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“indispensable. While this volume will be widely read, cited, and assigned within the discipline, 
it will also be important in american and world intellectual history and in the critical history 
of ideas about world organization and world politics.” 

—SAmUeL mOYN , author of democracy past and future

the 1954 conference on theory, sponsored by the Rockefeller foundation, featured a 
who’s who of scholars and practitioners debating the foundations of international relations 

theory. assembling his own team of experts, all of whom have struggled with this legacy, 
nicolas Guilhot revisits a seminal event and its odd rejection of scientific rationalism.

far from being a spontaneous development, these essays argue, the emergence of a “real-
ist” approach to international politics, later codified at the conference, was deliberately trig-
gered by the Rockefeller foundation. The organization was an early advocate of scholars who 
opposed the idea of a “science” of politics, pursuing, for the sake of disciplinary autonomy, 
a vision of politics as a prerational and existential dimension that could not be “solved” by 
scientific means. as a result, this nascent theory was more a rejection of behavioral social sci-
ence than the birth of one of its specialized branches. The archived conversations reproduced 
here, along with unpublished papers by hans morgenthau, Reinhold niebuhr, and Paul nitze, 
speak to this defensive stance. international relations theory is critically linked to the context 
of postwar liberalism, and the contributors explore how these origins have played out in politi-
cal thought and american foreign policy.

“an important contribution to an authentic understanding of the origins and evolution of 
the field of international relations as well as to the history of political science as a whole. it also 
represents a significant advance in the study of disciplinary and intellectual history.” 

—JOhN G. GUNNeLL , state university of new york at albany
and university of california, davis

“fascinating insights. scholars of all stripes should read this carefully. it will help them better 
understand how they think about the world and might even help them refine theories of how 
states interact with one another.”

—JOhN J.  meARSheImeR , university of chicago

“an outstanding collection by top-drawer scholars that adds enormously to a growing literature 
on the evolution of a much misunderstood academic field. What emerges is a story altogether 
more complex—and far more interesting—than we had been told about a subject whose his-
tory has been shrouded in myth, simplification, and plain misrepresentation. a volume that 
will surely redefine our understanding of the intellectual history of international relations 
theory, its relationship with power, and the central part played by such giants as morgenthau, 
nitze, Wolfers, fox, and niebuhr.”

—mIchAeL cOx , london school of economics

NIcOLAS GUILhOt is senior research associate at the centre national de la Recherche scienti-
fique and the author of The Democracy Makers: Human Rights and the Politics of Global Order.
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knowledge of the foundation archives from the day I fi rst set foot there. I 
would never have found my way to the documents reprinted in this volume 
without their kind assistance, nor would I have learned so much about the 
Rockefeller Foundation without the numerous conversations I have had 
the pleasure to have with them. It is thanks to passionate scholars such as 
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of the publication of some of the material in his custody, enthusiastically 
authorized me to proceed, and to James Allen Smith, who fully supported 
this decision and helped me implement it. All of this, in turn, would not 
have been possible without the generous grant-in-aid I was awarded by the 
Rockefeller Archive Center in 2005. Th e center also awarded me a confer-
ence grant in 2007 that allowed me to assemble the group of scholars whose 
contributions are included here. I would have never been able to organize 
this event without the help of Norine Hochman, who turned a logistical 
nightmare into the most seamless and pleasant experience. 
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and the Social Science Research Council. For two years, the council and the 
Institute for Public Knowledge at NYU provided me with a home where I 
was able to carry this project forward. I hope this volume fi nds its place 
within the traditional interest for the history of the social sciences that is 
represented by the SSRC. Th e fi nal stages of the edition of this volume were 
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 Can there be a science of politics? Th e development of political 
science as an academic discipline can hardly be considered a prac-
tical answer to this question; rather, it has provided the institutional 

space in which the question itself was formulated and debated. In the late 
1940s and early 1950s, the possibility of developing a science of politics 
constituted an important subject of debate within the discipline. Th is dis-
cussion took a special signifi cance when it came to the study of interna-
tional relations, where it raised further questions about the more or less 
rational nature of international politics. It is in this context of disciplinary 
anxiety that the need to develop a distinct  theory  of international relations 
initially took shape, thus laying the foundations for the discipline we know 
as “IR.” Whether such an intellectual endeavor could be construed as “sci-
ence” was, at the time, “the subject of impassioned debate within the disci-
pline” (Wight 2002, 23). For many participants in this debate, the question 
was to decide what, exactly, would this science be a science of—or, in other 
words, to decide upon the meaning of “politics.” Was politics an existential 
dimension of human activity, of which power was a manifestation ultimately 
impervious to complete rationalization—what is also called “the political”? 
Did it refer instead to the bureaucratic realm of governmental activity and 
its administrative rationality? Or did it designate the pluralist interplay of 
social interests in the arena of public institutions? Many theorists of inter-
national relations, and certainly those who adhered to some form of “real-
ism,” tended to opt for the fi rst case. Th e recent collapse of attempts at build-
ing a rational world order through legal institutions and the harrowing 
experiences of refugee scholars seemed to be convincing evidence of the 
impossibility of containing the political within the limits of rationality. 
Th inkers as diverse as Morgenthau and Niebuhr did not hesitate to equate 
politics with the manifestations of a deep-seated will to power constitutive 
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of the human condition, an anthropological substratum of which rational-
ity was but one, almost Nietzschean expression. 

 Yet, by the same token, such views made the articulation of a scientifi c 
discourse on politics highly problematic. Although early realists often pre-
tended to expound “objective” and “scientifi c” laws of politics, such claims 
were often qualifi ed by an acute awareness of the incommensurability be-
tween scientifi c reason and political action: the latter realized itself through 
complex and transient historical situations that the former could not en-
tirely rationalize and comprehend. As Morgenthau succinctly captured it, 
“politics must be understood through reason, yet it is not in reason that it 
fi nds its model” (1946, 10). Scientifi c rationalism reduced politics to an ends-
means calculation, but politics was fi rst and foremost the capacity to de-
cide between incommensurables. In line with the lesson imparted by Carl 
Schmitt, Morgenthau championed a vision of politics essentially as a 
decision—something that science could not approximate despite all its 
subsequent talk about “rational choice” (Frei 2001; Koskenniemi 2002; 
Scheuerman 1999). In this view, politics takes place precisely when there is 
no common measure—it becomes instead an existential aff air of amity 
and enmity. By the same token, if politics is amenable to a rational under-
standing, this understanding can only take the form of prudential maxims, 
not of scientifi c principles—or, as we would say today, of an ethical dis-
course. Contrary to a widespread reputation of cynicism, early IR theorists 
located the “moral dilemmas of politics” at the center of their fi eld. Th ese 
dilemmas, along with the conviction that they could not receive a scientifi c 
solution, gave IR its distinctive intellectual style and set it apart from main-
stream political science, at least for a while. 

 Th is book explores this founding moment, and it looks closer both at the 
process of discipline formation that took place at the time and at the ob-
stacles blocking the path to a “science” of politics. In doing so, however, it 
diff ers in some important respects from conventional intellectual histories 
of the fi eld, including the so-called revisionist historiography that has de-
veloped in the past ten years or so and is now in full swing. Intellectual his-
tories deal essentially with more or less canonical sets of texts. More often 
than not, they provide a rationalized reconstruction of ideological forma-
tions that seem to respond to or fl ow from one another. Although this ap-
proach to intellectual history has been discredited by the work of the Cam-
bridge school, it still informs a number of introductions to the discipline or 
readers in international relations theory. 1  In fact, the academic context it-
self often works as an incentive for over-rationalizing selected ideational 



one discipline, many histories 3

threads that, once put together, allow for the orderly presentation of “doc-
trines” that can be  taught . An artifi cial coherence is thus manufactured 
and projected into quite diverse intellectual sources. Th is, as Ole Wæver 
argues in this volume, is one of the reasons for presenting the discipline as 
a series of “great debates”: this format belongs to the social and intellectual 
structure of the discipline. Such categories as “idealism,” “realism,” “neoreal-
ism,” “constructivism,” and so on introduce a measure of order into a ma-
terial that is hardly univocal and employs diff erent meanings in diff erent 
contexts. Th ey also entail an implicit evaluation, as they magnify some as-
pects of the works under consideration that fi t the larger category they are 
supposed to fall into while downplaying or overlooking others. Th ey may 
be ideal types, but they are hardly legitimate historical categories. Need-
less to say, such a rendition of the historical development of the discipline 
of international relations begged to be challenged. A closer reading of the 
texts is generally suffi  cient to expose the inadequacy of existing categories 
and to point at the justifi catory functions they fulfi ll in the maintenance of 
certain disciplinary hierarchies. And indeed, the new “revisionist” history of 
international relations did not encounter much resistance as it started its 
foray into a discipline largely deprived of a genuine interest in history. In the 
process, it contributed to renewing its self-understanding and some of its 
core assumptions (the current revival of realism is discussed more specifi -
cally in the next section). 

 But even such histories have their own blind spots and limitations. De-
pending on the point of view they adopt, they can of course challenge the 
disciplinary canon, for instance, by exhuming less-known authors and vin-
dicating their ideas, by emphasizing the arbitrary nature of the criteria that 
generated a canon in the fi rst place, or by suggesting that the canonical texts 
were originally successful authorial moves made in opposition to other texts 
over which they prevailed. Th ey can usefully challenge the historical nar-
ratives retrospectively generated by dominant traditions—the so-called Whig 
histories. 2  Yet even in their revisionist incarnation, such histories often 
remain framed as a system of relations among texts or ideas or among ac-
tors occupying a self-evident disciplinary fi eld. Th ey rarely move beyond 
the hermeneutic horizon of the offi  cially constituted fi eld, even though they 
reshuffl  e or revolutionize its internal organization. And in doing so, they may 
actually reinforce it by restoring its “true” identity. 

 Th is is even more so in the case of IR, where the current revisionist his-
toriography is often meshed with a realist tradition that is central to the 
discipline. It is somewhat surprising that nobody has yet pointed out that 
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the critique of “Whig” history, which is now the  fi gure obligée  of any revision-
ist study of the discipline, was inaugurated by a British historian, Herbert 
Butterfi eld, who played a major role in the transatlantic conversation of the 
1940s that led to the academic institutionalization of IR as a discipline. 
Butterfi eld’s thesis started as a methodological discussion of a bias in his-
toriography that, to put it in a nutshell, “praise[s] revolutions provided they 
have been successful.” Th e practitioners of this history organize their ma-
terial in terms of “roots,” “antecedents,” “precursors” of the present, and other 
“seminal” moments, and they fail to understand it in terms of its location 
within an open-ended context rich with alternatives (Butterfi eld 1959, v, 12). 
Th e result is a history that ratifi es the triumph of one principle, tradition, 
or set of ideas whose relevance is an artifact of the historian’s concern with 
the present. Th is teleological illusion is then projected retroactively into 
the past and provides the backbone of historical narration. But the context 
in which Butterfi eld’s critique was formulated was also related to the repu-
diation of the liberal conception of history as progress, an important theme 
in the emergence of realist thought. A member of the Rockefeller-sponsored 
British Committee on International Relations, Butterfi eld became an intel-
lectual reference and an interlocutor for the scholars (Morgenthau and 
Niebuhr  in primis ) who sought to deprive liberalism of its confi dent view 
of history as they preached realism on American campuses after 1945. Th e 
revisionist historiography of IR thus shares a crucial strand of intellectual 
DNA with realism itself, and it should come as no surprise that the former 
often serves the purpose of rediscovering the richness and complexity of 
the latter. Th is should be taken as a reminder that revisionist histories op-
erate as agents for redistributing authority within a fi eld. As a contributor 
to this volume has shown elsewhere in the case of the discipline of econom-
ics, the rewriting of Whig histories and the rediscovery of the founding fa-
thers usually coincide with important shifts in both knowledge and policy 
(Mirowski 2004, 43). But this redistribution of authority more often than 
not takes the form of a restoration. Such histories often call for a “return 
to” the original insights that are supposed to defi ne the fi eld but have been 
lost or eroded over time. Th at such returns to the fundamentals are attempts 
at consolidating a present authority is something that an old realist like 
Machiavelli knew perfectly: “ a volere che una sètta o una republica viva 
lungamente, è necessario ritirarla spesso verso il suo principio .” 3  In order to 
situate this volume in the current eff ervescence of revisionist literature, it 
is useful to understand what is really at stake in the current rediscovery of 
realism by asking the old question:  cui bono?  
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 realism is the new idealism 
 Th e remarkable surge in disciplinary history and the renewed interest in 
early realism cannot be disentangled from each other and must be ana-
lyzed jointly. If the present rewriting of disciplinary canons may be seen as 
part of a more general refl exive mood that has swept the social sciences of 
late, the rediscovery of classical realism must also be understood in the 
context of the crisis of the ideologies that have sustained recent U.S. for-
eign policy and the lack of an alternative vision. Th e recent wave of litera-
ture on Hans Morgenthau and on realism cannot be dissociated from an 
attempt at reviving a specifi c version of realism in order to emphasize its 
relevance for contemporary American politics. 4  Th e time seems ripe for 
this resurgence, because realism provides an eff ective language for criticiz-
ing the moral crusades of neoconservatives and the aggressive idealism of 
militarized democracy promotion (Williams 2007a). As these grandiose 
dreams of worldwide democratization ended up in the brutish and miser-
able cul-de-sac of besieged green zones, the stage was set for a rediscovery 
of the founding fathers of realism, whose wisdom about politics and suspi-
cion vis-à-vis moral crusades seemed vindicated. Suddenly, it was hip again 
to read Niebuhr or Morgenthau. 

 Yet this new vogue of realism is not simply backtracking to some politi-
cal or ideological  status quo ante  in the discipline. Th e realism that is being 
rediscovered has nothing to do with formalistic “neorealism” or with the 
rational-choice methodologies developed in security studies, and it certainly 
does not aim at ridding the fi eld of moral considerations—on the contrary. 
It goes back to the philosophical, quasi-theological refl ections of the imme-
diate postwar years debated within a loose network of academics, diplo-
mats, journalists, and denizens of the philanthropic foundations. As Robert 
Jervis observes in this volume, it was the product of an era “in which the 
academic division of labor had not gone as far as it has today.” It is a “presci-
entifi c” or literary realism that is back in fashion today. What is the purpose, 
then, of the current exercises in rehabilitation? 

 For years if not decades, cohorts of students schooled in IR have been 
taught a cursory and highly stylized version of realism, through the lens of 
a discipline more concerned with the retrospective construction of a tradi-
tion of “great debates” between simplistic constructs fi t for sophomoric con-
sumption than with a historical understanding of its own roots. 5  Often re-
duced to abstract principles emphasizing the material dimensions of power 
and interest as well as the cold-blooded calculations of survival in the inter-
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national arena, realism was widely considered as “the antithesis of ethical 
refl ection,” as Duncan Bell (2008b, 2) puts it, both within and outside the 
fi eld of IR. Th is is precisely the narrative that is being revised in the cur-
rent historiography, which tells quite another story: by reaching back to 
the early realism of the postwar years, it is able to suggest that realism is 
at heart a moral discourse. 6  It reads Morgenthau, Niebuhr, Wolfers, and 
many others as classical moralists, and in many ways it is justifi ed in doing 
so. It catches the constant concern of these authors with the limits of rea-
son and the need for ethical ratiocination or prudence. Th e recent publica-
tion of Morgenthau’s New School lectures on Aristotle, for instance, very 
much belongs to this trend (Lang 2004). It also rediscovers the centrality 
of values in postwar intellectual debates, and in particular the Christian 
revival in some intellectual circles eager to fi nd a rational ground for poli-
tics while moving away from value relativism. And in the context of a re-
cent engagement of IR theory with religion, it should come as no surprise 
that the theological roots of realism are also coming to light. 7  In this new 
literature, realism is confl ated to such an extent with its normative and ethi-
cal dimensions that it is now legitimate to ask whether Morgenthau, so con-
cerned with morality, could really have been a “realist” (Scheuerman 2007). 

 Yet such a rendition of post-1945 realism refl ects a lost strand of political 
theory as much as the ideological needs of the present time. Th e strong em-
phasis on the moral component of realist discourse should make us sensi-
tive to the rehabilitative functions that the new historiography of IR may 
have, willingly or not, in the present context. Michael Williams is right to 
insist on the ambiguous nature of realism, especially in its current revival 
(Williams 2007a, 228). It is not yet clear whether the taunting of the moral 
dimension of realism serves the purpose of justifying it as an alternative to 
neoconservatism that is able to challenge the latter  also  on moral grounds, 
or whether it contributes instead to the emergence of a synthesis between 
the neoconservative emphasis on a moral foreign policy and the sober, re-
alist assessment of its necessary limitations—a synthesis that seems to gar-
ner consent among the Washington establishment and in such ideological 
outlets as  Th e American Interest . Th e born-again realists of today are, almost 
by defi nition, unrepentant idealists. In this respect, the emphasis laid by 
postwar realists on the ethical nature of prudence and on the moral dimen-
sion of the national interest, that is, on the necessarily imperfect eff ectuation 
of morality within the limits of power, 8  seems to provide a perfect justifi -
cation for a policy of selective and limited interventionism that will not 
relinquish the moralistic tones of the past decades. Moreover, in the con-
text of the “global war on terror,” occupying the moral ground is part of the 
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strategy, even from the most “realist” point of view. But as this strategy has 
failed, one may wonder whether today’s reclaimed realism will become the 
offi  cial ideology of a declining empire, just as early realism provided a na-
scent one with its worldview. Maybe . . . but whatever the outcome of this 
transition, it is hard not to discern, in all this revisionist unrest, a new or-
thodoxy in the making. 

 Th ese considerations are not meant to question the legitimacy or accu-
racy of current disciplinary history, which has generated a wealth of new and 
interesting insights into the development of IR, not a small feat in a disci-
pline traditionally resistant to genuine historicization. But it is useful to keep 
in mind that historiography is no less situated within specifi c social and po-
litical contexts than its own subject matters. It is with this caveat that this 
volume intends to contribute to the current discussion of early realism, but 
in what is perhaps a more sober and, at times, more critical approach than 
most contemporary reassessments. 

 a different history of ir theory 
 While the important contribution of revisionist historiography is acknowl-
edged, the approach followed here diff ers in several respects. First, it is not so 
much concerned with the internal history of the discipline per se as with the 
set of upstream decisions, external resources, and processes of diff erentia-
tion initiated in adjacent fi elds that created a space where IR could exist as 
a distinct disciplinary project. It is not trying to reinterpret the canon of IR 
theory or suggest that its composition should be revised; rather, it seeks to 
understand how certain texts came to be considered as forming a canon 
distinct from those of international law or political science. In other words, 
this approach does not consider the fi eld of IR as given but tries instead to 
step back and trace some of its formative stages. 

 Th is slight diff erence in focus is accompanied by a diff erence in object: 
the contributions in this volume do not deal primarily with classical IR texts, 
although they obviously draw abundantly on them. Th ey revolve instead 
around an altogether diff erent historical material: the transcript of a meet-
ing organized by the Rockefeller Foundation in May 1954, for the purpose 
of discussing “the possibility, nature and limits of theory in international 
relations” and the concrete steps that could encourage “theoretical scholar-
ship in international politics.” Th is meeting is to my knowledge the fi rst that 
ever stemmed from an explicit  decision  to carve out a disciplinary space 
for IR by grounding it in an underlying theory, a theory at that point still 
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undefi ned but clearly perceived as necessary if IR was to be autonomous 
from other disciplinary trends (in fact, the meeting was convened in order 
to fl esh out this decision) and no longer what Waldermar Gurian once called 
a “hodgepodge” of disciplinary infl uences ranging from geography to eco-
nomics and political science. All previous discussions of the fi eld were sur-
veys of work on international relations being done across a wide range of 
disciplines, such as the 1946 conferences organized by the Council on Foreign 
Relations, or prewar compendiums of research in international politics. But 
in 1953, the Rockefeller Foundation’s offi  cial policy consisted in promoting 
the development of “theory” as a crucial component of its eff orts to reshape 
the fi eld. Of course, there was previously something like a “fi eld” of IR, if one 
means that “international relations” was already considered to be a subfi eld of 
political science as early as 1904, with the founding of the American Politi-
cal Science Association, or that the fi rst chair in international relations was 
created at the University of Aberystwyth in 1919. But talking about a “fi eld” 
in such cases only refers to a multifarious body of works loosely related to 
one another by a common theme or a focus on things international and 
often grounded in diff erent traditions. Th is, in fact, is very much what the 
Rockefeller Foundation and the participants it convened for the 1954 con-
ference were intent on changing. In the United States at least, but argu-
ably elsewhere too, there was no coherent set of methods, no stable set of 
research institutions functioning as a coherent and relatively autonomous 
space organized around the development of common standards for the study 
of international aff airs. A disciplinary fi eld is very much a fi eld in the sense 
that Pierre Bourdieu gave this notion: a relatively autonomous and distinct 
social (and, in this case, also intellectual) space, organized according to its 
own rules, recognizing specifi c resources as legitimate, and structured along 
diff erentiated institutional or individual positions (Bourdieu 1976, 1997). 
As long as the study of international aff airs was divided between geogra-
phy, diplomatic history, and international law, not to mention the ill-de-
fi ned disciplinary commons known as “area studies,” IR simply could not 
exist independently. Developing a distinct “theory” of IR was indeed the very 
fi rst step in a deliberate eff ort to establish its autonomy vis-à-vis neighbor-
ing disciplines. 

 Th e 1954 conference and the long conversation that preceded it are the 
fi rst instance in which IR is apprehended as potentially constituting a sys-
tematic fi eld: 9  not only were the participants aware that a proprietary “the-
ory” was necessary if they wanted to insulate themselves from the trends 
aff ecting political science in general and have control over a small swathe 
of the discipline, but during the previous years the Rockefeller Foundation 
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had commissioned various reports and surveys that carefully mapped out 
the various institutional, bibliographic, fi nancial, and educational resources 
that could contribute to the emergence of the new fi eld. Under the leader-
ship of Kenneth W. Th ompson, lists of scholars were drawn, potential in-
stitutional bases were carefully selected, existing publishing outlets were 
reviewed, personnel needs were assessed, curriculum structures were dis-
cussed, and the scholarly literature deemed relevant was specifi ed. Would 
the new theory build upon work done at Yale and Princeton or upon the 
vision developed at Chicago and Columbia? In fact, the various reports on 
these subjects amount to nothing less than a thorough empirical sociology 
of the fi eld to be: oppositions between diff erent groups of scholars were duly 
noted, such as the divide between “behavioralists” and those more oriented 
toward political theory; diff erences between institutions in terms of fi nancial 
resources or access to policy institutions were duly analyzed. A Bourdieuian 
sociologist would have hardly done better! 

 Compared to previous eff orts at portraying the state of the art in the study 
of IR, therefore, the 1954 conference was a wholly diff erent kettle of fi sh, 
since it was organized by an institution whose business was precisely the 
creation of new disciplinary fi elds, through a combination of institutional 
and individual grants, the creation of “invisible colleges” of like-minded 
scholars, and the coupling of research and policy. Whether in industrial 
relations, economics, physics, or sociology, the Rockefeller Foundation had 
already an extensive record of scientifi c planning. By the time it convened 
a small and discrete gathering in Washington, the foundation had explic-
itly decided to promote the development of IR theory and to demarcate the 
fi eld from the adjacent domains of law, history, and even political science, 
after extensive internal and external discussions. 

 Th e 1954 conference was also convened to think about the relevant strat-
egies for institutionalizing the fi eld beyond the initial impetus given by the 
foundation and a bunch of senior scholars. Partly, this was a legitimate con-
cern in the perspective of building a more permanent fi eld and a conse-
quence of the perceived need for a better training of foreign-policy person-
nel. But there was also another reason, related to the exotic nature of IR 
theory in the postwar years. Th e issue of teaching and transmission was 
important, as it would ensure the routinization of the original Germanic 
charisma characterizing much social and political theory at the time. 10  
Whether in international relations, law, or political theory, the foundation 
sought to acclimatize this intellectual strand to the academic conditions 
prevailing on U.S. soil. Despite all their prestige, the Morgenthaus, the Her-
zes, the Kelsens, and many others still remained institutionally isolated in 
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the 1940s and 1950s. Th ey were seen as interesting but idiosyncratic think-
ers in a land where pragmatism and empiricism still bore sway. If nobody 
could adopt, extend, and apply their insights, this intellectual strand would 
eventually disappear—a loss all the more regrettable since this Teutonic 
wisdom, as we shall see, seemed to solve a number of cultural and political 
conundrums affl  icting a liberal democracy trying to cope with the neces-
sity of exercising global hegemony. It provided a quasi-ontological notion of 
sovereignty and of the state that removed a number of obstacles blocking the 
way to such hegemony. In some minds, it seemed to constitute the rite of 
passage for a country coming of age and ready to be revealed the ancient 
secrets of statecraft and power politics. Writing to Joseph Willits in May 
1947, Arnold Toynbee, the Samuel Huntington of those times, ever so sen-
sitive to the rise and fall of civilizations, warned that 

 an awkward situation for all of us has been produced by the cumulative eff ect 
of the two World Wars, which have so accelerated the course of events that a 
transfer of power which might otherwise have taken as long as a century to 
work itself out has been telescoped into the short span of a single life-time. 
History has now brought responsibilities to America without having given 
her time to prepare herself for them psychologically. But it would be danger-
ous if America’s psychological unpreparedness to assume responsibilities, in 
combination with the obvious inability of Great Britain, France, Belgium and 
the Netherlands to continue to carry the whole of their previous responsi-
bilities, were to produce a kind of political vacuum. 11   

 A rapid process of  Bildung , however, under the supervision of German pro-
fessors, would remedy this and ensure an orderly transition ushering Amer-
ica into its imperial age. 

 Th e thrust of the Rockefeller Foundation’s eff orts to develop a fi eld of IR 
after 1945 was indeed the need to train policy personnel for the State De-
partment and other policy institutions. In the short term, therefore, the con-
ference was meant to unfold into a regular seminar on theory, the purpose 
of which was the “assistance to the growth of young men in the fi eld.” 12  Th e 
seminar would bring such young researchers in contact with “fi ve or six 
major scholars,” and the discussion thus generated “might serve to inspire 
the creation of a continuing committee in the theory of international poli-
tics drawn perhaps from the younger men who might build on the work of 
the original group.” 13  

 What makes the 1954 conference on international politics remarkable is 
not only its agenda but also its attendees. Behind closed doors and without 
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a public audience, Dean Rusk, then the president of the Rockefeller Founda-
tion, and Kenneth W. Th ompson, who had organized this event in his ca-
pacity as consultant for international relations within the foundation’s Divi-
sion for Social Science, presided over a most unusual gathering of intellectual 
and political luminaries. Hans J. Morgenthau, Reinhold Niebuhr, Paul Nitze, 
William T. R. Fox, Walter Lippmann, Arnold Wolfers, Dorothy Fosdick, 
James Reston, and Don K. Price sat for two days, hashing out their opinions 
about what IR theory should be and going over the practical minutiae of its 
academic institutionalization. George Kennan, Herbert Butterfi eld, and 
Raymond Aron were invited but unable to attend because of other com-
mitments, although Kennan sent a paper addressing some of these issues. 
Th e transcript of this two-day session, as well as the short position papers 
on what IR theory should be, are reproduced in this volume and made pub-
lic for the fi rst time since they entered the carefully monitored vaults of 
the Rockefeller Archive Center several decades ago. 

 “little unanimity on points of detail . . . ” 
 Surely, such a gathering of eminent minds around such an agenda must 
have triggered a major theoretical breakthrough. No doubt the august 
words spoken back then explain the impressive career and the high status 
that the discipline achieved thereafter—or do they? Alas, the reader who is 
already leafi ng feverishly through the transcript in the hope of discovering 
the  ultima ratio  of IR theory is bound to remain very disappointed! For 
instead of a seminal statement setting the nascent discipline on a triumphal 
scientifi c course—or instead of an academic conspiracy masterminded by 
a bunch of conjurors with the help of well-connected philanthropists and a 
couple of State Department retirees—what there is instead is fi fty pages of 
unfocused discussion, misunderstandings, equivocal notions, disagreements 
about fundamental concepts, and much soul searching that remains incon-
clusive down to the very end, notwithstanding the occasional witticism. 
 Sic transit scientia inter gentes rerum gestarum . . .   

 But then, part of the frustration experienced by our reader longing to be 
revealed the true origin of IR may be imputed to the longing itself. Th e idea 
that history can unveil an absolute  incipit , a fi xed point from which a subse-
quent cascade of events would then fl ow, is certainly one of the most resilient 
illusions generated by the historical mode of inquiry itself. Genealogy, as 
Michel Foucault has shown, is not the elusive quest for an origin; it consists 
in tracing a process whereby a number of disparate elements gradually 
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recombine to behave as a system and generate patterned eff ects (Foucault 
2001 [1971]). And surely the fi eld of IR is in many respects an eclectic assem-
blage of diff erent traditions, interests, institutional languages, and, not 
least, individuals who, in the mid-1950s, converged into a single disciplin-
ary project. Th ere is no reason why this convergence should have taken 
place smoothly, on the basis of a clear, self-evident, and rational foundation 
easily translatable into a common language, and the 1954 conference cer-
tainly refl ects these diffi  culties. Many notions that have since become part 
and parcel of a standardized disciplinary lexicon—“realism,” “interest,” “mo-
rality,” and so on—were still in fl ux, ill defi ned, and contested. Also, there 
were no “IR scholars” yet and no curriculum to train them, but only jurists, 
political scientists, philosophers, theologians, journalists, and diplomats 
trying to carve out a common intellectual ground and a modicum of agree-
ment. Not to mention the fact that many among these scholars were recent 
immigrants who attached diff erent meanings to many important notions. 
Th us, a lot of what was said back in 1954 was lost in translation: building a 
 theory  of international relations may have meant doing “science” by trying 
to emulate physics for some participants, especially those, like Wolfers, some-
what attracted by the promises of behavioral methods, while others prob-
ably saw it as a more spiritual form of  Wissenschaft , which is obviously not 
the same thing. Th e diff erent understandings of politics and policy making 
also played a role in creating confusion. Is this enough to convince our 
reader that this document is worthy of attention? Probably not. Our reader 
may now wonder what he or she can possibly learn from such an inchoate 
discussion. 

 Well, once again, our reader may be looking in the wrong direction, as 
he or she searches in vain for some clear defi nition of what IR theory is or 
a statement of purpose of the new discipline. For if there is nothing of this 
kind in the document, the 1954 conference nevertheless remains the fi rst 
instance in which IR is discussed as a distinct theoretical project—a meet-
ing of separatists of sorts, opening the way for disciplinary independence. 
It therefore deserves full attention and scrutiny. And the fi rst lesson we can 
draw from it is perhaps that it contains no clear statement of what IR the-
ory is because there is  no such thing as IR theory, only an institutional deci-
sion to generate an autonomous disciplinary subspace inhabited by a spe-
cifi c group of scholars . Here, the reaction of our reader has a real heuristic 
value: one can only take note of the intellectual paucity of the foundations 
upon which the discipline was erected and be fl abbergasted by the trium-
phant course of its subsequent career. 14  As Morgenthau candidly observed 
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in the course of the discussions, IR theory is not so much about theory as 
it is about the limits of theory. 15  What can we learn from that? 

 First, it suggests that the raison d’être of IR is not theoretical but pri-
marily institutional and political. It is the academic conditions and in par-
ticular the strength of liberalism, scientifi c rationalism, and the normative 
approach to international law in the United States—not some intrinsic 
epistemological diff erence—that explain why realism did not fi nd a space 
within existing disciplinary structures and had to develop along a separate 
path. While in other contexts, like Germany, realism developed as a con-
servative critique of liberal constitutionalism that still remained rooted in 
the fi eld of jurisprudence ( vide  Carl Schmitt), it could not take roots within 
a U.S. legal profession wedded to Wilsonianism and rationalism, all the 
more since the latter was immune to the kind of German realism that had 
become so unfashionable after 1933. As a result, as Martti Koskenniemi ob-
serves, international lawyers “continuing to construct their normative sys-
tems through the thinnest sociological generalizations . . . have been com-
pelled to witness the growth of a neighboring discipline—‘international 
relations’—that has incorporated Schmittian insights as part of its profes-
sional identity” (2002, 423–424). And for many scholars of international 
law from Central Europe coming to the United States, not only did pene-
trating the closed academic ranks of gentile legal scholarship prove quite 
diffi  cult, but the dire state of international law after 1945 made this option 
hardly appealing from an intellectual point of view. It is only as a conse-
quence of the nature and organization of legal studies in the United States 
(and not because of some intrinsic intellectual necessity) that the realist 
critique of international law had to carve out its own space in order to be 
heard. But IR theory nevertheless remained one specifi c answer to the gen-
eral problem that scientifi c administrators and their allies within academia 
were confronted with after 1945: reconstructing the study of law on the ba-
sis of sociological—that is, “realist”—rather than normative foundations. 

 At the Rockefeller Foundation, this problem was clearly identifi ed by 
Kenneth Th ompson, who oversaw the organization of IR theory as part of 
a program on legal and political theory. In 1952, he wrote: 

 in the same way that American government has proceeded from the study 
of the American Constitution and the basic law to the examination of 
practical politics and pressure groups, so international studies became 
concerned with the study of trends in the foreign policies of separate 
nation-states. . . . Instead of beginning with the  international  structure and 
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society, the new line of inquiry has emphasized the urgency of examining 
 national  goals and objectives as a logical point of departure. 

 (thompson 1952, 439–440) 

 While IR theory was the answer to the problem of articulating law and 
sociology at the international level, the introduction of legal realism in the 
study of municipal law would be a longer process, which was also pro-
moted under the umbrella of the program in Legal and Political Philoso-
phy at the Rockefeller Foundation and culminating in the creation of the 
Law & Society Association in 1964 (Garth 2000). 

 In that sense, the 1954 conference has further implications for our un-
derstanding of discipline history. It suggests that a disciplinary landscape 
does not always need robust theoretical foundations in order to fl ourish 
and that its development may be better explained by a range of external 
factors—institutional support, availability of funding, critical developments 
within adjacent fi elds, alliances with outside stakeholders such as policy-
makers or bureaucrats, and a wealth of other issues that are too often ab-
sent from conventional intellectual histories. In the case at hand, the Rock-
efeller Foundation acted as the main broker procuring these resources and 
the main external organizer involved in shaping an academic space for the 
development of IR. Th e organizational forces behind such intellectual for-
mations are all the more important since these intellectual fi elds often do 
not have a strong internal coherence and fi nd it instead in the project that 
sustains them and that they are supposed to serve. 

 Second, taking into account all the groundwork performed upstream of 
the actual development of IR as a discipline may lead us to reconsider a 
number of taken-for-granted assumptions or at least to apprehend dif-
ferently its subsequent unfolding. Th is is probably where the contrast with 
conventional intellectual histories is the starkest. While the latter may ap-
prehend a discipline essentially as a corpus of texts, the former approach 
may help us understand how this corpus was constituted in the fi rst place. 
Once again, intellectual histories tend to produce a coherence that is then 
transformed into a property of the corpus of intellectual productions un-
der scrutiny, the fi eld being then seen as a rational “dialogue” or “conversa-
tion” between diff erent works or authors—but they often fail to gauge the 
extent to which such a conversation may be staged, when “staging conver-
sations” falls precisely within the line of business and the discrete power of 
philanthropic foundations funding various academic ventures. Turning the 
spotlights from the disciplinary stage to the backstage logistics suddenly 
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makes visible the work of identifi cation, classifi cation, and promotion that 
is involved in the constitution of disciplinary canons. We readily accept 
the special signifi cance of certain texts within a discipline, but we rarely 
question the mechanisms that make them signifi cant in the fi rst place. How 
is the authority of texts adjudicated? For sure, they have intrinsic virtues—
but these need to be discovered and acknowledged by specialized publics 
for these works to acquire some sort of canonical authority. Th is is to say 
that texts have authority only within specifi c interpretive contexts, and the 
shape and the extent of these contexts is of critical importance. Th ere is 
not the slightest doubt that Morgenthau’s works, for instance, are crucial 
for the self-understanding of the discipline of IR. At the same time, this 
importance is dependent upon a certain number of preconditions, in par-
ticular upon the  separation  of IR theory from other strands of literature. 
Th us, for anybody who takes the time to read Schmitt or Meinecke, Mor-
genthau may not appear as such an original thinker after all 16 —but then 
Schmitt or Meinecke are not taught in IR courses, which in part explains 
the position occupied by Morgenthau. Hence the importance of such events 
as the 1954 conference, which contributed to creating a space in which his 
works would not only fi nd a consistent and dedicated readership but appear 
as intellectual pillars of a new discipline and be read within a self-contained 
space of reception, thus shaping their subsequent literary and academic 
career. Another reason why such archival material may be so illuminating 
is that it often redistributes the relative importance of the diff erent actors 
involved: while Kenneth Th ompson is arguably a marginal fi gure in the 
theoretical canon of IR (who ever had to read Th ompson in an IR course?), 
the documents reproduced here—as well as many others that are not—
reveal him as a central organizer of the entire fi eld and probably Morgen-
thau’s most talented impresario. Indeed, Th ompson almost singlehandedly 
oversaw the international program of the foundation. One might reason-
ably ask whether, had he not played a crucial role within the Rockefeller 
Foundation for several decades, the fi eld of IR would be the same, or whether 
it would exist at all. One might equally ask whether, in Th ompson’s absence, 
Morgenthau would have escaped from the institutional marginality that char-
acterized his fi rst years in the United States and gained the infl uence he 
later had. 17  Ultimately, we may learn as much about the history of IR from 
such garbled discussions as the 1954 conference as from reading the “clas-
sical” works in the discipline. 

 It is therefore an altogether diff erent intellectual history that is attempted 
here, one that seeks to relate the offi  cial history of IR to its more obscure 
origins rather than to a genealogy of Great Ancestors. In other words, one 
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might say in Platonic terms that it tries to move from the “clear sky of eter-
nal ideas,” which usually shines over disciplinary history, to the chiaroscuro 
of the cave where the actual action takes place. It is surprising that such 
documents are so rarely exploited. All academics have participated in gath-
erings similar to the 1954 meeting, where budget constraints, political deci-
sions, promotion opportunities, off -the-cuff  ideas, and institutional strate-
gies are coated with the gloss of intellectual necessity and scientifi c progress. 
Yet academics write disciplinary history as if such meetings never take 
place or have any epistemic eff ects. Th e denizens of the cave seem indeed 
quite reluctant to talk about their natural habitat, and they much prefer to 
have others believe that they inhabit a region of pristine ideas and celestial 
doctrines. Th is book does not take their word for it and is very much about 
what happens inside the grotto of discipline formation, rather than in the 
skies of intellectual history. Maybe our reader will now consider that the 
transcript is interesting after all, especially if it looks like an exercise in 
spelunking! But before descending into the cave, a few words about the his-
torical context of the 1954 conference are in order. 

 from social science to antiscience: 
the ssrc committee on international 

relations experiment and the 
rockefeller bid for ir 

 Th e Rockefeller-sponsored conference on international relations held in 1954 
was not the fi rst of its kind. It diff ered from the numerous meetings con-
vened since 1945 in order to map out and rethink the fi eld, as the 1954 con-
ference sought to ground the fi eld in a theory and institutionalize it. Most 
of these previous meetings were essentially survey exercises, taking stock 
of the new international situation and reassessing accordingly the priori-
ties in the study of international aff airs. In 1948, however, the Social Science 
Research Council established a stable “Committee on International Rela-
tions” that worked toward a greater integration of the fi eld into the social 
sciences. Th is important if short-lived precedent deserves special scrutiny 
because it charted what could have been an alternative direction for IR. 
Had this attempt not failed, leaving the fi eld in abeyance and allowing the 
Rockefeller group to develop its own perspective, IR would probably have 
evolved into an entirely diff erent discipline. 

 Th e original idea for the SSRC committee was debated in April 1948 
during a meeting at Yale University convened by Frederick Dunn after 



one discipline, many histories 17

initial discussions with Pendleton Herring, the president of the SSRC. Th e 
meeting was attended by Quincy Wright, who taught international law at 
Chicago, where he was in many ways Morgenthau’s rival; Grayson Kirk, a 
political-science professor at Columbia and the author of an important 
report on the state of the fi eld in the late 1940s; the liberal economist and 
former State Department employee Leo Pasvolsky, from the Brookings In-
stitution; Malcolm Davis of the Carnegie Endowment for International 
Peace; William Fox; and the Harvard political scientist Rupert Emerson. 
Th e purpose of this gathering was “to consider the advisability of establish-
ing a committee on international relations under the auspices of SSRC” 
that would “map the whole area of research in international relations, and 
then suggest the subjects on which research should be concentrated in re-
lation to both the need of the Department of State  and to a philosophical 
and theoretical attitude toward international relations which the Commit-
tee itself would have to defi ne .” 18  Th e proposal was met with enthusiasm by 
the participants, and the committee was eventually established on July 23, 
1948, with Dunn as its chairman. Its purpose was to foster the integration 
of the fi eld of international relations around issues that the committee 
deemed important. Its primary tasks were to establish regular contacts be-
tween directors of existing research institutions to share information about 
current research and map the gaps in research coverage. But the commit-
tee also exercised a steering role, as its mandate was not confi ned to drawing 
up lists of what was being and should be done across U.S. campuses: in-
deed, as the SSRC made clear, “an undiscriminating and extremely compre-
hensive list would probably off er little guidance.” Th e committee was thus 
expected to identify priorities and needs and to formulate what it believed 
were projects deserving “a high priority.” 19  More signifi cantly, the proposal 
set forth by Dunn and Herring made it clear that, in fulfi lling its diff erent 
functions, the committee would “aid in bringing the analytical skills of all 
the social sciences to bear upon the problems of international relations.” 20  

 If the initial membership included mostly scholars involved in the post-
war rethinking of international relations, it was soon enlarged to include 
social scientists. Invitations to join were extended to James W. Angell, the 
economist from Columbia; the Harvard anthropologist Clyde Kluckhohn; 
and the social psychologist Dorwin Cartwright, who had just overseen the 
move of his MIT-based Research Center for Group Dynamics to the newly 
founded Institute for Social Research at the University of Michigan. Th e 
fi nal composition of the committee was indicative of the whole philosophy 
of the project, which hoped to have the social sciences inform the study of 
international aff airs by creating a dialogue between IR scholars and social 
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scientists. Th e participation of Kluckhohn and Cartwright, in particular, 
suggests that the committee placed high hopes in the scientifi c contribution 
of behavioralism in solving some of the pressing issues of the day. Kluckhohn 
was starting his work on “value orientation” and how it aff ected intergroup 
relations; Cartwright was pioneering the psychological study of group dy-
namics. Th is interest in the behavioral and psychological aspects of inter-
national relations was further bolstered in 1950, when Gabriel Almond saw 
an opportunity to do “research in political behavior on the international 
level,” focusing on the structure of public opinion and in particular on the 
role of “opinion elites.” 21  Dunn was enthused by the project, which he 
thought could lead to a summer study group on the “attentive public,” opin-
ion elites, and foreign aff airs. Even though it seems that the committee did 
little more than express its interest in the project, that it supported this 
kind of research agenda is highly revealing of its general orientation. Al-
though the interwar reliance on democracy and public opinion to strengthen 
international law had failed, the social sciences could provide eff ective tools 
for rational control over a public opinion that, as recent events had demon-
strated, was volatile and potentially dangerous. Th e focus on opinion elites 
rather than general public opinion in Almond’s project is telling of the 
crisis of confi dence and anxiety that plagued postwar liberalism and its 
vision of modernity, 22  but it also speaks to the hopes invested in the social 
sciences as the solution to the problem of international understanding. 

