy 
some measure of international society with each other. And it is thirdly 
by determining whether there are possibilities for a significant and poten-
tially radical transformation of the current system, including the replace-
ment of the system of states by something politically quite different. 

If these are the proper purposes of International Relations theory, 
I must admit to being doubtful as to whether a better job is being done 
now than was done in times we know rather more about than the 
Greek city states period about which Thucydides has been speaking. 
How much his world amounted to a properly international system is a 
point of some significance, and something we should take time to ask 
him while he is here. But our main point of understanding, lest I say 
comparison, would be the theorists who were writing in the sixteenth, 
seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries about the interna-
tional relations of the European system and society of states. Should it 
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be found that they did a better job of determining the rules of their sys-
tem, the meaning and extent of their international society, and the pos-
sibilities of its transformation, than we have of ours, then our answer to 
the question posed for this panel must be in the negative. 

And yet even if we were to examine with great care the international 
understandings of Vittoria and Vattel, and of Grotius and Gentz, the 
question would in all probability still suffer from its original defect. 
It seems manifestly evident to me that there was a stronger sense of 
international society in the practice of European international  relations 
than in that of a more global international relations today. But what 
was more intense then was so partly because of the exclusivity of that 
system – more extensive of course than the world of Thucydides, but far 
less extensive than ours. We are dealing today with international rela-
tions in a properly global system of states. So are we to say that we have 
not made progress when the task set before us is so challenging because 
of the absence of a common world culture to correspond with the com-
mon European culture which inhabited the rules and institutions of that 
European international society? Or are we to instead acknowledge that 
we may have a much greater challenge in establishing the foundations 
of the new international society? 

And in seeking to meet that challenge we in fact should be grateful to 
Professor Deutsch and his fellow social  scientific International Relations 
theorists. Not of course for their methods, which make a fetish out of for-
mal  technique. But instead the assumption that a common commitment 
to scientific reasoning – in place of  natural law and the sentimentality 
that comes with losing empires – can be the basis for that new interna-
tional society. It might even help transform our system into something 
else. So without causing any offence to Thucydides here, I say that we 
need much less of Plutarch and Plato. And in words that may bring a smile 
to Professor Deutsch, I say that instead we need more Parsons and Pareto. 

Richard Ned Lebow: Thank you Professor Bull – and the other pre-
senters. You have done an admirable job of making brief presentations. 
There was no need to pass along little notes or pottery shards threaten-
ing ostracism. I’m sure our two commentators will follow suit. I can’t 
say I envy them the task of criticizing the kinds of authorities from 
whom we have just heard. First, Dr. Schouten.

Peer Schouten: Before I start, can I ask you to open that window next 
to you, Nietzsche? It seems to be getting hot in here with all the heated 
debate. Oh, you’re right, that’s probably not a good idea here in the 
Sunken City. Ah well. 



376 Richard Ned Lebow et al.

Ladies and gentlemen in the room – it is an honour to be with you. 
As probably the youngest here, I am more than a bit nervous to find 
myself in such distinguished company – albeit mostly white men, and 
mostly dead ones at that. I’m quite sure that because of my nerves, I’ll 
appear just as pale in the selfie that will be posted online; and I’m happy 
the picture won’t be able to convey my trembling left hand, with which 
I am holding on to my glass of water as if it were life itself. 

As for this closing panel. If thought, like wine, matures with age, then 
my comments here are probably devoid of the kind of phenolic com-
plexity that characterizes the contributions of panelists before and after 
me, but with that caveat, let me use my five minutes as a discussant for 
two observations on the main question this panel revolves around: that 
of progress in International Relations theory since Thucydides. I will 
base my reflections on two ideas that predate our most senior thinker 
by a couple of centuries: one attributed to Heraclitus of Ephesus and 
another to Archilochus of Paros. I’ll borrow from the first a view on 
progress in IR; I’ll borrow from the second to distinguish between two 
ways of relating to that view, typically adhered to by two types of IR 
scholars.