 Needless to say, the task of the committee was daunting. It brought to-
gether exponents of very diff erent intellectual strands in the naïve expec-
tation that their interactions would somehow produce a theoretical syn-
thesis. It met irregularly, fi rst in October 1948, then in May 1949. Th e result 
of the discussions it held on emerging trends in IR was summarized in “Th e 
Present Course of International Relations Research,” an article that Dunn 
published in  World Politics  in October 1949. Th e article has all the attri-
butes of a committee work: it is an exercise in diplomatic synthesis between 
diverging research orientations, refl ecting a committee composition rather 
than a sound intellectual agenda. While Dunn acknowledged that the fi eld 
was characterized by “a movement from reform to realism,” it also pointed 
at the contribution of the social sciences to the understanding of the forces 
shaping political behavior—in particular sociology, anthropology, psychol-
ogy, and psychoanalysis (Dunn 1949, 88). A “considerable degree of division 
of labor” was therefore “inescapable” in the study of international relations. 
Th e problem, however, was that the proper proportions of this division of 
labor were far from clear. Dunn oscillated between calls for collaboration 
between students of international politics and behavioral social scientists 
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and the advocacy of a unifying conceptual scheme devised by scholars pro-
fi cient in both domains. In the meantime, he foresaw “cooperative research 
adventures” and remained aware of the diffi  culties of institutionalizing such 
cooperation: “It has often been demonstrated that picking pieces of knowl-
edge from various disciplines and cooking them together in one dish does 
not necessarily make a good pie” (89). Finally, refl ecting on the role played 
on the committee by Kluckhohn and Cartwright, Dunn emphasized the 
importance of “value analysis,” not in the sense of a moral or ethical refl ec-
tion (as was the case with the scholars involved with the Rockefeller-spon-
sored 1954 conference) but as something that could be studied with the 
tools provided by cutting-edge empirical social-science research. Ultimately, 
the SSRC Committee on International Relations was promoting an inter-
disciplinary vision of the fi eld, where the division of labor between special-
ists of various disciplines was not really conducive to theory building or 
disciplinary autonomy. 

 Th e committee disbanded in July 1950, after Dunn was designated to 
represent the SSRC at the national commission to UNESCO. But the rea-
sons for the early termination of its activities were obviously deeply seated. 
It was built on two diff erent constituencies: a group of IR scholars (Fox, 
Wright, Earle) and a group of social scientists representing what would soon 
be labeled “behavioralism.” Th eir respective perspectives on how to under-
stand and analyze international politics did not sit well together, especially 
since Morgenthau’s  Scientifi c Man Versus Power Politics  had driven a mas-
sive wedge between them a few years earlier. A few months before the mem-
bership of the committee was discharged, Dunn confessed to Herring that 
he did not feel that, with the present membership, the committee could do 
much to develop the fi eld of international relations. He thought that “the 
most promising line of development would be through emphasizing the 
contribution that research in social relations might make to the study of 
international relations.” 23  In the end, the focus on value orientations and 
on the domestic determinants of foreign policy (government structures, in-
terest groups, party politics, etc.) could not coexist with the realist vision 
of the state not as a pluralist arena but as a sovereign and quasi-ontological 
reality that would later permeate IR theory. Nor could the connivance be-
tween the social sciences and the progressive idea of modernization coex-
ist with the pessimistic outlook characteristic of realism. Th e incompatibil-
ity between liberalism and historical pessimism sealed the fate of the SSRC 
initiative. A few years later, this tension would be defi nitely arbitraged in 
favor of the behavioral approach to international aff airs, as the SSRC would 
conduct its work in this area through the Committee on Comparative 
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Politics, established in 1954 around Gabriel Almond, Lucian Pye, and other 
exponents of the behavioral social sciences and modernization theory. 24  

 Th e SSRC committee was the last attempt at keeping international rela-
tions focused on its interwar concern with the role of public opinion on 
the international behavior of states, albeit in a modernized form, by relying 
on the scientifi c study of political behavior. Th is failure to turn IR into a 
province of the social sciences was also the end of a distinctly liberal ap-
proach to the analysis of international relations, and it paved the way for a 
“theory” that was premised on the impossibility of a scientifi c rationaliza-
tion of politics and unmistakably infl uenced by Morgenthau. 

 Although they were diff erent branches of the same philanthropic con-
stellation, since the SSRC was created in 1923 with Rockefeller monies, the 
two institutions followed very diff erent approaches to international rela-
tions in the 1950s. Th is contrast is captured suggestively in the opposition 
between Leo Pasvolsky and Nelson Rockefeller over American foreign 
policy. While working as assistant secretary to Cordell Hull at the State 
Department, Pasvolsky (who later sat on the SSRC committee) played a 
crucial role in chartering the United Nations. In favor of a strong UN sys-
tem, he was critical of regional arrangements that might subvert it and 
therefore was bitterly opposed to Nelson Rockefeller, who defended the 
strengthening of the Inter-American system. While Pasvolsky was guarded 
against such “spheres of infl uence,” which fueled rivalries, Rockefeller was 
an outspoken advocate of the relevance of the Monroe Doctrine and of its 
priority over any multilateral arrangements (Schlesinger 2003, 175–178). Th e 
bitter fi ght between Pasvolsky and Rockefeller concentrates in a nutshell 
the opposition between an approach to international aff airs based on de-
veloping instruments for confl ict resolution and one that focused on power 
politics—or, to put it in other words, between the rationalism of the social 
sciences and the grounded and partial perspective of political realism. Th e 
Monroe Doctrine was regarded by realists such as Carl Schmitt and Mor-
genthau as a genuinely  political  understanding of the national interest, as 
opposed to the abstractions of internationalism. 25  

 At any rate, when the Rockefeller Foundation defi ned its program in in-
ternational relations in the mid-1950s, it was dealing with a fi eld in which 
the social-science option was increasingly problematic, if not a losing one. 
Earlier, as the SSRC Committee on International Relations was being estab-
lished, the Rockefeller Foundation was already developing an understand-
ing of recent research trends in IR that was clearly at odds with the SSRC 
eff orts to fi nd a social-scientifi c fi x to international disputes. An internal 
report written in 1948 by Bryce Wood, a consultant who was a professor of 
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political science at Swarthmore College and later joined the SSRC, 26  saw 
realism as the emerging trend in IR research and advised the Rockefeller 
Foundation to move its program away from interwar international coop-
eration and focus instead on matters of national interest. 27  Th is shift in 
perspective, however, also implied a new intellectual and academic agenda 
that refuted the rationalist implications of the behavioral approach to the 
study of international politics. While the SSRC was busy trying to foster a 
better integration between international relations and the social sciences, 
Wood was suggesting that the emerging realist trend was premised on the 
“possibility that force and not social science will be employed to solve dis-
putes.” What the “theory” of IR would soon encapsulate was precisely this 
fundamental rejection of rationalist approaches to politics and the princi-
pled acceptance of confl ict—or, to put it in other words, enmity—as an ex-
istential dimension of human life. It would take several years and many 
theoretical adjustments to bring the new discipline back into the sphere of 
American academic social science. But that is another story . . .  

 organization of the book 
 Th e purpose of this book is primarily to make public the background dis-
cussions that preceded the gradual expansion of international studies into 
a quasi-discipline backed by a theory of international relations. Some of 
this primary-source material is presented here. But in order to discuss its 
signifi cance for the subsequent development of the discipline, the primary-
source material is also the focus of eight contributions by scholars repre-
senting diff erent intellectual traditions, from realist IR scholars to histori-
ans and political scientists. Although very diverse in their approach, the 
following chapters touch upon common themes. 

 Th e fi rst two contributions underscore the importance of the 1954 de-
bate for the subsequent evolution of the discipline. In his chapter, Robert 
Jervis emphasizes the central role of morality in the early discussion of IR 
theory, making the case that a genuine understanding of realism cannot 
divorce it from this normative background. But the issue of morality in 
politics, says Jervis, should also be understood in the context of the cold 
war, where moral principles and claims could be used as weapons. Th is is 
to say that the 1954 exercise in theory building involved stakes that were 
anything but theoretical. What the participants meant by “theory” had a 
highly practical value: “To a very large extent,” Jervis writes, “the theorists 
and practitioners around the table spoke the same language.” Th e theory of 
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international relations, therefore, was not so much an abstract model as it 
was a praxeology, formalizing the rules that, in the view of the partici-
pants, did or should guide good statesmanship (and the ambiguity here is 
crucial). In that sense, Morgenthau was absolutely right to insist on real-
ism being a matter of prudence, wisdom, or “informed hunches” rather than 
a science. Yet, Jervis points out, the fact that IR theory was developed at 
the intersection of the academic and the political fi elds entails fundamen-
tal consequences for its epistemic status, and the diffi  culties into which 
the discussion ran when it touched upon the nexus between description 
and prescription, or theory and policy, should be taken seriously: to the 
extent that realist theories are also the software used by politicians to in-
form their actions (or, as Jack Snyder writes in his contribution, to the ex-
tent that they constitute the “mental furniture” of policymakers), they can 
be consciously defeated or realized. Realism, Jervis writes, can become a 
“self-fulfi lling” or a “self-denying” prophecy. Once it is assumed that political 
actors operate on the basis of realist principles, such a “theory” becomes 
refl exive and falls into strategic calculations where contravening the the-
ory becomes a consequence of holding it true. Such paradoxes hint at the 
specifi c nature of IR theory: once it is widely shared, its validity is compro-
mised. Jervis’s analysis is extremely useful here, as it points at the social 
dimension of the epistemology of IR: as a “theory,” realism is true as long 
as its diff usion is restricted, for its value is indexed on its scarcity. Hence 
the necessity to control its diff usion, which was a major concern of the 
participants in the 1954 conference. IR theory thus reaches back to the 
tradition of politics as an  arcanum , a wisdom shared by a few selected 
men. Th e realist scholar is more of a  Geheimrat , a secret adviser to the 
Prince, than a social scientist dealing with public knowledge. His remote-
ness from the public is indeed crucial to his function, and the insulation 
for domestic politics is an important aspect of what the “theory” stood for. 
As Nitze conceded in the paper he prepared for the conference: “Under 
Mr. Acheson a serious eff ort was made to separate consideration of the na-
tional interest in a given context from consideration of the probable do-
mestic popularity or the domestic political feasibility of a given course of 
action.” Th at the 1954 conference on theory was held behind closed doors 
only serves to underscore that realism was essentially a reclusive, if not a 
secretive, project. 

 If realism did not sit well with the notion of a general democratic public, 
it was particularly ill suited for the American public. Jack Snyder also 
points at the uneasy relationship between realism and postwar political 
culture in the United States. Such pillars of realist wisdom as “no crusad-
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ing,” “will to power,” or “national interest” were not congenial to the liberal 
tradition. Th e project of developing a specifi c “theory” of international re-
lations separate from the general representations of politics (whether lay or 
academic) was also a way for policymakers to move beyond what many 
disparaged as the naïve assumptions of folk liberalism. Th is went hand in 
hand with a certain distrust of the democratic masses: “the fi ckleness of 
the democratic public was a central concern of the postwar American re-
alist project.” At a time when the historian Louis Hartz was reminding his 
fellow citizens that in America liberalism was a natural phenomenon, real-
ism clearly appeared as an unnatural import that had to be assimilated. 
Yet, as Snyder points out, this project eff ectively took roots. In part, this 
successful transplant is due to its usefulness: realism provided strategic 
guidance in an era that required expanded engagement with other powers, 
and it was also an ideological justifi cation for the authority of a specifi c 
policy elite. But early realists also made certain ideological adjustments, as 
they “needed to show how their brand of prudent consequentialism [was] 
consistent with universally held liberal values.” Th e emphasis on values 
and the discussion of the tensions between politics and morality that char-
acterize much of the 1954 discussion must be seen as part of this cultural 
translation. Th is tension between realism and democracy also overlapped 
with the tension between the diff erent meanings of theory. Snyder rightly 
emphasizes that the confusion in the discussion of normative versus em-
pirical theory stemmed from the fact that realism eroded such distinc-
tions. Unable to distinguish clearly between the normative and the de-
scriptive, realism actually confl ates the real and the legitimate: what is is 
what should be. A whole theory of sovereignty and a whole theory of law 
are encapsulated in this confl ation. But in any case, this predisposed real-
ism to be an ideology of the status quo, a theory that deferred to the powers 
that be and privileged equilibrium and balance—certainly not a transfor-
mative vision. Finally, a third tension characterized the realist project: while 
premised on a universal lust for power that made power maximization the 
main rationale of human action, realist IR theory also embodied a form of 
prudence and called for restraint. Th ese series of tensions within IR—
between realism and democracy, between normative and descriptive the-
ory, between maximization and prudence—were already at the center of 
the 1954 discussion and they have informed the subsequent evolution of the 
discipline. Th ey have not found and probably cannot fi nd a satisfying solu-
tion: IR theory is a discourse that constantly navigates these tensions. Ulti-
mately, what Jervis and Snyder suggest is not that the discipline is still 
trapped within the 1954 debate but rather that the discipline  is  that debate. 
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 Th e following chapter, by Brian Schmidt, provides us with the larger 
disciplinary context of the 1954 conference and in particular with a de-
tailed analysis of the previous state of the fi eld, which was characterized by 
a focus on international law (albeit a pragmatic one contrary to the sim-
plistic representations serving the realist argument). Schmidt suggests that 
the shift to a focus on “international politics” introduced a new element 
and triggered a “disciplinary crisis.” Th is crisis should be understood as a 
transformation of the entire fi eld rather than as the consequence of some 
“Great Debate.” Schmidt shows indeed that some key players—Grayson 
Kirk, Kenneth Th ompson, and William T. R. Fox, among others—contrib-
uted to creating a distorted image of interwar scholarship that persists to 
this day, the purpose of which was to establish the legitimacy of the “real-
ist” approach by disparaging an earlier orientation of the fi eld toward prob-
lems of international law and organization. Th is operation, which had 
become explicit by the late 1940s, gave indeed some credence to the idea of 
a Great Debate. Yet, debate there was, Schmidt tells us, and the label is not 
totally wrong, but it is over the course of these postwar debates that the 
retrospective construct of an “idealist” scholarship took shape, before be-
ing taken at face value by a discipline that had fully endorsed realism and 
its lore. Schmidt shows that the main function of the theory of IR that the 
Rockefeller Foundation promoted in the 1950s was precisely to eff ectuate 
the transition to international politics, thus securing the central tenets 
that realists advanced about the nature of politics and establishing their 
control over the fi eld. Schmidt also points out Morgenthau’s role as one of 
the main intellectual architects of this transition and analyzes the ambi-
guities of his theoretical project. Although the notion of power politics 
that Morgenthau defended referred to a prerational stratum of the human 
psyche, Morgenthau included the assumption of rationality in his project 
of a theory of international politics. But he did so in a quasi-Weberian fash-
ion, as an ideal-typical device needed by the theorist, a compass for politi-
cal action that did not refl ect the deep nature of politics. Th e theory of in-
ternational politics that was discussed in 1954 was thus built upon a 
contradiction or at the very least a constitutive ambiguity: the theory of IR 
could not be a “science of politics.” 

 Th e self-understanding of the discipline of IR through a sequence of 
“great debates” is central to Ole Wæver’s contribution to this volume. 
Drawing upon the theory of speech acts and its application to the history 
of political theory by the Cambridge School, he suggests that, notwith-
standing their accuracy as historical descriptors, the “great debates” that 
punctuate the discipline are also moves made by IR theorists in specifi c 
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situations or in specifi c stages in the development of their fi eld. In that 
sense, they are not necessarily true or wrong but, rather, performative or not. 
Th e 1954 conference was thus a complex instance where the fi ght against 
the “scientifi c” method in the study of politics—the “second great debate”—
overlapped a strategy that sought to achieve scientifi c credibility for IR. 
Th e result was a compromise on a weak notion of “theory” that was ulti-
mately self-contradictory with a number of premises on which the realists 
operated. 

 Th is question is further developed by Nicolas Guilhot, who focuses on 
the process of demarcation that allowed international relations to carve 
out a disciplinary space for itself. Reviewing postwar academic debates in 
political science, he suggests that IR theory did not emerge from disciplin-
ary diff erentiation and specialization but rather from a contest over the 
nature of the politics. Th e intellectual movement that promoted the devel-
opment of a distinct  theory  of international relations must in fact be un-
derstood as a normative statement as to what the entire discipline of politi-
cal science should have been. Th e experience of World War II emboldened 
those scholars who viewed power as an irrational and existential given that 
could be only very partially understood through rational categories. More 
importantly, they saw the tendency to analyze politics through the lens of 
empirical social science as committing the same fallacy that liberal inter-
nationalists had committed during the interwar period: assuming that the 
confl ictuality inherent to politics could be overcome by a rational fi x or 
some sort of social engineering. Yet, unable to resist the hegemony of be-
havioralism over political science, they settled for the control of a smaller 
disciplinary territory, one limited to international politics. Guilhot’s cen-
tral argument is that, as an intellectual project, IR theory was diffi  cult to 
decipher because it was making an antiscientifi c argument while at the 
same time strategically using the language of science. Many of the misun-
derstandings that took place in the 1954 debate stemmed from this prem-
ise. Such misunderstandings were further compounded by what should be 
ultimately regarded as the failure of early realism: if the language of science 
made IR theory more palatable to the academic audience of the 1950s, it also 
made it vulnerable to a gradual inclusion within the social sciences, which 
is precisely what realism had sought to resist in the fi rst place. 

 If Morgenthau is very much a central character of the 1954 conference, 
Anders Stephanson explores the variety of realism developed by the con-
ference’s most conspicuous absentee, George Kennan, who nevertheless 
managed to have an indirect voice in the discussion by sending a paper that 
he had recently penned. For Kennan too, realism was “a rule of thumb, 
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a way of being towards the world of international politics” rather than a 
full-fl edged theory. After exploring Kennan’s vision of international poli-
tics after 1945 and, through Kennan, the problematic relationship of real-
ism to the cold war, Stephanson draws our attention to the role of moral 
values in realism. However, rather than considering values abstractly, he 
suggests that they refer to an underlying community attuned to the ten-
sion between morality and political action. Kennan thus helps us under-
stand the socializing functions of the realist talk about morality and the 
political nature of the realist project: realism is based on an “elite morality” 
secluded from the deceptive infl uence of the democratic populace. Th e 
quest for a theory of international relations should thus be resituated 
within a wider pedagogical project that occasionally surfaces in the 1954 
transcript and clearly fi gures on the agenda. What Kennan and other con-
ference participants envisioned was indeed a form of state nobility made 
not of technical experts but of men of sound judgment. IR theory was 
meant to provide a form of education that was not based on the scientifi c 
routinization of technical solutions—rather, it formalized a certain concep-
tion of statesmanship; it was essentially a praxeology that was not fi t for 
abstraction. Th e “theory” would not only ensure the transmission of a knowl-
edge that was fundamentally atheoretical but also allow a specifi c group to 
secure control over this transmission process. But the need to confi ne the 
conduct of foreign policy to an “organic elite” was also grounded in a typically 
realist understanding of the relationship between norms and action: only 
the adherence to common normative standards would ensure that the 
moral dilemmas of politics did not become a paralyzing consideration in the 
conduct of foreign policy. Obviously, as Stephanson points out, the realist 
political vision is “un-American” in its rejection of legalism, moralism, and 
historical confi dence, but it is also, for the same reason, an unfeasible project. 
Kennan’s own trajectory is telling in this respect, as his role would rapidly 
be confi ned to commenting upon—and more often than not, railing 
against—American foreign policy while abandoning any attempt at articu-
lating the tenets of his realism. 

 In his chapter, Inderjeet Parmar develops the idea of a policy elite and 
relates it to the notion of foreign policy “establishment.” With the United 
States projected into a new hegemonic role after 1945 and the expanding 
needs of imperial foreign-policy making, the control over the personnel 
involved in the conduct of foreign aff airs became a crucial issue. For the 
realists who gathered in Washington in 1954, grounding the theory of inter-
national relations in the social sciences would have reduced policy making 
to a technical expertise and changed the nature of the group in charge of 
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it. By fostering a rather conservative vision of statesmanship that valued 
good judgment and character, the Rockefeller Foundation contributed to 
securing the control of the old establishment over foreign policy at a time 
of transformation and expansion of the American state. Parmar shows 
that the eff orts to build a theory of international relations that would, as 
Th ompson put it, rationalize the “jet stream of contemporary events” 
about international aff airs should be understood as part of the cold-war 
reshuffl  ing of the relationship between academics, intellectuals, and poli-
cymakers. But the role of the Rockefeller Foundation must also be analyzed 
in the framework of a longer history of eff orts deployed by philanthropic 
foundations to strengthen state capacity. In particular, the Rockefeller event 
built upon previous experiments with realism, such as the Yale Institute 
for International Studies created in 1935, created with the fi nancial support 
of the foundation and directed fi rst by Nicholas Spykman and then by 
Frederick Dunn. Two important members of the Yale Institute, William T. 
R. Fox and Arnold Wolfers, would be key players in the 1954 conference. 
Because of these precedents, the 1954 conference can also be viewed as a 
part of a wider eff ort at building “the intellectual infrastructure of global-
ism.” In this sense, the real signifi cance of the 1954 gathering should not be 
searched in the minutiae of its theoretical debates but in its having simply 
taken place: whether it was conclusive or not in terms of theory, it was 
another step toward a greater integration of scholars and policymakers. 

 Th e relationship between scholarship and policy making is also at the 
center of Philip Mirowski’s chapter, albeit in a diff erent way. Mirowski 
resituates the rise of realism to self-consciousness against the backdrop of 
the interwar crisis of liberalism and the complex ideological realignments 
it triggered (of the kind that Walter Lippman underwent before he at-
tended the 1954 Rockefeller gathering). As a reaction against liberal social 
reformism applied to international aff airs and the idea of scientifi c admin-
istration, realism belongs to a wider intellectual constellation that also 
witnessed the emergence of postwar neoliberalism in the United States 
and that Mirowski characterizes as an instance of “reactionary modern-
ism.” Although realism and neoliberalism are arguably quite diff erent in 
their outlook, both are premised on a distrust of the masses, especially in a 
democratic context, and on a critique of liberal government (whether be-
cause of its totalitarian tendencies or because of its incapacity to under-
stand the political). Both movements, moreover, were heavily infl uenced 
by European émigré scholars. But the similarities between realism and neo-
liberalism cut deeper: for realists and neoliberals alike, the world is charac-
terized by a complexity or a contingency that nullifi es any possibility of 
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centralized rational comprehension. Th ere is no position from which a suf-
fi cient or reliable knowledge of the state of the world allowing for rational 
policy action can be obtained. As Arnold Wolfers quipped a propos IR 
theory during the 1954 conference: “the right and correct theory would 
have to be a theory of God.” Planning, social engineering, comprehensive 
reform: realism and neoliberalism converged to undermine the whole no-
tion of modern government. While the neoliberals sought to outsource the 
gathering and processing of information to the market, which they under-
stood as a decentralized information processor, and thus to remodel poli-
tics after the market, the realists redescribed politics as a prudential prac-
tice operating in conditions of limited knowledge and rationality. While 
these positions were obviously diff erent and even opposed in some re-
spects, as Mirowski suggests, they were responses to the same issue: how 
does a modicum of political rationality obtain? To the extent that the po-
litical is not reducible to “reason,” what is political rationality? How should 
government be exercised both in the domestic and the international are-
nas when it can only partially know its object or predict its outcomes? 
Th is, Mirowski shows, is the  problématique  common to both realism and 
neoliberalism, and it is also the reason why there is much to be gained by 
studying them jointly. In developing the parallel careers of Morgenthau 
and Hayek, Mirowski points out that realism and neoliberalism were not 
only similar in their diagnosis. Th ey also shared important practical and 
organizational commonalities. For all their contempt for liberal social en-
gineering, Morgenthau and Hayek both relied upon organizations that 
carefully planned and engineered the diff usion of their doctrines. Th e 
Rockefeller Foundation and the Mont Pèlerin Society both played major 
roles in the development of realism and neoliberalism but relied on prin-
ciples that entirely belied these ideologies. What was at stake in both en-
deavors was the reconstruction of political rationality after 1945 and, in 
diff erent ways, an attempt at insulating politics from democracy by either 
outsourcing it to market mechanisms or by entrusting it to a small elite of 
wise men aware of the irrational nature of politics and who showed only 
contempt for a domestic sphere from which “the political” had disap-
peared as democratization had progressed. In both cases, a counterelite 
was needed to counteract the infl uence of liberalism. Th e development of 
realism as IR theory, therefore, is part of the reinvention of modern politics 
after 1945 and of a grammar of politics that is still very much ours today. 
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 notes 
   1.  For a defi nitive statement on traditional intellectual history, see Skinner et al. 

(2001) and Tully (1988). 
   2.  See, for instance, Schmidt (1998, 2002). 
   3.  Th e quotation is from the  Discourses . See Machiavelli (1997, 416): “In order for a sect 

or a republic to live for long, it is often necessary to bring it back to its original pur-
pose.” Translation mine. 

   4.  See, for instance, Craig (2003), Williams (2005, 2007b), and the recent issue of  Con-
stellations  (2007) on realism, with articles by Maurizio Viroli, William Scheuer-
man, and others. See also Bell (2008a). 

   5.  Th e same is true of “idealism.” See Ashworth (1999). 
   6.  See, in particular, Recchia (2007). 
   7.  See Epp (1991), Guilhot (2010), and Loriaux (1992). 
   8.  See, for instance, Morgenthau (1945). 
   9.  See the chapters by Schmidt and Guilhot in this volume. 
   10.  Th ere is an important literature on the renewal of American social science under 

the impetus of European intellectual migrations. As for IR, the contribution of this 
cohort is noteworthy: John Herz, Hans Kelsen, Klaus Knorr, Hans Morgenthau, 
Stefan Possony, Sigmund Neumann, Hans Speier, Nicholas Spykman, Robert 
Strausz-Hupé, Arnold Wolfers, and Karl Deutsch are only a few of the sixty-four 
German-speaking scholars who ended up teaching in U.S. political-science depart-
ments during the period under consideration. See Söllner (1988). 

   11.  Toynbee to Willits, May 1947, pp. 1–2 Folder 61, Box 7, Series 910, Research Group 
(RG): Rockefeller Foundation Archive, Rockefeller Archive Center, Sleepy Hollow, 
N.Y. (hereafter designated RAC). 

   12.  Kenneth W. Th ompson, “Th eory of International Politics,” December 28, 1953, p. 2, 
Box 7, Series 910, RG 3, Rockefeller Foundation Archive, RAC. 

   13.  Ibid., 3. Among the “younger men” in the seminar, the rapporteur played a special 
role, as he was in charge of keeping a record of the discussion. His name was Ken-
neth Waltz. 

   14.  Some other readers will immediately object that these foundations are not to be 
found in freewheeling discussions such as the 1954 conference but in important 
works such as Morgenthau’s  Principles and Problems of International Politics  or  Poli-
tics Among Nations , with its famous “six principles.” Yet, as it is argued below, such 
works may become “foundational” only retrospectively, within a disciplinary space 
that makes their reputation, ensures their diff usion, and elevates them to the rank of 
canonical works. Th ey are in fact a product of disciplinary mechanisms (teaching, 
syllabi, etc.), not the cause behind the emergence of disciplines. Hence, Morgen-
thau’s works may not have been so important, and certainly not “foundational” of 
anything, had the 1954 meeting not taken place and had the Rockefeller Foundation 
not decided to promote the “theoretization” of the study of international relations. 

   15.  See “Th e Th eoretical and Practical Importance of a Th eory of International Rela-
tions,” transcript,  265  (appendix 2 of this volume). 

   16.  Scheuerman (1999, 244) aptly described  Scientifi c Man Versus Power Politics  as a 
“popularized version of Schmitt.” As for Meinecke, Morgenthau was accused of 
having abundantly plagiarized him. 

   17.  On Morgenthau’s diffi  cult adaptation to the U.S. academic context, see Frei (2001). 
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   18.  Folder 2283—International Relations 1948–1950, Box 202, Series 1 (Committee 
Projects), Subseries 58 (Committee on International Relations), Accession 2, SSRC 
Archives, RAC. Emphasis mine. 

   19.  “Proposal for a Social Science Research Council Committee on International Rela-
tions,” p. 2 Folder 4768, Box 403, Series 200S, RG 1.1, Rockefeller Foundation Ar-
chives, RAC. 

   20.  Ibid., 3. 
   21.  Dunn to Herring, March 13, 1950. Folder 2283, Box 202, Series 1, SSRC Collection, 

Rockefeller Archive Center, Tarrytown N.Y. 
   22.  On this underlying liberal anxiety, see Gilman (2003). 
   23.  Pendleton Herring, interoffi  ce correspondence, 24 April 1950, Series 1, Subseries 58, 

Accession 2, Box 202, Folder 2283, SSRC Archives, RAC. 
   24.  On the Committee on Comparative Politics, see Cammack (1997) and Gilman 

(2003, chap. 4). 
   25.  On the role of the Monroe Doctrine in realist thought, see Morgenthau (1950, 1952) 

and Scheuerman (1999, 161–168). See also Siegelberg (2008, 359). 
   26.  Interestingly, Bryce Wood, like Pasvolsky, had worked as an administrative assis-

tant at the Department of State during the war (1942–1943). But, contrary to Pasvol-
sky, he was siding with Nelson Rockefeller. 

   27.  Th e Wood report is analyzed in more detail in chapter 5. 
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 1 

 MOR ALIT Y, POLIC Y, AND THEORY 

 Ref lections on the 1954 Conference 

 robert jervis 

 The 1954 Conference on International Politics reveals a deep con-
cern with the interrelations among international relations (IR) the-
ory, the practice of foreign policy, and morality. Th e participants 

might be disappointed at how little progress we have made since they met, 
but they probably would not be surprised. Th ese questions have concerned 
people from the time of Th ucydides, and the fact that they remained press-
ing in 1954 indicates that they cannot be fully solved and that we should 
not be embarrassed to be still discussing them. 1  Th is gives me humility 
about my own remarks but does not stop me from making them. 

 morality 
 Although some versions of realism denied any role for morality, most real-
ists have seen that statesmen did not and should not put it aside. Th is was 
obviously the case for E. H. Carr, John Herz, Hans Morgenthau, Reinhold 
Niebuhr, and Arnold Wolfers, to name only fi ve of the most prominent 
realists, three of whom participated in the conference. Indeed, the confer-
ence opened with Wolfers asking that the “moral problem” be discussed 
fi rst, and Niebuhr replied that he was delighted that most of the prepara-
tory papers had talked about the relations between theory and practice. 2  
Th ere were several reasons why they saw morality as the linchpin here. 
Perhaps most important was that the participants believed that under-
standing had to start with human nature. 3  Most realists shared the com-
mon Western belief that humans were inherently evil or at least had the 
potential for evil within them. For some theorists like Niebuhr, this view 
can be traced to the Bible. For others, a simple look at history suffi  ced. For 
scholars today, evolutionary psychology can be deployed. In the mid-1950s, 
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with the memory of Hitler still fresh, with Stalin just having died, and with 
the behavior of Joseph McCarthy looming large, it would have been hard 
to build coherent thoughts without this foundation. 

 Th is understanding meant that realists believed both that national sur-
vival at times required doing evil and that statesmen had to minimize this 
possibility and avoid becoming evil. Leaders had to fi ght some of the im-
pulses they were sure to harbor, had to resist the easy rationalization that 
the requirements of national security always trumped other values, and had 
to avoid corrupting their personal or national souls. Furthermore, this strug-
gle would never end, because politics, especially international politics, al-
ways contained multiple confl icts and posed multiple dangers. Th e utopia 
that for liberals would dawn with the universal reign of democracy and 
free trade and for Marxists would appear with the triumph of communism 
were for realists false hopes, ones that would bring disaster if they were 
pursued to the exclusion of other considerations. Morality then could only 
play a useful role if leaders were aware of their own immoral impulses and 
the concomitant danger of confusing narrower with broader interests. Na-
tional egoism and self-righteousness were among the most disturbing and 
dangerous forces in international politics. It was all too easy for any coun-
try, perhaps especially a democracy, to universalize its own values and 
outlook, to think that it knows what is best for the entire world, and to 
disguise (to itself as much as to others) the selfi sh nature of its behavior. 4  
Leaders and nations that fell into these traps would behave immorally 
while simultaneously thinking that they were the most moral of actors. 
Th e very fact that many actors convince themselves that they are abiding 
by the highest moral standards gives realists reason for looking at the topic 
with great care. 

 To say that people have the capacity to do great evil implies that they 
can do good as well, although determining what is good and what behavior 
contributes to it is of course contentious and diffi  cult. But while denying 
the perfectibility of human beings, one of the animating forces behind re-
alism is the belief that states can minimize evil and make the world better 
or at least see that it does not degenerate into constant strife and injustice. 
Realists then would not be surprised by the modern fi ndings from psychol-
ogy and neuroscience that people have an inborn sense of morality. In an 
era in which the academic division of labor had not gone as far as it has 
today, realists were also deeply concerned with their state’s domestic re-
gimes and societies. Th e point of politics, after all, was to make the lives of 
individuals and communities better. Since the external world infl uenced 
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the internal one, it was hard to see how a good society could develop in a 
deeply malign environment. States had to survive, but the point of survival 
was to help the inhabitants thrive. 

 Th ese concerns were particularly pressing in the mid-1950s, so much so 
that they hardly needed to be discussed. Th e participants in the confer-
ence saw the Soviet Union as evil, but they did not waste time explicating 
this. For them bipolarity, although important, was not the root of the mat-
ter. Evil was much of what the cold war was about. Had the Soviet Union 
been benign, there would have been much less international confl ict and 
less reason to fear the limited expansion of Soviet power. During World 
War II, one reason for American wariness toward Great Britain was that 
the latter was fi ghting not only to defeat fascism but also to retain the Brit-
ish Empire. For most Americans, including realists, subjugating a large 
portion of the earth’s population was not something the United States 
wanted to uphold, and while combating it could not be done at the cost of 
losing the war, neither should the United States cooperate with this en-
deavor. Although realists certainly did not call for a crusade to end British 
imperialism—some shared the prevalent racism, and even if there had 
been no Soviet menace none of them favored crusades—neither were they 
insensible to the fundamental idea that states should serve people. Any 
inclination to view that relationship the other way around was banished 
by the Nazi example. 

 Realism sometimes is viewed as synonymous with cynicism, given its 
view that states seek power and care fi rst, if not solely, about themselves 
and their citizens. Th ere is something to this, but the common next step of 
viewing cynicism as being in confl ict with morality is not warranted. In 
fact, for Niebuhr, Morgenthau, and their colleagues it was their cynicism 
that permitted them to see that moral dilemmas in politics could not be 
easily elided and that one of the gravest dangers in politics was the attempt 
to do so. Cynicism is compatible with morality, and is indeed necessary for 
it, because by acknowledging the primacy of the national interest it allows 
us to see that this can and often does confl ict with other values and goals. 
In the interwar period and to a lesser extent in the years after 1945, realists 
believed (with some reason) that liberals and idealists were prone to make 
the world worse because of their mistaken belief that there were no con-
fl icts between what was good for the country and what was best for the 
world. One of Carr’s major contributions was to point out that many 
people in Great Britain in the 1920s and 1930s assumed that the status quo 
had moral superiority (Carr 1946). Although Carr initially deployed this 
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and other arguments to argue for appeasing Hitler, 5  the general point is 
extremely important: states that have gained a favorable position in the 
international system tend to conclude that their country is uniquely wise 
and just and that those who are seeking to displace them are morally 
inferior. 

 Morgenthau similarly argues that what he calls nationalistic universal-
ism is a terrible force in world politics in part because states so imbued 
believe that they are carrying out the will of God or its secular equivalent 
(Morgenthau 1978, chap. 20). Th is can be seen as simply a generalization 
from Napoleon, fascism, and communism. But one of his less familiar but 
parallel claims cuts closer to the bone. He argues that bourgeois liberalism 
is not universally valid but stems from particular historical circumstances, 
and that because Western leaders are generally unaware of this, they assume 
that their outlook and values are universal (Morgenthau 1946, 50–53). 6  
Leaders of these countries are not cynical, and that is a problem, because 
their lack of awareness of the roots of their beliefs leads them to consider 
their outlook and policies to be highly moral. Greater cynicism would have 
permitted a more accurate view of others and themselves; it would have 
led leaders and the public to see that their values were necessarily paro-
chial and that they often faced diffi  cult moral choices and judgments. 
People who understand this are better able to control themselves and act 
with moderation than those who think they are acting for the good of 
humankind. 7  

 Four aspects of the 1950s heightened the realists’ concern with moral 
tensions. Most obviously, the cold war brought with it the perception of a 
sharp contrast between Soviet and Western standards and behavior. Th is 
involved a clash with an arguably evil state and also raised the danger of a 
gap widening between America’s principles and its actions. Th e cold war 
was a nasty struggle, and the sources of dispute and means of infl uence 
were principles as well as power. As Melvyn Leffl  er (2007) put it, the cold 
war was largely a struggle “for the soul of mankind.” Th is made it impera-
tive that the West not mimic Soviet tactics, but the nature of the confl ict 
required the United States to exercise power in a way that other states (and 
some moralists) would fi nd objectionable. 8  Second and relatedly, there was 
a real danger that the extreme competition would undermine democratic 
processes and values. Although by the early 1950s some of the fears that 
the United States would turn into a “garrison state” had dissipated, one of 
the main reasons why President Eisenhower was so set on reducing the 
defense budget was the belief that if he did not, much of what the United 
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States was striving to protect would be lost. As he put it at one National 
Security Council meeting, “We could lick the whole world . . . if we were 
willing to adopt the system of Adolf Hitler. . . . [We are] engaged in defend-
ing a way of life as well as a territory, a population, or our dollar” (State 
1984, 519, 521). 9  Th ird, the emerging doctrine of nuclear deterrence in-
volved making credible the immoral threat to kill tens of millions of in-
nocent Soviet citizens. Even to people who accepted the destruction of 
German and Japanese cities during World War II, this was diffi  cult to con-
template. Th e question of how these threats, let alone their implementa-
tion, might be squared with our consciences vied for attention with the 
challenge of whether we could make the threats credible enough that they 
would never have to be carried out. 10  Finally, with the independence of In-
dia and Pakistan, France’s war to keep control of Indochina, and the stir-
rings in Africa, the future of colonialism was an obvious question. Th e 
immorality of foreign rule, however, clashed with the immoralities that 
could follow from early independence and with the need to support Britain 
and France. Policies in this area somehow had to balance and combine 
pragmatism and morality. 11  

 theory and policy 
 Questions such as these would not have been so pressing if the realists had 
been concerned only with developing theories. Th ese could be entirely de-
rived from and applied to the past, be highly abstract, and even seek to 
avoid questions of foreign policy entirely. Th is indeed is what Kenneth 
Waltz did with his neorealist  Th eory of International Politics  (although as 
we will see, even this enterprise was infl uenced by policy concerns). But 
realists were traditionally involved with what their states should do, and 
those at the 1954 conference were no exception. Indeed, the participants 
included Robert Bowie, Dorothy Fosdick, and Paul Nitze, people who were 
more practitioners than theorists. Even for people such as Morgenthau and 
Wolfers, I think the notion of a theory that had few implications for how 
states in general should behave or for what the United States should do 
in  its current situation would have had little value and perhaps little 
meaning. 

 Context and personal experiences played a large role here. Th e partici-
pants in the conference had just been through one of the most destructive 
wars in history, one that many people believed could have been avoided by 
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appropriate statesmanship. Th e cold war had just started, and it had al-
ready witnessed a series of crises that had started a prolonged and surpris-
ing limited war in Korea and could have triggered another world war as 
well. In World War II, many scholars had served in the government, few 
questioned the legitimacy of the Western cause, and all were now facing 
the enormous intellectual challenge of understanding a world that was 
new and threatening. Th e gap between IR theory and policy making being 
much narrower than is now the case, theorists saw their task as relevant 
to policy, and policymakers, at least those like Bowie and Nitze, hoped for 
guidance from scholars. 12  In this light, it is not surprising that the head of 
the Rockefeller Foundation, which sponsored the conference, was Dean 
Rusk, who had left the State Department two years earlier and would re-
turn as its secretary six years later. To a very large extent, the theorists 
and practitioners around the table spoke the same language. Indeed, 
 although the transcript reveals individual voices, if the names were not 
attached it would be hard to tell whether the speaker was a theorist or a 
practitioner. 

 Th e members of the group realized that developing and applying theo-
ries was extraordinarily diffi  cult and that the links between these and 
particular cases could be tenuous and remote. Th us even a good theory 
could not be counted on to chart the way through the perilous waters that 
the United States found itself in. But there were aspects of the policy-the-
ory relationship that they did not fully grasp. 

 Let me start with the other side of this coin: some of the problems they 
did raise were less troublesome than they believed. Th e participants ques-
tioned whether true theory was possible, in part because statesmen have 
free will and can break IR laws in a way that objects cannot break the law 
of gravity, in part because when dealing with a fairly small number of ac-
tors the exceptional behavior of any one of them can have wide-ranging 
eff ects, and partly because national leaders may not be rational. Th ese ob-
jections are not entirely well founded. Th e fact that a person can choose 
what to do does not necessarily make it impossible for observers to predict 
and explain her behavior. Indeed, in some cases, observers can understand 
the person’s behavior better than the person herself does. Unless the per-
son wants to behave diff erently than the theory expects merely to embar-
rass the theorist (President Johnson was notorious for reacting to accurate 
news leaks by doing the opposite, just to show that the reporter was wrong), 
choice and theories of behavior can coexist, although the latter may need 
to be probabilistic and at times specifi c to particular actors. 
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 For many of the same reasons, theorizing is not made impossible by the 
fact that we are dealing with relatively few actors and that events can be 
shaped by who is in offi  ce and exactly what they do. 13  As Waltz pointed 
out, economists can theorize about markets that are oligopolistic as well as 
about markets with innumerable buyers and sellers (Waltz 1959, 91–94; 
1979). Th e tools required are diff erent and involve strategic interaction, an 
approach that was just being developed when the Rockefeller conference 
met, and so this is an area in which I think we can point to progress, if not 
to the fi nal word. 14  

 Th e participants are similarly too pessimistic about the implications of 
the problematic nature of rationality in politics. 15  It can simultaneously be 
true that people are not fully rational and that we derive valid and useful 
propositions from the assumption that they are. Milton Friedman’s argu-
ment to this eff ect has had an enormous infl uence, and Waltz’s theory of 
international politics explicitly argues for this approach (Friedman 1953). 
Indeed, even Waltz’s critics fi nd other grounds on which to attack him. 
Th e quest for honor and glory, so important in international politics before 
the middle of the twentieth century, is hard to square with many notions 
of rationality because it is inconsistent with considering alternative courses 
of action and making careful calculations. But we still may be able to un-
derstand and generalize about the behavior of actors who are driven by 
these concerns (Kagan 1995; Lebow 2008). More recently, psychologists have 
found that people’s propensity to take risks operates in a way that violates 
the rules of rationality. But this leads to prospective theories that have 
proven enormously powerful for predicting a wide range of human behav-
ior, including international politics. 16  Th eories require not rationality but 
regularities, and only if behavior is without a pattern will we necessarily be 
stumped. 

 overlooked problems: practice, 
presentism, and preferences 

 Several problems in the relationship between theory and practice were not 
discussed at the conference, although I think they are obvious enough so 
that they could have been. In some cases, these problems are now more sa-
lient because of new developments in theory. In other cases, it is a diff erent 
intellectual atmosphere that brings them to the surface, while in still other 
cases the experience of the last half-century is responsible. Most obviously, if 
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theorists become deeply involved in advising or even contemplating policy, 
they may get distracted from their theoretical tasks. Th ere are only twenty-
four hours in the day, and careful theorizing can be a full-time operation. It 
took Waltz about fi fteen years to write his  Th eory of International Politics . 
Government advising and serving in Washington can be fascinating, grati-
fying, and highly seductive. Th e time may be well spent, but it is time spent. 

 Th ere is another side to this coin, however. Working on policy issues can 
stimulate theorizing. Th is was true for the development of ideas concerning 
deterrence, nuclear strategy, and strategic interaction. 17  Although the va-
lidity of this work is subject to debate, it is clear that it has had an enor-
mous infl uence on IR and indeed on the discipline of political science in 
general. In the twenty years following the conference, Bernard Brodie, 
Glenn Snyder, William Kaufmann, Th omas Schelling, and others devel-
oped what probably was the most rigorous, widely ranging, and stimulat-
ing corpus of theoretical work in the fi eld. While some of them wanted to 
build IR theories, all were deeply concerned about protecting the United 
States and its allies while simultaneously avoiding World War III. Th ese 
concerns were not merely those of any informed citizen but were worked 
out by wrestling with detailed and sometimes technical questions, often in 
the form of classifi ed studies. Th us many of our concepts in this area grew 
out of the RAND study, led by Albert Wohlstetter, which had the mun-
dane task of fi guring out the most effi  cient confi guration for basing Ameri-
can bombers and their associated refueling tankers. Less well known is 
that much of what became Schelling’s  Arms and Infl uence  was drafted as a 
1962 report to the government on how to cope with the strategic chal-
lenges over the next decade. 18  It is hard to believe that this work would 
have been written without the immediate stimulus of policy concerns and 
the close contact with policymakers. 

 But this contact had its costs, in part because it focused attention on 
bargaining and the use of threats. Although rewards, reassurances, and 
conciliation were not entirely neglected, and indeed Schelling stressed that 
they were a necessary part of deterrence, broad areas of international poli-
tics such as other instruments of infl uence, seeking and enlarging the 
common interest, and diplomacy, were squeezed to the margins. Th ese 
were precisely the areas that Morgenthau had stressed in  Politics Among 
Nations . 19  

 A second and related interaction between policy and theory is that even 
those who do not advise the government are likely to be strongly infl u-
enced by the events of the era and the day. Th e focus on the polarity of the 
system, and especially its impact on the likelihood of war, followed the rise 
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of the two superpowers. Considered in the abstract, it would have been 
possible for scholars in the 1930s to have taken up this subject. But it would 
have seemed like a waste of time; indeed, it never would have occurred to 
them. Similarly, the growth of realism obviously was entangled with the 
cold war; revisionism about the origins of this confl ict was sparked by the 
war in Vietnam (although this approach was unable to explain the self-
defeating American policy); and the subfi eld of international political 
economy (IPE) developed rapidly in the wake of the American abandon-
ment of the gold standard, the growth of OPEC, and the oil boycott follow-
ing the 1973 Mideast War. Th e other side of this coin is that things that do 
not happen lead to subjects being ignored. Th e role of religion in interna-
tional politics, for example, received little attention until the emergence of 
“political Islam.” Civil wars are important and interesting analytically but 
were only intensively studied during the Vietnam confl ict (when the sub-
ject was considered under the heading of “counterinsurgency” or “internal 
war”) and fell back into neglect until these confl icts returned to the news-
papers in the 1990s. Similarly, it is no accident (to borrow a phrase from a 
diff erent intellectual tradition) that only after the end of the cold war did 
scholars start to study unipolarity. 

 Th is “presentism,” to apply a somewhat pejorative label, obviously has 
costs. Th eorizing should have a strongly internalist drive as we try to work 
out the problems and implications of alternative theories. Current events 
are only one part of world politics, which has a long history and many pos-
sible futures. Why should we be preoccupied by the current situation? On 
the other hand, it is hard for people who are fascinated by international 
politics to entirely shield themselves from the characteristics of our age, 
and the broad topics of concern perhaps last just long enough for us to 
make signifi cant progress without continuing past the point at which we 
have exhausted the possibilities. Furthermore, the frequent surprises that 
appear as events unfold is a reminder of our fallibility and a prod to think 
more carefully. 

 Th at scholars’ agendas would be set in part by pressing issues may have 
seemed so obvious to the participants that they did not need to discuss it. 
However, it is more surprising that they did not talk about the ways in 
which policy concerns could create personal and national biases. Th e latter 
are still largely unexplored, at least by American scholars. As Stanley Hoff -
mann pointed out thirty years ago, the discipline of IR is largely an Ameri-
can enterprise, and when other countries do it, they do it diff erently (Hoff -
mann 1977). Although part of the reason involves the diff erent intellectual 
trends within countries, it is likely that their positions in the international 
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system play a role as well. Is it entirely an accident that many British schol-
ars stress the importance of culture, norms, and ideas and see American 
theorizing as excessively focused on material strength and weakness? Is 
there not a trace here of the British hope to play Greece to the American 
Rome? 20  

 individual preferences 
 I want to discuss the eff ects of policy preferences on individual theorists at 
greater length. Two pressures are at work, the fi rst clearly corrupting and 
the second debatably so. First, scholars can bend their views in order to 
curry favor with members of the policy elite. Th ey may provide rationaliza-
tions for their policies and bolster their views in return for gaining access 
and perhaps offi  ce. Henry Kissinger continually fl attered Nixon, although 
the extent to which he skewed his policy advice, let alone changed his own 
beliefs, is far from clear. Condoleezza Rice has said that she learned more 
from President Bush than she taught him, and indeed she does seem to 
have abandoned much of her realism, even if the line between wanting to 
please and being persuaded is hard to draw. Seeking power may exert as 
strong a pull as holding it. Although he never served in the government, 
Morgenthau appears to have altered his views in the 1950s in order to gain 
favor with the Democrats (Craig 2003). 

 More interestingly, a scholar’s policy preferences usually aff ect a great 
deal of his or her theorizing. Even if we can logically distinguish between 
facts and values, it is hard to believe that we can ever fully succeed in being 
objective, especially when the topics under investigation are highly charged 
and the evidence is ambiguous. Would we really expect a scholar who 
deeply believes that the American interest is best served by a liberal inter-
nationalist policy to explain events in the same way that an isolationist or 
a unilateralist would? I like to think that my explanation for the Bush Doc-
trine is unaff ected by my distaste for it, and although I am gratifi ed that 
proponents of the policy see some merit in my arguments, there are com-
ponents that are inextricably linked to my critical stance toward it (Jervis 
2005). Scholars’ preferences may play a role even in their most abstract 
theories. Morton Kaplan’s systems theory clearly bears the marks of his 
view of how the United States should conduct the struggle with the Soviet 
Union (Kaplan 1957). 21  A more interesting and subtle case is Waltz’s  Th eory 
of International Politics , which indicates that under bipolarity the super-
powers do not have to engage in costly confl icts on the peripheries and so 
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leads to the prescription that the United States did not need to fi ght in 
Vietnam. But it is not clear whether Waltz arrived at the advice through 
his abstract theory or if his distaste for the war came fi rst (Waltz 1967). 

 Furthermore, in some areas our evaluation of political behavior and our 
explanation of it will logically be linked. While an academic would not use 
a title as provocative as What’s the Matter with Kansas? (Frank 2005), one’s 
explanation of why poor and middle-income people vote Republican does 
depend on one’s view of what their “true” interests are. To most liberals—
and I suspect it makes a diff erence to research that most social scientists 
are liberals—it is a mistake for these people to vote Republican, and this 
leads to a search for explanations of why and how noneconomic consider-
ations have risen to the fore, how the Republicans have framed issues and 
elections in a way that allows them to win, how the media distorts the par-
ties’ views, and how people get socialized into what Marxists would call 
“false consciousness.” Someone who believes that Republican policies lead 
to freedom and high economic growth that benefi ts people in all income 
brackets will naturally be drawn to very diff erent explanations (for exam-
ple, Caplan 2007). Indeed, it is the belief that Republican policies cost the 
poor a great deal of money that makes their voting Republican a puzzle 
that requires an explanation rather than being straightforward rational 
behavior. 

 In many cases, those who believe that a policy is appropriate will fi nd it 
self-explanatory. Realists believe that states follow their national interests, 
so when they do so little further comment is needed. For those who op-
posed the Vietnam War, the puzzle is why the United States fought; for 
those who thought it was possible and important to win, the puzzle is why 
the United States did not see the enterprise through. But in some cases, it 
is not quite this simple. Policies believed to be appropriate may call for an 
explanation if the observer doubts that all other leaders or countries would 
have behaved in this way. Th us both those who favor the Iraq War and those 
who oppose it may reject realist arguments that explain behavior in terms 
of the external environment in favor of a view that focuses on Bush’s spe-
cial characteristics. For those who agree with Bush, these are his leader-
ship, courage, and insight; critics point to his ignorance and blinkered 
ideology. Note, however, that it is only critics who see the war as both un-
fortunate and a sharp break from the past who seek to explain it in terms 
of the peculiar nature of the situation or leader. A radical critic who be-
lieves that the United States in particular, capitalist states as a category, or 
big states in general tyrannize small ones would fi nd this episode repre-
hensible but not puzzling. 
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 description/prescription 
 A somewhat less obvious aspect of the tension between policy and schol-
arship is created by the tendency for the latter to be both descriptive and 
prescriptive. 22  Realists in general and Morgenthau in particular argue that 
their theories not only describe, explain, and predict national behavior 
(that is what makes them good theories) but also off er guidance to policy-
makers. Th us Morgenthau spent half his time explaining that states follow 
their national interests and the other half lecturing American leaders that 
they should do so. But had he really discovered laws of international poli-
tics, he would not have to explain them to the very people about whose 
behavior he was generalizing: if I drop my pencil, I do not have to tell it 
that it must fall to the fl oor in obedience with the law of gravity. In 
the early years of the cold war, realists spent considerable energy refuting 
idealists who placed excessive faith in world public opinion and the 
United Nations and paid insuffi  cient attention to economic and military 
power. Th is advice did not sit well with realist theories that not only indi-
cated the importance of such power but left little room for leaders to be-
lieve otherwise. 

 I fell into this trap when I echoed Morgenthau and others in asserting 
that marginal diff erences in the nuclear balance did not matter but did not 
bother to confront the implications of the embarrassing fact that leaders in 
both the United States and Soviet Union had adopted a quite diff erent view 
(Jervis 1984, 1989). If nuclear superiority was not meaningful in the sense 
of being able to be translated into political advantage, why did I and others 
have to tell American leaders not to worry about possible Soviet nuclear 
superiority or bother to pursue it themselves? Indeed, as long as the leaders 
adhered to their benighted outlook, then our arguments could not fully 
apply, and nuclear superiority, though “objectively” meaningless, could in-
deed have political infl uence, which then disconfi rmed our empirical ar-
guments. What this means is that when the state does not do what the 
scholar thinks the relevant theory indicates is appropriate, it simultane-
ously harms the country and embarrasses the theory. 23  

 Th ose who stress the importance of international institutions similarly 
make claims that are both normative and empirical. As a result, when lead-
ers or countries neglect institutions or act in violation of them, this behav-
ior is not only seen by institutionalists as inappropriate, but it also consti-
tutes an exception to, if not a violation of, the theory. Th e other side of this 
coin is that critics of realism run into diffi  culties when they argue that we 
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can tell that realist prescriptions are incorrect by the fact that states that 
follow them often come to misfortune, usually by engaging in excessive 
confl ict. But to attribute many of the world’s woes to states following real-
ism implies that it is a good description of their behavior, if not of the out-
comes of that behavior. 

 Th is raises the possibility that theories may be self-fulfi lling prophecies. 
During the cold war, some strategic theorizing may have been of this na-
ture. Th e United States (and perhaps the Soviet Union as well, although 
this is harder to say) often seems to have behaved in accord with many of 
Schelling’s expectations. But was the theory correct only because Ameri-
can leaders came to appreciate it? Richard Nixon (unsuccessfully) tried to 
put pressure on North Vietnam and the Soviet Union by leading them to 
believe that if the war were not successfully concluded, he might act irra-
tionally (Haldeman 1968, 82–83, 98). He called this his “madman theory,” 
and at fi rst glance this seems to be a confi rmation of Schelling’s argument 
that bargainers will employ the tactic of the “rationality of irrationality.” 
But in fact he may have learned some of it from Henry Kissinger, who in 
turn picked it up from Schelling and Schelling’s student, Daniel Ellsberg. 
Th is is much of the reason why Nixon put the Strategic Air Command on 
alert in the fall of 1969. Although he did so in secret, the expectation was 
that the Soviets would detect it and become extremely worried. In fact, they 
did not even notice until later and even then thought it was related to the 
heightened Sino-Soviet confl ict (Burr and Kimball 2003). (An interesting 
side issue here is whether the Soviet interpretation would have been closer 
to or further from what Nixon intended had they read Schelling—and knew 
that Nixon had as well. More broadly, if not only the state but its adversary 
follows the theory, will the results be the expected ones—and will they be 
in the state’s interests?) 

 Self-fulfi lling prophecies may make the theory valid, but this does not 
mean that the results will be good for the country or for the world. To con-
tinue with the nuclear-strategy example, Schelling argued that mutual 
vulnerability could create the “reciprocal fear of surprise attack” (that is, 
each side expects that the adversary is about to attack it and believes that 
the adversary has a symmetrical fear) and that this could produce a mutu-
ally undesired war. Th e irony is that this understanding, which I believe is 
in some sense objectively correct, could have made the world more dan-
gerous. Mutual vulnerability (which arguably existed during the period 
when Schelling developed the idea) is troublesome only when one or both 
sides understand it. 24  Warner Schilling notes that theories about the 
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causes of war can be the causes of war. 25  If everyone believes that war is 
inevitable under certain circumstances, it is very likely to occur. In fact, 
this is a large part of the explanation for World War I; if the participants 
had entered the July crisis with a diff erent mindset, peace might have been 
preserved. 

 Indeed, one reason why social constructivists not only disagree with 
realism but feel that it is pernicious is their belief that acting according to 
realist precepts increases international confl ict. Furthermore, for them the 
explanation for why states act this way is that leaders have learned to be 
realists, if not in the classroom, then through their general experience. In 
the slogan of the 1960s, realism is part of the problem, not part of the solu-
tion. Only by convincing people that realism is false can the world be made 
better. 26  

 Th eories can constitute self-denying prophecies as well, and this can oc-
cur in simple or complex ways. To start with the former, understanding 
the dangers that the theory points to can lead states to avoid it. Th us in 
response to the new understanding of the dangers of vulnerability, the 
United States (and, to a lesser extent, the Soviet Union) protected their 
systems in order to decrease the incentives to strike fi rst and also pursued 
stabilizing forms of arms control. Countries may also have learned from 
theories of regional integration, but in a way that dismayed the theorists. 
According to a perhaps apocryphal story, when Joseph Nye interviewed a 
Central American leader about the prospects of regional integration in the 
late 1960s, he replied: “Ah, Professor Nye, we have learned from Professor 
Ernst Haas that if we take small steps toward economic cooperation, this 
will produce pressures for extensive regional integration, and because we 
do not want that, we will not take these limited measures.” Because Haas’ 
spillover theory said that European integration had operated through pro-
cesses that the leaders did not discern and that benignly led to greater in-
tegration (Haas 1958), understanding it could lead people to steer clear of 
the entire process. 

 Although these are self-denying prophecies, it is not quite that belief in 
the theories invalidates them. Rather, people change their behavior so that 
the independent variables specifi ed by the theory no longer arise. Neverthe-
less, the eff ect is still that patterns disappear once they are understood. 

 Erik Gartzke (1999) develops a more subtle and far-reaching analysis of 
this phenomenon. 27  If knowledge diff uses rapidly, there is little that schol-
ars will know that national leaders will not. If the former can understand 
when wars will occur, then the latter will be able to do so as well. Since war 
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is usually not desired, the patterns expected by our theories should not 
be present, because states will act in a way that nullifi es them. In our 
theorizing we are then like Lewis Carroll’s Red Queen, who stays in place 
even though she is running as fast as she can. Scholars will never be able 
to develop good theories about the occurrence of wars unless they can 
keep them secret. But what is bad news for theory may be good for policy, 
the world, and the values that scholars hold, because theorizing may re-
duce the level of violence and other forms of costly confl ict. Scholars 
would continue to be ridiculed for being out of touch with the world and 
unable to solve real problems but in fact would be making enormous 
contributions. 

 More broadly, theorizing that attempts to tell “what works” is inhibited 
if not defeated by the endogeneity problem. In IR and many other areas of 
social science, in order to improve the world, it is crucial to know what 
policies are eff ective. If social scientists ran the world (granted, this is a 
disturbing thought), they could perform experiments, randomly distribut-
ing diff ering policies and then drawing inferences about their eff ects. But 
in the world we deal with, policies are not random (although in our more 
cynical moments we may wonder if they are); they are chosen by policy-
makers because of their expected costs and benefi ts, which presumably are 
seen as more favorable that those of the alternatives. Th is reduces our abil-
ity to determine the eff ect of the policy, because it is very hard to separate 
treatment eff ects from selection eff ects, to use current terminology. For 
example, a fi nding that the use of force tended to be less eff ective than the 
application of economic sanctions would not mean that policymakers 
should rely more on the latter in the future. Th eir predecessors obviously 
thought about the expected outcomes of alternative policies and chose ac-
cordingly, and the greater success of sanctions may be attributed to their 
having been applied to easier circumstances. Th e policy that is used is thus 
endogenous to the interaction in that rather than being employed at ran-
dom (which would allow us to determine its eff ect), it is built into the se-
lection of cases. Our ability to test theories is limited by the fact that we 
are studying people who are acting on the basis of their own theories of 
these phenomena. 

 Th is does not have to stop us in our tracks, however, because with ade-
quate data we can control for many possible confounding factors. Th us 
Page Fortna (2004) shows that endogeneity cannot explain the fact that the 
deployment of peacekeeping forces is associated with the maintenance of 
postconfl ict peace because peacekeepers are deployed under conditions that 
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are less rather than more propitious, and Christina Davis (2003) similarly 
demonstrates the effi  cacy of treating agricultural issues in forums that in-
volve multiple issues by showing that this is done when the confl ict is high, 
not low. 28  But these operations are diffi  cult and cannot be entirely secure. 
Th eorizing about the eff ectiveness of policies chosen by theorizing actors 
is a particularly complex endeavor. 29  

 conclusion 
 I am not sure that we are much closer to solutions to the conundrums of 
morality, policy, and theorizing than were the participants in the 1954 
meeting. It is certainly the case that my own thoughts cannot be parsi-
moniously summarized, so in concluding I will just point to pitfalls and 
areas for further exploration. Discussions of morality in international 
politics often fail to separate the author’s own moral judgments from the 
analysis of why people have made the moral choices that they did. Many 
scholars, especially historians, use current knowledge and standards to 
render moral judgments rather than try to understand the situations, ac-
tions, and actors being described. 30  Perhaps even more than in other ar-
eas, humility is in order here. When I walk home from my offi  ce, I pass a 
monument honoring a nineteenth-century doctor because “his brilliant 
achievement carried the fame of American surgery throughout the entire 
world.” Today we view his experiments and practices as reprehensible. 
What ideas and principles that we hold dear will be seen as monstrous by 
our successors? 

 “Pure” theorizing is valued both by the IR discipline and by many of us. 
I myself would be deeply gratifi ed if I could develop a theory of the balance 
of power in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, or if I could develop a 
true (if not  the  true) understanding of the cold war, even if these theories 
said nothing about current problems. But most of us were drawn to inter-
national politics not because we were excited by a theory or even a discus-
sion of the past but by reading the newspapers (or now by reading blogs or 
seeing videos). Even those who do not want to scurry to Washington have 
strong views on what should happen there. Th is gives great motivation and 
excitement to our fi eld, but we should not expect to be able to give great 
advice, nor should we underestimate the dilemmas created by the interplay 
between policy and theory. 
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 notes 
   1.  More parochial concerns are constant as well: “ ‘Elder statesmen’ in the fi eld of 

theory frequently lack the time for research because of the increasing burden of 
other activities.” Arnold Wolfers, “Th eory of International Politics: Its Merits and 
Advancement,”  284  (appendix 6 of this volume). 

   2.  Th e links among theory, practice, and morality are highlighted by Dean Rusk when 
he notes: “We are talking about three kinds of theory: 1) normative theory; 2) general 
behavioral theory; and 3) theory which forms the basis of action in concrete cases.” 
“Conference on International Politics,” transcript,  242  (appendix 1 of this volume). 

   3.  One reason why morality drops out of Waltz’s neorealism is that his theory re-
quires few assumptions about human nature (Waltz 1979); for discussion, see Keith 
Shimko (1992). 

   4.  Niebuhr saw the dilemma clearly: “We lose by our moral pretenses. We have too 
narrow a statement of moral principles. In this sense, moral pretense is a self-defeat-
ing thing. Yet it a necessary part of social, moral, and political cohesion” (“Confer-
ence on International Politics,” transcript,  245–46 ; see also his conference paper, 
“Th e Moral Issue in International Relations” [appendix 4 of this volume]). 

   5.  He removed the relevant sections from his book when it was republished in 1946, 
remarking that he had “recast phrases which would be misleading or diffi  cult to 
readers now far remote from the original context,  .  .  . modif[ied] a few sentences 
which have invited misunderstanding, and . . . remove[d] two or three passages re-
lated to current controversies which have eclipsed or put into a diff erent perspec-
tive by the lapse of time” (Carr 1046, vii). 

   6.  For a related argument about the United States in particular, see Hartz (1955).  
   7.  I think Niebuhr would call this hypocrisy rather than cynicism, but I do not think 

the substance of my claim diff ers from his: Niebuhr, “Th e Moral Issue in Interna-
tional Relations”; also see Wolfers (1979). To take a case outside of IR, throughout 
most of history and most of the world slavery was not only common but considered 
a normal part of life, unpleasant but not needing any special justifi cation. Th e Euro-
peans (and their American off spring), however, were guided by general principles 
that were in confl ict with holding fellow humans as slaves. Th ey therefore had to 
justify the practice with an elaborate ideology of racism that could make them feel 
comfortable with this practice. Th ey could not simply be cynical about exploiting 
the labor of others in this way. Th e result was to make slavery more vicious and to 
leave the residue that still plagues us.  

   8.  See the discussion in “Conference on International Politics,” transcript,  243 – 48 , 
especially the comments by Niebuhr. 

   9.  Th e term and concept of the garrison state was developed by Harold Lasswell (1937; 
1940–1941) before the cold war.  

   10.  Th e fi rst session of the conference ends with Nitze questioning whether the lessons 
of the Korean War still applied because now “we are not alone in having thermo-
nuclear weapons. Th ere is the H-bomb” (transcript, p.  251 ). 

   11.  In discussing decolonization, Wolfers said: “We think that chaos is so terrible that 
wherever we see it we are on the side of order. Th is may leave western states in an op-
posite camp from those who are demanding change,” to which Niebuhr replied: “In 
some cases we are forced to choose between liberty and order. How are you going to 
prefer one to the other?” “Conference on International Politics,” transcript,  244 . 
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   12.  As Nitze put it, “practitioners make little theories out of big theories.” Ibid.,  241 . 
   13.  For a strong and convincing restatement of this position, see Daniel Byman and 

Kenneth Pollack (2001). For the argument that dictators are diff erent from demo-
cratic leaders, see Stephen Rosen (2005), in particular chapter 5. 

   14.  Some of my previous work (Jervis 1997) combines the perspectives of strategic in-
teraction, evolution, and ecology to develop ideas about politics and society.  

   15.  See “Conference on International Politics,” transcript,  254 – 55 . A deeper set of prob-
lems concerning whether a state should behave rationally if others do not was not 
raised at the conference (although Morgenthau hinted at it on  254 ) and will be put 
aside here as well. 

   16.  For a summary, see Rose McDermott (2007, 69–75, 139–141, 266–270). 
   17.  I am drawing here on Jervis (2004). 
   18.  Schelling (1966). See also Schelling Study Group, “Report on Strategic Develop-

ments Over the Next Decade for the Inter-Agency Panel,” October 12, 1962, Na-
tional Security Files, Box 376, John F. Kennedy Library, Boston. Th is was offi  cially a 
committee draft, but the language and ideas are unmistakably Schelling’s.  

   19.  Morgenthau criticized a great deal of nuclear strategy in his important article “Th e 
Fallacy of Th inking Conventionally About Nuclear Weapons” (1976). While much 
of what he said is correct and has infl uenced my own thinking, the fact that it 
strongly argues against much American strategic policy should not obscure the 
fact that it reinforces rather than contradicts the arguments of Brodie, Snyder, and 
Schelling. 

   20.  For the importance of national diff erences, see Ole Wæver (1998). As Walter 
Lippmann put it at the conference, “great political theories are designed as advice to 
someone as to how to act. Th ey are always within a system and are arranged around 
the facts of the situation. If you were a Guatemalan, you would construct a diff erent 
political theory.” “Conference on International Politics,” transcript,  251 . 

   21.  For a general demonstration of the impact of the issues of the day on historians’ 
views of the past, see Combs (1983). 

   22.  Some of the subsequent discussion is taken from my “Bridges, Barriers, and Gaps: 
Research and Policy” (Jervis 2008). Also see Jervis (1994), Kuklick (2006, 78, 88, 
190), and Oren (2009, 283–301).  

   23.  Th us John Mearsheimer acknowledges that “anytime that a state behaves in a stra-
tegically foolish fashion, it counts as a clear contradiction of my theory” (Mearsheimer 
2006, 112). See also Mearsheimer (2001, 3, 11–12, 35). For a somewhat diff erent and 
interesting analysis, see Trachtenberg (2003). 

   24.  In fact, when it was explained to the Strategic Air Command leaders, they rejected 
it, partially because they thought it was a theorist’s fantasy and partly because they 
had good reason to expect warning of any premeditated Soviet attack and would 
have preempted.  

   25.  Personal conversation.  
   26.  In fact, leaders often are not realists. In his belief in the domestic sources of foreign 

policy and the expectation that international politics can be transformed, George 
W. Bush certainly is not. Neither was Ronald Reagan, who not only believed that 
the Soviet threat stemmed from its evil domestic system but also joined with 
Mikhail Gorbachev in seeking to abolish nuclear weapons.  

   27.  William T. R. Fox also saw this problem: see “Conference on International Politics,” 
transcript,  256 ,  259–60 . 

   28.  Also see Mitchell and Hensel (2007). 
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   29.  It becomes even more complex when we deal with the strategic interactions among 
actors: see Jervis (1997, chap. 6). 

   30.  Two recent and excellent exceptions are Bess (2006) and Conway-Lanz (2006). For 
an exchange about the moral judgments and moralizing in the discipline of history, 
see Jervis (2001) and Schroeder (2001). Also see Jervis (2009).  
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 2 

 TENSIONS WITHIN REALISM: 
1954 AND AF TER 

 jack snyder 

 The 1954 Rockefeller-funded meeting of realism’s luminaries seems 
on fi rst inspection to have been a rambling step backward in coher-
ence and clarity from Hans Morgenthau’s elegant paradigmatic 

statement of 1948,  Politics Among Nations . Th e conference documents re-
veal unresolved ambivalence toward science and democracy and anxiety 
about realist morality, yet little concern is shown about a taken-for-granted 
philosophical pessimism. On further refl ection, however, what is interest-
ing about the 1954 meeting is precisely the unresolved tensions in realist 
thought, which are present but smoothed over in Morgenthau’s text and 
with which all subsequent reformulations of realism have had to struggle. 

 For realists, international relations is shaped by a struggle for power, 
which defi nes the constraints within which law, morality, and ideals must 
operate. Realists see the logic of power as incontrovertible—more “real” 
than the artifi ces of universalistic law, morality, religion, or utopian hopes 
for progress. Th e logic of power makes inexorable demands, which states 
ignore at their peril. Yet the common sense of many people—especially the 
broad American public—apprehends the world not through the prism of 
power but through standards of right and wrong. In contrast, realists 
evaluate the rightness of behavior based on its pragmatic consequences in 
a competitive fi eld of struggle against powerful opponents who lack com-
mon legal or moral standards. In the view of realism’s founders, this per-
spective, counterintuitive and distasteful to many, could be grasped only 
though theory, which uproots unrefl ectively idealistic habits of mind. Such 
a theory had to be based on the proper philosophical assumptions, they 
insisted, and should not be confused with an overly rationalistic, optimis-
tic approach to applied social science, which assumes that all political 
problems can be solved through diligent data collection and “can-do” so-
cial engineering. Th ese diff erences in outlook between the knowing elite 
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and the naïve masses have placed realists in an uneasy relation to democ-
racy. As Robert Gilpin (1996) put it, “nobody loves a political realist.” 

 Th e foregoing description of the essence of realism and its place in 
American society marks out four dilemmas that have pushed and pulled 
the development of American realist thought about international relations: 
realist pessimism versus liberal optimism, idealistic universalism versus 
consequentialist situational ethics, “scientifi c man versus power politics,” 
and the stance of elites toward public opinion in making foreign policy 
(Morgenthau 1946). Diff erent schools of realist thought have dealt diff er-
ently with these recurrent problems, but for all schools, these issues have 
been defi ning. 

 None of the successive waves of realist thought has decisively resolved 
these continuing dilemmas. Nonetheless, realism has established itself as 
a powerful presence in American thinking about foreign aff airs, despite 
both its poor fi t with American political culture and America’s temptation 
as a relatively unconstrained superpower to indulge its ideological prefer-
ences in foreign aff airs. In the face of sustained challenges from various 
forms of liberalism and idealism, surveys show that realism remains neck 
and neck with liberalism as the two most prominent paradigms in Ameri-
can research and pedagogy on international relations. 1  Even its most in-
tense critics acknowledge this by treating realism as their principal target, 
the alternative explanation that they feel they must confront. 

 In the wider arena of public debate and high politics, however, a pure 
form of realism never prevails for long. Especially in the amoral-seeming 
variant associated with Henry Kissinger, realism goes against the grain of 
liberal idealist Wilsonianism. Rhetorically, liberal internationalism re-
mains the default position of American foreign policy. But the American 
public is also cost conscious in its attitudes toward foreign aff airs, so real-
ist voices of prudence are rarely shut out of policy discourse entirely 
(Dueck 2006). Th e bulk of foreign-policy professionals in government ap-
proach their work with a loosely realist sensibility. Realism is part of their 
mental furniture, most likely having read Hans Morgenthau or Kenneth 
Waltz in International Politics 101. Perhaps more important, realism reso-
nates with their boss’s wariness of getting blamed for a costly failure. 

 Realism’s relatively high degree of success as an intellectual and ideo-
logical program, given the odds against it in the American context, is due 
to two factors. First, it provides a useful way of thinking about the basic 
questions of international politics. If it were not on America’s intellectual 
menu, it would have to be invented. Second, realist thought in America has 
embodied a number of qualities needed for any successful intellectual and 
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ideological program. It has sustained a continuous research program con-
nected to its core concepts but has retained the fl exibility to adapt cre-
atively to changing political circumstances and intellectual challenges. It 
has taken care to nourish its theoretical roots while also remaining highly 
engaged in debates in the political world outside of academe. It off ers a 
product that delivers. As a result, nowadays even some public intellectuals 
whose ideas are the antithesis of realism, such as neoconservatives who 
advocate the spread of democracy by military force, try to appropriate 
the cachet of the realist label (e.g., Krauthammer 2004; for a critique, see 
Fukuyama 2004). 

 In the following sections, I will trace developments in American realist 
thought, showing how successive variants of realism have dealt with its 
recurrent intellectual and ideological dilemmas. Five variants, or phases, 
will be examined: the founding generation, including the 1954 group; the 
adaptation of realism to the management of containment and deterrence 
under bipolar parity; the emergence of theoretically rigorous neorealism in 
the academy; the debate between off ensive and defensive realists; and the 
turn after the cold war to an eclectic “neoclassical” realism. In doing so, I 
will try to shed light on why these recurring problems remain so promi-
nent in realist thought, what accounts for variations in the way realists re-
solve them, and how these trends enlivened the realist tradition and con-
tributed to its relative success. 

 the founders 
 American realists’ own story of origins emphasizes the need to wake the 
American people up to the realities of world politics at the end of World 
War II: to shake them out of their Wilsonian utopian daydreams, to steel 
them against the tendency to slip into a disappointed isolationism, and to 
steady them in their support for a prudent international leadership role. 
Realism’s critics might tell the story of origins diff erently: realism refl ected 
a cultural pessimism, a worship of the state, or an authoritarian-personality 
syndrome transported by émigrés from Old Europe, which thrived in—
and perpetuated—the fearful climate of U.S. cold-war domestic politics 
(Ashley 1984). Th ere may be an element of truth in these criticisms, but 
they are far too harsh. My own view is that realism fulfi lled a necessary 
function in the international and domestic political setting of post-1945 
America, providing a needed intellectual anchor for American global pol-
icy. To carry out this task, America’s foreign-policy elite (the so-called 
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Wise Men, including Dean Acheson, George Kennan, and Paul Nitze) 
needed realism as a guide for strategy and statesmanship and also as an 
ideology justifying their expertise, authority, and autonomy (Issacson and 
Th omas 1986; Lewis Gaddis 1982, chaps. 2 and 4). 

 Th is initial phase was well captured by the discussions at the 1954 meeting, 
which convened to take stock of the theoretical basis for realism’s author-
ity claims and to consider ways to institutionalize it in the academy. Th e 
foundational realist watchwords were power struggle as reality, national 
prudence as morality, philosophical theory as the appropriate type of sci-
ence, and deference to realist “Wise Men” as keepers of the cold-war 
consensus. 

 No Crusading 

 Other contributors to this volume note that the founding realists were 
trumping up a “nondebate” with Woodrow Wilson’s absent idealist ghost. 
It is unclear who, if anyone, is the idealist anti-Morgenthau of comparable 
intellectual weight in the immediate postwar period. Despite the realists’ 
decision to pitch their critique at the level of high theory, their real target 
seems to be not some actual theoretical opponent but the wider foreign-
policy elite and what public-opinion scholars call “the attentive public.” 

 In Morgenthau’s list of the eight “rules of diplomacy,”  no crusading  comes 
fi rst (Morgenthau 1948, 439). Walter Lippmann’s 1943 book  U.S. Foreign 
Policy  had decried the boom-and-bust oscillations between messianic Wil-
sonian eff orts to make the world safe for democracy and isolationist back-
lashes in which the United States retreated from its responsibilities in the 
global game of power politics. Th ese cycles were blamed not so much on 
idealistic thinkers and international lawyers as on naïve American public 
opinion (Lippmann 1943).Th e tenets of realism were aimed at the miscon-
ceptions that led to these dangerous oscillations. 

 On some points, the realists made an airtight, nearly unanswerable case. 
Oscillations caused in part by uncompromising idealism and legalism had 
helped botch the peace after World War I and hindered practical eff orts to 
prevent World War II. It was also diffi  cult to argue with Morgenthau’s sec-
ond rule of diplomacy, that objectives had to be pursued with adequate 
power, or with the view that results count in morality. 

 On other points, however, the foundational realists made some choices 
that were questionable on intellectual or ideological grounds. Often their 
choices seem needlessly pessimistic and are skeptical that prudent policy 
could lead over time to change for the better in international politics. 



58 tensions within realism

 The Will to Power 

 For example, Morgenthau is unnecessarily wedded to the idea of man’s will 
to power as the mainspring that drives his conceptual system. His list of 
discussion topics for the 1954 meeting places the “nature of man” in second 
position right after “international relations theory.” 2  Also high on the list, 
ahead of the balance of power, is nationalism. In  Politics Among Nations , 
Morgenthau argued that, through nationalism, the powerless masses “proj-
ect those unsatisfi ed aspirations [to wield power] onto the international 
scene” (Morgenthau 1948, 74). A vastly subordinated theme, presented in a 
way that makes it seem like a consequence of the will to power rather than 
a cause of struggle in its own right, is the lack of a sovereign power over 
states and their consequent resort to war and balancing alliances as means 
to survive (Morgenthau 1948, 125–133). Th is choice to play up man’s fallen 
nature and to subordinate the structural problem of survival in anarchy 
was surely not an ideological advantage for the realists, since it played into 
the hand of neoisolationists and Asia-Firsters who condemned the Mar-
shall Plan and European alliances as entanglement in the corrupt power 
politics of decadent Europe. Th e most plausible explanation for the choice 
is simply the philosophical pessimism in Morgenthau’s and Reinhold 
Niebuhr’s thought, which preceded their engagement with American for-
eign policy (Frei 2001). Later realists, unencumbered by this philosophical 
baggage, would make radically diff erent choices that fi t better in an Ameri-
can setting. 

 The National Interest 

 A second important conceptual choice was the founding realists’ emphasis 
on the national interest. At one level, the attractiveness of this move is ob-
vious both intellectually and ideologically. Th e realists were making a case 
against counterproductive cosmopolitan internationalism, so what could 
be a more natural move than to anchor their case in the national interest? 
However, they did this in a way that addresses the moral concerns of the 
cosmopolitans: basing policy on the national interest is actually better for 
everyone, not just for one’s own nation, than is a hollow, dangerous cosmo-
politanism. Th eirs is no Germanic idealist glorifi cation of the state, nor a 
cramped pandering to selfi sh interest, but a well-worked-out argument 
that contemporary realists might benefi t from revisiting. 

 According to Morgenthau, only communities bound together by a dense 
web of reciprocity are able to sustain altruism within the group without 
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degenerating into two deformations: masking self-interest as the universal 
good and imposing local values as if they were universal values (Morgen-
thau 1951). In discussing the impossibility of basing foreign policy on uni-
versalistic principles, Morgenthau notes that “no single nation is powerful 
enough to pursue its own ends without including the interests of others,” 
including their distinctive moral outlook. 3  

 When states claim that they are acting in the interests of others, they are 
either lying or fooling themselves, these realists believe. Niebuhr, in  Moral 
Man and Immoral Society , had warned that social order requires coercion. 
Th e exercise of power leads to hypocrisy, masking self-interest as altruism 
and trying to justify the interest of the part as the interest of the whole. 
Th e ruling class does this domestically, and strong nations do the same 
internationally (Niebuhr 2001, 11, 17). Echoing this theme, Arnold Wolfers 
told the 1954 group that moralism in politics can easily become an ideo-
logical pretense cloaking more self-interested objectives. 4  

 But this very emphasis on moralism’s harm to the other lets cosmopoli-
tan considerations reenter the discussion through the back door. Some 
participants in the conference seek to reconcile realist empirical theory, 
based on power and self-interest, with a rational view of a broader social 
interest. Nitze argues for an enlightened self-interest in which “the expedi-
ent and the moral merge.” Dorothy Fosdick off ers up the example of free 
trade, which makes everyone better off . 5  Th is realist tradition is far from 
being hard edged and ruthless. Its tone is one of prudent stewardship of 
the international order, where eff ective charity begins at home. 

 Democracy and Realist Diplomacy 

 Since the fi ckleness of the democratic public was a central concern of the 
postwar American realist project, it is not surprising that the participants 
in the 1954 meeting repeatedly return to the question of the compatibility 
of democratic domestic politics with the requirements of realist diplo-
macy. Part of this concern stems from the inexorable tradeoff  that the 
participants perceive between liberty and order and between justice and 
peace. 6  As realists, their instinct is to prioritize order and security over 
liberty and justice. Paul Nitze states fl atly that “tyranny is preferable to 
chaos.” 7  Yet Hans Morgenthau (1946, 169, 174, 176) abhors the “totalitarian 
philosopher” Hobbes, partly on moral grounds, but partly for reasons of 
political expediency. In  Scientifi c Man Versus Power Politics , he asserts 
than even “practical” people need “meaning” and “ethics” to direct their 
lives, and that a philosophy wins out in the marketplace of ideas only if it 
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captures what “the man in the street” feels (Morgenthau 1946, 7–8). In a 
liberal democracy, realists need to show how their brand of prudent conse-
quentialism is consistent with universally held liberal values. 

 In general, however, the realists seem confi dent that a realist-led govern-
ment could be “the leader and not the slave of public opinion” (Morgenthau 
1967, 142). Morgenthau’s agenda of discussion topics includes “foreign pol-
icy and domestic politics” as well as “democratic control of foreign policy,” 
but he places them at the bottom of his list. 8  Nitze tells the group that it is 
not true that public opinion, interest groups, and congressional factions 
unduly hamstring the making of foreign policy. He quotes Keynes’s view 
that ideas, not vested interests, are decisive. 9  Th e implication is that the 
realists are doing reasonably well in the domestic war of ideas. 

 Th eoretically, the founding generation of realists did not demarcate the 
international and domestic political spheres as sharply as later realists 
have sometimes done. Morgenthau wrote that “domestic and international 
politics are but two diff erent manifestations of the same phenomenon: the 
struggle for power.” Th e two spheres diff er in “cultural uniformity, techni-
cal unifi cation, external pressure, and above all hierarchy,” but this is a 
diff erence “of degree, and not of kind” (Morgenthau 1948, 21). He cites the  
Federalist Papers  on domestic factions to illustrate the universality of the 
logic of the balance of power. 10  Realist causal mechanisms such as divide 
and rule, compensation, and alliance making characterize both domains 
(Morgenthau 1948, 128–129; Morgenthau and Th ompson 1985, 189–192). 

 As we have seen, both Niebuhr and Morgenthau based their theories 
of the national interest and political ideology on underlying theories of the 
national state. Unlike some later realists who tried to construct a theory of 
international politics without opening up the black box of the state, the 
founding realists tried to integrate their theories across these realms. Indeed, 
they thought that foreign-policy problems—including nationalism, ideal-
ism, and self-deluding hypocrisy—often emerged from domestic politics. 

 Assumptions About Science and Theory 

 Th e participants in the 1954 meeting understandably showed deference to 
Niebuhr in moral philosophy and to Morgenthau on questions on science 
and theory. Th e intellectual background of both men predisposed them to 
favor a philosophically and morally grounded social theory that failed to 
draw a sharp boundary between “is” and “ought” (Frei 2001). Th ey under-
stood theorizing to be a rationalist pursuit of moral and empirical general-
izations, but they warned against taking rationalism too far. Humans are 
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not merely rational, they believed, and complex historical concatenations 
of events could not be easily subsumed under general laws established by 
statistical methods. Th ey were far less materialist than many subsequent 
realists would be. Morgenthau devoted many pages of his 1948 text to the 
nature and measurement of material power, but he stressed that power is a 
“psychological relationship,” stressed that “a nation is . . . not an empirical 
thing,” was as interested in prestige (the reputation for power) as in material 
capability, and did not reduce the former to the latter (Morgenthau 1948, 
57, 73). Th us, the founders were ambivalent about science, theory, rational-
ity, and materialism in ways that allowed their successors to make diff erent 
choices yet still retain a toehold in the realist intellectual tradition. 