Even if Heraclitus is often called ‘the Obscure’ because the fragments 
of his work that have been delivered to us are often oracular and 
aphoristic in nature, his formulation of panta rhei has dominated phi-
losophy for a long time since Aristotle. Time and again we students of 
 international politics attempt to step in historical streams of thought, 
diving for theoretical gems that can help us make sense of the flow of 
the river, and, in some cases, the direction the river will take next. But 
if it is not possible to step in the same river twice, is it then possible to 
speak of progress, or only of the meandering of history? Is it possible to 
intervene in the flow of history based on our reading of its course, or is 
every such attempt futile? So what is the track record? 

Centuries of thinking on IR has not led to the dissolution of war and 
destruction. On the contrary, the quantitative explosion of theorizing 
in IR over the course of the last century coincided with the largest accu-
mulation of human-made dead bodies in the riverbed of history. The 
realization is now dawning on humankind that we have entered an era 
of irreversible destruction to the environment, which we political think-
ers have comfortably but insistently bracketed away, operating as we do 
in the shadow of Descartes. Hobbes, your state of nature is increasingly 
polluted. In short, if progress in IR on the level of epistēme is judged in 
terms of real-world progress, it’s doing a bad job, and we could indeed 
weep with Heraclitus. 
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If I see some realists in the audience nodding in agreement at the 
suggestion that progress in international politics is not possible, my 
invoking of the second predecessor of Thucydides, Archilochus, might 
curb your enthusiasm. If modern realists are typical incarnations of his 
echinos or hedgehogs, laughter would only become the avulpes or foxes. 
The intention of Archilochus might have been – as Isaiah Berlin notes 
in his brilliant essay on the philosophy of history in Tolstoy – simply 
to point out the moral lesson that the fox cannot, for all his cunning, 
defeat the hedgehog’s one defence. But more interestingly, Berlin has 
used this distinction to categorize a number of thinkers present here – 
Plato, Hegel and Nietzsche as hedgehogs, Aristotle as a fox… 

If IR is about distilling stable categories and using history as a source 
of illustrations, as Morgenthau just said, we should all be hedgehogs in 
this room (and there’s a few clear-cut cases that Berlin didn’t incorpo-
rate present here – yes I’m looking at you, Hume, Rawls, Bourdieu and 
Waltz). We humans have a natural inclination to attempt and reduce 
and fit the unknown into known categories derived from previous 
experience, in order to make it amenable to action, to give it a place in 
our system of knowing – to give us some sort of ontological security, to 
use a modern descriptor. We as IR scholars are, and are expected to be, 
standard bearers of this inflection; and in order to fulfil the vocation 
of academic analysis of international politics, one has to elevate the 
urge to domesticate the unknown to a  conviction – in other words, IR 
scholars ought to be  hedgehogs. But the charge of history against us as 
hedgehogs is serious: how can we continue to defend our belief in over-
arching truth and progress if those have failed to steer us clear from the 
barbarous succession of real-world events? 

If progress is by contrast approached as a fox, there might be some 
reason for Abderitan laughter. There are some foxes in hedgehog 
clothing in this room – Ned, you of all people can’t hide your red tail 
since you published your Cultural Theory. And indeed the very premise 
of the current project – to capture the diversity of voices in international 
theory along the centuries – is a foxy one. If Hans pointed out just now 
that Weber laments the disenchantment of the world, foxes perhaps 
wouldn’t see it that way: they revel in the multiplicity engendered by 
the differentiation and fragmentation of understanding across time, and 
happily plunge in the river of time again and again to discover new par-
tial and unique aspects of its diversity of life. Hedgehogs might only see 
the swamp of decaying ideas where foxes revel in the intrinsic beauty 
of the confused blooming of a thousand – no, millions! – of theoretical 
flowers (articles in PDF can be likened to flowers, with a little effort) 



378 Richard Ned Lebow et al.

that live out their (generally short) lives on the shores of intellectual 
history. While foxes might be morally relativist, foxiness does not equal 
some postmodernist end of great narratives: if indeed there are many 
foxes among twentieth-century poststructural and self-appointed criti-
cal branches of IR, our intellectual history knows of many pre-twentieth 
century foxes, as morally sceptical and relativist as some contemporary 
poststructuralists. And there are just as many ‘posty’ IR scholars who 
defend their monist vision of international politics with a staunchness 
that ranks them firmly among the prickliest of hedgehogs. 