 Separate sections of the conference agenda were devoted to normative 
and empirical theory, yet the boundaries between the two were repeatedly 
eroded during the discussion and in the writings of some of the partici-
pants. Niebuhr said that for a realist, “theory is something that describes 
reality,” yet “theory may also consider what should be.” 11  Morgenthau ar-
gued that both normative and empirical theory are similar in seeking gen-
eral principles that shape politics. An empirical theory of international 
politics, he contended, “would in its generality look something like the 
regulative principles of normative theory.” 12  

 Th is isomorphism between generalizing normative and empirical theo-
ries is not necessarily a source of comfort to the realists. Indeed, Morgen-
thau saw generalizing empirical theory as facing a “problem similar to that 
of normative theory,” in that history is made up of ambiguities, unique 
events, and complex concatenations. Still, history also contains an element 
of rationality and regularity that makes it susceptible to theory. 13  

 Both Morgenthau and Niebuhr worried about equating general theory—
whether normative or empirical—with rationalism. 14  Rationalism— 
especially liberal rationalism—is dangerous, because it fails to capture 
humankind’s full nature, which encompasses biology and spirituality as well 
as reason, and thus it “distorts the problem of ethics” (Morgenthau 1946, 5). 
“Politics must be understood through reason,” writes Morgenthau (1946, 10), 
“yet it is not in reason that it fi nds its model.” Politics is not “simple, consis-
tent, abstract,” like scientifi c reason, but “complicated, incongruous, con-
crete.” A person may be a “scientist by choice or chance,” but he is a “moralist 
because he is a man,” and besides, a man who “wants to be master” (1946, 
168). Scientifi c rationalism, including the kind of moralism rooted in strict 
logical consistency, therefore has a “moral blindness” that is alien to the 
“moral strength of the [true realist] statesman” (1946, 10). “Scientifi c 
schools become religious sects” (1946, 167). 
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 And whereas moralistic rationalism leads to practical disaster in its be-
lief that “the morally wrong cannot be politically right” (1946, 36), rational-
ism that exempts politics from morality leads to the emptiness of  raison 
d’état  (1946, 176). Th e scientism of Machiavelli and Hobbes, says Morgen-
thau, has “lightning” that illuminates political reality “but no fi re” to in-
spire and direct political action in a constructive direction. “Moral issues 
demand an answer,” despite attempts to make politics and ethics a merely 
empirical science (1946, 169). In short, the one-sided errors of both the ra-
tionalist moralists and the rationalist scientists are to be avoided. 

 Th e realist founders were committed to a form of philosophical theoriz-
ing that was highly selective in its commitment to science, rationality, and 
materialism. Th ese choices were surely sincere, because they refl ect the 
intellectual backgrounds of Niebuhr and Morgenthau. Nonetheless, the 
commitment to a form of rationalist science was also tactical. “No political 
thinker can be heard who would not, at least in his terminology, pay trib-
ute to the spirit of science, and by claiming his propositions to be ‘realistic,’ 
‘technical,’ or ‘experimental,’ assume their compliance with scientifi c stan-
dards,” Morgenthau noted in  Scientifi c Man Versus Power Politics  (1946, 
31). Subsequent generations took heed of this warning and were infl uenced 
by the founders’ theoretical style. While the confl ation of moralism and 
empiricism in realist theory was extirpated in later realism, realism re-
tained a sharp evaluative edge that much social science lacks. And the re-
sistance to behavioralism and statistical induction continues to character-
ize much realist scholarship for reasons that can only be explained by 
intellectual path dependence. 

 “realist” prudence and prestige strategies 
in the high cold war 

 Following in these founders’ footsteps were a generation of security-policy 
intellectuals who brought a realist-seeming sensibility to the management 
of power politics in an era of bipolar military parity. Th eir watchwords 
were containment through military alliances, nuclear deterrence through 
the balance of terror, and theories of strategic interaction as the intellec-
tual tool for mastering the logic of power competition. 

 Th e avowed realist Henry Kissinger, like Morgenthau an émigré escap-
ing from the harsh power politics of Europe, exemplifi ed this moment in 
American strategic thought. Th e hero of Kissinger’s dissertation book,  A 
World Destroyed , was Prince Metternich, the archrealist Austrian states-
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man who craftily manipulated the European balance of power after Napo-
leon’s defeat to protect status quo states from the destabilizing plans of 
revisionist powers (Kissinger 1964). In spirit at least, the book provided a 
model of how a realist might approach a problem like cold-war contain-
ment. Kissinger wrote a much more widely infl uential study for the Council 
on Foreign Relations,  Nuclear Weapons and Foreign Policy , which argued 
in favor of a military strategy of limited nuclear war. Like Morgenthau, 
Kissinger stressed the Clausewitzian principle that war must be an instru-
ment of policy and was too important to be left to the generals (Kissinger 
1957; see also Morgenthau 1948, 442–443). Th e realists’ morality of politi-
cal consequences extended even to nuclear war. 

 Another commonality between Kissinger and Morgenthau was a con-
cern for prestige as the reputation for power. Both considered power to be 
above all a psychological relation that depended on projecting an image of 
credibility in the use of power as well as restraint in its use. Kissinger, like 
many mainstream strategic thinkers of the day, thought that extending 
nuclear deterrence to allies and containing communist expansion meant 
jealously protecting America’s reputation for living up to its commitments 
to allies. Th ey feared that credibility was indivisible and so felt that they 
needed to make good on promises to shore up dubious, peripheral allies, 
such as South Vietnam, lest failures tarnish their reputation in the eyes of 
linchpin allies such as West Germany. 

 Th is way of thinking had a realist pedigree dating back to Morgenthau’s 
concern for prestige in  Politics Among Nations , yet Morgenthau himself 
rejected reputational arguments for fi ghting in Vietnam. Morgenthau de-
fi ned prestige as the reputation for power and anchored it fi rmly in the 
underlying realities of material power. Kissinger’s more general concern 
for the credibility of commitments opened the door to psychological and 
rhetorical analyses that risked coming unmoored entirely from realism’s 
central concern with the material realities of power competition. More like 
Morgenthau, George Kennan had been skeptical about competing militar-
ily with communism for control of the developing world on the realist 
grounds that the periphery lacked the military-industrial capacity to aff ect 
the world balance of power. In contrast, some other key fi gures who were 
realist enough to be invited to the 1954 meeting favored global contain-
ment, in part on prestige grounds. If the United States allowed dominoes 
to fall to communism, especially states to which it had made commit-
ments, its reputation for power would be tarnished and a procommunism 
bandwagon might ensue. Paul Nitze had argued for global containment in 
these terms in NSC-68 (Lewis Gaddis 1982, 92). His boss, Secretary of State 
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Dean Acheson, later said that like “most other educators . . . we made our 
points more clear than the truth” in order to mobilize support for global 
containment inside the government (Acheson 1987, 375). During the Viet-
nam War, Secretary of State Dean Rusk, who paid for the 1954 meeting as 
President of the Rockefeller Foundation, feared what a falling-domino ef-
fect would do to U.S. reputation. Kissinger likewise gave huge weight to 
reputational dangers in Vietnam. Before withdrawing from Vietnam, he 
felt, the United States had to show that it had been a “good doctor” over the 
long haul for a sick patient, even if the patient eventually died. 

 Because Kissinger has unimpeachably realist roots, it is sometimes as-
sumed that all his ideas were realist. However, by looking at the ideas of 
other deterrence theorists, such as his contemporary Th omas Schelling, it 
is clear how detached much of this kind of thinking was from realism. In 
 Arms and Infl uence , the economics-trained game theorist Schelling ar-
gued that under conditions of mutually assured nuclear destruction, the 
balance of material power was equal and therefore neutralized in deter-
mining the effi  cacy of military threats. What mattered under those condi-
tions was the balance of resolve, which hinged not on material advantage 
but on projecting an image of willingness to risk a nuclear escalation that 
would be disastrous to both sides. His analyses were dominated by such 
nonrealist concepts as the use of rhetoric to infl ate one’s stakes in a con-
fl ict (and therefore to boost one’s perceived resolve), “the threat that leaves 
something to chance,” and the relinquishment of control over one’s action 
(in tension with the basic realist tenet of prudence). 

 Th is whole mindset was at odds with realist thinking. Deterrence and 
containment theorists depicted an international system whose expected 
dynamic was falling reputational dominoes rather than balancing against 
a rising power. To a large extent, these thinkers believed that psychological 
manipulations created rather than refl ected material-power confi gura-
tions. Th ey counseled fi ghting for symbolic purposes in regions that had 
no military-industrial potential. In other words, the deterrence theorists and 
game theorists, no matter how realist their pedigrees, were fl irting with on-
tological idealism. Even Kissinger, who tried to extricate himself from the 
logic of the domino theory by “letting Asians fi ght Asians,” allowed reputa-
tional thinking to mire the United States in Vietnam for Nixon’s entire 
fi rst term. Academic realists, dismayed by the results of the oversold repu-
tation theory, eventually blew the whistle on what they saw as a corruption 
of realism and innovated variants that were more anchored in material-
power balancing. As Kenneth Waltz (1979, 208) put it, “others may have to 
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worry about the credibility of our commitments, but we don’t. Our credi-
bility is their problem, not ours.” 

 neorealism 
 A third phase of realist thought, overlapping the second and important 
mainly in the academy, was the development of neorealism by Kenneth 
Waltz. As early as his 1954 Columbia University dissertation, which be-
came the syllabus standby  Man, the State, and War , Waltz rejected Mor-
genthau’s stress on human nature and the will to power (Waltz 1959). In-
stead, Waltz explained the recurrence of war and balance-of-power politics 
as the result of security competition in anarchy. His 1979  Th eory of Interna-
tional Politics  articulated this argument in deductive social-science terms, 
dominating academic realist discourse and shaping debates throughout the 
IR fi eld ever since. 

  Th eory of International Politics  rejected the founding realists’ theoreti-
cal style in many respects but retained signifi cant marks of that tradition. 
 Man, the State, and War  was anchored in a reading of the classics of Euro-
pean political theory but treated them more as a guide to empirical than to 
normative insight. Even in this early period, Waltz was moving away from 
Morgenthau’s style of theory, which confl ated “is” and “ought.” Rhetori-
cally,  Th eory of International Politics  broke radically with the earlier real-
ists’ philosophical style, fi nding better metaphors for the balance of power 
in general systems theory and oligopoly theory. Th is placed Waltz’s brand 
of realism closer to the mainstream of deductive theorizing in American 
social science, including its dominant rationalistic current—a move that 
placed realism on fi rmer ground in the academy. 

 Nonetheless, Waltz retained some of the realists’ traditional ambivalence 
about rationality. He refrained from claiming that states and statesmen 
were always rational in their strategic calculations, arguing only that the 
international system could generally be modeled as if leaders were rational, 
since socialization and natural selection would correct or weed out those 
who failed to get it right the fi rst time (Waltz 1979, 74–77, 107–111, 127–
128). Waltz also retained the realists’ traditional disdain for atheoretical 
inductive strategies of inference as practiced by some statistically minded 
behaviorist scholars. Finally, although Waltz did not dwell on moral issues 
in his book, which bent over backward to be a pure exercise in social-science 
theory, the theme of socialization through inexorable punishment as a result 
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of the inescapable logic of the balance-of-power system arguably implied a 
commitment to traditional realist consequentialism in morality. 

  Th eory of International Politics  was a brilliant exercise in theory con-
struction that resolved many of the contradictions and shortcomings of 
the realist founders’ writings. However, it gave rise to at least two nagging 
problems. First, the theory girded its pristine elegance with a stout belt of 
limiting assumptions. Waltz insisted that his theory explained only a few 
basic outcomes at the level of the international system—why wars recur, 
why balances of power recurrently form, and why bipolar distributions of 
power are more stable (or more peaceful, in a later restatement) than mul-
tipolar ones. It was not a “theory of foreign policy” that could explain or 
predict particular choices of particular countries at particular moments—
for example, whether to form a balancing alliance against a threat or to 
pass that buck to other states. Ironically, this kind of study of general sys-
temic patterns might have happily occupied statistically minded research-
ers, but since most realist scholars were policy oriented and inclined to-
ward qualitative historical case-study research, they wanted a systems 
theory that could also work as a theory of foreign policy in specifi c cases. 
As a result, realists struggled to fi nd ways to add variables to Waltz’s spare 
theory that would allow more determinate predictions of strategic behav-
ior in specifi c cases yet be theoretically compatible with Waltz’s scheme. 
Close to the hard core of the theory, these variables included military tech-
nology and geography. Additions more loosely connected to the core were 
perceptions of power and threat, including misperceptions rooted in psy-
chology and in domestic political ideologies (Jervis 1978; Walt 1987; Van 
Evera 1999, chap. 7; Christensen and Snyder 1990). 

 A second problem was the tension between Waltz’s relentlessly pessi-
mistic rhetoric about war and power competition (part of the realist leg-
acy) and his logical deduction that much aggressive behavior was pointless 
and indeed self-defeating. Because the balance of power punishes aggres-
sors, Waltz said, “winning leads to losing.” For some readers, including self-
described realists, this led to what they saw as a contradiction in Waltz’s 
discussion of a hot-button issue: the strategic logic of decisions to fi ght 
small wars in nonindustrial territories under conditions of bipolarity, such 
as the war in Vietnam. Waltz argued that multipolar systems were less 
stable than bipolar ones, because of the uncertainty in multipolarity over 
who would stop an aggressor. Since passing the buck was impossible in a 
system of only two powers, Waltz contended that aggressors would be less 
likely to stumble by miscalculation into large, system-destabilizing wars 
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(Waltz 1979, 171–172). Playing out this logic, Waltz argued that bipolarity 
should see lots of low-level competition in the periphery, since challenges 
mounted by one superpower would necessarily trigger resistance by the 
other, but this very predictability of resistance would keep the competition 
from getting out of hand. Many realist readers, however, thought that this 
violated the realists’ materialist dictum that the goal of containment was 
“the division of industrial Eurasia,” a goal to which backward Vietnams 
were irrelevant. Waltz himself, like Morgenthau, opposed the Vietnam 
War in part for this reason, as a chapter in  Th eory of International Politics  
makes clear (e.g., Waltz 1979, 206). From the vantage point of 1979, no-
body—not even Waltz—was comfortable with a theory whose logic said 
Vietnam-style wars were inevitable. Soon Waltz’s realist students were 
writing prominent articles on “why the Th ird World doesn’t matter” (Van 
Evera 1990a, 1990b). 

 Th ese two unresolved tensions in neorealism—the lack of a theory of 
foreign policy and the seeming contradiction that anarchy both requires 
and punishes aggression—led to further innovations in realist thought. 

 offensive and defensive realism 
 A fourth phase of realism, again prominent mainly in the academy, was a 
debate between “off ensive realists” such as John Mearsheimer and Fareed 
Zakaria and “defensive realists” such as Stephen Van Evera, Stephen Walt, 
and myself. Th e off ensive realists criticized Waltz for failing to push the 
logic of anarchy to its logical culmination: whereas Waltz had said that 
states seek at a minimum to survive and at a maximum to dominate the 
whole system, Mearsheimer argued that the logic of competition compels 
states to maximize power, which means never passing up an opportunity 
to expand the state’s sphere of infl uence (Waltz 1979, 91, 118; Mearsheimer 
2001). In contrast, the defensive realists pushed Waltz’s argument in the 
opposite direction. Th ey seized on Waltz’s observation that, in a balance-of-
power system, “winning leads to losing” as states gang up to resist the most 
powerful, most aggressive state. Th us, the defensive realists contended that 
the fundamental logic of competition in anarchy typically creates incen-
tives for prudent self-restraint, not aggression, and smart statesmen should 
anticipate that. Consequently, instances of self-defeating “overexpansion,” 
such as German and Japanese aggression in the world wars, should be ex-
plained not by the logic of anarchy but by misperceptions and domestic 



68 tensions within realism

political pathologies that led these states to defy the logic of the balance-
of-power system (Snyder 1991; see also Zakaria 1992, a critique that sets 
this in the context of defensive realism more generally). 

 Despite their dissatisfaction with aspects of Waltz’s arguments, both of-
fensive and defensive realists rejected the human-nature realism of Mor-
genthau and accepted as their starting point Waltz’s theory of the anarchi-
cal structure of international politics. Th e debate between off ensive and 
defensive realists is not about the motivations of states, since both empha-
size the survival motive yet acknowledge predatory motives as well. It is 
also not a debate about policy preferences: while off ensive realists have 
been more pessimistic about international trends than have defensive real-
ists, the two approaches have typically shared a preference for a U.S. grand 
strategy of selective engagement and “off shore balancing.” To some modest 
extent, it is a debate about the incentives and disincentives for aggression 
that international anarchy creates. More fundamentally, it is a debate 
about the need to introduce perceptual and domestic political factors to 
explain choices that are anomalous or causally underdetermined by the 
strategic circumstances facing states. Defensive realists are like the early 
realist founders—Lippmann, Morgenthau, and Niebuhr—in articulating 
explicit theories of the domestic politics of foreign policy, but they are un-
like the founders in seeing democratic public opinion as an enforcer of real-
ist prudence in foreign policy against self-interested or ideological elites. 15  

 The Motives of States: Security, Power, or Conquest? 

 A superfi cial reading might create the impression that defensive realists 
see states as mainly motivated by the desire for security, whereas off ensive 
realists see them as motivated by the need to maximize power or simply by 
a desire to expand. Th is impression would be incorrect. Everyone on all 
sides of this debate portrays states as having a range of motivations in 
which security, power, and expansion are interrelated. 

 Defensive realists are well aware that states expand to increase their 
power and wealth when they can. In  Myths of Empire , I wrote: “much impe-
rial expansion is unproblematic: the strong conquer the weak because it pays” 
(Snyder 1991, 10). Van Evera argued that the cult of the off ensive encouraged 
both the greedy and the fearful to attack. Conversely, Mearsheimer says 
that “survival is the primary goal of great powers” (Mearsheimer 2001, 31). 
“Th e ‘security dilemma,’ ” he continues, “refl ects the basic logic of off ensive 
realism.” In this situation, states strive to “maximize relative power . . . 
because power is the best means to survival in a dangerous world.” Th ere-
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fore, “only a misguided state would pass up an opportunity to become a 
hegemon in the system because it thought it already had suffi  cient power 
to survive” (2001, 35–36). 

 Defensive realists do not normally use Morgenthau’s and Mearsheimer’s 
language of “maximizing relative power,” a term that Waltz explicitly re-
jected in favor of maximizing their chance of survival (Waltz 1979, 226). 
However, there is no reason why the defensive realists or even Waltz could 
not adopt this terminology. When states form balancing alliances against 
an aggressor, they are simultaneously increasing their chance of survival 
and increasing their power relative to what it would have been without 
the alliance. Bismarck, for example, argued against preventive war on the 
grounds that it would unnecessarily provoke enemies and thus undermine 
Germany’s relative power. As for the claim that only a foolish state would 
pass up an opportunity at hegemony (even regional hegemony), the rub is 
in defi ning what constitutes an opportunity. Th is brings us a bit closer to 
the heart of the dispute between off ensive and defensive realists, but still 
not as close as some may think. 

 Incentives for Aggressive Behavior in Anarchy 

 In  Myths of Empire , I defi ned the central diff erence between off ensive and 
defensive realism in terms of their views of the structural incentives for 
aggression in anarchy: “ ‘aggressive [i.e., off ensive] Realism,’ asserts that of-
fensive action often contributes to security;  .  .  . ‘defensive Realism,’ con-
tends that it does not” (Snyder 1991, 12). Still, the diff erence on this score 
should not be exaggerated. Defensive realists acknowledge that circum-
stances sometimes allow conquest, as when the strong conquer weak states 
that lack allies. Th at is why attackers, especially democratic ones, usually 
win their limited wars. However, grandiose hegemonic bids almost never 
succeed, because they nearly always provoke insurmountable resistance. 16  
Defensive realists also concede that expansion may be needed for the sake 
of security in some unusual conditions, for example, if military technology 
really does make off ense easier than defense, if relative power is dramati-
cally shifting, or if limited conquests can achieve autarky or geographically 
defensible borders. Conversely, an off ensive realist such as Mearsheimer 
readily points out that states are not constantly on the attack because cir-
cumstances often make it imprudent to do so. Prudent states, which is to 
say power-maximizing states, are aware of the limitations of their power, 
he says. Th ey anticipate the possible balancing reactions of other states, 
they avoid arms races that would leave them worse off , they are stopped by 
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water, they bide their time until they are stronger, and they look for oppor-
tunities to pass the costs of balancing against aggressors onto others 
(Mearsheimer 2001, 37, 157–162). In other words, much of the time states 
behave exactly as defensive realists say they should. “Th ere is no question 
that systemic factors constrain aggression, especially balancing by threat-
ened states,” Mearsheimer notes, adding, “but defensive realists exaggerate 
those restraining forces” (2001, 39, 188, 304). 

 Th is is a dispute not about theoretical principles but about empirical 
probabilities. It is as if defensive realists think the off ensive glass is 20 per-
cent full and the off ensive realists think it is 30 percent full. Th ey may read 
incentives diff erently one time out of ten, but in most situations they agree 
about how a smart state should and will behave. Th at is why both off ensive 
and defensive realists typically favor a strategy of off shore balancing for 
the United States, why they both tended to oppose the Iraq War, and why 
the defensive realist Stephen Walt has no trouble writing books and arti-
cles with Mearsheimer. 

 Nonetheless, on World War I Mearsheimer does diff er substantially 
with the defensive realists and even with other strictly structural realists 
such as Dale Copeland, who calls it a preventive war instigated by Ger-
many to forestall Russia’s impending rise. Mearsheimer, denigrating Rus-
sia’s army as only “the fourth best” in Europe before 1914, mainly argues 
the opposite, claiming that Germany was so strong after 1903 that it could 
make a grab for regional hegemony, the off ensive-power maximizer’s Holy 
Grail (Mearsheimer 2001, 188, 304). He admits that this gives rise to a puz-
zling anomaly: why did Germany not gamble on a war for hegemony dur-
ing the 1905 Moroccan Crisis, when Russia’s revolutionary turmoil created 
the prospect of an easy German victory over France? All he can say is that 
they made a mistake. 

 In contrast, defensive realism has a ready explanation: in 1905, German 
strategic mythmaking was still largely in the hands of cynical manipula-
tors such as Chancellor Bernhard von Bulow, who played the nationalist 
card for public consumption but never confused the myths of empire with 
his real foreign-policy assumptions (Snyder 1991, 86; Berghahn 1999, 315). 
After 1911, however, Germany’s new generation of leaders had internalized 
more of this nationalist rhetoric and become more entrapped in the mass 
nationalist mobilization that they and their forebears had spawned. Th ey 
got caught in the rhetorical blowback as well as the strategic logic of the 
off ensive Schlieff en Plan, which fi t the self-serving organizational ideology 
of the military but not the national-security interest of the German people. 
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 Perceptual and Domestic Origins of Strategic Biases 

 Th is leads to the third alleged diff erence between off ensive and defensive 
realism: namely, that defensive realism introduces perceptual or domestic 
political factors to explain why states deviate from what structural logic 
would dictate, in particular why they often behave too aggressively for their 
own good (Zakaria 1992; Van Evera 1999; Christensen and Snyder 1990). 
Th ere is no question that defensive realists often do this. Robert Jervis brings 
in cognitive biases that exacerbate the security dilemma or other confl ict 
spirals. Van Evera and I introduce self-serving organizational and domestic 
political ideologies. But now, with the argument that the Israel lobby shaped 
President George W. Bush’s strategy in invading Iraq, Mearsheimer is doing 
exactly the same thing (Mearsheimer and Walt 2007). And Randall Schweller, 
a critic of defense realism’s status quo bias, similarly brings in domestic vari-
ables to explain why states sometimes are not aggressive enough (Schweller 
1996, 2006). 

 John Vasquez and others have argued that this represents a “degenera-
tion” from structural realism’s ultraparsimonious explanatory hard core, 
and perhaps it is (Vasquez 1997; Vasquez and Elman 2003). Nonetheless, it 
is a complication that explains a lot with a theoretically coherent amend-
ment that retains realism’s focus on calculations about the implications of 
anarchy and power relations. Th ese strategic ideas also feed back into the 
structural hard core when misperceptions of power incentives create facts 
on the ground that have real strategic consequences. Germany’s Schlieff en-
type posture actually did make Germany more vulnerable to the rise of 
Russian power than it would have been if it had prepared to fi ght according 
to a more defensive plan. And of course the misperception of off ensive ad-
vantage had real consequences when the off ensives bogged down in the re-
ality of trench warfare. Moreover, defensive realists argue that states with 
open public debate learn to correct their strategic errors when the facts 
pour in. Th us, defensive realism depicts a close relationship between struc-
tural power realities and the perceptions of them. If this is a degeneration, 
it is one that lies close enough to the theoretical hard core. 

 A theoretical mistake worse than adding perceptual factors is causal 
underdetermination. Th at is the characteristic mistake of off ensive real-
ism: circumstances that might plausibly lead toward one behavior (say, 
gambling on war) might just as plausibly lead to the opposite behavior (say, 
prudent self-restraint), yet no additional variables are adduced to explain 
why the former is chosen. Mearsheimer’s explanation for German behavior 
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in World War I is a good example. A powerful, prosperous, largely secure 
state goes out of its way to make enemies of all of its neighbors, provokes a 
simultaneous land and naval arms race that it cannot win, refuses to give 
up on a hegemonic contest that is bleeding it white, and ultimately suc-
cumbs when the strongest power in the world throws its weight on the 
scales against it. Why does it do this? Nationalism? Militarism? Strategic 
misperception? No, says Mearsheimer: it is just that Germany was strong 
enough to think that it had a chance for regional hegemony, and it would 
have been foolish to let the opportunity pass by. Even without the benefi t 
of hindsight, off ensive-realist reasoning seems incomplete to explain Ger-
many’s gratuitously self-defeating behavior. 17  

 Th e debate between off ensive and defensive realism thus refl ects two 
main tensions that characterized American realism since its early days. Th e 
fi rst is the tension between the relentless striving to maximize power and 
the need to exercise prudence. Both off ensive and defensive realists tried 
to reconcile those seemingly contradictory themes, and despite diff erences 
in substance and rhetoric, they have advanced arguments with a good deal 
of overlap. 

 Th e second is the tension between realism and democracy. Whereas 
Lippmann and most of the founding realists argued that fi ckle, idealistic 
public opinion was the bane of a consistent, pragmatic foreign policy, defen-
sive realists have argued that mature democracies are the  best  realists. Ma-
ture democratic states necessarily have a well-institutionalized free market-
place of ideas in which policy expertise is widespread and strategic ideas are 
held up to scrutiny and criticism. Moreover, the average voter in a well-
functioning democracy has the incentive and the means to enforce a cost-
conscious prudence on governmental leaders. Although defensive realists do 
not argue that democracies never make mistakes, they argue that democra-
cies are better at correcting them than are other regime types (Snyder 1991; 
Van Evera 1999; Reiter and Stam 2002; for a critique, see Kaufmann 2004). 

 Some friendly liberal critics of defensive realism say that the arguments 
are good but the label is wrong. Instead of seeing defensive realism as a 
degenerative form of neorealism, they suggest labeling it a hybrid of real-
ism and liberalism (Legro and Moravcsik 1999). So perhaps it is. 

 neoclassical realism 
 Th e fi fth and most recent trend in realist thinking is neoclassical realism, 
which rejects the theoretical parsimony of neorealism in favor of a more 
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eclectic analysis that shows how the state’s international power position 
interacts with its political ideas, culture, and domestic politics to shape its 
foreign policy. Whereas Waltz said he had devised a general theory of re-
current patterns in international politics, not a theory of specifi c states’ 
foreign policies, neoclassical realists explicitly aim at that goal. 

 Many neoclassicals are like off ensive realists in retaining the causal pri-
ority of the international power position of the state, even while featuring 
domestic politics in their analysis (Rose 1998). Some of them are also like 
the founding realists in their emphasis on the state’s need to mobilize and 
steer public support for foreign policy. For example, Th omas Christensen’s 
 Useful Adversaries  argues that both the Truman administration and Mao 
Tse-tung demonized each other as a tactic in mobilizing public support for 
national-security programs that would strengthen them against the Soviet 
Union (Christensen 1996). In this case, international competition required 
domestic tactics that reduced the fl exibility of foreign policy. Th is echoes 
the defensive realists’ concept of “blowback,” wherein elites’ nationalist, 
imperialist, or militarist propaganda takes on a life of its own and traps 
them in their own rhetoric. A key diff erence is that for neoclassicals the 
motive for the rhetoric is to gain popular support to accomplish necessary 
international tasks, whereas for defensive realists the rhetoric is typically a 
self-serving eff ort to justify elite parochial interests in national-security 
terms. 18  

 Other neoclassicals bring in domestic politics and culture to explain 
variations in policy preferences over time and across strategic subcultures. 
Th e international setting may load the dice in favor of some domestic and 
cultural patterns, but purely domestic factors may also play a role. For ex-
ample, Colin Dueck’s analysis of American grand strategy in the twentieth 
century is anchored in the materialist, realist facts of American power 
preponderance and distance from foreign threats, yet it also stresses Amer-
ican liberal messianism. As a result of America’s international position and 
domestic principles, says Dueck, four strategies repeatedly vie for predom-
inance over U.S. policy: liberal and realist isolationism and liberal and real-
ist internationalism. Rising threats spur internationalism. Domestic political 
culture insures that internationalism generally takes a liberal form. How-
ever, power and distance permit the United States to indulge in the geopo-
litical luxury of limited liability in the pursuit of liberal ideological objec-
tives such as democracy promotion and humanitarian intervention. As a 
result, America often leaves the objects of its help high and dry. Dueck’s 
eclectic argument, which he describes as being “neoclassical realist,” 
prominently emphasizes the state’s international power position yet seems 
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little constrained by any of the specifi c theoretical commitments of any of 
the earlier realist schools of thought. 

 Neoclassicals are like most other realists in privileging qualitative, his-
torical methods but often unlike them in adopting inductive strategies of 
interpretation. Although some, like Dueck, make arguments that have 
policy implications, their policy stances have been quite varied. Rather 
than being driven by policy concerns, they mainly seem driven by the wish 
to combine a broadly realist sensibility with a fl exible methodology that 
allows them to remain close to the data of their cases. 

 realism’s continuing relevance 
 “Realism” has continued to enjoy wide currency in nonacademic policy cir-
cles and in public discourse about American foreign policy. During the 
George H. W. Bush presidency, policy making was in the hands of realist 
protégés of Kissinger: Brent Scowcroft, James Baker, Colin Powell, and Law-
rence Eagleburger. Th ey fought a limited war over security and resources 
against Iraq but kept Saddam Hussein in power to balance Iran. Th ey 
shunned humanitarian intervention in Bosnia, where they had “no dog in 
that fi ght.” And they agreed to humanitarian intervention in Somalia only 
because they thought it would be easy and perhaps because it would give 
them political cover for not intervening in Bosnia (Western 2005). 

 During the George W. Bush presidency, realism was a ubiquitous buzz-
word whose meaning was bent to support every policy and its opposite. 
Neoconservatives sometimes called their policy of preventive war against 
rogue states “democratic realism”—“democratic” because it sought to 
spread democracy, “realist” because it advocated the use of military force—
though in fact their arguments had virtually nothing in common with any 
of the realist approaches that I have discussed here (e.g., Krauthammer 
2004). Th e Bush administration’s National Security Strategy study likewise 
dressed up forceful democracy promotion with the buzzwords of realism, 
speaking of “shifting the balance of power in favor of freedom.” Condoleezza 
Rice, in her speech releasing the study, reminisced about the debates be-
tween realists and idealists during her days as a Stanford IR professor, say-
ing that in Washington she had learned that all policies must be realistic 
and grounded in an idealistic social purpose. 19  Meanwhile, almost all aca-
demic realists, including the off ensive realist Mearsheimer and his defensive 
realist co-author Stephen Walt, opposed preventive war in Iraq. 20  President 
Bush himself claimed that skeptics “who call themselves ‘realists’ . . . have 
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lost contact with a fundamental reality” that “America is always more se-
cure when freedom is on the march.” 21  

 In the wake of the disappointments of the Bush Middle East policies, 
realism’s cachet is arguably greater than ever. Prudence and pragmatism 
are in. It is no longer true that nobody loves a political realist. 

 Despite that United States has often provided an unfriendly climate, re-
alism is thriving, both in theory and in practice. It has established itself, 
along with liberalism, as one of the two dominant paradigms of IR study in 
U.S. universities. Indeed, it remains an indispensable reference point even 
for approaches that disagree with its assumptions. Realism has adapted 
creatively to illuminate such diverse, timely topics as civil war, mass kill-
ing, unipolarity, U.S. foreign policy, and terrorism (Posen 1993; Valentino 
2004; Pape 2006; Walt 2005; Dueck 2006). Realists of various stripes (neo-
classical, structural, off ensive, defensive) retain a common core of insights 
that has proved its continuing relevance. 

 By now, several generations of offi  cials, journalists, politicians, business-
people, and voters have been schooled in realism’s classic texts. Realist 
terminology—albeit often distorted and abused—has established a fi rm 
toehold in public debate. Although the Vietnam era and the rise of neo-
conservatism have long since ended the realist Wise Men’s monopoly over 
mainstream policy making and public discourse, cadres with loosely real-
ist outlooks still provide much of the staff  of foreign-aff airs bureaucracies. 

 One reason for this success is that realism speaks to issues that perennially 
face the United States as the leading power in the international system: the 
balance between assertive leadership and prudential self-restraint, as well 
as the morality of social purpose tempered by a necessary ethics of con-
sequences in a strategic environment. A second reason is that realists—
including the founders and their successors—addressed these perennial, 
seminal issues with a combination of fl exibility and rigor that kept their 
debates lively and relevant. Th e 1954 conversation may be judged a success 
because of its fruitful contradictions. 

 notes 
   1.  Maliniak et al. (2007) report that one-quarter of U.S. international relations spe-

cialists consider themselves committed to the realist paradigm in their research; 
one-third are committed to the liberal paradigm. Th e two paradigms are roughly 
equal in curricular attention. 

   2.  Morgenthau, “Th e Th eoretical and Practical Importance of a Th eory of Interna-
tional Relations,”  266–77  (appendix 2 of this volume). 
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   3.  “Conference on International Politics,” transcript,  245  (appendix 1 of this volume). 
   4.  Ibid.,  244 . 
   5.  Ibid.,  245 . 
   6.  Ibid.,  243–44 . 
   7.  Ibid.,  243 . 
   8.  Morgenthau, “Th e Th eoretical and Practical Importance of a Th eory of Interna-

tional Relations,”  266–67  (appendix 2 of this volume). 
   9.  Nitze, “Th e Implications of Th eory for Practice in the Conduct of Foreign Aff airs,” 

 277–78  (appendix 5 of this volume). 
   10.  See Morgenthau (1948, 127); making this same point more recently is Boucoyannis 

(2007). 
   11.  “Conference on International Politics,” transcript, p.  242 . 
   12.  Ibid.,  249 . 
   13.  Ibid.,  248 – 49 . 
   14.  Ibid.,  249 . 
   15.  Th e following subsections draw on Snyder (2008). 
   16.  A major exception is the conquest of the Chinese Warring States system by Chin. 

See Tin-bor Hui (2005). 
   17.  For this argument, see Snyder (1991, 70–75). 
   18.  In addition to Christensen, another argument of this kind is Kupchan (1994). 
   19.  “Dr. Condoleezza Rice Discusses President’s National Security Strategy,” Waldorf 

Astoria Hotel, New York, October 1, 2002. 
   20.  Mearsheimer and Walt (2003). See also the advertisement opposing an invasion of 

Iraq signed by prominent realists in the  New York Times , September 26, 2002. 
   21.  George W. Bush, “Remarks by the President at the United States Air Force Academy 

Graduation Ceremony,” June 2, 2004. 
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 THE RO CKEFELLER FOUNDATION 
CONFERENCE AND THE LONG ROAD TO A 
THEORY OF IN TERNATIONAL POLITICS 

 brian c. schmidt 

 This chapter is devoted principally to exploring the initial phase 
of the long road to a theory of international politics that the fi eld of 
international relations began to embark on in the late 1940s and early 

1950s. As world war engulfed the international system for the second time 
in twenty years, IR experienced a profound disciplinary crisis. Contrary to 
the conventional wisdom, I argue that it was the lack of an explicit theory 
of international politics and not the failure of the League of Nations to 
prevent World War II that precipitated one of the fi eld’s early and recur-
ring identity crises. Th e role of theory, in a fundamental sense, is to specify 
and demarcate a bounded domain of activity. As generic or universal claims 
about what kinds of things exist, theories answer the basic ontological 
question of what is to be explained. Th e very act of defi ning international 
relations, both as a distinct realm of political activity and as a separate and 
autonomous fi eld of study, is inherently theoretical. Th us it is understand-
able that in the absence of a general theory of international politics, a host 
of critical questions began to be raised in the 1940s about the disciplinary 
status of the fi eld as well as about the analytical distinctiveness of its subject 
matter. 

 Th e principal focus of the chapter is the 1954 Rockefeller Foundation–
sponsored Conference on International Politics, which represented a defi n-
ing moment in the fi eld’s history. I will pay special attention to the seminal 
role that Hans J. Morgenthau played in developing an explicit theory of 
international politics. Th e conference clearly reveals the self-conscious at-
tempt on the part of the attendees to construct a theory of international 
politics. Moreover, the proceedings of the conference indicate that all of 
the participants were fi rmly convinced that the fi eld was in desperate need 
of a theory. Th e stated purpose of the conference was “to discuss some of the 
fundamental problems involved in theoretical approaches to international 
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politics.” 1  Th e conference can be viewed as the dawn of what Yale Ferguson 
and Richard Mansbach (1988, 3) describe as the elusive quest for a theory 
that would “unravel the arcane secrets of world politics.” Many of the same 
obstacles and dilemmas that continue to confront those seeking to develop 
a theory of international politics were present at the 1954 conference. Th e 
1954 conference, however, was unique in that at that point, the attempt to 
construct a theory was a relatively novel development in the fi eld’s history. 
In this regard, the conference represents the beginning of what Stanley 
Hoff mann (1959) described as the long road to a theory of international 
relations. 

 My main intention is to develop an appropriate disciplinary context for 
understanding some of the issues and concerns that gave rise to the 1954 
conference. Th is requires briefl y revisiting the interwar period of the fi eld’s 
history. Orthodox accounts of the interwar period describe it as a time 
when the fi eld was dominated by an “idealist paradigm,” and scholars were 
engrossed in the utopian quest to create a pacifi c order whereby the League 
of Nations, international law, and disarmament would rid the world of war. 
However, a new cohort of disciplinary historians has systematically chal-
lenged this orthodox view and collectively argued that the interwar period 
cannot in any meaningful sense be construed in terms of idealism or uto-
pianism (Long and Wilson 1995; Wilson 1998; Schmidt 1998; Ashworth 
2002). While it is certainly the case that the scholarship of the interwar 
period has been grossly mischaracterized, there was, nevertheless, a glar-
ing omission among the early participants in the fi eld: namely, the absence 
of any self-conscious, explicit attempt to formulate a substantive theory of 
international politics. Th is lacuna contributed to a disciplinary crisis in the 
1940s, when a number of new scholars reacted to what they perceived to be 
the fi eld’s amorphous and ill-defi ned character and began to advocate that 
international politics be the core of the fi eld. 

 Yet in order to make international politics the core, it was increasingly 
acknowledged that the fi eld was in need of a theory. Some of the leading 
scholars in the 1940s and 1950s, many of whom attended the 1954 confer-
ence, responded to the disciplinary crisis by attempting to construct a 
general theory that could explain the main events unfolding in the realm 
of activity designated as international politics. Although the conference 
deliberations indicate that there was little consensus on the exact meaning 
and purpose of theory, there was, especially when compared to the previ-
ous generation of scholars, a basic agreement that theory was absolutely 
necessary. Th ere was a recognition that many of the problems the fi eld was 
facing arose from the lack of a theoretical core to guide research and 
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teaching. It was in this context that the long road to a theory of international 
politics commenced. 

 Curiously, it was the Rockefeller Foundation’s Division of Social Sci-
ences, under the direction of Kenneth Th ompson, that played an infl uen-
tial role in fostering the analytical shift away from international law and 
international organization to international politics. Nicolas Guilhot ex-
plains that after World War II, the Rockefeller Foundation began to lose 
interest in the “legalist approach” to international relations and in strate-
gies that placed a premium on the role of education in mitigating interna-
tional confl ict (Guilhot 2008). Instead, the foundation became interested 
in the work of the early realists, who were emphasizing the role of power 
and confl ict in international politics. It was the Rockefeller Foundation 
that lent crucial support to the early endeavor to develop a theory of inter-
national politics. Th e 1954 conference was just one element of the Rocke-
feller Foundation’s Division of Social Sciences mandate to “encourage the-
oretical studies in the fi eld of international politics.” 2  Guilhot argues that 
the Division of Social Sciences, under the direction of Th ompson, was es-
pecially interested in promoting the work of those who were resisting the 
behavioral revolution that was sweeping across political science and the 
social sciences. Th e fact that the early realists were opposed to a science of 
politics and were resolute that international politics constituted an auton-
omous realm of activity helps explain why they received support and fi -
nancial assistance from the Rockefeller Foundation. And one also cannot 
discount the special role that Th ompson played in promoting the work of 
realists in general and Morgenthau in particular. 

 the interwar period revisited 
 Of all the self-images of IR, none is as pervasive as the notion that its early 
period of development was dominated by an idealist or utopian approach 
to studying international politics. According to this version of the fi eld’s 
history, the genesis of IR was rooted in an idealist moment after World 
War I, when scholars were apparently more concerned with fi nding uto-
pian solutions to the problem of war and peace than with analyzing the 
cold hard facts that constitute the daily practice of international politics. 
Th is view of the interwar period is reinforced by the equally popular as-
sumption that the fi eld experienced a “Great Debate” during the late 1930s 
and early 1940s that resulted in a signifi cant paradigm shift from “ideal-
ism” to “realism.” Th e idealists apparently envisioned everlasting peace, and 
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thus World War II was seen as a glaring anomaly that represented a severe 
crisis for the idealist paradigm. Eventually, it was replaced by the realist 
paradigm, which was superior in its ability to explain the ubiquitous strug-
gle for power among nations. Th e systematic repudiation of the ideas of the 
interwar “idealists” by the members of the realist school, most famously in 
E. H. Carr’s  Th e Twenty Years’ Crisis , has been construed as marking the 
fi eld’s fi rst “Great Debate.” 

 A new critical literature on the disciplinary history of IR has pointed to 
a sharp disparity between the actual discourse of the interwar period and 
the images that have been presented of it in the secondary literature. It is 
noteworthy that the prevailing image of the interwar period as a time 
when the fi eld was dominated by “idealism,” “utopianism,” and “legalism” 
comes from surveys that were written after World War II and that con-
tinue to be popularized today. Cameron Th ies (2002, 173) is largely correct 
when he writes that the “realists constructed ‘idealism’ and included it 
within their own version of disciplinary history to cement their identity as 
a community of researchers and show the progress of realism over ‘ideal-
ism.’ ” By the end of World War II, a body of self-refl ective literature on the 
state of the fi eld began to appear. While ostensibly off ering an account of 
the fi eld’s history, the primary intention of this literature was, more often 
than not, to diagnose the current problems in the fi eld and to recommend 
new directions to follow. Th ese surveys revealed a noticeable dissatisfac-
tion with the overall direction of IR. Disconcerting questions were raised 
about whether or not IR was a discernable fi eld of study with a distinct 
subject matter. Confl icting opinions on what the fi eld should be studying 
were expressed. Th e surveys also conveyed a growing skepticism about the 
adequacy and relevancy of international organization continuing to serve 
as the predominant framework for studying international relations. 

 Grayson Kirk, who was an internationally renowned professor of inter-
national relations and president of Columbia University from 1953 to 1968, 
wrote one of the fi rst book-length surveys of the postwar trends in IR, 
which was sponsored by the Council on Foreign Relations and supported 
by the Rockefeller Foundation. According to Kirk, the refusal of the United 
States to join the League of Nations led the interwar scholars, whom he 
maintained were strong partisans of American membership in the League, 
to “redouble their eff orts at indoctrination.” Kirk argued that as a result an 

 emphasis upon what has been variously called “sentimentalism,” “ideal-
ism,” and “Utopianism,” dominated the teaching in the new fi eld, and a 
wholly disproportionate amount of time and energy was given to discuss-
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ing “international cooperation,” while analyses of the forces of confl ict in 
society, and of the institution of war, were subordinated and tainted with 
the stigma of moral reproach. 