If foxes do have progress, it is this proliferation of epistemic diver-
sity itself – perhaps with Lakatos, it is a matter of valuing different 
epistēmes coexisting and competing. The fox’s hunt is for yet another 
intellectual catharsis, a proclivity which must have driven Weber to 
explore the diversity of cultural and religious experience himself. So 
foxes would celebrate – with Karl Deutsch – the availability of the vast 
digital archives we have at our disposal as progress in and by itself – 
even if it might be a step back from learning through intense one-to-
one dialogue, the practice of which we have shed in favour of spending 
our time shackled to electrified boxes that emit gloomy light. Weber, 
Aristotle, wouldn’t you love a crash-course on Google Scholar and some 
time behind one of these magic screens to explore the sheer diversity 
of fragmented knowledge and ideas now circulating among scholars? 

But perhaps with Weber and Tolstoy, the tragedy of IR theorizing is 
that we are all foxes by nature but hedgehogs by conviction; inclined 
to find fault in the epistēmes of other hedgehogs, only to find our own 
attempts at producing alternative theories of order in international 
politics subject to the same dynamic. So progress perhaps depends on 
whether we manage to combine – without becoming schizophrenic – 
our duties as hedgehogs with a healthy dose of foxiness. 

Richard Ned Lebow: Thank you, Peer; and now Prof. Hidemi Suganami 
of Aberystwyth University.

Hidemi Suganami: Thank you, Ned. I don’t often come to the ISA but 
the opportunity to meet Thucydides and Hobbes, as well as Morgenthau 
and Deutsch, and to see Hedley Bull perform again was too good to 
miss. I am greatly honoured to be invited to offer my thoughts on their 
presentations.

Let me begin by observing that, even though the question given to the 
panellists was seemingly simple and straightforward – ‘Has there been 
any progress in International Relations Theory since Thucydides?’ – 
I could not help but notice that they have collectively addressed a 
 number of complex and inter-related issues.
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First, there is a question about whether our study of international 
relations should aim to produce epistēme or phronēsis. On this issue, 
Thucydides is clear that he is less interested in the former than in the 
latter. His culture produced tragedy as a form of story to recount, drama 
to perform, with the view to engaging the whole community and con-
veying practical wisdom. Thucydides himself famously emplotted his 
account of the Peloponnesian War as a tragedy and laments that the 
tragic vision of human affairs and international relations the Greeks 
had developed has had little impact in any Western culture. What we 
now call IR Theory, he insists, is valuable only to the extent that it helps 
leaders, assemblies and public opinion formulate appropriate goals of 
foreign policy and means to achieve them; and he regrets that there 
is now too much emphasis on epistēme and on the methods by which 
to obtain this at the expense of gaining practical wisdom leading to 
appropriate actions. 

To this, Hobbes has added his observation that a tendency towards 
oppositions seems to occupy too great and too destructive a position in 
the community of IR scholars. He believes that, if taught properly, peo-
ple should be able to understand and agree on certain fundamental prin-
ciples, such as that survival is the highest good and death the greatest 
evil, and build upon them a shared theory of authority, legitimacy and 
action. What this means for IR can be reasoned out fairly clearly, he 
believes, if we follow the obligation to think logically and rationally. 
Hobbes is seeking to integrate theoretical understanding and practical 
wisdom.

Second, there is a question about what a theoretical form of under-
standing in IR means as distinct from a historical form – a tension also 
noted by Peer in his observations just now. Morgenthau has made sig-
nificant observations here: Thucydides was a historian, not a theorist, he 
insists – and, to that extent, the question the panellists were given was 
misleading – but the difference between history and theory is more one 
of form than of substance, Morgenthau rightly observes; the historian 
presents his theory in the form of a historical recital using the chrono-
logical sequences of events as demonstration of his theory whereas the 
theoretician, like Morgenthau himself, makes the theory explicit and 
uses historical facts  selectively to demonstrate his theory.

On the issue of epistēme vs phronēsis, Morgenthau believes that his 
theory is in search of the former but with practical significance. He 
observes that this form of knowledge is to be distinguished from prac-
tical wisdom or judgment of the classical kind and adds that, in the 
modern era of moral scepticism and relativism, the Thucydidean idea 
would be harder to implement. 
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Third, there is a question about whether IR Theory should aim to 
produce knowledge modelled on natural science. Hobbes stresses that 
political knowledge is not like natural science and that, in making 
sense of politics, we must not forget the place of the passions (or emo-
tions) as well as reason. Morgenthau agrees. Only Deutsch departs from 
this apparent consensus among the panellists. For him, there has been 
significant progress in the scientific studies of international relations, 
especially through gradual sophistication in quantitative data collec-
tion and analysis accompanied by the invention of the computer. From 
this perspective, he suggests that even Thucydides’ accounts of the 
Peloponnesian War can be exploited as a valuable data source regard-
ing the conditions under which deterrence and compellence succeeds 
and fails.

In this connection, Bull’s statements are very interesting. Contrary 
to a popular impression in the IR community that he is flatly ‘against 
science’, he expresses his appreciation of the rigour of rational and 
logical thinking, present in the work of Deutsch and his fellow social 
scientists. However, as we just heard in no uncertain terms, he remains 
very  sceptical of the values of their data sets.

Bull rightly observes that theorists of different historical periods, work-
ing against different backgrounds, may have had different concerns; 
and that our theory can be said to be better than our predecessors’ if 
ours deals with our questions better than they did with theirs. And he is 
of the view that the purpose of our theory is closer to that of the theo-
rists of the European states system from the sixteenth to the nineteenth 
century than to that of those of the Greek city states system; it is to 
explain how order is maintained in the international system, assess how 
far this system is also a society, and explore whether a different form 
of political structure may be able to replace or is already replacing this 
system/society of states. 

I was a little surprised to hear him define the purpose of our IR Theory 
quite so narrowly. Still, Bull has made an important point when he 
reminded us that we cannot discuss the panel question without decid-
ing what International Relations Theories are for; to this it is by now 
customary to add, ‘for whom’. I also want to remind ourselves here of 
Bull’s remark elsewhere that, much as we may make serious mistakes 
in international politics if we fail to take note of what earlier thinkers 
and practitioners had already thought through, we may also err in con-
sidering our future options if we allow ourselves to be constrained by 
the tyranny of extant concepts. It requires no reminding that treating 
some particular thinker of the past as the founder of our discipline can 
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be constraining if it contributes to legitimizing a particular conception 
of IR Theory, and of its purposes, at the expense of others.

Rather than look back and ask whether there has been any progress in 
International Relations Theory since Thucydides, therefore, we should 
engage with a wide range of issues that confront us in our contemporary 
world and reflect on the philosophical presuppositions and political 
implications of our ways of engaging with those issues. In so doing, we 
should not forget to take into consideration the arguments of our pre-
decessors, where relevant, however ancient, critically and constructively. 
Thank you. 

Richard Ned Lebow: Thank you, Hidemi. I now invite participation 
from the floor. Please make your interventions brief and in the form of 
questions to one or more of the panellists. We’ll take a few questions and 
then allow the panellists to respond. Let’s start with the bearded gentle-
man standing by the window. I apologize, I do not know your name. 

The bearded man: I am Abū Zayd ‘Abdu r-Rah. mān bin Muh. ammad 
bin Khaldūn Al-H. ad. rami, professor emeritus at the University of Cairo. 
Might I ask why your panel only comprises ancient and modern schol-
ars? Is there a reason why we Medieval  intellectuals –  covering a millen-
nium of human history – have not been included? And why have no 
scholars from the House of Islam been recognized? Is this a temporal 
and spatial example of what John M. Hobson calls the Eurocentric 
Conception of World Politics?

Richard Ned Lebow: And next, a young woman at the front.

The woman at the front: H. M. Swanwick, journalist and suffragette. 
I have spent a delightful conference attending many panels. While 
I am pleased with how far feminism has progressed since my time, I am 
shocked at how many all-male panels there still are, including this one. 
Might I point out that women represent more than half of the popula-
tion of the underworld?

Richard Ned Lebow: The elderly gentleman sitting in the second row.