 Kirk concluded that this emphasis on utopianism “cast a shadow of aca-
demic disrepute over the new fi eld” (1947, 4), to disastrous eff ect. Kirk was 
united with the cadre of postwar scholars who sought to make interna-
tional politics the fi eld’s new nucleus. Guilhot (2008) claims that Kirk’s 
survey, along with a report by Bryce Wood in 1947, was instrumental in 
changing the direction of the type of work that the Rockefeller Foundation 
would subsequently sponsor and fund. 

 Kenneth Th ompson shared Kirk’s disparaging views of the interwar IR 
scholarship and he, along with his close friend and colleague Hans Mor-
genthau, would come to play a major role in championing the cause of 
both IR theory and political realism. Th is was evident in a 1952 review ar-
ticle that Th ompson published, titled “Th e Study of International Politics: 
A Survey of Trends and Developments,” which exhibited the predilection 
to denounce the scholarship that he believed characterized the interwar 
period. Th ompson argued that the study of international relations had 
evolved through four general stages. Th e fi rst stage was when the study of 
diplomatic history was dominant. According to Th ompson (1951, 435), “the 
price which was paid for this rigorous, objective and non-generalized ap-
proach to the fi eld was the absence of anything corresponding to a theory 
of international relations.” He dubbed the second phase the “current events 
point of view,” in which the role and function of the IR scholar was to in-
terpret and explain current events. Th e third stage was inaugurated after 
World War I and, according to Th ompson, it was reformist in character, in 
that the “mission of students in the fi eld had been to discover the goals and 
objectives toward which international society ought to be tending” (436). 
He argued that this stage shared three fundamental characteristics. First, 
it was dominated by a spirit of optimism. Second, research was focused 
exclusively on international law and organization. And third, “it was widely 
believed that everything international was good, and everything national 
bad.” Following World War II, the fi eld had reached a fourth stage, in 
which “the study of international politics replaced the study of interna-
tional organization as the guiding concern and fundamental point of refer-
ence in international relations” (439). 

 Kirk and Th ompson were not alone in either their condemnation of the 
interwar scholarship or their perception that the fi eld was experiencing a 
shift away from international organization toward international politics. 
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Writing in 1949, William T. R. Fox, who received his doctorate from the 
University of Chicago and was one of the original faculty members who 
helped create the Institute of International Relations at Yale University, 
commented, “what is today in the United States conventionally known as 
international relations is a subject diff erent in content and emphasis from 
its counterpart of even two decades ago” (Fox 1949, 67). To help make his 
point, Fox provided a highly distorted and rhetorical characterization of 
the analytical model used during the interwar period. According to Fox, 
the “analytical model used for investigative purposes was a world com-
monwealth characterized by permanent peace” (77). Most of the dominant 
characteristics that he associated with the interwar period were similar to 
those that Carr had critiqued in  Th e Twenty Years’ Crisis : the assumption 
of a basic harmony of interests, a pervasive faith in reason, the effi  cacy of 
education, and legalistic prescriptions for peace. 

 What is perhaps most interesting about Fox’s interwar survey were his 
comments about what was missing from the fi eld. As a result of what he 
perceived to be an internationalist bias in the fi eld, Fox argued that that 
there was a disproportionate focus on studying “ ‘good’ international things 
like collective security and peaceful change and ‘bad’ national things like 
nationalist attitudes, imperialism, and the munitions makers.” Consequently, 
Fox continued, “there was a corresponding underemphasis on ‘bad’ inter-
national things like the Th ird International and ‘good’ national things like 
American security” (1949, 74–75). Th e net result, according to Fox, was 
that the interwar scholars failed to study the politics of the contemporary 
state system. He did, however, note that there were a few scholars writing 
at the end of the interwar period who did not fi t the mold. Fox specifi cally 
mentioned the work of Charles A. Beard, Frederick S. Dunn, Quincy 
Wright, Frederick Schuman, Harold Laswell, Edward Mead Earle, Harold 
Sprout, Nicholas Spykman, and Arnold Wolfers. Th e work of these schol-
ars, Fox claimed, helped move international politics to the center of focus. 
In another article that he wrote on the teaching of international relations 
in the United States, Fox recollected that “there has been, at least since the 
1930s, wide acceptance of the proposition that prescriptions for national 
policy and defi nitions of the national interest ought to be appropriate for 
the world we live in rather than for the one we wish we lived in” (1968, 19). 
Th is proposition rested on recognizing the centrality of power, which he 
argued was gaining more and more adherents. Dwight Waldo, who under-
took a major postwar survey of political science, concurred and described 
the situation in IR in terms of “movement away from ‘idealism’ toward ‘real-
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ism’; by bringing to the centre of study the concepts of power and politics” 
(Waldo 1959, 56). 

 international politics 
 Th e increasingly prevalent but by no means unanimous view expressed in 
the post–World War II surveys was that international politics now consti-
tuted the core of the fi eld (e.g., Wolfers 1947; Dunn 1950; Kirk 1947; Fox 
1949; Th ompson 1952; Waldo 1959). Th ompson (1952, 442) was a strong ad-
vocate of this view, arguing that “international politics has become the fo-
cal point of present-day research and teaching partly because of the march 
of events in the 1930s.” He defi ned international politics as “the study of 
rivalry among nations and the conditions and institutions which amelio-
rate or exacerbate these relationships” (443). Kirk had also concluded that 
international politics represented the “nucleus of the modern study of in-
ternational relations.” According to Kirk (1947, 10), “international politics 
deals with those forces which mold the foreign policies of national states, 
the manner in which they are exercised, and the infl uences which limit their 
eff ectiveness.” Central to both Th ompson and Kirk’s view of international 
politics, and politics more generally, was the presence of confl ict. 

 Th is view became increasingly prominent after World War II, especially 
by those who identifi ed themselves as belonging to the realist school. Th eir 
conception of international politics was state-centric; IR was concerned 
with the political dynamics arising from the interaction of separate political 
units (states) existing in an environment lacking centralized authority. 
One of the early endorsements of this view was put forward by Frederick S. 
Dunn in an article titled “Th e Scope of International Relations,” which 
appeared in the very fi rst issue of  World Politics . Beginning in 1935, Dunn 
was a professor of international relations at Yale. Following the disbanding 
of the Yale Institute of International Studies in 1951, Dunn accepted the 
position of Albert G. Milbank Professor of International Law and Practice 
at Princeton University, where he also took on the responsibility of direc-
tor of Princeton’s new Center of International Studies until his retirement 
in 1961. Th e purpose of Dunn’s article was “to state certain propositions 
about the nature and scope of IR which seem to represent the present 
views of some mature scholars in the fi eld” (Dunn 1948, 143). Dunn, like 
many of his colleagues, found it diffi  cult to provide a defi nitive answer to the 
question of whether IR should be regarded as a separate and autonomous 
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fi eld of inquiry. He did, however, argue that the “distinguishing character-
istic of IR as a separate branch of learning is found in the nature of the 
questions with which it deals.” Th ese questions, according to Dunn, “arise 
in the relations between autonomous political groups in a world system in 
which power is not centered at one point” (144). 

 Dunn argued that in light of the complete breakdown of the interwar 
system, the twin assumptions of rationalism and the inevitability of prog-
ress toward peace that had led scholars to focus on formal governmental 
structures and institutional devices could no longer be justifi ed. Now that 
rationalism was no longer the standard assumption, Dunn claimed that 
researchers were turning “to a more careful observation of international 
politics in action and of the forces infl uencing political beliefs and actions” 
(Dunn 1950, 81). According to Dunn, the uniqueness of studying interna-
tional politics, and what justifi ed diff erentiating it from domestic politics, 
stemmed from the fact that it “is concerned with the special kind of power 
relationships that exist in a community lacking an overriding authority.” 
Th is being the case, the IR specialist is interested in the “confl ict, adjust-
ment and agreement of national policies” (Dunn 1948, 144). 

 Although Dunn accentuated the anarchical character of international 
politics and the role of confl ict and rivalry in the relations among autono-
mous political units, he did not discount the normative commitment to 
improve the condition of international life. He both recognized and ac-
cepted that the study of IR was in many ways dedicated to understanding 
the conditions that could lead to the obsolescence of war. Th e commit-
ment to improving the practice of international politics was noticeable in 
Dunn’s  Peaceful Change: A Study of International Procedures  (1937). But, 
according to Dunn, the diff erence between the interwar and postwar 
scholars was that the former conceived of “ideal social systems in which 
wars did not exist,” while the latter “give primary attention to the ascertain-
able facts of international life and the forces and conditions that infl uence 
behavior among nations, as well as the ways in which these can be used for 
desired ends” (Dunn 1948, 145). 

 Th ere was a growing realization that in order to establish international 
politics as the core of IR, a substantive theory needed to be developed. 
Many reached the conclusion that in the absence of a general theory, ques-
tions and doubts about the disciplinary status of IR as well as about the 
analytical distinctiveness of its subject matter would persist. Th is was 
clearly recognized by Stanley Hoff mann in 1959, when he wrote that “the 
problems we face in our fi eld can be solved only by far more systematic 
theoretical work than has been done in the past—a conviction shared by 
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most writers.” He continued, “it is the possibility of considering interna-
tional relations as a largely autonomous fi eld, within the sprawling and 
loose science of politics, which explains the need for theory” (Hoff man 
1959, 346). As more scholars began to recognize that it was the lack of the-
ory that was responsible for the fi eld’s various problems, the search for a 
general theory of international politics commenced. Writing in 1960, J. 
David Singer stated that “one of the most promising developments in the 
intellectual growth of a discipline is the appearance of a concern for theory 
on the part of its students and practitioners.” He added, “without theory we 
can have only the barest shadow of a discipline” (Singer 1960, 431). 

 the rockefeller conference on the 
theory of international politics 

 Th e literature on IR theory grew rapidly after World War II. Conferences 
were organized around the theme of IR theory, and formal study groups 
dedicated to developing a theory of international politics were institution-
alized, with the fi nancial support of the Rockefeller Foundation, on both 
sides of the Atlantic. Th is is the appropriate context for appreciating the 
signifi cance of the 1954 Conference on Th eory of International Politics. 
Kenneth Th ompson and Dean Rusk, who were both working at the Rock-
efeller Foundation, invited a group of prominent scholars and practitioners 
to meet at the Statler Hotel, in Washington, D.C., on May 7 and 8, 1954, to 
discuss the general subject of theory in international relations. 3  In addition 
to Th ompson and Rusk, Robert Bowie, Dorothy Fosdick, William T. R. Fox, 
George Kennan, Walter Lippmann, Hans J. Morgenthau, Reinhold 
Niebuhr, Paul H. Nize, Don K. Price, James B. Reston, and Arnold Wolfers 
were invited to attend the meetings. On the other side of the Atlantic, the 
British Committee on the Th eory of International Politics was formed in 
1959 with fi nancial assistance provided by the Rockefeller Foundation and 
the personal support of Th ompson. Th e original members of the British 
committee, which was attached to the University of Cambridge, included 
Herbert Butterfi eld, Martin Wight, Desmond Williams, Donald Mackin-
non, Adam Watson, William Armstrong, Hedley Bull, Michael Howard, 
and Geoff rey Hudson. 4  Th e British committee would outlive the “Ameri-
can committee” and lay the foundation for what has become known as the 
English School of international relations. Tim Dunne, in his authoritative 
disciplinary history of the English School, argues that it was disputes be-
tween theorists and practitioners in the American committee that led to 
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its early dissolution. Th e British committee, on the other hand, “remained 
detached from policy issues” and had a longer and more productive history 
(Dunne 1998, 90). 

 Th e purpose of the 1954 Washington conference was “to allow a group of 
scholars and political analysts to meet informally to discuss some of the 
fundamental problems involved in theoretical approaches to international 
politics.” 5  One of the principal motivations for holding the meeting came 
from the new literature that was being published on IR theory. Rusk, who 
at the time was the president of the Rockefeller Foundation, begins the 
proceedings by noting that “there currently tends to be a trend toward a 
more lively interest in theoretical and conceptual problems illustrated in 
the study of international politics and emerging in theories of politics, eco-
nomics, law and human behavior.” He adds that from the point of view of 
the Rockefeller Foundation, we are not only “anxious to learn what the 
state of the fi eld is intellectually,” but also “if we can do anything about it.” 6  
Th ompson expresses his concern that while scholars of international law 
and international organization were being supported by the American So-
ciety of International Law, the Carnegie Endowment for International 
Peace, and the World Peace Foundation, “scholars in the fi eld of interna-
tional politics have not enjoyed similar opportunities for considering to-
gether their problems and the developments in their fi eld.” As a consequence 
of this, Th ompson argues that “the work in the theory of international 
politics has not been distinguished by the number of laborers in the vine-
yard nor has there always been agreement among scholars regarding the 
merits of the work.” 7  By agreeing to cover the expenses of the conference, 
the Rockefeller Foundation sought to assist those who were actively seeking 
to develop a theory of international politics, which, as mentioned previ-
ously, was in accordance with the foundation’s offi  cial policy “to encourage 
theoretical studies in the fi eld of international politics.” 8  

 While the literature on IR theory expanded rapidly after World War II, 
there was, at the same time, little consensus on many of the key issues in-
volved in the theoretical enterprise. Th ompson summarized the situation 
in the following manner: “the present state of theory in the fi eld of interna-
tional politics is compounded of vigorous debate, intellectual growth, and 
little unanimity on points of detail” (Th ompson 1955, 746). While all of 
those who presented papers at the conference agreed on the necessity of 
theory and believed in the possibility of constructing a theory of interna-
tional politics, there were noticeable diff erences of opinion on a number of 
important topics. Th ere was, for example, ambivalence about science and 
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disagreement on whether or not it was possible for IR to achieve greater 
certainty and predictive capabilities by utilizing the scientifi c techniques 
of the natural sciences. Th is disagreement, which was most noticeable in 
some of the exchanges between Arnold Wolfers and the other members of 
the conference, would increasingly polarize the fi eld between those cham-
pioning the behavioral revolution and those rejecting it. Th ere were also 
disagreements about what theory can and cannot do, especially in regards 
to helping practitioners conduct foreign policy. Indeed, a case can be made 
that the theory-practice issue is one of the overarching themes of the con-
ference deliberations, a theme that no doubt was elevated by the presence 
of several foreign-policy practitioners. Finally, it is obvious that normative 
and ethical concerns are paramount as the participants debate the relative 
merits of normative and scientifi c theory. Th us much like today, intellec-
tual ferment and debate rather than tranquility and consensus character-
ized international theory in 1954. 

 hans j. morgenthau’s theory of 
international politics 

 Th e participants were asked to consider four major questions in the papers 
that they prepared for the conference: 

 1. Th e possibility, Nature and Limits of a Th eory of International 
Politics; 

 2. Th e Relevance and Uses of Th eory in International Politics, especially 
for the Conduct of Foreign Policy; 

 3. Problems and Issues in a Th eory of International Politics including the 
Moral Issue, the National Interest, etc., etc.; and 

 4. Th e Status and Future Work in this Field. 9  

 It is instructive to focus briefl y on the answers that Hans J. Morgenthau 
provided to some of these questions, as the other conference participants 
clearly recognized that he had made great strides in developing a general 
theory of international politics, even if they did not agree with all of his 
points and arguments. As Michael C. Williams acknowledges in his new 
book,  Th e Realist Tradition and the Limits of International Relations , “no 
assessment of the development of International Relations can overlook the 
importance of Morgenthau in the intellectual evolution of the fi eld, and his 
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role in placing Realism at the centre of that evolution” (Williams 2005, 82). 
Th e focus of Morgenthau’s early work in the United States was on developing 
an explicit theory of international politics. At the time of the conference, 
Morgenthau had already published three major theoretical books:  Scien-
tifi c Man Versus Power Politics  (1946),  Politics Among Nations  (1948), and 
 Defense of the National Interest  (1951). Th e opening sentence of the second 
edition of Morgenthau’s classic text  Politics Among Nations  represents a 
milestone in the development of IR, as he announces “this book purports 
to present a theory of international politics” (Morgenthau 1955, 3). Th is is 
the fi rst book in the fi eld to unequivocally take on the task of setting forth 
a general theory of international politics. Morgenthau felt that it was im-
perative to develop a theory of international politics, for without a general 
theory, the fi eld would continue to lack intellectual focus and direction. 
For Morgenthau, “a theory is a tool for understanding. Its purpose is to 
bring order and meaning to a mass of phenomena which without it would 
remain disconnected and unintelligible.” 10  In this manner, Stefano Guzzini 
has perceptively argued that Morgenthau’s theory of realism should not be 
understood “just as one theory among others, but as one theory which 
contributed to legitimately demarcate an independent discipline from 
other social sciences” (Guzzini 1998, 2). Morgenthau’s theory of realism 
had the eff ect of carving out a distinct subject matter that helped establish 
the disciplinary boundaries of IR. 

 While Morgenthau recognized the absolute necessity of theory, he also 
acknowledged many of the obstacles that stood in the way of developing a 
theory of international politics. Th e diffi  culty of the task was confi rmed 
by the fact that so few attempts had been previously made to develop such 
a theory. Morgenthau wrote, “it is signifi cant that, until very recently, no 
explicit theory of international relations has existed; nobody even consid-
ered the possibility of writing a theory of international relations” (1964, 
106). He completely agreed with Martin Wight’s analysis that international 
theory was “marked not only by paucity but also by intellectual and moral 
poverty” but remained much more optimistic than Wight about the pos-
sibility of developing a theory of international politics (Wight 1960, 38). For 
Morgenthau, it was revealing that each of the previously predominant 
ways of studying international relations—history, reform, pragmatic ma-
nipulation—were all alien to theory. He argued, however, that each of these 
approaches actually presupposed a theoretical conception of international 
politics; the problem was that they failed to do so in an explicit and coher-
ent manner. According to Morgenthau, what was presently most necessary 
was a theory that accentuated politics. “Th e recognition of this primacy of 
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politics cannot but lead to the suggestion that, among legitimate predomi-
nant interests upon which international relations as an academic disci-
pline might be focused, international politics should take precedent over 
all others” (Morgenthau 1958, 100). 

 All of the conference participants agreed with Morgenthau that the 
foremost obstacle to constructing a general theory of international politics 
was the ambiguity of the subject matter itself. Morgenthau explains that, 
on the one hand, the material consists of a series of unique events that only 
occur once. Yet, on the other hand, he argues that “these same events are 
also specifi c instances of general propositions, and it is only as such that 
they are susceptible to theoretical understanding.” According to Morgen-
thau, the task of theory is “to detect in the welter of the unique facts of 
experience that which is uniform, similar, and typical. It is its task to re-
duce the facts of experience to mere specifi c instances of general proposi-
tions, to detect behind them the general laws to which they owe their exis-
tence and which determine their development.” 11  Morgenthau concedes 
that it is often diffi  cult to determine the line demarcating the unique from 
the general, and a spirited exchange among the conference participants 
takes place on this issue. Because of the ambiguous nature of politics, Mor-
genthau issues a warning to those who were tempted to ignore this fact in 
their attempt to impose scientifi c standards on the study of international 
politics. For Morgenthau, “a theory of international relations which yielded 
to that temptation would become a metaphysics, superimposing a logically 
coherent intellectual scheme upon a reality which falls far short of such 
coherence.” 12  

 While Morgenthau was aware of the ambiguity of historical events and 
of the diffi  culty of diff erentiating between the general and the particular, 
he argued that it was the assumption of rationality that allowed for the 
possibility of a theory of international politics. For Morgenthau, it was the 
rationality of the IR theorist, of the foreign-policy practitioner, and even of 
the activity of international relations itself that made a theory of interna-
tional politics possible. Morgenthau argues that “what makes a theory of 
international relations possible in spite of the ambiguities of its subject 
matter is the rationality in which both the mind of the observer and the 
object of observation, that is, international relations, partake.” 13  He held 
that one of the central tasks of theory was to sort out the rational from the 
contingent elements so that a degree of order could be discerned from the 
otherwise random and unconnected events that make up international 
relations. A crucial function of theory, for Morgenthau, was “to detect in 
the welter of the unique facts of experience that which is uniform, similar, 
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and typical” (1959, 19). Th us, on one level, the assumption of rationality was 
defended on the grounds that it was what allowed for the possibility of a 
theory of politics. Morgenthau wrote that political realism “shares with all 
social theory the need, for the sake of theoretical understanding, to stress 
the rational elements of political reality; for it is these rational elements 
that make reality intelligible for theory” (1955, 7). 

 In the political sphere, the central concept for Morgenthau was interest 
defi ned in terms of power. Th is concept, according to Morgenthau, “allows 
the observer to distinguish the fi eld of politics from other social spheres, to 
orient himself in the maze of empirical phenomena which make up the 
fi eld of politics, and to establish a measure of rational order within it” 
(1959, 17). Th e key concept of interest defi ned in terms of power provided a 
rational map that could be used as a tool to approach political reality. In 
one of the fi eld’s most famous metaphors, Morgenthau likened a theory of 
international politics to a map: “Such a theory is a kind of rational outline 
of international relations, a map of the international scene. . . . Such a map 
then will tell us what are the rational possibilities for travel from one spot 
on the map to another, and which road is most likely to be taken by certain 
travelers under certain conditions.” 14  Morgenthau did not adopt the as-
sumption of rationality simply to develop an academic theory of interna-
tional politics. For Morgenthau, one of the main aims of a theory of inter-
national politics was to better inform those who were responsible for 
conducting foreign policy. According to Morgenthau, “a theory of interna-
tional relations presents not only a guide to understanding, but also an 
ideal for action. It presents a map of the international scene not only in 
order to understand what that scene is like, but also in order to show the 
shortest and safest road to a given objective.” 15  

 Morgenthau held that a rational foreign policy was by its very nature a 
good foreign policy, because rationality was a precondition of a prudent 
foreign policy. As such, his theory necessarily contained a normative ele-
ment. Th is might help explain why Morgenthau was so quiet during the 
discussion that the conference participants had about the diff erent types 
of theory, especially regarding the diff erence between a normative and a 
general theory of politics. For Morgenthau, a general theory of interna-
tional politics had the practical aim of helping foreign-policy practitioners 
make better-informed decisions. Rationality was valued for its capacity to 
help provide a coherent picture of the international scene and to foster 
successful foreign policies. In  Politics Among Nations , Morgenthau wrote, 
“political realism considers a rational foreign policy to be good foreign 
policy; for only a rational foreign policy minimizes risks and maximizes 
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benefi ts and, hence, complies both with the moral precept of prudence and 
the political requirement of success” (1955, 7). 

 conclusion 
 Morgenthau was confi dent that his realist theory provided the fi eld with a 
general theory of international politics that demarcated international rela-
tions as an autonomous realm of activity. Th is, he believed, was one of the 
core functions of theory. He was, nevertheless, guarded about what theory 
could and could not do. It was on the basis of Morgenthau’s erudite under-
standing of politics that led him to appreciate the limits of what a theory of 
international politics could accomplish. It was this understanding that put 
him at odds with the liberal rationalists of the interwar period and the 
post–World War II behavioralists who were calling for a scientifi c theory 
of politics. For Morgenthau, a science of international politics was simply 
impossible because “politics is an art and not a science, and what is re-
quired for its mastery is not the rationality of an engineer but the wisdom 
and moral strength of a statesman” (1946, 10). 

 Following the 1954 conference, a cleavage increasingly developed be-
tween those like Morgenthau who were advocating a realist theory of in-
ternational politics and behavioralists advocating a science of politics. It 
was in the midst of the controversy generated by the behavioral revolution 
that a follow-up conference, once again fi nancially supported by the Rocke-
feller Foundation, was held in 1957 at the Institute of War and Peace Stud-
ies of Columbia University. 16  Th e central question that the participants of 
the second conference were asked to consider was: “how does one go about 
making statements of a general character in International Relations that 
are true, useful, and hitherto not yet obvious?” 17  A wide range of answers 
were off ered, and they were largely a function of whether a particular scholar 
endorsed a normative, empirical/scientifi c, or rational theory of interna-
tional politics. Th is would prove to be the last meeting of the “American 
Committee on International Relations.” 

 Th e importance of the 1954 Conference on Th eory of International Poli-
tics was in spurring the members of the fi eld of IR to develop a general 
theory of international politics. Th e conference itself was a testimony of the 
recognition that emerged after World War II that theory was an absolutely 
essential component of IR. While recognizing the centrality of theory to 
the study of international relations, signifi cant diff erences existed among 
the conference participants on a range of issues relating to the purpose 



94 the rockefeller foundation conference

and functions of theory, the nature and content of theory, the limitations 
of theory, and the diff erent types of theory. Th e fact that a small group of 
scholars that were selected personally by Th ompson and the Rockefeller 
Foundation could not come to a consensus on these issues did not repre-
sent an auspicious beginning for what would become a very long road to a 
theory of international politics. Yet the conference provided a strong foun-
dation for subsequent work on a theory of international politics. Th omson 
concluded his summary of the conference proceedings with the following 
recommendation: “a spirit of mutual respect must increasingly animate 
good theoretical work” (1955, 746). Unfortunately, this has not always been 
the case as scholars have continued the elusive quest for a general theory of 
international politics. 

 notes 
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 4 

 THE SPEECH AC T OF REALISM 

 The Move That Made IR 

 ole wæver 

 The simple question addressed in this chapter is:  What were they 
doing?  

 Th is remarkable group of hyperinfl uential, realist theorists of IR 
met to discuss how to further the production of  theory  in IR, the docu-
ments say. But what did they do? What became the place of this theorizing 
in the history of the discipline of international relations? Th ey did not only 
further theory; they also shaped the discipline and its theories in particu-
lar ways. 

 To ask “what were they doing?” really includes three diff erent questions: 
one about the intentions of the people present at the workshop in 1954, a 
second one about the intentions  of the texts  that they produced (a subtle 
distinction asserted vehemently by Quentin Skinner; more on this below), 
and a third about the eff ects of their actions. 

 Th e fi rst part of this chapter makes a general argument about how to 
write the history of IR theory, and focuses on what status to assign to the 
so-called great debates of the discipline. Th is is an important question, 
because the debates could be a possible way to frame the speech acts of 
the papers and discussions in 1954. On this basis, the second half of this 
chapter discusses fi ve diff erent interpretations, fi ve main axes or focal 
points that could be structuring their debates, and these all turn out to 
be, to varying degrees, elements of a combined interpretation. By seeing 
this combination—the move made at this cross-section of debates—it be-
comes possible to understand what these realists  did . And some of the—
surprisingly—long-term eff ects on the discipline of IR can be traced back 
to this crucial instant. 
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 . debating debates—doing 
disciplinary history 

 International relations tends to recount its history in terms of “great 
debates”—a sequence of three or four major debates starting with the one 
between the “realists” and the “utopians” (or “idealists”) in the 1930s or 
1940s. Th is framing is by no means uncontroversial. In fact, the dominant 
attitude to this convention today is that it is something of a bad habit: that 
this excessive focus on polarized alternatives and large, loosely defi ned 
“paradigms” inhibits intellectual growth. References to “great debates” these 
days are mostly negative. Also within the specialized subfi eld (or sub-sub-
fi eld) of disciplinary history, the story of great debates has fallen out of fa-
vor, and they are mostly treated as myths to be debunked. 

 I will question this dominant derision of the “debates” in three steps. 
Th e fi rst, which will only be briefl y summarized, sees a naïvety in assum-
ing that great debates are recurrent “mistakes,” a “bad habit,” and not an 
integral element of the intellectual and social structures of the discipline. 
Second, the major section in this fi rst part of the paper reconstructs a more 
sociologically sound conception of great debates, with the help of theorists 
such as Randall Collins and Quentin Skinner. Finally, I look briefl y at the 
debate on the fi rst great debate among disciplinary historians and restate 
the legitimate conclusions to be drawn from their historical investigations 
of the actual debate. 

 1.1. Debates for a Reason 

 Much of the diagnostic and prescriptive literature on the state of the disci-
pline laments the dominance of debatism. It is pointed out, with much 
justifi cation, that it is unproductive for intellectual clarifi cation and assess-
ment of theories to focus on large, unwieldy, and loosely coupled “para-
digms” and ill-defi ned metalevel disagreements (Puchala 2002; Hellmann 
2003; Waltz 1997). 

 However, very often the argument is made in a form that implies that we 
are here talking about a kind of pure, personal choice—that debates as a 
form of self-refl ection and self-description can be handled purely by decid-
ing individually about how to pursue enlightenment. Th is is sociologically 
naïve. If great debates have been a recurrent pattern, they are probably not 
extraneous, isolated occurrences—they are part of the structure of the IR 
discipline. Exactly how the pattern of great debates fi ts in the peculiar social 
and intellectual structure of IR as a discipline has been explored elsewhere 
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(Wæver 1998, 2003, 2007), and for the present purpose, it suffi  ces to point 
to the embeddedness of the pattern in relations of hierarchy, power, and 
coordination. Furthermore, debates are not a sign of disintegration, as as-
sumed especially by quasi-positivists in their longing for a cumulative-
consensus science. Debates are as much a form of integration, and histori-
cally IR has been focused and has agreed on a specifi c set of main theories 
and overarching questions more so than, for example, sociology and com-
parative politics. (Very likely, the prominence of great debates is on the 
decline, and the discipline of IR is currently moving toward less integra-
tion [Wæver 2007]. But that is in the present context only a morbid irony 
and not really relevant to the argument pursued.) A third observation to be 
drawn from this observation is that the social organization of this particu-
lar discipline has been focused on theory. Th e high degree of coherence, 
focus, and social regulation has been achieved through a relatively clear 
hierarchy of key journals, and these journals both favored a dominant for-
mat of theory-anchored empirical studies (and a more limited number of 
pure theory articles) and were mostly run by leading theorists or their pro-
tégés. IR is not necessarily “more theoretical”—or, for that matter, theo-
retically more sophisticated—than neighboring disciplines, but the  idea  of 
theory has been powerful and instrumental. 

 1.2. The Sociology of Debates, Theories, and Moves 

 Next we must establish a sustainable, microsociological understanding of 
“debates.” Th ese are usually treated as metaphysical, free-fl oating entities 
and thus become very easy to denounce. However, it is possible to concep-
tualize debates with a microtheoretical foundation in meaningful prac-
tices by researchers. 

 Before I turn to more elaborate theories, the argument can be made on its 
own terms: studying (and teaching) the great debates helps not only to 
under stand the pattern, not only to track  what theories  are in the fi eld, but 
also to understand  what is in  those theories, that is, how they are structured. 
And by understanding why they look the way they do, it also becomes eas-
ier to get deeper into their inner logic and thus to work with them. 

 Th eories are shaped by their immediate social setting, that is, the aca-
demic scene (and only to a much lower degree by external factors relating 
to political developments); they are not developed in an ideal process of 
“learning” and adjusting as previous theories generate anomalies or weak-
nesses (Kuhn 1962; Lakatos 1970). Th e academic scene is much more com-
bative, and there are always a (limited) number of theories competing. 
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Th erefore, the landscape or “fronts” explain to a very large extent what a 
given theory is “up to,” that is, why particular challenges are seen as deci-
sive for this theory. To prove A or redefi ne B is important  because of  what 
this will mean in the current main fi ghts. Th erefore, one can best get to the 
heart of a theory by understanding what it was designed  to do  originally—
and for that you need to have a good, graphic depiction of what the scene 
was like. As Peter Berger notes, in a phrase attributed to “a somewhat cyni-
cal colleague,” “the goal of every scholarly enterprise is to blow someone’s 
theory out of the water” (2002, 1). 

 To understand a theory implies knowing why it was created (that way), 
and this follows from understanding its context. In other words, to under-
stand neorealism, it helps to have the IR scene of the 1970s as setting and 
see how Waltz intervened most cleverly and strategically with his struc-
tural relaunch of realism. Similarly, Keohane constructed his neoliberalism 
on the basis of rational egoism and as a theory that says but a few important 
things, as a strategic move in relation to a discipline in which Waltz had by 
then triumphed. After Keohane’s intervention, the standards of evaluation 
were transformed accordingly. Th at certain elements of poststructuralism 
came to be defi ning in an IR context (diff erent from poststructuralism else-
where) had a lot to do with the battle lines and constellations among IR 
theories (Wæver 1996). Wendt’s theory is statecentric for theory-internal 
reasons (having to do with the structure-agency debate) but surely also for 
relational reasons—it thus becomes a companion to Waltz and Keohane, 
the third book on that top shelf. 

 Contextual events—wars, changes of zeitgeist, funding patterns, 9/11—
will be woven into the story, but the  understanding  of the main theories is 
enhanced more by coming to grips with their meaning as theoretical in-
terventions than from contextual factors. 

 Th is argument about the importance of debates exists in the shape of a 
much more general (and far-reaching) model. Randall Collins, in his re-
markable book  Th e Sociology of Philosophies: A Global Th eory of Intellec-
tual Change  (1998), develops a general theory of how intellectual work can 
be understood through the networks of—in his case—philosophers. Th is 
allows him to trace philosophical thought in ancient Greece; China; Japan; 
India; medieval Islamic, Jewish, and Christian traditions; and modern Eu-
rope. Not “only” that, but he explains it all in a conception that covers both 
the “micro” level of the movements and moves of individuals and (more 
problematically; cf. Goodman 2001) the “macro” level of the large patterns. 
Th e core is intellectual confl ict, which is “always limited by focus on certain 
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topics, and by the search for allies” (Collins 1998, 1) and produces “the law 
of small numbers” (Collins 1998, 38, 81). Th e number of positions that suc-
ceeds in gaining general attention (and constitutes the active schools of 
thought that reproduce themselves for more than one or two generations) 
is typically  three to six . Th ere have to be rival positions, thus there are al-
ways at least two, and then it is easy to fi nd a third position in contrast to 
both. Th e upper limit is around six, because the need for allies and the 
scarcity of attention tend to make processes of multiplication beyond this 
self-defeating. 

 Probably Collins generalizes too lightly (even with the nuances made 
possible by 1,100 pages). Th e theory is applicable to philosophy and sociol-
ogy but not as easily so to more monoparadigmatic natural sciences or 
more fragmented disciplines like parts of the humanities. Th erefore, the 
sociology of the social sciences needs to supplement Collins’s magisterial 
grand theory with a diff erentiation among disciplines (e.g., drawing on 
Whitley 2000). However, when mapping IR in more detail (Wæver 2003), 
it turns out that IR happens to be rather like philosophy (and some parts of 
sociology) in this respect, so Collins  is  actually quite applicable to us. Th e 
intellectual law of small numbers works on us too. Or at least it used to. 

 External factors matter, but it is important to avoid unsustainable re-
ductionism or functionalism, where social factors determine science in a 
direct sense, which is hard to square with the actual practices and motiva-
tions of researchers. Collins works in a three-step procedure from the in-
side out. Social factors do not work on theories directly but rather indi-
rectly through their eff ects on the “micro-core.” 

 1. Th eories are most shaped by their immediate social setting, the aca-
demic scene. Th e core is never an individual as such but always “a conver-
sation,” and the driving motivations are rarely about external factors di-
rectly but about moves to be made vis-à-vis other scholars and their 
theories—Collins’s “intellectual law of small numbers.” 

 2 Th e organizational base: universities, publishers, churches, regal pa-
trons, and other suppliers of material resources. 

 3. Th e largest structure, the political and economic forces that feed these 
organizations. Th is includes the events that we write about, that is, inter-
national relations, which has been a favored cause in many refl ections on 
the history of the discipline, where it is here stressed that changes like the 
rise and fall of power centers infl uence the discipline but do not directly 
translate into theory. 
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 One layer does not reduce to another; least of all do the contents of the 
philosophies reduce to the outermost material and political conditions. 
Intellectuals maneuver within their own attention space, reshaping the 
tools at hand from past and current controversies internal to their own 
sphere, while energized by the structural opportunities opening up in the 
material and political world surrounding them. 

 (collins 1998, 622) 

 At the outermost causal layer, the geopolitical and economic rise or fall of 
states shifts the location of resources, expanding the material bases for 
some intellectual networks at the expense of others. Networks realign; new 
philosophical positions appear. 

 (collins 1998, 623) 

 Intellectual life, like everything else, takes place in a series of embedded 
levels. Start at the centre with a human body charged with emotions and 
consciousness. Around him or her is the intellectual network and its dy-
namics, the market opportunities for ideas which open up at particular 
times. Creativity comes to those individuals optimally positioned to take 
advantage of these opportunities. 

 (collins 1998, 51) 

 With this approach, there is a route for social factors to infl uence science, 
but always through the mechanisms closer to researchers. And the theory 
is thoroughly social, even if the core arena is one where intellectual moves 
are made and battles are fought, alliances formed, and positions built 
through theorizing. 

 Obviously, this does not exclude the fact that in a specifi c situation such as 
the 1954 conference, it was important for the academic participants to relate 
to policy. Th e main warning is in relation to the elements that structure their 
basic academic contributions, their main works, and their major commit-
ments. A question about the kind of theory that ought to be put forward is 
shaped in relation to the academic world. Policy relevance is ultimately caus-
ally relevant to the extent that it translates into power within academe. 

 When developing fuller stories of disciplinary history, there is something 
important to be gained from all of the generations of sociology of science, 
including complex combinations of internal and external as well as social 
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and cognitive (Mirowski 2004; Wæver and Tickner 2009). However, with 
regard to the more limited question addressed in this article, the emphasis 
will be on how much can be achieved with an approach like Collins’s, espe-
cially if expanded on by core ideas borrowed from Quentin Skinner. 

 Skinner, and more generally the so-called Cambridge School in concep-
tual history, has developed a powerful approach to the study of the history 
of political thought and theory. Originally, it was not developed for recent 
history, as in our case, but in order to recover the author’s intentions in 
writing classic works of political theory. Studying Hobbes, the guiding 
question would be what  Leviathan  did to the intellectual landscape of the 
time and thereby to political options and defi nitions. Th e approach is too 
often summarized as “contextualism,” which has led to strange discussions 
where Skinner’s approach is sometimes assimilated to externalist explana-
tions (and contrasted to internalism, then linked in IR discussions to a re-
tracing of debates in the discipline as practiced by Gunnell [1993] and 
Schmidt [1998, 36–37]). Th is is rather absurd given the centrality in Skin-
ner’s approach of the textual moves at the heart of what one text does in 
relation to other texts. Th is is developed on the basis of speech-act theory. 

 “I argue that, if we are to write the history of ideas in a properly historical 
style, we need to situate the texts we study within such intellectual contexts 
and frameworks of discourse as enable us to recognise what their authors 
were  doing  in writing them” (Skinner 2002, 7). Because of its focus on “do-
ing  in  writing them,” the investigation does not go to underlying motives in 
the sense of personal inner feelings but to what the text tries to do. 1  To 
understand this, one needs to be aware of the general theoretical or disci-
plinary situation at the time. Th is “contextualism” means that one does not 
read Hobbes as giving answers to timeless, deep questions that should 
then be compared to answers from two thousand years earlier or two hun-
dred years later; it means that his works should be understood in terms of 
the diff erence they made, when made. Th is means, for instance, that one 
should not overemphasize the leading works that might stand now as de-
fi ning for that period but should also read possibly “minor” works in the 
history of political thought, if they mattered then, when they were written. 
Th is way, one can reconstruct the intellectual landscape and see why par-
ticular moves were important and eff ective in changing the terms of de-
bate for others. 

 Texts become participants in debates in the following way: 

 Th e types of utterances I am considering can never be viewed simply as 
strings of propositions; they must always be viewed at the same time as 
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arguments. But to argue is always to argue for or against a certain assump-
tion or point of view or course of action. It follows that, if we wish to under-
stand such utterances, we shall have to fi nd some means of identifying the 
precise nature of the intervention constituted by the act of uttering 
them. . . . We need to see it not simply as a proposition but as a move in an 
argument. So we need to grasp why it seemed worth making that precise 
move by way of recapturing the presuppositions and purposes that went 
into the making of it. 

 (skinner 2002, 115) 

 When the text at hand is not a written, published one but a transcript 
like our document in this project (reprinted in appendix 1), the meaning of 
meaning has to be slightly redefi ned. Th e text  is  not in itself a move in the 
collective process of meaning making—what we see in the 1954 workshop 
is rather a  move in the making . Th e intention of the text is the strategizing 
shown in relation to other texts in the surroundings as well as the debates 
that go on in the room. Intentions of persons can in some ways be better 
assessed in this case than with normal texts—we get a clearer sense of the 
people involved in the process, but still it is always problematic to go too 
deeply into questions that are more mental than mediated, more about 
consciousness than communication (in Niklas Luhmann’s terminology), 
or more about perceptions than discourse. Th e main emphasis will therefore 
be on the intentions of the text in the present case, despite the particular 
complexities having to do with its status. 

 1.3. The Fairly Great Debate on the “First Great Debate” 

 IR has witnessed an increased refl exivity on the issue of how to write IR 
history and what is at stake in doing so (Schmidt 1998, 2002; Guzzini 1998; 
Holden 2001, 2002, 2006). In these refl ections, one empirical case is a 
privileged reference point: the fi rst great debate. In addition to the argu-
ments made in the general historiographic writings, a number of special-
ized historical studies have increasingly built a revisionist consensus 
against the previously dominant image of the fi rst debate (especially Quirk 
and Vigneswaran 2005; also Wilson 1998, 2003; Ashworth 2002, 2006). 

 Whereas the traditional rendition of this foundational “debate” saw re-
alists and idealists/utopians pitted against each other throughout the 1930s 
and into the 1940s (with the realists ultimately prevailing), the revised story 
goes like this: Th e interwar period actually saw very little debate along 
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these lines, and there certainly were no discernable “schools.” Probably, it 
is still fair to say that the dominant scholars were not realists and that a lot 
of the leading representatives of the new discipline of IR held some of the 
views later ascribed to the “utopians,” but few if any held all of them, and 
they certainly did not think of themselves as a group, school, or paradigm. 
Carr construes the straw man of “utopians” in order to inaugurate his real-
ism. Several of the scholars so labeled actually responded to the attacks, 
but Carr did not reply to his critics (Long 2003). 

 Other writers, including Morgenthau (1946), carried out relatively parallel 
attacks on both the philosophical foundations of “idealism” and the foreign-
policy doctrines as such, however without presenting it at this stage in the 
terms of two contrasting IR perspectives. In  Scientifi c Man Versus Power 
Politics  (Morgenthau 1946), the index lacks an entry for “realism” (or, for that 
matter, “international politics/relations” or “theory”—whereas “realism” is 
in both  Politics Among Nations  [1948] 2  and Carr’s  Twenty Years’ Crisis  [1939], 
“international politics” in the former, and “theory” in none of them). 

 In the 1940s, it became standard operating procedure for realists to 
point out the contrast between realists and idealists. At this time, no theo-
retical debate took place either, because very few scholars tried to uphold 
anything akin to the idealist position. 

 Quirk and Vigneswaran (2005) then make their most fascinating obser-
vation: it was in the  second debate  that the idea of “great debates” was culti-
vated (although Quirk and Vigneswaran here seem to ignore Morgenthau’s 
1952 attempt to defi ne “another great debate” around the national interest). 
Th eir astute observation is that the fi rst great debate was promoted to 
mythic status to increase the legitimacy of the second debate! By being 
placed into the same category as this famous period in the history of the 
discipline, the leading participants in the second debate enjoy an elevated 
status. 

 Th e curious interaction of the debates—with backward historical cau-
sality—is reiterated in (what is called) the third debate, because it has the 
peculiar role of distorting the  chronology  of the fi rst debate. Whereas pre-
vious observers had been aware that the IR works of the fi rst debate only 
appeared in the 1940s (1939 in the case of Carr), the depiction in the third 
debate of the sequence pushes the fi rst debate decisively (and incorrectly) 
back to the interwar period. 