The man in the second row: I believe I am called Confucius in this part 
of the world. [He takes a deep breath.] I know what I do not know; and 
I fear I know less and less about this ‘International Relations Theory’ of 
which you all speak. I shall, however, confine myself to one question. 
While I mean no offense to Master Thucydides, why must we speak of 
progress ‘since Thucydides’? I do not wish to ask why there is no non-
Western IR theory; however, if instead we were to ask how IR Theory 
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has ‘progressed’ since the time of Laozi (who sits beside me), Sima Qian 
or Nishida Kitarō, where would this lead our discussion?

Richard Ned Lebow: Thank you, all; and yes, the young woman at the 
back, who appears keen to come in at this point.

The womanat the back: Thank you, Chair; I am Sarah Jamal, a PhD 
candidate at Aberystwyth. Somewhat aligning with previous questions, 
I would like to ask the panellists how they feel about their work being 
considered and used as the ‘cannon of IR’. To be more specific, has your 
work not contributed to what Spivak calls the ‘epistemic violence’ that 
IR has propagated throughout the non-Western world?  By ‘epistemic 
violence’, I mean the erasure of non-Western ways of thinking and being 
and the use of ‘scientific’ both as a term and the practice to form cultural 
and racial supremacy. Do you not think that your work has done violence 
to the Other by helping construct the notion of ‘civilized peoples’ and 
the various inclusions and exclusions that have been a part of that idea, 
e.g. slavery, colonialism, patriarchy, white supremacy, capitalism, etc?

Some of the audience is turning restless by now, shaking their heads. Others are 
eyeing them, and someone can be overheard urging restraint to his neighbour.

Richard Ned Lebow: Order, please. I understand some of you are agi-
tated. Thank you. I now invite the panellists to respond to the questions 
raised so far. Let’s start with Karl.

Karl Deutsch: There is no contradiction between an all male panel and 
a profession that is now fifty percent women. The panel is composed of 
dead thinkers from earlier eras when almost all thinkers and IR scholars 
were men. I am delighted to see the greater gender balance that prevails 
today. When I was alive, you could count women IR scholars on one 
hand: Margaret Sprout, Annette Baker Fox, Margery Perham and Susan 
Strange come to mind. All distinguished, but a definite minority in 
what was then a man’s world. Vive la difference!

Richard New Lebow: Thank you, Karl; Thucydides would like to come 
in next.

Thucydides: I would like to respond to Kong Fuzi’s remarks. No offence 
taken, to be sure. I did not choose the title of the panel and had no 
input in who was invited. I am very pleased to see that it signifies my 
hope has been realized: my account of the Peloponnesian War has 
become ‘a possession for all time’. I make no claim that it is the only 
such work, nor that such works are all European. Your Analects, Kong 
Fuzi, even if posthumous, certainly qualify.
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Richard Ned Lebow: And now, over to you, Hans.

Hans J. Morgenthau: Since the basic laws of politics and the struggle 
for power operate pretty much uniformly across culture and time, we 
should not be surprised to learn that many perceptive thinkers else-
where dealt with the great issues of international politics. If Ned can 
bring me back to life again for a future conference, I would be happy 
to participate in a panel devoted to any of the thinkers Confucius 
mentions. 

And as for Spivak, of whom the young lady has just spoken, I would 
caution against the employment of loose terms like ‘epistemic violence’. 
[At this juncture, Frantz Fanon walks out of the room.] Is that what in my 
generation we used to call ‘ideology’? If so, let’s call it that, and then 
we can have a fruitful debate about its merits and  demerits. Otherwise, 
we risk confusing things. We already have enough violence as things 
stand in international relations! As you probably already know, I do 
think the category ‘civilized people’ is a potentially useful one, as 
I tried to explain in Purpose of American Politics. How are we otherwise to 
distinguish the great accomplishments of the Greeks or Romans from so 
many others? Without some distinctions of this type how can we begin 
to criticize the terrible crimes committed by nations which consider 
themselves great but in fact are not. The Germans under Nazism were 
not a ‘civilized  people’. The Americans in Vietnam behaved in anything 
but a civilized manner. I do not believe the Americans’ attempt to deci-
mate the Vietnamese can be attributed to an excess of civilization on the 
part of President Johnson and his advisors. 

Karl Deutsch: I agree with Hans. I would also like to add my belief that 
science is not an expression of a particular culture or a prop for colonial-
ism, racism or any other objectionable practice. Science has the poten-
tial to transcend and unite people and their cultures. People from many 
cultures have contributed to its advances, and have been recognized for 
doing so. Bad science was used to justify colonialism and racism, and its 
practices were exposed by good science. Given your goals [looking in the 
direction of the PhD candidate] you should be supportive of it.

Richard Ned Lebow: And now Thomas Hobbes wishes to respond.

Hobbes: Cultures differ, certainly; as do beliefs, desires, aversions, and 
much else. Yet reasoning from first principles with systematic logic does 
not. This is what separates true political philosophy from scepticism 
(whether ancient or modern) and opinion from knowledge. Without 
such knowledge, there is likely only to be chaos and dissention – both 
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epistemic and political – and the violence that will likely accompany 
this chaos will not be ‘epistemic’: it will be slaughter.

Richard Ned Lebow: Thank you; and finally, Hedley Bull.

Hedley Bull: My concern with the tone of at least one of the questions 
is the presumption that it is fitting for thinkers from a particular period 
to use the world opinion of their day to sit in judgement of the think-
ing of an earlier era. There may also be a case for hesitation in holding 
western international theory guilty of a sin of omission in not acknowl-
edging the ideas of non-western scholars. A more urgent task, it would 
seem to me, is to acknowledge that contemporary international order 
has depended on the established powers of the west coming to terms 
with the rising powers of the third world. This may be something about 
which more can practically be done.

Richard Ned Lebow: Thank you, Hedley. I have just spotted Max Weber 
with his hand raised.

Max Weber: Indeed, thank you. My question is for Karl. You seem to 
be arguing that the growth of data, information, knowledge and sci-
ence ultimately provides the basis to defeat three scourges of mankind: 
 poverty, prejudice, war. You also refer to the expansion of the scientific 
community across the world, amazing advances in technology to gener-
ate data, and so on. How do you explain that, despite this truly impres-
sive development, we do not seem to have made any dent at all in 
eliminating these evils? Nor has any consensus emerged in the scientific 
community about how this might be accomplished. 

Karl Deutsch: It is a great honour to respond to your question, Herr 
Weber. You are right in distinguishing between knowledge and politics. 
Take global warming. There is a strong consensus about the problem of 
carbon dioxide emission and how it might be lowered among scientists 
but little political will in most countries to do what is necessary. To a 
lesser extent, the same is true with problems of war and racism. I agree 
with you that all knowledge is subjective in our – as you so nicely put – 
‘disenchanted world’. Data does not produce knowledge. It must be 
interpreted, and this demands conceptual formulations that are inevi-
tably subjective. As I understand your epistemological writings, these 
subjective findings must be evaluated on the basis of their utility. This is 
difficult to do if they are never put into practice.

Max Weber: And often dangerous if they are, as twentieth- century 
attempts at social engineering have revealed.
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Richard Ned Lebow: Thank you everyone. And, yes, the gentleman with 
the long white beard in the third row here. What would you like to add?

The man in the third row: I’m John Dalberg-Acton, 1st Baron Acton. 
I have only a short interjection in the form of a compliment to the 
speakers. I’ve attended a number of panels at this meeting, and in 
almost all the presenters used audio-visual aids. I was pleased to see 
none of that nonsense here. I would like to offer the dictum that power 
corrupts, and Power Point corrupts absolutely.

Richard Ned Lebow: On that note, I bring this panel to a close.

Note

Thanks are due to Michael Williams, William Scheuerman, Robert Ayson, Lucian 
Ashworth, Sarah Jamal and Beate Jahn for their contributions.

1. Morgenthau, Hans J. (1954) ‘The Theoretical and Practical Importance of a 
Theory of International Relations’ in Guilhot, N. (ed., 2011) The Invention of 
International Relations Theory. Realism, the Rockerfeller Foundation, and the 1954 
Conference on Theory. (New York: Columbia University Press, pp. 263–268), 
p. 263.
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