 All of this is interesting in relation to my sociology of the discipline, be-
cause it reinforces the point that debates as an  institution  have been crucial 
to IR. Th e most important in the present context is where this historical 
revision for the status of the fi rst debate actually leaves the fi rst debate. 
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 Th e new historical literature on the fi rst debate has mostly summarized 
its own fi ndings in terms of three errors it fi nds in the traditional story: 

  1. Th e idealists/utopians were not a group, and many of them did not 
hold the views ascribed to them. 

  2. Th ere was no active exchange at any time, neither in the interwar nor 
in the immediate postwar period. 

  3. Th e most important texts that instigated the distinction appeared 
from 1939 and into the 1950s, that is, during and right after World War 
II, not during the interwar period. 

 However, whether it should be concluded on this basis that the fi rst de-
bate was a myth depends on what it means for a debate to be real. It is a 
myth  too —the stereotyped version à la Carr has had an impressive grip on 
the discipline since then and has been reenacted over and over again to 
settle all kinds of debates that really were not similar to the original one 
(Walker 1992). But this does not mean that it is a pure invention without 
any connection to what realists did at the time—quite the contrary! 

 One can think of four diff erent meanings of the “existence” of a debate: 

 1.  An accurate description of the majority of researchers of the day . Th e 
universe of scholars actually consisted of “idealists” and “realists” who self-
identifi ed as members of these respective groups. Th is is probably an overly 
naïve empiricism that underestimates the structure of academic universes, 
where some scholars defi ne the situation more than others and the num-
ber of adherents is less important than the meaning created mostly by 
certain leading scholars. 

 2.  A dominant “map” at a given time.  Many scholars do other things, 
take up middle-ground positions, apply one specifi c theory, and so on, but 
their idea of their overarching options are defi ned by these dominant, de-
bating positions. Although not everyone fi ts into these positions or identi-
fi es with them, a large part of the research community refers and relates to 
this structure as defi ning the major alternatives available. 

 3. Th ere are not two parties that agree to have a debate. Instead,  one of 
the poles constitutes itself by positing this axis . Th e debate is thereby real as 
speech act, as textual practice. To the extent that this succeeds, this situa-
tion will often gradually transform into situation number 2. 

 4.  It is the dominant narrative about the past of the discipline, and as 
such it is eff ective in the present . Th is comes close to tautology and becomes 



the speech act of realism 107

trivial if the meaning of a past debate being real is only its ghostly presence 
at a later stage. 

 With this perspective, it seems reasonable to reinterpret the fi ndings of the 
fi rst-debate revisionists in terms diff erent from their own conclusions. Th e 
fi rst debate is certainly of type 3 and possibly of type 2 as well. 3  Th e relative 
one-sidedness is common to those kinds of debates: they are not necessar-
ily ongoing “debates” between two sides; rather, they are constructed in 
the speech act of one theory, which thereby defi nes the other. 

 Th e reality of the fi rst debate furthermore shows in the way that realism 
is shaped by it. Ironically, the downgrading of debates runs the risk of 
strengthening the image that realists usually prefer, that is, that of a time-
less tradition. In the standard textbook presentation, realism  runs itself  
throughout the millennia—and the fi rst debate is one of its most heroic 
periods. A critical history of the fi rst debate allows us to see how we got a 
particular form of realism in the mid-twentieth century. If the fi rst debate 
is denounced, the intention might be to undermine all aggregate positions, 
but the more likely eff ect is that the particular, historical formation of  this  
realism gets lost, collapsing us back into the image of realism as such. 

 Hedley Bull (1972) has pointed out that postwar realism came to diff er 
from “traditional realism” exactly because it was born by giving diff erent 
answers to the questions of the interwar “idealists.” Most importantly, the 
moral question was framed completely diff erently. Partly due to the form 
of the debate with the idealists, and partly because of the general political 
context (the twentieth century, democracy, the United States), there was 
not much full-fl edged “Machiavellianism” pleading for amoralism as such. 
Instead there was a highly moral argument for the superiority of an ap-
proach rooted in power compared to one rooted in law, wishful thinking, 
or moralizing (cf. Liska 1977, 1981). Th e argument was not that one should 
not care about moral questions but that policies ignoring power were 
proven to lead to wars or appeasement (or both), whereas a policy that 
took the national interest as its guiding star was more likely to manage 
the international situation well and thus serve both one’s own interests/
values and the systemic preference for peace. (After all,  Politics Among 
Nations  was subtitled  Th e Struggle for Power and Peace .) It was a moral 
argument for putting moral arguments in a particularly circumscribed 
position. And this would hardly have been the case if twentieth-century 
American realism had been born in a “debate with” or “move against” 
another opponent. 
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 Th e combined conclusion to all of part 1 is that debates exist. Th ey have 
been an integrated part of the discipline of IR; they are not metaphysical 
abstractions but can be given a sociologically sound interpretation in terms 
of scholarly behavior. And although the heroic story of the fi rst debate that 
has long dominated IR was deeply fl awed, the revisionist historians have 
not really shown that no debate took place, only that it did in a very diff er-
ent form (and at a diff erent time) than is usually assumed. Th us, as we will 
move to the reading of the 1954 texts, we will have recourse to the category 
of “debates.” And we have some more rigorous tools and principles, espe-
cially derived from the speech-act theoretical historical model of Skinner. 

 . the status angst of the modern 
(american?) social sciences 

 Section 4, below, the second main part of this article, will use the above 
understanding of “debates” to interpret the 1954 workshop and its meaning 
for the history of IR as a discipline. However, it is fi rst necessary to refl ect 
briefl y on another kind of dynamic. “Debates” are basically internal to a 
discipline and driven by competition among diff erent networks and orien-
tations within it. However, sometimes acts seem to be made about and on 
behalf of the discipline at large—and internal debates can be about defi n-
ing the identity of the discipline. 

 Generally, in writings on the history of the social sciences, a theme that 
is often emphasized is the fi ght for becoming (or remaining) credible as 
science. Th is typically implies a hierarchy where the natural sciences are 
the real sciences. Economics has almost made it to this status, and the 
other social sciences try to emulate economics, which in turn is emulating 
(allegedly) the natural sciences. What seem to be at fi rst debates among 
diff erent theories are interpreted in many of the most penetrating analyses 
of disciplinary history as struggles over the identity of a discipline—and 
not only competition between diff erent identity projects but rather projects 
aimed at securing an identity for the discipline as such (e.g., Wagner et al. 
1991; Ross 1992; Gunnell 1993; Farr et al. 1995; Schmidt 1998; Guzzini 1998). 

 Attempts to defi ne a discipline can often be seen as attempts to stake 
out “territory,” but this is less about a “land grab” and more about forming 
secure, defendable borders. It is a challenge to become well defi ned enough 
to count as a meaningful academic enterprise. 

 A major problem with much of this literature is that the analyses are 
presented as if this were normal rather than occurring under exceptional 
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conditions. Th is amounts to assuming that a discipline acts on the basis of 
collective rationality, although such an assumption has no microtheoreti-
cal basis. It makes sense only if the discipline in a quite integrated format 
has strong “representatives” or “leaders.” Most of the time, a discipline is 
less driven by concern for survival or relative status, but claims on behalf 
of the discipline are made in order to strengthen one program vis-à-vis 
another. (Again, see the previous section, because the social environment 
that matters to most scholars is the immediate one, that is, their colleagues 
and competitors within their own discipline or even subfi eld, not the 
struggle “for IR” within academe at large or even “society.”) We should, 
however, allow for the possibility of those rare moments of clear leader-
ship, but only when specifi c groups have secured a relatively tight grip of 
the discipline, whereas under normal circumstances, claims of this kind 
are to be interpreted as internal to a discipline. (And thus, much can be 
learned from those historical writings, even if their status as general inter-
pretations has to be seriously challenged.) Why both sides of this picture 
have to be taken into account will become clear below, in our case analysis. 

 . interlude: structural slips in recounts 
of realism 

 Before I turn to the operational usage of the above framework for the is-
sue at hand, let me briefl y note the absence of this kind of study. Some of 
the best extensive studies of “realism” actually make methodological 
noises similar to the above, such as M. J. Smith’s and Jonathan Haslam’s 
(the latter even with direct reference to Skinner), but actually end up be-
traying these principles, because they operate with a longer realist tradi-
tion (Smith 1986; Haslam 2002). Th en, naturally, the particular phenom-
enon of postwar American realism is only to a secondary degree resituated 
in its unique context and is primarily treated as a moment in the longer 
history of realism. (Th is is even more strongly the case for books—other-
wise very helpful—that discuss in a contrasting mode three to fi ve more 
or less timeless traditions: Wight [1992], Boucher [1998], Donelan [1990], 
and many others). 

 Much of the very helpful and inspiring literature that comes forth these 
years on single realist authors (or occasionally on two or three in one book) 
are mostly interested in tracing their philosophical roots—not least 
whether to read them in relation to European or American traditions or to 
this or that European philosopher (e.g., Bain 2000; Scheuerman 2007). In 
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the best cases, this is extended into attempts to fi nd forgotten value in their 
approaches and use them for interventions in the current political or aca-
demic situation (for particularly successful examples, see Williams [2005] 
and Tjalve [2008]). However, this rarely allows their moves in the particular 
time and place to be seen in their own context, and especially not as IR 
moves (although Tjalve [2008] is an important study that places Niebuhr 
and Morgenthau in their contemporary context in the United States, but 
more as public intellectuals than as IR theorists, and Guzzini [1998] is care-
ful in distinguishing the diff erent moves made during diff erent periods but 
makes relatively less of alternative approaches during the early periods). 

 . what was done at the 
may  conference 

 Th e central question to ask about the transcript and the workshop papers 
from 1954 is: how did the intellectual landscape and the social situation for 
IR look to the participants, and what were the changes they tried to achieve? 

 Methodologically, that we are dealing with a transcript and unpublished 
papers written for the meeting raises interesting possibilities and chal-
lenges. An advantage of the transcript form is that you can almost get the 
tone, sense what is controversial, apprehend where the familiar disagree-
ments are, and so forth. It is also possible for the participants to refer to 
others outside the room in a format diff erent from published work. On the 
other hand, one cannot apply the normal Skinnerian principles directly, 
because we are not dealing here with “acting in writing.” Th e texts are not 
acts and moves in the most immediate sense, because they are not located 
in the public process of exchange of arguments as an article or a book can 
be. When looking at the workshop in an action perspective, the question is 
therefore primarily to understand how the participants saw the challenge. 
Th e disciplinary actions in the narrow sense were constituted by what 
they—mostly individually—did in the following years, as well as what they 
did not do, and by the way actions in the conference shaped the discipline 
indirectly by shaping these “public” actions. 

 Th erefore, the challenge is to fi nd out by what fronts, opponents, de-
bates, or issues they were guided and discover how the question of a “Th e-
ory of International Politics” was constituted before and after the event. 
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 4.1. First Debate 

 Th e fi rst candidate for a debate opponent is obviously “idealism.” Th e stan-
dard story about the famous fi rst great debate tells us that a number of the 
conference attendees were prominently involved in it. So, what is the role 
of the fi rst debate in this seminar? Th ey are not engaging in it as such, 
naturally—because the opponent is not present in the room. But it seems 
to be the taken-for-granted background. As Arnold Wolfers says, “the real-
ist says that nations are after power. Th e idealist says they are worried 
about moral ends. Th is is the constant debate and the lesson of mankind” 
(242, appendix 1 of this volume). 

 Th ey see themselves as a group relatively united on this issue, victorious 
in the debate and basically charged now with suppressing the inevitable re-
current attempts to make idealist mistakes. Th ey do not, however, see them-
selves as confronting a serious academic opponent. (Th is, to state the obvi-
ous, confi rms the interpretation above about the fi rst debate as real—as a 
 realist operation —and not necessarily a debate in the traditional sense.) 
Th e fi rst debate in this role is an important condition for understanding the 
situation—it is a crucial background but is not what animates the event. 

 Th ey do refer to themselves as “realists” (not constantly, but both Niebuhr 
and Wolfers do so on 242). More importantly, however, is an implicit, un-
questioned assumption: they are now the representatives of the discipline. 
Th ere are few references (see section 4.4 below, on the second debate) to 
behavioralists  in IR : only a mention in a memorandum by Kenneth Th omp-
son that the journal  World Politics  has been taken over by the behavioral-
ists (something echoed in the transcript, 257–61). But when talking about 
teaching, Ph.D.s, and textbooks toward the end, it is assumed that  they , the 
realists, can speak on behalf of the discipline; what their kind of people do 
is what IR is. More revealing than specifi c passages like this is the general 
tone—and what is not said. Th ere is a general absence of any distinction 
between their strivings and a wider discipline. Whereas later periods 
would see constant references to diff erent programs or approaches within 
IR, the 1954 conference attendees simply feel entitled to speak on behalf 
of the discipline. “We are IR” and “we are realists” are overlapping 
presuppositions. 

 Th is in itself does not explain the form of their textual acts, but it is an 
important fi rst step. 
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 4.2. Foreign Policy 

 A second possibility for a driving debate could be one over American for-
eign policy. We often fi nd that a theory debate really stands in for political 
disagreements. In that case, we should fi nd a structure in the arguments 
where alternatives are defi ned in foreign-policy terms or follow disagree-
ments over foreign policy. (Th is is, for instance, the case in what Morgenthau 
labeled “Another ‘Great Debate’: Th e National Interest of the United States” 
[Morgenthau 1952], but it really was not “another” debate but rather an 
echo of the fi rst debate.) In the conference, however, we do not fi nd discus-
sions over diff erent clear alternative lines in foreign policy. 

 Rather, in relation to policy, the picture at the 1954 conference is one of 
constant operational errors, a weakness of overarching vision, and there-
fore a need to improve on policy by a recourse to  their  input. Does this 
mean that they fi nd it realistic to come up with a theory that really guides 
and assists policy? Th e policymakers in the group clearly ask for this again 
and again, but the theorists are not inclined to promise much. Ironically, 
they come closest in the discussion on moral theory, where there is much 
intimation that one should be able to specify better the aims of U.S. foreign 
policy theoretically. But in the part on a “general theory of international 
politics,” the leading theorists are quite careful when they suggest what 
theory can do vis-à-vis policy. (More could be said here about the theory-
practice issue, which they dance around several times, but this is ad-
dressed in other chapters of this book, and for the present purpose, it is 
more important to suggest the way in which this dimension interacts with 
the others.) 

 Th e picture is not of a theory that can be taught to policymakers or de-
livered as a manual. Rather, it is often hinted that the theorists have an 
ability to achieve a kind of understanding that is complementary to that of 
policymakers (whose particular abilities are strongly acknowledged). Al-
beit with a strong emphasis on the limits of theory, it seems that what is 
suggested here is that, by virtue of their ability to sort the particular from 
the universal and thereby  handle  theory without overestimating its appli-
cability in specifi c cases, these theorists should be listened to more. 

 Th us, the interaction of the fi rst two elements (with the third also begin-
ning to be felt) is that because these realists  are  IR, and because policy 
needs to listen to  them , it is important that their discipline, IR, gains a sta-
tus and a credibility that would allow it to pronounce with suffi  cient au-
thority on matters of policy and infl uence policy processes. 
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     4.3. Scientific Credentials for IR 

 In this quest for academic status, the “scientifi c” revolution is beginning to 
be seen as a troubling trend of the times. If IR/realism wants to gain scien-
tifi c credentials, this must happen within the context of increased disci-
plinary requirements. Th e scientifi c status of the discipline within the hi-
erarchy of the (social) sciences has to be fought for in a situation where the 
other social sciences also start to establish themselves as modern, scien-
tifi c disciplines. 

 Th is point (in contrast to the next) is not about behavioralism in IR spe-
cifi cally but in the social sciences in general: behavioralism not as IR but as 
an alternative  to  IR. Actually, it is not behavioralism as such but the more 
general movement of “scientifi c social science,” covering “theory” as well as 
science through method or empiricism. After all, only the year before, Da-
vid Easton had published  Th e Political System: An Inquiry Into the State of 
Political Science ; political science too was on a quest for a theory. 

 Take Dean Rusk’s statements opening the conference: “Th ere currently 
tends to be a trend toward a more lively interest in theoretical and concep-
tual problems, illustrated in the study of international politics and emerg-
ing in theories of politics, economic, law and human behavior” (240). Th e 
trend as such is manifested in other fi elds. Th e question put to the group is: 

[] First Debate [] American Foreign
Policy

[] External Challenges From
Scientific Social Sciences

[] Second Debate:
Behavioralism in IR

[] Wh at Is Theory

Utopians
Specific foreign policy debate? No!

Need for expertise in general
Behavioralists

How to preempt
that challenge

Traditionalists

No!
Wo lfers

Fox

Morgenthau

Realists Theory = Regularities

Important that IR/Realism 
gets status and credibility

We are IR
We are Realists

figure 4.1
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given the current situation characterized by this general trend, where do 
we stand in international politics; that is, where does this group represent-
ing international politics stand? 

 Morgenthau speaks later (257) about “the general social science ten-
dency toward a particular conception of what is scientifi c. Everything 
qualifi es as scientifi c that can be described in a particular social science 
jargon or pressed into a social science conceptual framework. Everything 
that cannot is not scientifi c and hence inferior.” 

 Th is development in the general social sciences infl uences the text in 
two ways. First, it sets the diffi  cult conditions for the quest for scientifi c 
status, and then it potentially spills into the discipline in the form of be-
havioralist or “scientifi c” IR. 

 4.4. The Second Great Debate 

 Th is brings us to the so-called second great debate in IR. Is the active axis 
the one between traditionalists and “behavioralists”? 

 Nicolas Guilhot (2008 and in this volume) has argued that this debate is 
crucial to the 1954 workshop. Th is is in many ways true and important. 
However, this observation and interpretation should not be overstated, or 
rather, it should not only be shaped as an attempt to project the second 
debate backward in time. Although it is interesting to note, as does Guil-
hot, that the two debates thereby come to overlap in time, contrary to the 
sequence established in the disciplinary narrative, it would be misleading 
to interpret the seminar in terms of a second great debate in a direct sense. 

 Th ere are some good, clear textual examples of a “second-debate” inter-
pretation of the workshop in Th ompson’s  American Political Science Review  
article that followed and commented upon the workshop (1955), but inter-
estingly, these examples are far less clear in the papers and the transcript. 

 On a note of method, we can assume here that dealing with a transcript 
and not a published article makes a diff erence. If we were reading an arti-
cle, it would be fair to assume that it could well be that the real opponent 
was not named. For tactical reasons, one might not want to elevate an al-
ternative approach to a higher status (just as an incumbent politician 
avoids debates with a challenger because of the risk of granting him 
thereby an equal status). With a transcript, it is more likely that the group 
would, among itself, in private, be explicit if a crucial part of their situation 
was made up of other powerful schools. Th is would usually appear explic-
itly, because in candid exchanges within the group, one would want to 
justify one’s arguments with reference to what matters to the group (unless 
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some more complex psychological mechanism should be preventing this, 
but this would require an elaborate justifi cation to be argued here). 

 Th e behavioralists are mentioned a few times—they are neither absent 
nor strongly present. And one really has to stretch the categories to make 
the discussion in the group one where behavioralism is one of the posi-
tions  in the room . Th is is precisely what Th ompson (1955) attempts. He 
presents the workshop as a debate between two wings represented by Mor-
genthau on the one side and Wolfers (sometimes backed by Fox) on the 
other. (He attempts something similar already in his memo for the confer-
ence, where he summarizes the papers circulated in these terms.) Th is is 
an odd move indeed. Wolfers is an unlikely behavioralist. He was trained 
mostly in law (and economics and political science), became famous fi rst 
in the United States for a work of diplomatic history (Wolfers 1940), and 
published in 1962 his main work of theory, a collection of essays that pushed 
for theoretical rigor in some sense but clearly from within the classical 
tradition and without help from any modern methods (Wolfers 1962). 
Niebuhr (1962) wrote in the preface to that book that “Dr. Wolfers is a ‘po-
litical philosopher’ rather than a ‘political scientist’ ” and obviously meant 
this as praise. 

 How is it, then, that Wolfers sometimes takes a position in the debates 
that is only slightly diff erent from Morgenthau’s and that even defends the 
value of works such as those published in  World Politics ? Th is seemingly 
has to do with the way in which one can relate to something external to 
the group rather than with the kind of work represented by the partici-
pants themselves. Th e diff erence between Wolfers and Morgenthau is less 
about their individual type of IR and more about a political diff erence in 
how they generally dealt with diff erences. Wolfers generally sought com-
promises with policymakers on foreign-policy issues in order to gain infl u-
ence in a way that Morgenthau would never do (Th ompson 1980, 97–107), 
and he generally seems to have been interested in political maneuvering 
and fi nding medium positions. Th e diff erence between Wolfers and Mor-
genthau here can probably best be interpreted as a “political” diff erence 
about how to handle the challenge from behavioralism—an existing chal-
lenge outside IR that was likely to become an internal one. 

 Th is is illustrated in fi gure 4.1 by the long arrow in part 4—the second 
debate, which does not happen—and then the shorter arrow between 
Wolfers and Morgenthau, which is really a preemptive second-order de-
bate about how to meet or prevent the bigger challenge. 
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 4.5. What Kind of Theory? 

 Th e fi nal issue to be outlined here has to do with the kind of theory, and 
therefore the kind of discipline, that was to be developed. In this area, the 
most striking feature of the transcript is the weakness of the debate. Here 
we have all these great minds meeting, and what do they come up with 
about theory? Not a lot. Th e debate is not very cumulative or precise. Some 
rather simple statements about theory are never really probed or deep-
ened, and most of the energy is spent on repetitive discussions over the 
possibility of moral theory and diff erences between theory and practice. 
Th e discussions about theory as such mostly move in circles in relation to 
the unique and the universal. How can this be? 

 Let us compare this conference with those of the “English School” in 
international relations, specifi cally, those discussions of its (little) sister 
organization, the British Committee on the Th eory of International Poli-
tics. Th e British committee, which provided the institutional origin of the 
“English School,” was set up by Rockefeller as a counterpart to the group 
we are discussing here. Th eir fi rst book,  Diplomatic Investigations  (1966), 
was largely the committee’s coming to terms with the very idea of interna-
tional relations (or politics) as a fi eld and the possibility and limits of  theory  
(most famously pointed to by the reprinting therein of Wight’s famous 
1960 essay, “Why Is Th ere No International Th eory?”). It was thus largely a 
parallel enterprise to the meeting we are here discussing. Herbert Butter-
fi eld and Martin Wight (1966, 11–12) wrote in the preface to this book: 

 Th e Rockefeller Foundation gave the group the name of the British Commit-
tee on the Th eory of International Politics. “Th e theory of international poli-
tics” is a phrase without wide currency or clear meaning in this country. Th e 
group took it to cover enquiry into the nature of the international states-
system, the assumptions and ideas of diplomacy, the principles of foreign 
policy, the ethics of international relations and war. Th is is a region that still 
calls for new approaches and for academic treatment. It marches with the 
domains of the political theorist, the international lawyer, the diplomatic 
historian, the student of international relations, and the strategic analyst. 

 And: 

 It soon became clear to the members of the British Committee that within 
this ill-defi ned fi eld they had diff erent interests from their American col-
leagues. Th e connoisseur of national styles may notice the contrasts. Th e 
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British have probably been more concerned with the historical than the 
contemporary, with the normative than the scientifi c, with the philosophi-
cal than the methodological, with principles than policy. 

 Lots of people have read—in an English School context—this famous 
passage and nodded. Sure, that’s how American IR is: scientifi c, method 
driven, and so forth. However, “American” here is a reference to “our” 
group, to these classically minded realists! One would usually expect them 
to take a position very close to the English School on theory. Very often, 
Niebuhr, Morgenthau, and several of the others have indeed been charac-
terized as “more concerned with the historical than the contemporary, 
with the normative than the scientifi c, with the philosophical than the 
methodological, with principles than policy.” But this is not how they 
sound in this meeting. What is theory? “When we speak of theory, we 
speak of general laws,” says the most philosophical member of the group, 
Reinhold Niebuhr, on 240 of the transcript! At the beginning of the tran-
script, in Niebuhr’s remarks and in Kenneth W. Th ompson’s introductory 
note, there is a marked diff erence between this view of general laws and 
the standard empiricist conception of theory as laws. Morgenthau espe-
cially talks about deeper constants in contrast to simple empirically observ-
able regularities. Th is, however, is not explored or developed at all in the 
workshop. 

 In practice, they converge on talking about theory simply as regularities—
“the uniformities and similarities in international politics” (Dean Rusk, on 
248 of the transcript). Th is is a rapprochement to a general scientifi c (“be-
havioral”) conception of theory. 

 Also, it is striking that when they—and especially Morgenthau—are 
asked to come up with illustrations of theoretical laws, the examples are 
curiously isolated “laws”: “You should never make an alliance with a stron-
ger nation” (249) and “why France opposes unifi cation that would permit 
Germany to dominate” (252). Th ese formulations are not deduced from 
deeper, more general theoretical principles but nevertheless are presented 
as laws—especially the fi rst one—that stand on their own terms. It is hard 
to see where the theory of international politics is. 

 Morgenthau had at this time published the second edition of  Politics 
Among Nations  (1954)—although the (in)famous six principles of political 
realism would only follow in the third edition (1960)—so one could expect 
a more self-conscious and elaborate presentation of how this rational 
model forms the basis for more specifi c theorizing. Th ere are some state-
ments in the workshop that clearly draw on this theoretical format, but 
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they are not developed as such. Nor do the participants spell out any other 
kind of theory. 

 Compare how Wight from the English School side tried more aggres-
sively to push international theory in the political-theory sense, which we 
might also have expected from Niebuhr and to some extent Morgenthau: 
“By ‘international theory’ is meant a tradition of speculation about relations 
between States, a tradition imagined as twin of speculation about the State 
to which the name ‘political theory’ is appropriated. And international 
theory in this sense does not, at fi rst sight, exist” (Wight 1960, 35). 

 In 1961, one year after Wight’s paper appeared in the journal  Interna-
tional Relations , Morgenthau wrote about it: 

 While I cannot, of course, subscribe to the unqualifi ed negativism of the 
title for both personal and professional reasons, I fi nd the paper a most il-
luminating and penetrating discussion of the problem. Its fourteen pages 
contain more insights into the intellectual issues posed by theoretical con-
cern with international relations than a whole shelf of books and articles 
which, following the fashion of the day, spin out theories about theories of 
international relations and embark upon esoteric methodological studies 
about how to go about theorizing about theories of international relations. 

 (morgenthau 1971 [1964], 282) 

 By then, the second debate was grinding on! 
 Morgenthau continued: “I take indeed a more sanguine view of the pos-

sibility of international theory than he does, fi nding that possibility in the 
very fact that ‘international politics is the realm of recurrence and repeti-
tion.’ It is this repetitive character of international politics, i.e., the con-
fi gurations of the balance of power, that lends itself to theoretical system-
atization” (1971 [1964], 282). Regularities and repetition form the basis of 
theory. 

 A quarter of a century later, Waltz (1979) would emphatically make the 
argument that theory does not follow from “laws” in the sense of regulari-
ties as such. Th eory is both more creative and must be seen as a system-
level feature. Th us it must be unifi ed and not simply a collection of isolated 
laws. It is common to say—in praise or critically—that Waltz moved real-
ism from a more philosophical format to a modern concept of theory. 
However, in some respect he actually distanced himself from the behav-
ioralist concept of theory and harked back to a deeper, integrated theory of 
realism close to what the leading voices in this workshop were in some 
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sense struggling to express (Wæver 2009). Why did they not express them-
selves more in this format back then? It is too easy to simply assume, in 
hindsight, that they did not have the intellectual tools to do so at that time. 
Th e more likely reason has to do with whom they wanted to act vis-à-vis at 
the time, by contrast with the situation Waltz was in and with what he 
tried to achieve by his particular move. Th eir nemesis was to adopt a con-
cept of theory from the time, which ended up creating a self-destructive 
tension within their own philosophical basis. 

 In relation to theory, the most puzzling part has to do with the argu-
ments that were  not  made: 

 1.  Against  scientistic theory and for a more philosophical kind of theory. 
Th ey did have a powerful argument in their own books, especially Niebuhr 
and Morgenthau. Th ey had argued why a positivist conception of science is 
part of the problem, not the solution. Th is argument seemed impossible to 
make in this particular setting. It was not attractive to make it here, in a 
general situation that put a premium on “science” and on “theory” of a par-
ticular kind. 

 2.  Direct reference  to theory already produced, not least Morgenthau’s 
 Politics Among Nations  (1948). It is barely mentioned in the workshop and 
alluded to only a few times. It is mentioned by Wolfers, but specifi cally as a 
textbook and in relation to teaching (256). 

 3.  Unfolding the more sophisticated methodology and conception of theory 
from Weber . It has recently been argued convincingly by Stephen Turner 
(2004, 2006; Turner and Mazur 2008) that Morgenthau is methodologi-
cally much more consistent and sophisticated than is usually assumed—but 
he must be read through a Weberian lens. But then, it is striking how little 
this allows him to elevate some of the trivial discussions in the workshop—
or even give intelligent answers to the policymakers when pressed by them. 

 In order to explain these curious absences, combining the fi ve elements in 
my reading (and fi gure 4.1) proves to be a valuable strategy. Th ey are not 
alternatives but elements of a combined story. 

 . the speech act of realism 
 Important pressures in the situation came from the general hegemony in 
society and not least from founding circles of a particular concept of sci-
ence. Th e realist scholars tried to accommodate to this—which created the 
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often confused and contradictory arguments of their seminar—because 
they had emerged from the fi rst debate in a position of control. Due to the 
fi rst debate, and because we are still before the second debate as such in IR, 
they can speak in the double capacity of “we are realists” and “we are IR.” 
But they are trying to devise concepts of theory and science that allow 
them to become a respected discipline, not least in order to be able to 
speak with authority to policymakers. Th e result was the compromise for-
mulation of theory as a collection of regularities, which might have seemed 
innocent at the time, as it combined superfi cially some core tenets of Mor-
genthau’s theory (the most developed in the group) with formulations close 
to those of the behavioralists. In practice, however, this did not allow them 
to develop their own theory. 

 Th e speech act in this situation, the main move of these realists, was 
therefore to try to secure a continued dominance for realism = IR through 
adopting a concept of theory = regularities, which was not exactly their 
own but seemed—wrongly—functional for the purpose. 

 Nicolas Guilhot has argued very persuasively (2008) that the move by 
this circle of realist scholars was driven by the need to defend the territory 
of IR from being subsumed into a general behavioralist social science. 
However, I believe that he overemphasizes—or in a sense overrationalizes—
their use of “theory” as a way to stake out their own territory. I almost say: 
I wish they did! Th ey had in their repertoire their own concept of theory, 
which  could  have been used to defend a space for politics against “scientifi c 
man,” in a way very similar to how “political theory” came to defi ne a sub-
discipline within political science at odds with the main trends of that 
same discipline (and thus not the “theory”  of  that discipline in the normal 
sense that one would expect in most sciences but as a pocket for a distinct 
tradition deviating from the mainstream [Hauptmann 2005]. Something 
similar has been seen in periods of the history of American sociology; cf. 
Abend [2008]). But they did not! If we look at what the realists said in this 
workshop and what they published in the years following, they did not 
launch a strong concept of theory in sense that “political theory” did: wit-
ness the “exchange” between Wight and Morgenthau. Instead they com-
promised with mainstream understandings of theory. 

 Textbooks and sloppy references often claim that realists in general are 
positivists. In most respects this is wrong, as witnessed by the critique 
from Carr, Niebuhr, and Morgenthau of Enlightenment rationalism and 
the performative understanding of the nature of reality, where truth is not 
simply a matter of “getting it” but of “making it”; that is, as a statesman you 
choose and create and thereby make objectivity (Morgenthau 1958, 1960, 
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1970, 1977, and especially 1962; Kissinger 1957; Niebuhr 1959). But in terms 
of theory, they did not defi ne a clear front against the positivists. Ironically, 
Kenneth Waltz’s neorealism (1979) actually engaged in a more hard-hitting 
confrontation with positivist, correlation-seeking, regularity understand-
ings of theory (Wæver 2009). Usually, Waltz is seen as the scientistic sec-
ond debate–infl uenced “rationalist” who discarded the classical heritage of 
ethics and politics for a thin social-science version of realism (Walker 1993; 
Wæver 1996; Donnelly 2000; Williams 2005). But in relation to positivist 
understandings of theory, one could just as well argue that forty-fi ve years 
later he did one of the two things that the classical realists could have 
done: defend a distinct concept of theory tied to a deep and quite abstract 
understanding of the international. Th eir other option would have been 
the more “philosophical” option of defending international theory as 
something akin to “political theory.” Instead, they constituted their kind of 
realism and, for a long time, mainstream IR as wedded to a hybrid of Euro-
pean-inspired political thinking—and a concept of theory as regularity. 

 Guzzini (1998) and others have shown how, although it was started by the 
“idealists” in small numbers, the consolidation of a discipline of IR was 
achieved by some key moves by the “realists” in the 1940s and 1950s. Notably, 
the realists fought to construct an independent object, international rela-
tions (see Guilhot 2008). But IR as we know it became constituted with a 
particular concept of theory that makes little sense if interpreted as a linear 
extrapolation of the convictions or aspirations of the realists as such. But 
seen in their relational context, we can understand what they did and why. 

 . the move that made ir as we know it 
 It would naturally be excessive to claim that something hugely important 
happened in this workshop. But some very important things happened to 
and were caused by these fi gures during this period, and the workshop off ers 
a glimpse into this larger process. It is also, in some sense, a place where 
things happened, although largely in the form of nonaction. What they did 
 not  do on this occasion ended up having long-term eff ects on the discipline. 

 Because they did not advocate aggressively for some of the concepts of 
theory that they actually had access to but instead adopted a compromise 
format, they pushed the discipline of IR in the direction of a particular 
understanding of theory—theory as regularities—which has haunted it 
ever since. Even when we get to the master theorist, Kenneth N. Waltz, 
we can argue that the one revolution he failed to accomplish was really 
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the one about the nature of theory. Chapter 1 in  Th eory of International 
Politics  (Waltz 1979) tries to move the discipline away from the dominant 
correlation-based conception of science, but few read this chapter, and the 
rationalism that he spurred in IR ended up fusing with exactly the kind of 
theory and method (King, Keohane, and Verba 1994) that he wanted to 
move away from. Waltz succeeded impressively in several other revolu-
tions, but it is striking that his strongest failure is in what he probably feels 
strongest about: the theory of theory (Wæver 2009)—this is where the 
discipline seems thoroughly infused with a particular concept of theory. 
And one part of the explanation for this is that at a crucial moment, a pow-
erful group of realist scholars met, and they could have unifi ed around the 
promotion of a diff erent concept of theory. But they did not. 

 Th e realist speech act  made IR  in several respects. It preserved IR as a 
distinct discipline (Guilhot 2008), and it constructed a fi eld that for a long 
time was (and even is?) self-organizing around realism as its main tradi-
tion, even when later there would be an excess of critics compared to the 
number of defenders of the original core. Realism became defi ning for IR, 
and IR became what could be said to realists. 

 However, it also  made IR as we know it . It was a particular IR that came 
out of this somewhat tactical move of talking about theory in an idiom not 
well integrated with the tradition that it was put to work for. Th e realists 
produced a discipline unable to think theory in other ways than the behav-
ioralist one or its occasionally radical critique and deprived it of the kind of 
theory corresponding to the philosophical traditions they were otherwise 
drawing on. In the last instance, the story of these realists is as tragic as their 
own analyses: their actions led to the achievement of some of their goals, 
notably the securing of an independent discipline and a central position for 
realism, but in some central respects they produced the outcome of a disci-
pline of IR organized around a concept of theory much closer to the kind of 
social science they disliked. Or in the language of neorealism: one should not 
expect outcome to correlate to intentions, because systemic eff ects intro-
duce themselves and produce unexpected results. In this case only, the sys-
tem is not the international one but the disciplinary matrix. Seeing these 
realist scholars in their disciplinary network of relations, we can see the 
tragic history of their making of the social science of IR. 

  
 I appreciate the many helpful comments from the participants in the Tar-
rytown 2007 workshop as well as from my colleagues in the department of 
political science, University of Copenhagen, who shared many helpful 
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ideas in a research seminar on an earlier draft. As always, Cecilie Fenger 
did a great job on the references. 

 notes 
   1.  “Doing  in  writing” is an important emphasis imported from Austin’s original 

speech-act theory, where the quintessential speech act, the illocutionary type, is 
defi ned by what is done  in  saying something, that is, the act that is performed when 
the speech is given and uptake ensured (e.g., a promise is made), in contrast to the 
locutionary dimension of what the speech act “says” contentwise in a classical sense 
or the perlocutionary dimension, defi ned by the eff ects brought about by the speech 
act. In the Skinnerian context, this focus on “ in  writing” ensures that we focus on 
the change that is produced by the fact that these textual moves have now been 
made (e.g., by  Leviathan  existing) in contrast to the multitude of diverse eff ects 
more or less directly engendered by this. Too often, speech acts are understood in a 
perlocutionary sense in terms of eff ects external to the act, but the full and original 
potential of speech-act theory is best exploited by focusing on the illocutionary 
force of speech acts and therefore on what is done  in  the act (Austin 1975; Sbisà 
2001; Wæver forthcoming). 

   2.  First, second, third, fourth, and fi fth editions have entries for “international poli-
tics” (including “diff erent approaches to”) and “realism in foreign policy, 3ff ; diff er-
ent from other schools, 3,4, 9ff .” Fifth revised (the last Morgenthau himself was in-
volved with) has “international politics” (but not “diff erent approaches to”) and 
“political realism” (but not realism). 

   3.  For a preliminary quantitative estimation of the debateness of the discipline during 
diff erent periods, see Wæver (2010). 
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 5 

 THE REALIST GA MBIT 

 Postwar American Political Science and 
the Birth of IR Theory 

 nicol as guilhot 

 A perusal of American political-science debates in the immediate 
postwar period suggests that both political scientists working on 
domestic issues and scholars of international relations had similar 

concerns: the confi dence in the future development of the discipline was 
tainted by uncertainties about methods, anxiety about the nature and the 
boundaries of the fi eld, and envy for the scientifi c status achieved by 
the discipline of economics. Th at such concerns were shared suggests that 
the study of international relations did not constitute a separate fi eld 
within or outside political science. Th ese disciplinary identities were still 
in fl ux, as no clear-cut distinction of method had yet set these fi elds apart. 
By the mid-1950s, however, a number of scholars, policy practitioners and 
public intellectuals were engaged in an important eff ort at defi ning inter-
national relations as a separate fi eld based on a distinct  theory  of politics. 
How and why an important swathe of political science dealing with inter-
national politics was demarcated by advancing claims as to the specifi city 
of its theoretical perspective is the question that I address in this article. 

 More often than not, the role of a line of demarcation is to put an end to 
territorial confl ict. In the postwar years, IR was generally considered to be 
an interdisciplinary fi eld located on the margins of political science, with 
no method of its own—a sort of commons, as it were, plowed by various 
disciplines ranging from economics to geography. Yet, as political science 
and other disciplines became increasingly integrated under the research 
standards that would defi ne “behavioralism,” the territorial status of IR 
became contentious. As a correspondent of the  American Political Science 
Review  observed in 1948, “the study of international politics refl ects the 
present tendency toward the consideration of social science as a whole and 
away from its artifi cial division into separate compartments” (Fifi eld 1948, 
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1190). Th is tendency, however, had important implications for the status of 
the fi eld: in the absence of a theory of IR, such theory would be dictated from 
outside, as the fi eld would become a province of the social sciences. For 
some, this was a promising professional perspective: for example, this vision 
of IR as a policy science driven by empirical research methods inspired the 
work being done at Yale and later Princeton under the leadership of Fred-
erick S. Dunn (Dunn 1948; Lasswell 1951). Others, however, resented the 
methodological imperialism of the behavioral revolution. Th ey considered 
the promise of an empirical science of politics an illusion: for them, politics 
was not entirely rational and could not be comprehended by scientifi c ratio-
nalism. Th ey believed the study of power politics to be premised, as an infl u-
ential report of the late 1940s put it, on “the possibility that force and not 
social science will be employed to solve disputes” (Wood 1947, 24). Th e 
limits of rationalism was a theme that ran deep within the disciplinary 
conversation of the 1940s and 1950s: in some quarters, politics and science 
were seen as alternatives, if not as opposites, and Morgenthau’s  Scientifi c 
Man Versus Power Politics  (1946) provided the fl agship statement for this 
epistemological position. For these scholars, the development of a behavioral 
science of politics amounted to nothing less than the suppression—or, to 
use Morgenthau’s term, the “repudiation”—of politics. 

 In this chapter, I argue that the  theory  of international relations was de-
veloped by this latter group as a way to secure a space for its alternative 
vision of politics and scholarship. It initially emerged as a normative state-
ment on what political science should be, not as a discourse of specializa-
tion. Unable to contrast the positivist trends transforming the discipline, 
these scholars settled for controlling a smaller but independent disciplin-
ary territory. Th e “theorization” of IR was essentially meant to delineate 
this territory and make it immune to the cues of behavioralism. A second 
line of argument suggests that the battle over method was also a battle over 
politics. Th ose involved in the development of IR theory were not so much 
opposed to science per se as they were deeply suspicious of the  liberal  faith 
in the power of science to subdue political confl ict. Because politics was 
ultimately impervious to rationalization, its best rational rendition was 
under the form of prudential maxims, not scientifi c principles. Th is gave 
an important role to practitioners in the development of a theory. Also, 
implicit in this vision of politics was the idea that policy making should not 
be the preserve of rationalist experts but of men of judgment: men breath-
ing the tragic atmosphere of international politics, able to navigate the 
“moral dilemmas” of politics, but also aware that the truths of international 
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politics could not be easily accepted by the public of democratic polities. 
Th e nascent discipline ensured the permanence of an elitist and conserva-
tive tradition that deeply shaped its politics. 

 IR theory is thus better understood as a case of intellectual irredentism, 
resisting its own integration into American social science. Like the leaders 
of any separatist movement, early IR theorists referred to traditions and 
historical lineages that had been repressed under the rule of pragmatism 
and empirical social science (whether Augustine, Machiavelli, or a prera-
tionalist views of politics). But despite their traditionalist gesturing, they 
also had to use modern means of propaganda in order to make their case: 
they had to speak the language of science and claim that they were laying 
out the “general laws” of politics. Nobody seemed to have been more aware 
of this strategic constraint than Morgenthau himself, when he observed 
that “no political thinker can expect to be heard who would not, at least in 
his terminology, pay tribute to the spirit of science” (Morgenthau 1946, 31). 
By paying this tribute, early IR theorists were in fact subverting the domi-
nant spirit of science at the time: the “theory” that they sought to defend 
did not rest on the assumptions of empiricism and rationalism, as it some-
times may have sounded, but on the Germanic tradition of  Staatslehre  and 
on a prerationalist view of politics and the state that sought a new audience 
in 1950s America by speaking the compulsory language of science, albeit 
with “a thick German accent” (Bull 1972, 39; see also Koskenniemi 2002; 
Söllner 1987). 

 Th is opening gambit is what makes the nature of early IR theory so elu-
sive. Th e confl uence of diff erent meanings into the project of building a 
“theory” was obviously premised on cultural misunderstandings, and the 
disciplinary conversation of the 1950s was marred by a good deal of confu-
sion as to what “theory” meant. But such misunderstandings may have 
been the very condition for the reception of an intellectual tradition that 
was not congenial to American liberalism and its reliance on rational-sci-
entifi c knowledge to solve policy issues. Nothing illustrates this better 
than the perceptive analysis of the transformation of IR into an “American 
social science,” by an émigré scholar who had himself promoted, almost 
twenty years earlier, the theoretical autonomy of IR as an explicit defense 
against the “policy scientism” that, according to him and many others, 
plagued the analysis of international politics in the United States (Hoff -
mann 1959, 1977). If Stanley Hoff man saw clearly through the original con-
text in which IR theory took shape, it is not least because he took part in it 
and sided with the critics of scientism. But this state of aff airs was confus-
ing enough for contemporaries, and it should not come as a surprise that it 
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also perplexes current commentators, most of whom consider IR as a so-
cial science while it actually originated as a reaction  against  the social sci-
ences (George 1994; Hollis and Smith 1990; Smith 1987). Even sophisticated 
historical works tend to overlook the antipositivist, antitechnocratic impe-
tus behind IR theory. In his recent study of defense intellectuals, Bruce 
Kuklick (2006, 187), for instance, suggests that “professorial realists” only 
provided a “lexicon” that smuggled RAND rocket science into the univer-
sities. More tellingly, most constructivist, postpositivist, normative, refl ex-
ive, or critical approaches to IR implicitly or explicitly posit an image of the 
discipline as a  positivist  social science beyond which they pretend to move 
(Neufeld 1995). Ironically, this is exactly what Morgenthau, Niebuhr, and 
others deplored fi fty years ago when they sought to establish IR as an inde-
pendent disciplinary fi eld. 

 In recovering the defensive, antipositivistic purpose of the theory of 
international relations, this chapter takes stock from a disciplinary histori-
ography that has renewed our understanding of political science and interna-
tional relations (Adcock et al. 2007; Gunnell 1988; Gunnell 1993b; Guzzini 
1998; Kahler 1997; Long and Wilson 1995; Schmidt 2002; Schmidt 2007; 
Wæver 1998) and from a recent revival of interest in Morgenthau (Frei 
2001; Williams 2007). While this literature has often recaptured the com-
plexity of postwar realism, it also tends to take for granted the existence of 
a distinct “fi eld” of IR as a self-evident framework of analysis, even when 
such a framework was not the one under which the actors under scrutiny 
operated. Such internalist accounts fail to see that IR debates were mean-
ingful only in relation to a much wider disciplinary context. When Colin 
Wight (2002, 23) argues that the fi eld of IR is “structured around a set of 
deep contestations over the very idea of science itself and the extent to 
which IR can, and should, be a science,” his argument is correct because it 
applies to the study of politics in general, not exclusively to international 
politics. It is thus necessary to consider the emergence of a distinct fi eld of 
IR as a process led by scholars who sought to articulate an alternative view 
of politics but could do so only through increased fi eld diff erentiation vis-à-
vis mainstream political science. IR theory was less a specialized sector of 
political science than a specifi c view of what the overall discipline should be 
about. It should therefore be understood as the outcome of the “boundary 
work” (Gieryn 1999) that any scientifi c fi eld must perform to establish itself. 
By emphasizing this pragmatic dimension of theory building, this article 
shifts the focus onto the qualitative break represented by the development 
of theory in the 1950s, against the tendency to dilute it into a realist “tradition” 
spanning centuries if not millennia (Lebow 2003; Molloy 2006; Williams 
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2005). It suggests that IR took shape as a specifi c response to the political-
science debates of the late 1940s, at odds with the general direction in 
which the discipline was evolving. While this perspective represented the 
views of a minority, it successfully mobilized extradisciplinary resources 
to reinforce its position, in particular those resources off ered by the Rock-
efeller Foundation. Th ere, the early IR theorists could rely upon the un-
fl inching support of Kenneth Th ompson, an offi  cer in the Division for the 
Social Sciences, a former student and colleague of Morgenthau, and a real-
ist himself. Th is chapter suggests that these eff orts at defi ning a “theory” of 
international relations turned out to be a failure but also that it did not 
matter so much: what really defi ned the “theory” was its opposition to the 
integration of the discipline under the behavioral paradigm. Th e real con-
sensus was on what IR should  not  be. Th e focus of the theory, in the last 
instance, was its repudiation of a liberalism masquerading as value-free 
social science and rooted in the tradition of Enlightenment rationalism: 
early IR theorists explicitly conceived of their discipline as a modern 
counterenlightenment. 

 political science and international 
relations after  

 Th e lack of diff erentiation between political science and international rela-
tions is one of the striking aspects of postwar disciplinary debates. Whether 
they studied domestic or international politics, most scholars of the time 
belonged to a single disciplinary fi eld. Th e study of international politics 
was identifi ed as one of the thriving areas of political science after 1945. 
Th e collaboration between political scientists and government agencies 
during the war had widened the interest of the profession in all things in-
ternational. Dramatic international developments and soaring enrollment 
numbers following the demobilization contributed to creating a strong de-
mand for courses in international relations. Summing up wartime devel-
opments in the discipline, Carl Friedrich observed that “among the more 
specialized organizations, those in the international fi eld are most numer-
ous, and indeed are highly signifi cant for the progress of political science 
in the United States” (Friedrich 1947, 985). For sure, the thriving fi eld of 
international relations may seem poorly defi ned compared to an established 
discipline that had its own association since 1903, a dedicated journal, and 
academic departments in prestigious universities. A lot of ink was spilled 
trying to delineate the contours of the expanding fi eld of international 
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relations by defi ning its core contents and research methods. In most ac-
counts, practitioners and observers alike concurred that it had strong affi  ni-
ties with political science but that it also needed to mobilize other branches 
of the social sciences, such as geography, economics, international law, 
diplomatic history, social psychology, and anthropology. “Th e IR special-
ist,” according Klaus Knorr, “is a specialist in one of the basic fi elds, ordi-
narily political science, who is compelled to draw upon the relevant re-
search work of specialists in other subsidiary fi elds” (Knorr 1947, 552). Th e 
specifi city of IR resided not in a method but rather in the particular assem-
blage of materials and techniques it represented, in the “patterns of equip-
ment” it brought to bear upon the study of power (Dunn 1949, 85). 

 Th ese perplexities were not confi ned to a neatly delineated fi eld of IR. 
Th e discussions about its nature only refl ected locally a status anxiety that 
was felt throughout the discipline of political science. In the late 1940s, IR 
appeared to “command . . . no methodology of its own” (Knorr 1947, 552), 
but neither did political science. Writing the same year as Knorr, Friedrich 
(1947, 980) pointed out that “the development of a central core of sound 
theory is perhaps the greatest need of American political science today. Its 
most obvious weakness in comparison with economics is the lack of inter-
est of political scientists in the development of such an agreed foundation 
in theory.” A 1948 report by the research committee of the American Po-
litical Science Association tried to cast the situation in a more optimistic 
light and considered that “there is no longer any single technique—methods 
and designs must be blended and kept in elastic touch and mutual penetra-
tion” (Griffi  th 1948). Th e situation does not seem to have substantially im-
proved in the early 1950s when Harold Lasswell (1951, 133) pointed out “the 
existence among academicians of confl icting conceptions of the scope and 
method of political science.” Because the discipline was defi ned by its 
“subject-matter” rather than by an agreed-upon method, “most valuable 
work has been done by other than academically trained political scientists” 
(ibid.). Th e same criticism was addressed to international relations, to the 
extent that the fi eld was also defi ned by “the nature of the questions” that 
it dealt with rather than a consensual methodology, which resulted in 
much relevant work being done within neighboring disciplines (Dunn 
1948, 144). In 1955, Morgenthau seems to have formulated a common com-
plaint when he lamented the “inorganic growth and haphazard character 
of political science,” a discipline that had developed “not by virtue of an 
intellectual principle germane to the fi eld, but in response to pressures 
from the outside” (Morgenthau 1955, 437). His criticism of the state of IR, 
however, was couched in the very same terms. A few years later, Stanley 
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Hoff man (1959, 348) deplored that “without theory, we will have to take 
whatever other disciplines w[ill] see fi t to dump onto our plate, and we will 
have indigestion from smörgåsbord.” In other words, the lack of a theoreti-
cal core was a generic problem of political science that, by extension, also 
marred IR but was not specifi c to it. Th is has important implications for 
the argument followed here, for it means that the protracted search for a 
theory was not so much about clarifying the professional identity of IR as 
it was part of a discipline-wide conversation involving all the branches of 
political science. Postwar statements about IR theory must be understood 
primarily as contributions to a wider contest over the nature and the method 
of political science itself. 

 What was at stake in these debates was the legitimacy of political sci-
ence as a scientifi c project. Th at this project was in crisis was something 
that many contemporaries acknowledged and tried to address. Pondering 
what the discipline had to off er in the current world situation, Quincy Wright 
(1950, 2) started by pointing out “the insistence by many that a science of 
politics is impossible,” an objection that he then proceeded to counter. 
Writing a few years later, Fred Kort, a political scientist at the University of 
Connecticut, stressed “the contested status of the science of politics” and 
the fact that exponents of scientifi c aspirations remained “on the defen-
sive” as they grappled with the twin problems of the unpredictability of 
human behavior and the diffi  culty of ascertaining what the criteria of a 
science of politics would be (Kort 1952, 1140). Most of these discussions 
revolved around two contested issues: the role of values and the problem 
of the rationality of politics. 

 Th e possibility of a science of politics was indexed on the prevailing con-
ception of science at the time, and this conception was premised on value 
relativism. A true science did not pronounce upon ultimate ends, only on 
the causal sequences allowing for their realization. As long as science was 
considered to be part of a modernizing historical process that could be 
described as progress, value relativism was not an issue. Yet, after World 
War II had witnessed the power of science and technology unleashed at 
the service of the darkest purposes, narratives of historical progress could 
no longer be taken for granted. An increasingly vocal critique of value rela-
tivism and positivism, articulated in particular, but not exclusively, by 
émigré scholars, set the stage for the postwar debate on political science. 
For these critics, value relativism had prevented the social sciences from 
discriminating between democracy and totalitarianism. Morally blind, 
unable to resist being harnessed to the most sinister political projects, the 
social sciences had been in no position to contribute in any meaningful 



the realist gambit 135

way to the fi ght against fascism, when they did not serve it. Arnold Brecht, 
a legal scholar who had found refuge at the New School in 1933, opened his 
report on a 1946 round table on relativism in political theory with a dra-
matic personal note: 

 modern science and modern scientifi c methods . . . have led to an ethical 
vacuum, a religious vacuum, and a philosophical vacuum. . . . For they have 
off ered little or nothing to distinguish between good and evil, right and 
wrong, justice and injustice. All social sciences are involved in this calam-
ity, but none has been so deeply aff ected as political science, which had to 
face the new creeds of Communism, Fascism, and Nazism as political phe-
nomena of tremendous power. Th ey settled down in the area abandoned by 
science, taking full advantage of the fact that, scientifi cally speaking, there 
was a vacuum. 

 (brecht 1947, 470) 

 Whether they deplored the demise of the social sciences, like Brecht, or 
suggested that there was a dialectic connivance between scientifi c positiv-
ism and totalitarianism, like members of the Frankfurt School, émigré 
scholars leveled a charge that forced political scientists defending the tra-
ditional image of the discipline to make explicit a number of methodologi-
cal assumptions previously taken for granted (Gunnell 1993a). Th e charge 
against value relativism was indeed at odds with the basic image of science 
in the United States: true science stemmed from a commitment to empiri-
cism, rational inference, and an objectivism untainted by the assumption 
of normative preferences. Value relativism, in fact, was the very criterion of 
science. Faced with the rejection of value relativism, many political scien-
tists struggled to maintain the image of a value-free social science in a 
context where normative orientations could no longer be ignored, solicited 
as they were by the ideological tensions of the cold war. Harold Lasswell, 
for instance, considered that the preference for democratic values was “ob-
vious” and that it did not need, therefore, to “interfere with objectivity” in 
scientifi c activity (Lasswell 1951, 135). Taking a rather exceptional position 
among émigré scholars, Hans Kelsen (1951, 641, 646–647) defended in no 
uncertain terms the principle of value-free political science: the scientist 
“must not presuppose any value,” and this “principle of objectivity applies 
to social science as well as to natural science, and in particular to so-called 
political science.” If scientifi c statements involved the endorsement of val-
ues, they would become “political ideology,” and “there will never be a real 
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political science.” Closer to international relations, Wright (1950, 3–4) dis-
tinguished between the value relativism of “pure science” and an “applied 
science” that could “assume the values of a particular group and seek for-
mulae useful in achieving these values.” Th ese latter values could be of the 
most general kind—such as human welfare—and political science could 
move freely between its status as a pure science and its practical applica-
tions. In his article on the possibility of a scientifi c study of politics, Kort 
suggested that both natural and social phenomena were subject to the 
same scientifi c method of inquiry. Th e diff erence was in the “lower degree 
of probability” that hypotheses could achieve in political science, because 
of the number of uncontrolled variables intervening (Kort 1952, 1151). To a 
large extent, behavioralism would be the explicit formulation and defense 
of a number of assumptions that were implicit in traditional American 
social science but became increasingly contested in the postwar years (Ad-
cock 2007; Gunnell 1993b). 

 Th e second issue that the proponents of a science of politics had to deal 
with was the rationality of their subject matter and, more broadly, the rela-
tion between reason and power. Here again, the discussion must be resitu-
ated against the backdrop of the war and the unprecedented combination 
of bureaucratic rationality and calls to irrational impulses that distin-
guished the exercise of power in fascist and Nazi regimes. As the rational 
nature of politics could no longer be taken for granted, and as the state 
could no longer be considered as the embodiment of a rational good, the 
problem was to determine whether politics could be entirely characterized 
and accounted for through rational categories. Th is discussion crystallized 
around the notion of “power.” Power, of course, was not a new subject in 
the discipline, but it is fair to say that its connotations changed in the post-
war years. Closely associated with “realist” political analysis, the notion of 
power was usually used to stress the incapacity of scientifi c rationalism to 
comprehend politics. It gave a strong leverage to those who wanted to de-
tach political science from the naturalistic model of scientifi c analysis. 
Analyzing politics or the state “in terms of power” generally meant intro-
ducing irrational elements such as psychological drives, charisma, or a 
deep-seated  libido dominandi . In a programmatic article on the study of 
power in which he discussed recent trends in American political science, 
Franz Neumann made the case that power was an “elusive concept.” Because 
it was not merely physical coercion but also an appeal to rational and emo-
tional faculties, its “two-sided character . . . already marks political science 
off  from natural sciences. It makes it impossible (even if it were desirable) 
to measure power relationships as one measures the behavior of external 



the realist gambit 137

nature” (Neumann 1950, 162). Th e new focus on power, in other words, was 
very much the symptom of the crisis of confi dence that aff ected scientifi c 
rationalism. In September 1951, the  American Political Science Review  ded-
icated a special section to the issue of “Political Science and Political 
Power,” in which the issues at stake in the vogue of power politics, both for 
political science at large and international relations, became visible. Writ-
ing about “the present-day tendency to think and to speak of the state al-
most exclusively in terms of power,” Walter Sandelius (1951) accepted the 
view that the reality of power was more than just physical coercion: “the 
power of propaganda, of prestige, and the like are variously documented 
and analyzed in the search for political realities.” Citing Morgenthau’s view 
of power as “the evil lust for domination over men,” he proceeded to mount 
a defense of scientifi c rationalism by refuting the idea that what was his-
torical or psychological was not rational. Ultimately, the analysis of power 
could still be conducted within the framework of scientifi c rationalism. At 
the other end of the spectrum, Th omas Vernor Smith (1951, 699) ex-
pounded a social-Darwinist, ontological view of power as ubiquitous and 
running through nature and society alike but fi nding in nationalism and the 
national interest its highest moral expression. Th is antirationalist manifesto, 
written by a philosopher, embodied a lot of what was wrong with the meta-
physical view of power. Th e dramatization of power politics resulting in a 
vision of interstate relations as essentially inimical was quickly described as 
a “German view” that could be traced back to Schmitt or Ratzenhofer and 
could not be endorsed (Wolfers 1949, 181). For most in the political-science 
profession, the focus on power politics entailed the risk of moving away from 
the standards of naturalistic science and regressing to speculative and ide-
ational constructions or, worse, to some kind of  Lebensphilosophie  associ-
ated with reactionary German romanticism. 

 IR scholars obviously took part in these debates, but they did not speak 
with one voice. Th e diversity of their views matched the diff erent positions 
found within the political-science profession at large, bearing witness to 
the lack of specifi city and autonomy characterizing the fi eld of IR. Yet they 
participated in this discussion in the context of a growing uncertainty as 
to the identity of their own fi eld. As the demand for IR courses grew, many 
political scientists were “not at all certain about what material to cover or 
what approach to use” (Fifi eld 1948, 1189). Th is context triggered a pro-
tracted discussion about the study of international relations, and the late 
1940s saw a protodisciplinary conversation take shape in journal articles, 
conferences, and reports of various kinds (Schmidt 2007). Th e twin issues 
of relativism and rationalism thus resonated within an ongoing refl ection 
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about the nature of international politics. Th e framework of this discus-
sion was a relative consensus about the fact that IR was primarily defi ned 
by its topic and not by its method. It was “applied science” (Wolfers); “an 
unsystematic putting-together and presentation of material” from other 
fi elds, a “hodgepodge” (Gurian); it commanded “no methodology of its own” 
(Knorr); maybe it was only “the non-domestic side of the traditional disci-
plines” (Dunn). A few years later, Quincy Wright (1955, 33) still claimed 
that IR was based on “at least eight disciplines,” and Stanley Hoff man stated 
that it was a “fl ea market” (1959, 348). Such perplexities were not confi ned 
to IR, of course, as similar doubts assailed other regions of political sci-
ence, if not the whole discipline. But by making IR an applied fi eld where 
analytical tools were imported from the social sciences, interdisciplinarity 
tended to impose the dominant criteria of scientifi c rationalism prevailing 
in other disciplines. Most scholars seeking to strengthen IR by promoting 
the application of social-science research techniques to the study of inter-
national politics therefore subscribed to value relativism as a principle of 
scientifi c work. Th ey also tended not to advocate disciplinary autonomy, in 
the name of the same ideal of scientifi c unity. Arnold Wolfers (1947, 24–26), 
for instance, considered that “discussing whether international relations 
constitutes a separate discipline” was a moot point, since “the problem is 
how to apply the resources of the social sciences most eff ectively to mat-
ters concerning international aff airs.” And “as a social scientist,” the stu-
dent of international relations had “no special competence to judge the 
moral merits of ends or means” and was therefore committed to the ideal 
of value-free social science. Similar views, mitigated by a commitment to 
social reform characteristic of the “policy science” approach, ran through 
much of Frederick Dunn’s writing during the same years, and in particular 
the idea that IR should be subjected to the same criteria of validity as any 
other science, meaning logical induction and subsequent testing of hy-
potheses through empirical research (Dunn 1948, 1949). 

 Yet the realist troops were split on these matters. If many saw the future 
of the fi eld within the orbit of a scientifi c method cutting across traditional 
disciplines, others were quite dismayed by such prospects. Early proponents 
of a theory of international relations were not parsimonious of critical pro-
nouncements upon political science and were aware that the institutional 
location of international relations within political-science departments 
was a thorny issue. Th e “advisability of this solution,” Morgenthau sternly 
wrote (1952, 655), depended upon “whether a department of political science 
actually puts the study of politics in the centre of its endeavors or whether—
as most of them do—merely off ers a disparate collection of courses whose 
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common denominator is a vague and general relation to the activities of 
the state.” Th e emphasis on power politics required an altogether diff erent 
approach, one remote from the functional analysis defended, for instance, 
by Lasswell. Th e scholars opposed to value relativism and to the rationalist 
view of power sought to move the fi eld away from its interdisciplinary stage, 
which subjected it to the dominant trends in political science. It gradually 
became clear that the only way to achieve this was to pursue theoretical 
autonomy. Th e rejection of relativism and rationalism thus provided the 
common denominator for the forces that converged into the project of 
building a theory of international relations. 

 One of the earliest objections against considering IR as a mere subfi eld 
of other social sciences was formulated by Waldemar Gurian. Armed with 
impeccable realist credentials (he had been a close disciple of Carl Schmitt), 
Gurian was the founder of the Catholic  Review of Politics  at Notre Dame 
and a German émigré. Writing in 1946 about the study of international 
relations, he cautioned that the objections against considering IR a sepa-
rate branch of knowledge should not be accepted. IR may have no method 
of its own, Gurian conceded, but it was nonetheless defi ned by “a special 
point of view” focusing on the relations between separate political units. 
Th ese units did not have to be states: they were fi rst and foremost commu-
nities of purpose, and thus could be supranational organizations like the 
Catholic Church or the labor movement. In this watered-down rendition 
of an existential concept of the “political” as the primary focus of IR, Gurian 
could not fail to attack the dominant conceptions of science, which were 
preventing IR from developing in the way he adumbrated: the instruction of 
IR should be “free of a spirit of relativistic nihilism” and acknowledge that 
“views on the nature of men become decisive” (Gurian 1946, 280). Th e 
same year, Morgenthau’s  Scientifi c Man Versus Power Politics  made a much 
more adamant case for the specifi city of international politics and the in-
adequacy of the scientifi c method. Later, he would explicitly connect the 
project of a theory with the rejection of value relativism: the “denial of the 
existence and intelligibility of a truth about matters political that exists 
regardless of time and place implies a denial of the possibility of political 
theory” (Morgenthau 1955, 452). 

 An important milestone in this conversation was a series of regional 
conferences organized by the Council on Foreign Relations in April and 
May 1946 and supported by the Rockefeller Foundation, whose conclusions 
were summarized in a volume later published by Grayson Kirk, a professor 
of government at Columbia University (Kirk 1947). Compared with inter-
war surveys (Ware 1938), the Kirk report was characterized by its criticism 
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of the infatuation of academics with Wilsonianism: a “disproportionate 
amount of time and energy was given to discussion of ‘international coop-
eration,’ while the analyses of the forces of confl ict in society, and of the 
institution of war, were subordinated and tainted with the stigma of moral 
reproach.” Much of interwar scholarship thus amounted to “propaganda,” 
however well meaning (Kirk 1947, 4). Th e report also expressed dissatisfac-
tion with the division of the fi eld between international law, international 
organization, and international politics: to the extent that law and interna-
tional forums could become politicized at any time, international politics 
was really “the nucleus” of the fi eld. While leaving open the question of the 
disciplinary status of IR, Kirk also advocated “a special method and ap-
proach” and suggested that its real focus should be power politics (Kirk 
1947, 10–12). If the Kirk report provided “a kind of consensual springboard 
into the second postwar era” (Olson and Groom 1991, 108), it was in part 
because it was ambiguous and could be construed in diff erent ways. On 
the one hand, it still subscribed to the view of IR as an interdisciplinary 
enterprise whose subject matter was “drawn from a variety of specialized 
fi elds” (Kirk 1947, 15). Yet it criticized the reformist inclinations of IR and 
made clear that the fi eld revolved around the political, understood as a 
phenomenon that could displace the orders of morality and law. Although 
the Kirk report sanctioned the dominance of the realist mood, it did not do 
much to arbitrage between its internal divisions. Th is was probably un-
avoidable, due to its nature as a synthesis document refl ecting the views of 
the profession. But it certainly emboldened the active minority that op-
posed the widespread acceptance of value relativism and rationalism in the 
study of politics, which had resulted from the methodological subordina-
tion of international relations to other disciplines. Although the scholars 
of that persuasion fought an uphill battle against the opinion prevailing in 
such prestigious centers as Yale’s Institute of International Studies or 
Princeton’s Woodrow Wilson School of Public and International Aff airs 
and against the general direction in which political science was developing, 
their inferiority was compensated for by the support that they received 
from the Rockefeller Foundation. By assembling a network of scholars who 
shared similar views but belonged to diff erent institutional or disciplinary 
areas, the foundation contributed to the emergence of an intellectual 
counterforce to the confi dent liberalism of the 1950s and its scientifi c mani-
festations in the study of international politics. As the hub of this network, 
the Division for the Social Sciences of the Rockefeller Foundation acted as 
the midwife of IR theory. 
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 the role of the rockefeller foundation 
in the run-up to ir theory 

 In retrospect, the support granted by the Rockefeller Foundation to realist 
scholars may seem puzzling. Why would a foundation support the intel-
lectual current that called into question the key premises of its past activi-
ties? Th e idea of scientifi c reform based on the use of rational knowledge to 
solve social confl icts was anathema to critics of scientifi c rationalism such 
as Morgenthau. It embodied all the illusions of the liberal pretense to mas-
ter the historical process through technical means. Moreover, postwar re-
alism primarily defi ned itself against the legalist approach to international 
relations that was the stock in trade of philanthropic foundations. In the 
wake of the nineteenth-century peace movement, foundations had played 
an important role in articulating the key instances of the legalist vision, 
such as international arbitration, customary law, disarmament, and peace 
conferences (Boyle 1999). Inspired by late-Victorian liberalism and its be-
lief in the political benefi ts of free trade, this vision saw in the development 
of modern economic forces the foundation of a rational world order (Ash-
worth 1999). In the United States, it resonated with the interests of the new 
industrialists and their legal advisers, who believed that they could apply 
to international relations the same rationalization that they had brought to 
economic production. Just as their vertically integrated trusts had put an 
end to ruthless competition, international organizations would in due time 
eliminate confl ict and irrational behavior and generate a common legal 
culture. Th is vision was also the matrix of the academic study of interna-
tional relations. Until World War II, most of the surveys of the fi eld were 
indeed commissioned by or for philanthropic foundations, while research 
and teaching in the universities refl ected primarily legalist concerns (Fox 
1968). Th e Rockefeller Foundation was no exception: since the 1920s, its 
mission in the fi eld of international relations had been to “facilitate the ami-
cable adjustment of national diff erences” and to promote “continuous con-
ference among nations” (1930, 227; 1932, 278). In 1945, its Division of Social 
Sciences still considered that raising education about international rela-
tions contributed to peace by avoiding misconceptions. 1  And in 1946, its 
most important fi nancial appropriation still went to the League of Nations, 
then poised to become the United Nations—making its support to realist 
critics of international reform all the more paradoxical. 

 Two major factors explain the support granted by the Rockefeller Founda-
tion to the realist vision of international aff airs. Th e fi rst is the rethinking 



142 the realist gambit

that took place within its Division for Social Sciences after 1945. Th e in-
vigorated critique of the policy-science model that implicitly defi ned much 
of American social science was heard at the foundation, which had long-
standing ties with the émigré scholars who usually formulated it. Th e crisis 
of scientifi c rationalism placed at the service of social reform was very much 
the crisis of the philanthropic model, and this crisis led to a reappraisal of 
previous programs by the Division for Social Sciences. Th e second factor, 
analyzed in the next section, is the nature of the Program on International 
Relations that was established in 1953–1954: the program was based on a de 
facto alliance with Hans Morgenthau, whose views of the fi eld of IR and of 
the need for a theory it entirely endorsed. Th e Rockefeller Foundation thus 
became not only the architect of a new academic fi eld but also a player oc-
cupying a very specifi c position within this fi eld. However, it would be 
misleading to assume that, by supporting a realist theory of international 
relations, the Rockefeller Foundation was reneging on its earlier commit-
ment to reform through international law. Its offi  cers saw realism as the 
continuation of preexisting legalistic approaches to international aff airs. 
Th is perception rested in part on a sociological continuity: as Alfons Söll-
ner (1988, 164–165) observed, the German émigrés who ended up teaching 
international relations in U.S. political-science departments were generally 
trained as jurists. Th ey gave realism the credentials it needed for appearing 
as superior to, and improving on, the legalist vision of international aff airs. 
As international law had “stumbled down from [its] high estate” after 1945, 
realism was seen as a promising redefi nition of work in the area of interna-
tional law, characterized by a “vigorous sociological approach” that in-
sisted that “the legal rule be seen in relationship to a given social reality.” 2  
In the fi eld of municipal law, this new course would later culminate in the 
creation of the Law and Society Association in 1964, also supported by the 
Rockefeller Foundation as a direct off shoot of the legal realism of the 1950s 
(Garth 2000). Moreover, if some Rockefeller programs, such as Legal and 
Political Philosophy, where international relations were rooted, tended to 
promote theoretical work “as a counterweight to the growing power of so-
cial science in the study of politics” (Hauptmann 2006, 648), this refl ected 
not only the convictions of some program offi  cers but also a strategy of 
experimentation and diversifi cation of the philanthropic portfolio, in a con-
text where the development of a behavioral science of society remained a 
key objective of the foundation’s scientifi c programs. 

 Th e reappraisal of IR programs started early on. In his 1945 memoran-
dum on the foundation’s policy in the fi eld of IR, Joseph Willits, the direc-
tor of the Division for Social Sciences, expressed mixed feelings about past 
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achievements. Th e massive investments made in developing international 
studies (almost 10,000,000 from 1926 to 1945) appeared in retrospect as 
“an infi nity of small dabs at many things.” 3  More signifi cantly, the tradi-
tional emphasis on the education of public opinion was now questioned: 
with the rise of mass media and their increased coverage of world aff airs, 
“adult education” programs were no longer an area where the foundation 
could make a diff erence. Instead, it should identify the “points of strategic 
importance” for international relations in the new postwar context. Along 
with other institutions, such as the Social Science Research Council, which 
established a Committee on International Relations Research in 1948, the 
Rockefeller Foundation became part of the disciplinary conversation of the 
1940s as it sought to generate reliable surveys of current work and foster 
the development of the fi eld. In this context, it fi nanced the 1946 cycle of 
regional conferences organized by the Council on Foreign Relations and 
subsequently took its cues from the Kirk report. 

 Th e translation of the Kirk report into operational guidelines was the 
work of Bryce Wood, a consultant asked to write an internal report for the 
foundation outlining possible courses of action (Wood 1947). Th e founda-
tion, he suggested, had to decide whether it wanted to continue support for 
expertise in international law and research on international organization, 
which he defi ned as “strictly non-political international activities,” or whether 
it would instead seek to strengthen the capacities of the making of U.S. 
foreign policy. Th e question raised was really about the possibility, as the 
international situation was becoming increasingly polarized, to maintain 
the prewar internationalist perspective and to stay outside of politics. He 
suggested that, while peace eff orts remained worth supporting, the reori-
entation of Rockefeller programs from the international to the national 
level was not only desirable but, in fact, already underway. Th is process 
had already begun in 1935, Wood argued, when the foundation had made a 
grant to the Yale Institute of International Studies, which was one of the 
early receptacles of realism in the United States. 4  Th is decision was part of 
a wider trend, which consisted in “the strengthening of anti-totalitarian 
foreign policies” next to the traditional interest in international peace (Wood 
1947, 28). In the postwar context, this policy should be continued and ex-
panded, Wood suggested. Beyond the circumstantial argument that the 
cold war forced politicization and that the experience of the Rockefeller 
Foundation with international law would not prevent it from being drawn 
into politics, the Wood report actually reiterated an idea that had been 
developed by the most ferocious critiques of legalism: law was not a bul-
wark against politics, because it could become politicized at any moment. It 
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also made two further claims that strengthened the case for conceiving of 
IR theory as an  alternative  to social science. First, as a branch of knowl-
edge, IR was concerned with the “possibility that force and not social sci-
ence will be employed to solve disputes” (Wood 1947, 24); that is, it took for 
granted the limits of scientifi c rationalism. Second, Wood argued that the 
“anti-statistical nature of diplomacy” called for diff erent methods: the se-
crecy of diplomatic transactions, the small number of statesmen, and other 
factors made international politics unfi t for the kind of quantitative analy-
sis that was gaining ground in other social sciences (Wood 1947, 44). Th e 
Wood report was an important policy document that paved the ground for 
the alliance between realists and the Rockefeller Foundation. It explains 
why support for the interdisciplinary option and for the scientifi c rational-
ism that came attached to it seems to have declined considerably by the 
early 1950s. 5  

 Paving the way toward an autonomous discipline, the decision to 
strengthen a “theory of international politics” was taken in 1953 and offi  -
cialized in the president’s report to the trustees. Th e “Program for Interna-
tional Studies” drafted by Kenneth W. Th ompson for the Division for So-
cial Science was entirely pitted against the “aimless humanitarianism” of 
interwar scholarship, which it contrasted with the objective study of power 
politics. Only by shedding its past ways could the study of international 
politics reach the status of a scientifi c fi eld of study. While acknowledging 
that “no serious student would presume to claim the study of international 
relations had arrived at the stage of an independent academic discipline,” 
the program suggested that all the requirements were met: the fi eld had a 
core focus (the state and power politics); eff orts were made toward devel-
oping an appropriate methodology; and “inventories have been drawn up 
by individual scholars, universities and institutes, of topics and concrete 
projects which would best serve the development of general principles in 
the fi eld and their validation through systematic inquiry.” 6  Obviously, in-
terdisciplinarity—what Th ompson called “blending fragments of knowledge 
and isolated techniques from the humanities and the natural sciences”—
was not the way forward. 

 mapping out the field: the chicago view 
 If conversations within the Rockefeller Foundation pointed at the need to 
establish disciplinary autonomy, they did not specify in detail the lines 
along which the emerging discipline should develop. Yet, curiously, the 



the realist gambit 145

views of IR theory promoted by the Rockefeller Foundation in the mid-
1950s consistently echoed those of Hans J. Morgenthau. Th is is all the 
more surprising since earlier contacts between Morgenthau and the offi  -
cers of the Rockefeller Foundation had not been good. In 1950, Morgenthau 
had approached the foundation with a proposal requesting support for his 
Center for the Study of American Foreign Policy at the University of Chi-
cago. 7  Following consultations with Pendelton Herring, the president of 
the SSRC, who thought Morgenthau’s work was “highly personal and dog-
matic,” and with Philip Mosely, who did not show more enthusiasm, the 
proposal was turned down. Morgenthau’s strong views, which he expressed 
during a meeting with Willits, certainly accounted for this lack of under-
standing: he had criticized the “pragmatic and anti-philosophical” Ameri-
can tradition for the poverty of political philosophy in the country and at-
tributed the crisis of the tradition of political thought to the “scientifi c 
spirit.” “Th e Foundation,” he suggested, “could make a great contribution, if 
it set up an institute of political philosophy, and break up the stranglehold 
which public administration has on political science and philosophy.” 8  Th is 
early attempt at countering the social sciences, however, did not succeed. 

 Th e situation changed dramatically three years later, when Kenneth W. 
Th ompson, a young political scientist at Northwestern, was hired as a con-
sultant in charge of the IR program of the Rockefeller Foundation. Th e ap-
pointment of the man that Morgenthau considered “the best student he 
ever had” 9  and who reciprocated his admiration brought Morgenthau back 
into the good graces of the foundation, albeit indirectly, and gave him con-
siderable intellectual infl uence over the formulation of the IR program. 
After joining the Division for Social Science as a consultant in 1953, Th omp-
son subsequently became assistant director (1955–1957), associate director 
(1957–1960), director for social sciences (1960–1961), and vice president for 
international programs (1961–1974). Born in 1921, Th ompson had studied 
history before joining the army as an infantry and counterintelligence of-
fi cer. He later enrolled at the University of Chicago, where he took a Ph.D. 
in political science in 1950, with a dissertation on the political philosophy 
of Toynbee. More importantly, he was a disciple and close colleague of 
Morgenthau, with whom he had published the reader  Principles and Prob-
lems of International Politics  (Morgenthau and Th ompson 1950). It is hard 
to overstate the role played by Th ompson in aligning the IR program with 
the views elaborated in Chicago against the legalistic teaching of Quincy 
Wright. If Morgenthau was the thinker, Th ompson was the academic en-
trepreneur and philanthropic manager who decisively contributed to es-
tablishing the discipline on a theoretical agenda inspired by Morgenthau. 
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 Th e picture of the fi eld that emerges from Th ompson’s papers bears wit-
ness to the strong antibehaviorist bias that oriented the foundation’s Pro-
gram for International Studies. His analysis of the academic landscape was 
crucial for determining the institutional loci and the research eff orts on 
which the program would concentrate its resources. Writing at the end of 
1953, Th ompson observed that one of the obstacles to the development of a 
theory of international relations was the absence of appropriate outlets. 
 World Politics , which had been founded in 1949 at Yale and whose editor 
was William T. R. Fox, had been “taken over by the behavioral scientists”; 
the  American Political Science Review  had obligations to “fi ve or six fi elds”; 
and  International Organization  was essentially about “the factual descrip-
tion of United Nations aff airs.” 10  A month later, reporting to Dean Rusk on 
the foundation’s Program in International Studies, Th ompson delineated 
what he saw as the strategic alternative for the foundation. Th e old Yale 
group, which the foundation had supported since 1935, had migrated en 
masse to Princeton’s Center of International Studies in 1951. But since 1943, 
these scholars had developed an interest in a practical approach to foreign-
policy decisions. Decision making, however, was the kind of issue that lent 
itself most to the development of quantitative research tools and rational-
choice methodologies after the war (Amadae 2003). Th e “Princeton school,” 
Th ompson wrote, had thus developed “behavioral constructs” that, he 
added somewhat scornfully, had aroused little interest. 11  Next to the be-
havioral approach to international politics, however, there was another 
school of thought that emphasized the national interest as the interpretive 
standard of rational political action. “If Princeton is the capitol [ sic ] city of 
behaviorism,” Th ompson went on, “Chicago and Columbia are the centers 
of this second approach at the present time.” 12  “Is it of interest to the foun-
dations and to scholarly progress in general that the growth of a ‘party-
line’ at major institutions has been a dominant characteristic of the fi eld? 
Or is this, to the contrary, a force contributing to progress through intense 
specialization? Can we steer a middle course between extremes?” 13  Th e 
question was purely rhetorical, and the conclusion was foregone: “If what is 
sought is diversity in approach then perhaps Columbia or Chicago or Stan-
ford-Berkeley has much to off er.” 14  Yet the middle course envisaged by 
Th ompson proved rather partisan in then end. 

 A list of centers and scholars doing research in IR drafted in February 
1954 sheds some light on what Th ompson himself meant by “Chicago” and 
“Columbia.” 15  At Chicago, the program considered exclusively the Center 
for the Study of American Foreign Policy. Th e department of political sci-
ence, with its strong empirical tradition going back to Charles Merriam 
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and its contribution to behavioralism, was simply excluded from the list, 
and virtually no mention was made of the work of Quincy Wright, who 
represented the legalist alternative to Morgenthau. Th is is quite signifi -
cant, given that the department had provided cohorts of IR scholars to Yale’s 
Institute of International Studies, and, through the institute, to Princeton, 
Columbia, MIT, and the RAND Corporation (Almond 2004). Th e Chicago 
side of things, in other words, was essentially a Morgenthau operation. As 
for Columbia, what Th ompson had in mind was primarily the Institute of 
War and Peace Studies. Opened in 1952 under the direction of William 
T. R. Fox and established within the School of International Aff airs, the 
institute’s mandate was to deal with “basic research” on issues of national 
security rather than with policy making (Cowan 1954, 90–92). Th e other 
major fi gure at Columbia was Reinhold Niebuhr, at the Union Th eological 
Seminary, another critique of liberalism and scientifi c rationalism. Th e 
same list of institutions and individuals reveals a bleak view of the work 
done at Princeton’s Center for International Studies. Th e same bias drove 
the process of short-listing potential participants in the conversation that 
Th ompson was staging on the “theory” of international relations. Names 
were initially circulated during informal discussions between Th ompson, 
Wolfers, and Fox. None of the Princeton scholars suggested by Fox (Harold 
Sprout, Klaus Knorr, Frederick Dunn) were included in the shortlist, while 
some of Wolfers’ suggestions (John Herz) were also discarded. Th e invita-
tions extended to foreign-policy practitioners obeyed the same logic: the 
exhaustive Rockefeller listing of “academic competence in international 
relations” included a number of nonacademic institutions with an interest 
in foreign policy, such as the Council on Foreign Relations, the Brookings 
Institution, the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, and the 
RAND Corporation. Among those, only the Foreign Service Educational 
Foundation was retained as a valid provider of participants. Often nick-
named the “Policy Planning Staff  in Exile,” the Foreign Service Education 
Foundation of 1954 was the fi efdom of Paul Nitze and also included George 
Kennan. 

 the realist  methodenstreit : 
the  conference on theory 

 Th e strategy pursued by the foundation offi  cers was not limited to an “ex-
ploratory search” identifying scholars and research in the fi eld. It entailed an 
exercise in social engineering by gathering like-minded scholars to discuss 



148 the realist gambit

the content of the theory and its institutional dimension. A major step in 
that direction was taken in May 1954, with the organization of a “confer-
ence on international politics” convened to discuss the possibility and the 
nature of a theory of international politics, its relevance to foreign-policy 
making, and the institutional resources available: Ph.D. opportunities, pub-
lication outlets, regular seminars, departmental bases, relations with states-
men and policy makers, and so on. Th e 1954 conference is unique in that it 
gathered the luminaries of IR to have them discuss the nature, boundaries, 
and future of their fi eld. Th e participants included Hans Morgenthau, 
Reinhold Niebuhr, William T. R. Fox, Arnold Wolfers, Dean Rusk, Paul 
Nitze, Kenneth W. Th ompson, and Dorothy Fosdick, along with nonaca-
demic observers of international aff airs such as Walter Lippman and John 
Reston. Compared to the conferences of the late 1940s, the 1954 seminar 
was more selective: it excluded scholars associated with the study of inter-
national law and organizations. More importantly, it fi rmly located the in-
terest in theory within a network of scholars and practitioners committed 
to the study of power politics. Th e gathering was clearly designed as a coun-
terpoint to the reformist conferences of experts in international law and 
organizations. 16  A common theme running through the diff erent contri-
butions was the inadequacy of previous approaches to international politics 
and the need to strengthen a “theory.” Morgenthau, for instance, claimed 
that none of the hitherto prevailing modes of dealing with the subject, 
“history, reform, or pragmatic manipulation,” could claim scientifi c status, 
as they were not dealing with “general laws.” 17  Arnold Wolfers pointed at 
political science and the social sciences in general as the relevant pool of tools 
for analyzing international aff airs. Similar claims were made by William 
Fox and Kenneth Th ompson. On the face of it, these debates seemed to 
suggest that, by contrast with the amateurish reformism of the past, the 
development of an academic interest in a  theory  of international politics 
was a bid for scientifi c supremacy. 

 Th e opposition between “scientifi c” realism and “idealist” international-
ism is well known and belongs to the offi  cial lore of the discipline. As any 
foundational legend, however, it builds upon carefully selected historical 
facts but conceals others. A wholly diff erent image takes shape when we 
understand the genesis of the discipline in its own terms, and the tran-
script of the 1954 conference provides a solid ground to assess them. Be-
hind the rhetorical claims to “science” that supported the attack against 
the legal-historical approach to international relations lay oppositions that 
betrayed deep divisions within realism. In this context, the theoretical ap-
proach to international relations was fi rst developed to insulate the fi eld 
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from the surrounding behavioral sciences. It was not meant to make it 
more scientifi c but, on the contrary, immune to science. A closer look re-
veals that realism provided a common language for ultimately divergent 
intellectual and ideological projects. Claims to scientifi c status in the anal-
ysis of international politics were made by two competing projects: classi-
cal realism and behavioralism. Morgenthau may indeed have heralded a 
“science” of international politics in some of his publications (Morgenthau 
and Th ompson 1950), but this must be understood against the backdrop of 
the excoriating attack delivered against the social sciences in  Scientifi c 
Man Versus Power Politics , where the belief in “the power of science to 
solve all problems” was portrayed as the cause of the “decay” of the West-
ern world (Morgenthau 1946, vi). By modeling themselves on the natural 
sciences, the social sciences had produced the illusion of a mastery over 
society and of providing “scientifi c solutions” to the moral dilemmas of 
politics when, in fact, the kind of certainty they could produce was limited 
and irrelevant to such dilemmas. Far from subsiding, this polemic against 
the social sciences emerged as a rather consensual leitmotif of the 1954 
meeting. Morgenthau, of course, could be expected to warn against the 
“social science tendency,” which he regarded as “the greatest present pit-
fall” to theory building. 18  But he was joined by the other participants in his 
critique of behavioralism. Kenneth Th ompson also identifi ed objective, 
empirical, data-gathering social science as the main inhibition to theory. 19  
In the paper he had prepared, Paul Nitze expressed “little patience with 
those behaviorist theories which maintain that there is no such thing as a 
better or worse decision in foreign aff airs.” 20  Because the social sciences 
claimed to be value free, they could not address the issue of moral judg-
ment that constituted the essence of politics nor understand the nature of 
decisions that do not solve such dilemmas but simply put an end to them 
through robust action. Th ey assumed, as Niebuhr vehemently argued, “that 
the proper ‘scientifi c technics’ can assure men mastery over their histori-
cal fate,” when both the course and the meaning of history were not opened 
to human scrutiny. 21  Not all was to be discarded in the social sciences, 
however: Morgenthau envisioned them in a subordinate role limited to 
mining data for the theorist. Th e social-scientifi c approach, he concluded, 
“must be contained within very narrow limits.” 22  Th e fi nal report, written 
by Kenneth Th ompson, devoted a whole section to the criticism of “pre-
suppositionless social science.”    23  

 For all their talk about “general laws” of international politics or “ratio-
nality” in the conduct of international aff airs, the scientifi c rhetoric of the 
realists remained ultimately a tactical weapon against liberal historians 
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and legal scholars. But by the time they convened in Washington to dis-
cuss their discipline, this was already a foregone battle: in the mid-1950s, 
the real fi ght was  internal  to political-science departments, and it was a 
fi ght against the behavioral sciences. Th e two aspects were not unrelated: 
American social science had developed out of the social-reform movement 
of the turn of the century and produced the belief in the capacity of ratio-
nal analysis and planning to achieve economic progress and overcome 
confl ict (Ross 1991). Wilsonianism and the international-law movement 
extended this belief to the international sphere. Th e same rational meth-
ods used to harmonize domestic interests would solve the problems of in-
ternational politics, and international relations would become a province 
of the social sciences. But this was precisely the liberal fallacy denounced by 
Morgenthau (1946, 108–109), a fallacy that assumed that “the social struc-
tures of international and domestic society are essentially identical” and 
that the former was also amenable to peaceful social engineering. Th e cri-
tique of interwar liberal internationalism, in the eyes of many classical re-
alists, could not be complete without a simultaneous critique of the behav-
ioral sciences, which were seen as responsible for the further depoliticization 
of social and international relations typical of liberalism (Söllner 1987). 

 Th e academic context in which IR developed was thus perceived as hos-
tile. Behavioralism promoted a unifi ed conception of the social sciences 
under the experimental method and promised unlimited scientifi c prog-
ress (Almond 1960; Dahl 1961). Such claims also involved a bid to institu-
tional supremacy. In the run-up to the creation of the National Science 
Foundation in 1950, the sociologist Talcott Parsons had tried to have the 
new public agency endorse behavioral standards for social-science research 
(Klausner and Lidz 1986). In a similar fashion, Daniel Lerner and Harold 
Lasswell (1951) had stressed the methodological unity of the sciences of 
which international relations was part. As if this was not threatening 
enough, the new paradigm also benefi ted from the support of the Ford 
Foundation, which set up a “Behavioral Sciences Program” in 1952 and in-
vested its massive resources in the institutionalization of the social sci-
ences at home and abroad (Seybold 1980). Th e purpose of the 1954 confer-
ence therefore appears to have been essentially defensive. Reporting on the 
debates, Kenneth Th ompson wrote that “theory in the study of interna-
tional politics may deserve a special priority because of the stringency of 
the debate generated in part by the imperialism of competing approaches 
each claiming to have pre-empted the fi eld.” 24  Th e point of discussing 
“theory” was to establish a demarcation line vis-à-vis the behavioral sci-
ences and to build into such theory the antibodies that would prevent the 
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capture of international relations by the social sciences. Th e items on the 
agenda included a discussion not only of the “nature” of theory but also, 
more signifi cantly perhaps, of the “limits” of theory: a clear reminder, 
against the cognitive pretensions of the social sciences, that power politics 
was restive to complete rationalization. 25  In fact, IR theory not only had 
limits: it was essentially  defi ned  by these limits. Niebuhr insisted on the 
necessity for theory to be open to the contingent. A “prudent self-interest” 
was the highest attainable degree of rationality and morality. 26  Morgen-
thau emphasized the incommensurability between theoretical statements 
and political practice. Politics was always about concrete decisions engag-
ing with a world of contingencies: “A theory of international relations,” 
Morgenthau wrote, 

 must, then, guard against the temptation to take itself too seriously and to 
neglect the ambiguities which call it into question at every turn. A theory 
of international relations which yielded to that temptation would become a 
metaphysic, superimposing a logically coherent intellectual scheme upon a 
reality which falls far short of such coherence.  A theory of international 
relations, to be theoretically valid, must build into its theoretical structure, 
as it were, those very qualifi cations which limit its theoretical validity and 
practical usefulness . 27  

 Th e theory may provide a rational representation of a given situation, but the 
actual engagement was a matter of Machiavellian  virtù , of a decision that 
cut across confl icting judgments. “Prudence,” then, was also a moral pre-
cept. As Morgenthau put it in the course of the debates, “in reality you can 
only rely on a series of informed hunches.” 28  

 Th e only exception to this antibehaviorist consensus was Arnold Wolf-
ers, whose case deserves a special mention. His views were somewhat at 
odds with the rest of the group, and the debates that ensued help illumi-
nate the real stakes of a distinct IR theory. A Swiss, Wolfers (1892–1968) was 
trained as a legal scholar. He took his diploma in Zurich and practiced law 
before pursuing his doctorate in Giessen. Following a lecturing tour in the 
United States, he came to Germany in 1929 as a  Privatdozent  at the Univer-
sity of Berlin before becoming director of the Rockefeller-funded  Deutsche 
Hochschule für Politik , also in Berlin, a school developing “modern” em-
pirical social-science methods against traditional German historical-legal 
scholarship (Caplan and Rosenblatt 1983). Wolfers was already an old Rock-
efeller hand when he joined the faculty at Yale in 1933. Yet by the 1950s, the 
Yale group, and Wolfers himself, had developed an interest in behavioral 
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methods. From the perspective of the behavioral sciences, the question of 
“theory” was solved in advance: no domain of human action could claim 
exemption from a universally applicable scientifi c method. Realists attracted 
by behavioral methodologies and by political “science” had no particular 
incentive to develop IR as a distinctive discipline. Th is explains why IR 
theory did not crystallize around Yale and Princeton, despite the impor-
tant work done in these institutions. Th e views that Wolfers expressed in 
1954 were essentially those he had held in the late 1940s, when he had called 
for the implementation of social-science techniques in the study of inter-
national politics, and they attracted much criticism: in the precirculated 
paper, he suggested that “the main job of the theorist  qua  theorist is . . . the 
creative elaboration of fruitful hypotheses which bear on the relationship 
between specifi ed variables.” 29  He reiterated this probehavioral position 
during the discussions, adding that the concept of political “behavior” al-
lowed for a greater degree of certainty: “as soon as you begin to talk about 
behavior, however, you are pretty safe”—to which Morgenthau immedi-
ately quipped that such an analysis then became “meaningless.” 30  

 the politics of theory 
 Underwritten by the Rockefeller Foundation, IR “theory” emerged in the 
mid-1950s as a symptomatic reaction to the evolution of American political 
science. Th is reactive aspect runs through the minutes of the 1954 meet-
ing, which saw the emergence of an essentially negative consensus. What 
the “theory” of international politics exactly meant may not have been very 
clear to the participants in the May 1954 conference—in his subsequent 
report, Kenneth Th ompson (1955, 746) wrote euphemistically that the state 
of theory was compounded by “vigorous debate” and “little unanimity on 
points of detail”—but the necessity of having a theory was unanimously 
recognized, as it provided a rallying cry for the opponents of behavioralism 
and more generally of the liberal vision of science as an instrument of ra-
tional social reform. Despite the inconclusive nature of the debates, there-
fore, the 1954 workshop was considered a very stimulating event worth 
replicating. Following the circulation of Th ompson’s report, William Fox 
wrote to say that Morgenthau, Niebuhr, Nitze, Wolfers, and himself were 
willing to engage in “more formal discussions,” which hopefully would also 
involve English scholars such as Martin Wight or Herbert Butterfi eld, and 
asked for the support of the Rockefeller Foundation. 31  In order to secure 
the regular participation of Niebuhr, who was regarded as a major source 



the realist gambit 153

of intellectual inspiration, it was decided that these regular discussions 
would take place at Columbia’s Institute of War and Peace Studies. Start-
ing in 1957, Columbia’s interuniversity seminar gave a stable form to the 
network that had coalesced during the 1954 workshop and established the 
legitimacy of the theoretical agenda. 32  

 More than it advanced research methods, the 1954 workshop brought 
into the open a lot of “unresolved problems” (Fox 1959, xi). But it also fos-
tered the emergence of a group that, despite its diversity, developed a sense 
of collective identity and left its imprint on the discipline. Th e fi rst IR  theo-
rists  were united by their negative view of the social sciences: they saw in 
scientifi c rationalism the same utopian drive that characterized the legalist 
vision of the interwar years. As they traced back to the Enlightenment the 
cause of the crisis, their diagnosis became overtly political. Th e crisis, as 
Th ompson reported, resulted from an “unfounded optimism” that “de-
rived, undoubtedly, from the philosophy of the enlightenment and from its 
step-child, the peace-movement of the nineteenth century.” 33  Th e time had 
come to reassert the legitimacy of self-interest, to shed the “cult of interna-
tionalism,” and to accept a notion of the political that was built upon a 
pessimistic anthropology and the impossibility of progress. Th e point was 
no longer to redeem liberalism, as Niebuhr was still suggesting in the mid-
1940s, but to reach beyond and against liberalism, to restore and rejuve-
nate a political tradition that emphasized the limits of rationalism and the 
hubristic dangers of reformism. “Th e paramount problem for contempo-
rary study of international relations,” Niebuhr suggested to the other con-
ference participants, “is to supplant the illusions which we have inherited 
from the French enlightenment . . . with the wisdom of Edmund Burke.” 34  
Along with Burke, the other intellectual icon often conjured was Augus-
tine: with its pessimistic anthropology, its denial of mundane progress, 
and the absolute separation it established between the universal values of 
the City of God and the relative claims of earthly kingdoms, Augustinism 
provided a “political language” for Anglo-American circles thinking about 
international relations in the wake of World War II, of which IR theory was 
arguably an important dialect (Epp 1991, 5). Much more than an academic 
critique of scientifi c rationalism and liberalism, therefore, IR gave an artic-
ulated form to a distinct political mood that explicitly considered itself as a 
form of counterenlightenment. While the upbeat liberalism of the 1950s was 
blossoming into the grand narrative of modernization theory (Gilman 2003), 
IR initially provided an academic niche for the discontents of the liberal 
consensus. In this respect, the participants in the Rockefeller-initiated 
conversation are a telling group, mixing émigrés of various persuasions 
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(Morgenthau, Wolfers), traditional conservatives (Kennan, Nitze), former 
liberals en route toward new forms of conservatism (Lippman), or Protes-
tant neo-orthodoxy (Niebuhr). It suggests that the critique of liberalism 
imported by émigré scholars was not purely idiosyncratic, as it also off ered 
a platform for American academics and intellectuals who did not recog-
nize themselves in the postwar liberal consensus. In fact, the positions 
taken by members of this group during the cold war are also quite telling, 
as they tended not to align on the positions characteristic of the liberal 
“vital center.” Kennan and Morgenthau became strongly opposed to the 
Vietnam War in the name of a limited notion of the national interest. Even 
Niebuhr, who, as the theologian to the “best and the brightest,” played a 
decisive role in laying the ideological foundations of cold-war liberalism, 
ended up joining this position, in part after realizing the moral problems 
associated with the nuclear possibilities (Craig 2003). Here again, the op-
position between IR theory and political science was perpetuated under 
diff erent forms: as Ido Oren (2003, 153) pointed out, Morgenthau’s opposi-
tion to the Vietnam War was not indicative of the dominant trends in politi-
cal science, that profession being generally more supportive of the admin-
istration. Th e founding fathers of IR remained, indeed, critical of political 
science and of its policy implications, even though the discipline they had 
so powerfully contributed to establishing had by then reintegrated the realm 
of political science. 

 conclusion: the failure to launch of a 
successful social science 

 Th e emergence of IR was not a process of late professionalization along the 
lines defi ning the social sciences. It was the result of a disagreement over 
the nature of politics and, by extension, of political science. Initially lo-
cated within the ill-defi ned fringes of the discipline, international relations 
started to diff erentiate itself when it formulated diff erent answers to the 
same set of questions. In political science, the belief that the earlier devel-
opment of the discipline was haphazard and driven by the practical issues 
of the day led many to look for a more systematic and scientifi c approach, 
which ended up carrying the day under the convenient label of “behavior-
alism.” Th e same diagnosis led some IR scholars to develop a theory of 
politics entirely pitted against the image of science underpinning the de-
velopment of the discipline in which they were grounded. In this process 
of growing divergence, IR became the repository for a political tradition 
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critical of liberalism and, in particular, the reformist idea of scientifi cally 
informed policy advice. Rather, it viewed politics as an art performed not 
by technical specialists but by a few men of good judgment, an elite sea-
soned in the arcane wisdom of statecraft. Th is vision did not just inspire 
the small group of founding fathers brought together by the Rockefeller 
Foundation: it was embodied by it. 

 While I have focused on the early years of this process of diff erentiation 
and on the major actors involved in theory building, it is worthwhile keep-
ing in mind that this project ultimately failed. Starting in the early 1960s, 
rational-choice methodologies rapidly made their way into the study of 
international politics, while the psychological, anthropological, or norma-
tive elements regarding human nature originally present in the theory 
were discarded in favor of systemic-structural notions producing the same 
eff ects. Th e latter operation was Kenneth Waltz’s enduring legacy to the 
discipline. As IR gradually morphed into a social science, its origins were 
obliterated in favor of a standardized historical account presenting its de-
velopment only as a “lag” in scientifi c development with respect to other 
branches of knowledge. What the archives and the transcripts of the early 
discussion about IR theory reveal, however, is a deliberate attempt at break-
ing away from the major tendencies at work within the social sciences, as 
well as the overtly political nature of this project. 

 In retrospect, the failure of the original vision of IR illuminates the ex-
tent of the gravitational pull that behavioralism exerted over postwar po-
litical science and suggests that the possibilities for alternative disciplinary 
discourses were ultimately limited. Th e parallel careers of IR and political 
theory are quite telling in this respect. John Gunnell (1993b) has cogently 
shown how political theory also took shape through a critical dialogue on 
the nature and scope of political science. IR theory was part of the same 
discursive matrix, and quite tellingly it was also developed by the Rocke-
feller Foundation under the umbrella of its program on Legal and Political 
Philosophy. But while political theory managed to escape the gravitational 
fi eld of political science at the price of a complete disconnection between 
the two fi elds, IR was irresistibly drawn back into the behavioral atmo-
sphere of the 1960s after its attempted launch in the previous decade. 
Th ere are many reasons for this failure. Th e vision of IR theory as an alter-
native to the social sciences did not have the odds in its favor, as it had to 
steer a diffi  cult middle course between opposites. In order to shed the 
remnants of its previous grounding in history and law, IR had to assert its 
scientifi c character. Based on the notion of power, the science of interna-
tional politics was then developed within political-science departments. 
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But there, IR theory found itself sharing similar claims to “realism” with 
approaches that were fundamentally at odds with its ideological outlook 
and were encapsulated in the language of science characteristic of behav-
ioralism. Th erefore, once it became fi rmly anchored within political-science 
institutions, IR theory had to steer the other way and emphasize its anti-
scientifi c tendencies. Th is has led to a constant oscillation between the 
scientifi c and the metaphysical, the normative and the factual, and the de-
scriptive and the prescriptive, and this oscillation found its most acute 
expression in the writings of Morgenthau, where, as perceptive commen-
tators have observed, it became a redoubtable polemical weapon (Jervis 1994; 
Koskenniemi 2002). Th is, however, did not prove suffi  cient to establish a 
fully autonomous discipline. But the main reason may be something else: 
the failure to achieve complete disciplinary autonomy was in part because 
the postwar triumph of the “realist” approach to international politics 
concealed deep discords within the ranks of the realists themselves. Fred-
erick Dunn, Arnold Wolfers, Klaus Knorr, and others were arguably real-
ists, yet they also believed that the social sciences provided adequate tools 
for studying power politics. Not so the proponents of a theoretical ap-
proach to IR. Ultimately, as the position of Wolfers during the 1954 con-
ference suggests, the project of IR theory gained a following on the basis 
of a misunderstanding over what theory stood for. Th e antiliberal, antisci-
entifi c message attached to it by Morgenthau, Niebuhr, Th ompson, and 
others did not travel very far beyond the small group that crystallized 
around the Rockefeller Foundation. Th e strategic adoption of the lan-
guage of science and the emphasis on theory building made its project 
diffi  cult to decipher and easy to misinterpret. Th is eventually left the 
group unable to prevent the development of IR theory in a direction that 
it did not endorse. Th e realist gambit, ultimately, was a losing one. Yet, 
despite the subsequent development of the discipline, it was an opening 
move that set the fi eld of international relations on a very particular path, 
one characterized in particular by a proximity to power that few other 
disciplines ever enjoyed. 
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 6 

 KENNAN: REALISM AS DESIRE 

 anders stephanson 

 Realism is un-American. Its few appearances in U.S. foreign rela-
tions have occurred on borrowed time. Realism  as policy  is thus gen-
erally unrealistic. Kennan sensed that. His defi ning moment was 

his period of policy-making glory in 1947–1949, when the promise (as he 
saw it) of an intelligent and well-directed eff ort, under his tutelage, to place 
the United States in the world on sound footing was replaced by ideologi-
cal excess and ensuing cold-war phantasmagoria. Th at searing experience 
turned Kennan into a full-fl edged realist critic whose realism was grounded 
in its own impossibility: for the next fi fty years, crushed, he would consis-
tently and coherently argue that, in the absence of realistic policy, the 
United States should do less rather than more, certainly less by way of ex-
pansionism, both cold-war expansionism and otherwise. 1  It is worth re-
membering that, as he was approaching his hundredth birthday and the 
end of his life, he was denouncing the upcoming “Operation Iraqi Free-
dom” in the most scathing and prophetic terms. 2  

 What interests me, however, about this impossibility is less the political 
vicissitudes than the discursive (I use the word as though it had not been 
destroyed) position of realism as an impulse and desire in relation to what 
it imagined itself ideologically to be combating during the late 1940s and 
early 1950s. Realism, like the related “conservatism,” is always reactive. It is 
only articulated, revealing itself as true and realistic, when there is a per-
ceived onslaught of something distinctly and perversely unrealistic, ab-
stract, radical, or silly. Th e real is or should be self-explanatory. It is its own 
justifi cation, so to speak, needing only a proper assertion by means of illu-
mination in times of would-be delusion. From Kennan’s standpoint, then, 
the real acquires a certain clarity when Rooseveltian neo-Wilsonianism (as 
he saw it) is replaced by the hardheaded regime of General Marshall’s State 
Department, the moment, in short, when he, George F. Kennan, largely 
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came to defi ne the domain of policy making, albeit with some severe con-
strictions that would soon prove fatal. If this was not quite a “realist” re-
gime, it was nevertheless realistic enough to warrant optimism. Alas, al-
ready by 1949, intelligence had been forced aside or warped, turned into 
demeaning abnegation before a public increasingly led and dominated by 
appalling demagogues. 

 I have no intention of returning to the endless discussion of Kennan’s 
own responsibility for this sequence. He would wrestle with that responsi-
bility for the rest of his life, a responsibility that he recognized but never 
quite embraced. I leave aside what was manifestly wrong about his own 
analysis of the Soviet Union and the kind of threat it presented in 1945–
1947, and how this complex of errors provided the most important ground, 
rather a fi rm ground to boot, for the very perversions, in his terms, that 
would mark the U.S. project known as the cold war. Here, instead, I am 
concerned with the changing targets of Kennan’s realist impulse (or irrita-
tion) at home and the precise relation between that specifi c history and 
what one might call, a little clumsily, the  longue duree  of the self-concep-
tion of the United States in the world, an identity that achieves great clarity 
in the early cold war. My wager is that such an analysis will reveal some-
thing both about the place of “realism” in the incipient phase of IR and 
about the constitutive structure of U.S. “unrealism.” Kennan’s emerging 
realism, I will claim, was never an “-ism.” Articulated against domestic tar-
gets, however, it forced him concurrently to see the Soviet problem anew 
and to develop his mature critique of cold-war policy. 

 It is indeed with the Soviet Union that we must nonetheless begin, 
though not with Kennan’s analysis but rather his diagnosis of what was 
wrong with his own government’s view of it (or, more precisely, what he 
took to be Roosevelt’s concept). Kennan, it will be recalled, had shown no 
sympathy for the Grand Alliance of World War II or Roosevelt’s putative 
intimacy with Stalin. Th e obvious convergence of military interests not-
withstanding, Kennan favored a strict, narrowly construed approach de-
fi ned in terms of interests, the counterpoint to what he essentially took to 
be the Soviet way. Roosevelt and Washington appeared by contrast to base 
the U.S. position on the dual and wholly fallacious premise that extensive 
wartime collaboration with Moscow would continue after the war and 
that this process would take place in some universalist neo-Wilsonian 
frame of legalism and the United Nations, an organization Kennan would 
later describe with some hilarity as “a fortuitous collection of social enti-
ties which happen at this stage in human history to enjoy a wide degree of 
acceptance as independent states.” 3  Because, accordingly, he deemed his 
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own government incapable of a realistic policy, he argued for the radical 
disassociation between the West and the Soviet Union at the line wherever 
their respective armed might happened to land at the end of the war. A 
deep freeze was better than illusory neo-Wilsonianism and self-defeating 
cooperation with Moscow. 4  

 Th e diagnosis, then, is still situated chiefl y at the level of a “realistic pol-
icy,” by which is meant one adequate to the real circumstances. Th e real is 
simply not visible either to the domestic powers that be or to the public, 
the deeply ignorant public. Th is inadequacy of policy has two concrete as-
pects. First, there is a failure to grasp the realities fl owing from the (alleged) 
nature of the Soviet Union and its policy. Second, there is the larger failure 
to grasp the realities of how world politics operate, a failure fi nding graphic 
expression in the project of superimposing what is inside, that is, law, pro-
cedure, predictability, transparency, and order, immediately onto the out-
side; in short, it is a wrongheaded resurrection of Wilsonian “idealism.” 5  

 Whether better knowledge, a more visible Real as it were, was structur-
ally possible is a question on which Kennan still wavered. In early 1945, in 
the wake of Yalta, he was certainly pessimistic. Th e unexpected change of 
his own fortunes a year later, his return to the United States, and his dark 
and apparently vindicated analysis of Soviet intentions and the ensuing 
elevation to the highest echelons of policy making occasioned, not surpris-
ingly, a commensurately brighter outlook. Stamped to a considerable degree 
by Kennan’s presence, policy from 1947 eliminated entirely any remaining 
illusions about the Soviet Union and most of those concerning the univer-
salist project of the United Nations. 

 Alas, adequation of concept and policy proved far from total. Th e very 
moment of Kennan’s greatest success in 1947 was indeed also the begin-
ning of a painful awareness that all was not well. Let us recall the dialecti-
cal unfolding. Initially, in late spring, there is the Marshall Plan, exhibit A 
in Kennan’s intelligent design. It is followed in the summer by the publica-
tion of the X-Article in  Foreign Aff airs , seemingly the summa of Kennan’s 
Soviet analyses and the advent, it soon appears, of something called “con-
tainment,” supposedly the essence of what the Truman administration 
and the United States are doing in the world, though the word (it is little 
more than a word) is really not salient in the article, which in any case was 
a simplistic version of what Kennan usually said about the Soviet Union. 
Th en, in the fall another and more assured realist, Walter Lippmann, picks 
the piece apart in a series of articles that, as a subsequent book, originates 
the notion of “the cold war.” Th e impact on Kennan, if not the administra-
tion, is enormous. And so here one must ask why he was so powerfully 
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stung by Lippmann’s critique. It has largely to do with the old problem of 
universalism and its dialectical opposite, particularity. 6  

 For when all was said and done, Lippmann’s realist attack on contain-
ment was not only about the obvious “passivity” implied in the concept 
(i.e., merely countering initiatives by the other side and erecting useless 
walls) but also, signifi cantly, about the problem of universalism in U.S. 
policy, as evidenced by the Truman Doctrine, which had been announced 
in March 1947. Th us the preeminent pundit connected the doctrine di-
rectly with Kennan’s apparently global containment policy: in both cases, 
policy is reduced to countering communism everywhere on the concep-
tual basis of simple binaries. By way of positive contrast, Lippmann held 
forth the Marshall Plan, a particular, smart, and off ensive play in a place of 
vital importance. Kennan had been a central fi gure in the articulation of 
that plan while, in admittedly not very energetic ways, criticizing the Tru-
man Doctrine as the kind of general statement that was either meaningless 
or meant something that might come back to haunt one. Th us it is readily 
grasped that he was upset. Lippmann, however, was essentially right, and 
Kennan, without ever truly facing up to it, eventually came to incorporate 
the chastizing lesson in interesting ways. 7  Lippmann was right in no small 
part because he saw, morphologically, one might say, that Kennan had 
failed on a central realist tenet: that regimes are about “interests” and that 
interests are inherently particular and, moreover, translatable and com-
prehensible across borders both conceptual and geopolitical, whatever 
one’s ideology happens to be. Interests are universally particular, so to 
speak. Kennan’s authority originated in his fi eld expertise in Soviet aff airs, 
but as Lippmann detected, he had lost sight of the particularity of Soviet 
interests amid his obsession with Moscow’s universalist claims, and as a 
result he had lost sight too of the particularity of U.S. interests. Lippmann, 
ever the Atlanticist, thus cleared the woods by pointing out that the out-
standing problem was the actual presence of the Red Army deep inside 
central Europe and that this was scarcely something beyond address be-
cause of any ideological incommensurability: troops are troops, they are 
real and countable, and they are either there or they are not. Interested 
parties of all persuasions will understand this reality. So one bargains on 
the basis of interests to see what can be accomplished, but bargaining, that 
is diplomacy, was precisely what Kennan’s analytical scheme excluded. 8  

 Th e absence of such bargaining, the entrenched U.S. refusal to engage in 
traditional diplomacy, was indeed the constitutive feature of the emerging 
cold war, which Lippmann had just named. My present concern, however, 
is not the cold war specifi cally but the reprimand about particularity. 



166 kennan: realism as desire

Gradually, Kennan began to realize what that reprimand was about, if not 
how the positing of a “total” threat might give rise to the call for an equally 
total response, which in turn by its very nature had to be formulated in 
universalist terms. Th e particular, in any case, becomes the central sign of 
Kennan’s attempt to conceptualize the ills of the opposition inside and 
outside the administration to his developing stance. 

 His broad move to delineate this domestic line or division in early 1948 
is still to see universalism in terms of the same old legalism he had always 
found in the political culture, the neo-Wilsonianism he disdained so 
much: dealing with the world as an undiff erentiated totality whose prob-
lems could be solved by application of some “universalistic pattern of rules 
and procedures,” some “legalistic and mechanical solutions” devoid of pol-
itics. Diff erence, “the power aspirations, the national prejudices, the irratio-
nal hatreds and jealousies,” in short “the ugly realities,” would be eliminated 
by fi at. Form would be imposed on actual content in order to conceal, in a 
quasi-Freudian sublimation. 9  

 Against this dominant viewpoint, Kennan held forth “the particularized 
approach,” defi ned symptomatically not as anything substantially positive 
but as the negation of legalistic universalism. Th us “skeptical of any scheme 
for compressing international aff airs into legalistic concepts,” this ap-
proach deems actual, inner content more important than outside form. 
And the content of that content is “the thirst for power,” which can only be 
dealt with by means of “counter-force.” Particularism, fi nally, refuses reifi -
cation of the principle of national sovereignty (as typifi ed in the United Na-
tions) and has no trust in the mobilizing power of “peace” in the abstract. In 
sum, then, aside from not believing in legalistic universalism, particular-
ism only asserts that the real always entails diff erence, sometimes dis-
agreeable diff erence, and that confl ict is about the acquisition of power. 
By implication, such struggles take place in specifi c circumstances that 
demand specifi c, or “particular,” solutions intrinsically unsuited to simple 
generalization. 

 I note in passing here that the idea of “reality” as marked by a certain 
ugliness connects Kennan’s political realism with the otherwise quite dif-
ferent realism of the artistic kind around the turn of the century: the insis-
tence that the conventional prettifi es the real, as it were, or that such “sur-
face” accounts are not only incomplete but also missing something 
essential and constitutive about the real and its operation. Th e realist im-
pulse in art, however, is (largely) a critique of the conditions that have 
generated that ugliness: illumination of the hidden, the will to truth, is a 
demasking of offi  cial ideology so as to rectify certain evils. Kennan’s real-
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ism, on the contrary, coincides with the profoundly conservative notion 
that the real is undoubtedly and unavoidably ugly in many ways but also 
rational, fundamentally unchangeable, and certainly not subject to any 
utopian, abstract schemes of violent change. Recognizing the real in all its 
dimensions is not a critique but an account that makes possible a range of 
judicious, appropriate, and particular actions, ultimately for the purpose of 
maintaining in a larger frame such conditions as will allow the actually 
existing hierarchy to thrive. 

 Kennan off ers these formulations before the decisive spring and sum-
mer of 1948—before, that is, the highly satisfying Italian elections in April 
1948, the wholly unexpected but similarly satisfying Tito-Stalin split in the 
summer, the vast political success of the Berlin Airlift, and, in a diff erent 
key from his standpoint, the concurrent, well-orchestrated campaign to 
turn the European division generated by the Marshall Plan into a military 
one by means of the incipient NATO. Over the next eighteen months, 
there was also the unfolding debacle for the U.S. position in China, a de-
bacle that would prove deeply troublesome for the administration at home, 
leading to charges of inaction and incompetence. Digesting these events 
and having concluded that western Europe was relatively safe, Kennan be-
gan to worry that the division of the continent and Germany in particular 
in the name of the cold war would become permanent and permanently 
militarized. In the second half of 1948, then, he starts his journey toward 
becoming the remarkable critic of cold-war orthodoxy that he would be for 
the better part of his long life. As is well known, his outline of a genuine 
agreement with the Soviet Union on Germany failed miserably, and a year 
later he had been marginalized in a State Department now fi rmly in the 
hands of Dean Acheson. Paul Nitze had replaced Kennan as head of the 
Policy Planning Staff . NATO was becoming a fact. So was the Bundesre-
publik. Kennan had been completely outmaneuvered. 

 At that point, at the end of the summer of 1949 and about to be kicked 
upstairs, Kennan began again to refl ect on ways of doing international re-
lations. He detected, historically, fi ve main strategies, all of which still re-
mained in some form: (1) world domination, the Roman/Byzantine model 
whereby no other power can be recognized as equal or legitimate, now 
exemplifi ed by the Soviet Union; (2) rigorous isolationism in the manner of 
Switzerland; (3) limited power politics with limited means for limited 
aims, the standard European concept in modern history; (4) the mercan-
tile and liberal concept, articulated chiefl y by the United Kingdom and the 
United States, whereby the proper function of government is to protect 
and promote the private trading activities of its constituent individuals; 
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and, fi nally, (5) the multilateral legalism of the present moment in the 
United States, positing juridical equality and procedure at the heart of in-
terstate relations, thus making “the realities of political and economic and 
military power” vanish behind a surface of rules and regulations. While 
the United States had privileged (2) and (4), it was now in principle pushing 
(5). Kennan himself, given the character of his taxonomy, was not surpris-
ingly in favor of (3), the limited approach that in practical terms sought, as 
he put it, no “world domination” but only to “carve out a suffi  ciently large 
and deep area of U.S. infl uence to stay, and eventually remove, the threat of 
communism.” 10  

 As that minimal area was rapidly becoming universal or at least global 
in scope along with the ideology that legitimated it, Kennan nevertheless 
stopped short, curiously enough, from posing the question of whether it 
was really the United States rather than the Soviet Union that best repre-
sented the idea of world domination or world empire. His realism, in fact, 
always centered on the rather diff erent notion of congenital ignorance and 
naïveté, spasmodic enthusiasms and utopian schemes. Th us, even while 
bemoaning the inordinate power of the United States, he would point out 
the immature, inexperienced nature of structure and execution in U.S. 
policy. What Kennan failed to see, ironically because of his realism, was 
that the United States could often create its own realities and do so rather 
successfully. Th at the frame might be wrong and the knowledge about a 
given actual situation might also be wrong, that policy might well rest on 
“errors,” sometimes enormous errors, mattered less because the “realities” 
of power and the interests at stake conspired to make things work. To state 
the obvious: one need not be “right” to be successful if one is powerful 
enough. Th us while “in reality” there might not be a communist conspiracy 
in Guatemala for the CIA to nip in the bud, a coup and ensuing dictatorship 
in the name of freedom might be useful anyway (or so it can be argued). 

 Kennan, it should be said, was dimly aware of this, and he worried about 
it. A globalist United States was for him a dreadful prospect, and he 
grasped that it was becoming a reality. Yet its framing eluded him. It took 
several years for him to fi gure out that what he had taken to be the “un-
natural” division of Europe would not in fact eventually be eliminated on 
account of some underlying “realities but might indeed serve real U.S. in-
terests, not to mention Soviet ones.” 11  Meanwhile, the cold war, despite, or 
perhaps because of, its vast and unreal “abstractions,” might really be an 
extraordinarily effi  cient way of maintaining and extending U.S. power. Th e 
corollary here is also obvious. Th ere would eventually be a reality check, to 
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put it vulgarly, once the United States reached the jungles of Vietnam, 
where the abstractions Kennan so disdained were to exact a terrible price, 
though as always most of it was paid by the people on the receiving end. 

 Th is is fascinating, but it is not my present concern, which is Kennan’s 
attempt at explicit realism in the early 1950s and how it related to his diag-
nosis of the United States. For the next four or fi ve years, Kennan would 
make several  Ansätze  to articulate foundational ills and realistic alterna-
tives. Th ese exercises were both historical and conceptual. Th e former 
showed that, except for the initial period of the Founding Fathers, the 
United States had never been realistic in the sense of grasping the external 
real and dealing with it in its own terms. Th e latter came to focus on the 
concept of “national interest,” which was at the forefront of contemporary 
debates largely because of the work of Hans Morgenthau. Kennan, even 
when he had taken refuge in 1951–1952 in the leisurely ivy environs of Princ-
eton, never perused Morgenthau’s tracts, or those of any other theorist for 
that matter, extensively. However, he did make a serious eff ort to fi gure out 
the nature and content of “the national interest” as a ground for realistic 
policy. In this endeavor he failed, as he recognized. Th ere was no Archime-
dean vantage point from which that “national interest” could objectively be 
determined. It was always already going to be subjective and open to the 
vagaries of domestic politics. Th us it could only be a heuristic device, a rule 
of thumb, a way of being toward the world of international politics: nothing 
more and perhaps rather a bit less, though it was still better than the 
empty, negative, and competing concept of “national security.” 12  

 Pursuing theory, then, led him to reject Th eory (and of course abstrac-
tion), which was always his instinct anyway. What remained of systemic 
realism in Kennan’s version amounted to a praxeology based on two sim-
ple ontological premises. In the fi rst place, the world was made up of dis-
crete interests in confl ict or potential confl ict and having no a priori com-
munity of mediating norms. Second (and less conventionally), there were 
other kinds of groupings, constituted by cultural proximity, affi  nity, and 
what he liked to call “intimacy,” within which diff erent interests could co-
alesce organically and be adjudicated because of intuitive understanding. 
Notably, neither of these premises entailed any necessary place for the na-
tion-state. Kennan found nationalism revolting as yet another abstract en-
thusiasm, and felt that its embodiment in state machines was the central 
historical reason that the twentieth century had gone so awry. 13  Nonethe-
less, he acknowledged that there was a dominant system of action, roughly 
based on the pursuit of power, that governed relations between states. His 
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primary sphere of identifi cation, however, is still cultural “intimacy,” which 
may be smaller or greater than any given nation-state, depending on what 
was at stake. 

 From that vantage point, he found the notion of the “North Atlantic” 
stretching all the way to the Iranian border absurd (as indeed it was). Th e 
North Atlantic might in fact permit some kind of community, but it was 
surely limited to the Anglophone countries and perhaps seafaring Norwe-
gians and Dutchmen. Central Europe was something altogether diff erent. 
Orthodox Europe, especially of course the neo-Byzantine Soviet Union, 
was alien. With “Catholic Europe” he had some personal affi  nities, Presby-
terian paragon though he was: he liked its supranational and hierarchical 
aspects and found appealing such archconservative regimes as Salazarist 
Portugal. No extensive dealings, at any rate, could take place between es-
sentially diff erent circles of intimacy. Th is is why he was always against 
anything but the most limited U.S. involvement with, or in, the embryonic 
third world, which he considered a disagreeable and profoundly foreign 
space better left to its own devices, especially since it was of little geostra-
tegic interest anyway. Assumption of identity across boundaries of intimacy, 
then, was a grave mistake. Objective distance must fi nd objective expres-
sion in the conduct of actual relations. It was a matter of courtesy if nothing 
else. One does not intrude. 14  

 It was not, notably, the notion of intimacy in itself that Lippmann had 
taken exception to in the fall of 1947 but the auxiliary one that no diplo-
macy or interaction is possible when polarization is extreme. Kennan him-
self did not actually maintain that view a year later, when he was working 
out his proposition for a deal with the Soviets on neutralizing Germany. 
Still, he did maintain a modifi ed version to the eff ect that, all things being 
equal, it is better not to have anything to do, beyond the absolute diplo-
matic minimum, with places of the alien kind. Th is was coupled with his 
fundamentally “negative” geostrategic position. What mattered was the col-
oration of the four clusters of the world that might, by virtue of military-
industrial power, be or become a threat to the United States. One of these, 
the Soviet Union, was already hostile and a threat; the others (Japan, the 
still imperial United Kingdom, and Western/Central Europe/Germany) 
were all under U.S. control and hence posed no imaginable threats. Such a 
strategic view is negative (and realist) in that it counts only actual or po-
tential physical threats and disregards the whole. Th e political character of 
the remaining centers should be of no intrinsic concern. Given their history, 
then, it would be an exercise in futility to try to impose any radical, alien 
schemes in the name of the allegedly universal truths of U.S. democracy 
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on, for instance, Germany or Japan. Th e crucial thing was to see to it that 
they did not become allies of the Soviet Union or develop the capacity to 
threaten the United States independently. So what matters, if you will, is 
the particularities, not the totality or the universal. Th e totality has no ef-
fi cacy and is thus of no intrinsic interest. 15  

 Th e cold war, alas, is very much about the totality and universal, about 
security as the positive coloration of totality (more about which below). 
For now it is enough to note that, aside from his peculiar preoccupation 
with intimacy, these views are not novel. In fact, they are exemplary of a 
conservative practitioner of diplomacy; indeed they are the reifi cation 
of that type itself. So to handle the delicate and unpredictable structures of 
international politics, one needed an elite of general education capable of 
judging particularities far from the madding crowd and certainly far from 
the idiocies of domestic, political culture: “men whose experience of the 
world has left them with a certain sense of the tragedy of things, of the 
unaccountability of the historical process, and the persistent tendency of 
brave undertakings to have irrelevant and eccentric endings.” History is 
thus central not as a fountain of exemplary action but as a series of unre-
peatable events or diff erences. “Th e sources of international tension,” he 
argued, “are always specifi c, never general. Th ey are always devoid of exact 
precedents or exact parallels.” 16  

 If pandering to popular political prejudice would do nothing to further a 
realistic foreign policy, then neither would condensing the posited system 
of interstate relations into abstract models. Th ere was no need whatsoever, 
in short, for any expanding apparatus of academic IR in the manner typi-
cal of the social sciences, devoted as they were to ahistorical, predictive 
“modeling” of what states presumably do and do not do. Kennan, again, 
was always deeply skeptical, if not always hostile, to general concepts and 
generalization. Realism was for him not a body of knowledge or single ap-
proach but a way of being toward the world, a capacity or skill in adequat-
ing means and ends. Besides, “realism” as a term implied inimically some 
kind of general standpoint, if not a downright ideology. 17  

 It is not surprising, therefore, that when Kennan abandoned his project 
of grounding realism, he also de facto abandoned realism as a systemic 
discourse. From then on, he would give prescriptive accounts of the  Realities 
of American Foreign Policy  (the indicative title of his 1954 book on the 
topic) while avoiding any systematic exploration of realism as such. For the 
next half-century, he would consistently propose “realistic” policies in crit-
ical contrast to the “unrealistic” ones that he thought dominant. Substan-
tially, this was not classic “realism,” with all its appeals to the balance of 
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power and whatnot. It was a pragmatic, conservative call for prudence and 
limits. In the early 1950s, prudence to him meant avoiding the kind of for-
mal commitments entailed in alliances across the universe, commitments 
that the United States, like any other great power, could and would not 
honor anyway in times of actual crisis. It also meant de-escalation of the 
nuclear arms race and many other things not pursued, such as mutual 
withdrawal from Germany. Overall, his central message, one at obvious 
odds with reigning cold-war precepts, was a call for “the much maligned 
and neglected process known as diplomacy,” meaning “the sitting down 
together of two or three men in a room  .  .  . to fi nd in this way the real 
sources of tensions” and for the space for a mutual accommodation of fun-
damental interests. 18  Th us, over the decade, he developed a critique of the 
cold war as a policy orientation (he called it “an intellectual straight-
jacket”), 19  though it was a critique that tended to center on counterproduc-
tive eff ects rather than on the deeper sources of the U.S. conduct, a wish for 
some ingenious and better-grounded policy-making process, some kind of 
geopolitical privacy. 

 Kennan, then, would never produce a full-fl edged critique of the cold 
war as a U.S. project. When he sought structure at home, he ingrained 
historically derived utopianism. He also found dangerous excesses and 
imbalances, a reckless belief in technology and urbanism, destructive mass 
culture and consumptionism, and devastating environmental exploitation 
(we are in the 1950s here, when such views were anything but conven-
tional). By the end of the decade, his political position, not only on the cold 
war, had gravitated publicly very far from the mainstream. His constitu-
tive “interest” was always that of the West; but that West, or rather its 
principle, was in Spenglerian-Toynbeean decline, one sign of which was 
precisely the rise of the singularly immature and irrational United States, 
whose leadership of the so-called Free World was an anathema to him. 
Curiously, his organicist conservatism thus generated opinions that often 
coincided with those of the left. Th ere was no fertile soil in the United 
States in either case. His only hope by then was in making broad appeals 
for the United States to do vastly less, since it was a society wholly unsuited 
to imposing itself on the rest of the world and indeed incapable of doing so. 
Excess at home paralleled excess abroad. Yet the “realities” he off ered origi-
nated more in a sense of duty and obligation than in any hope that matters 
would really change. Wish fulfi llment had been replaced by the unending 
commitment to taking a stand because one could do nothing else. Kennan 
never let his gloom and pessimism turn into resignation before the actually 
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existing, as opposed to desired, reality. In this he remained indeed a good 
Calvinist, ceaselessly working to remake the degraded present. 20  

  
 All of which should now be connected to the 1954 Conference on Interna-
tional Politics and, beyond that, to the grander question of realism and its 
conditions of possibility in the United States, why indeed realism should be 
“un-American.” It is also interesting to relate this in turn to the cold war, 
which was at its height in 1954. To be a realist is, knowingly or not, to be 
against the cold war, because the cold war is an “American” project through 
and through, suff used with precisely the kind of “utopian” universalism 
that no realist worth his (we are dealing with men) salt could countenance 
with equanimity. 

 Realism, I have asserted, is reactive, if not actually parasitic. It requires 
something “ideal” or pious to react against. Th e elective affi  nities with con-
servatism are obvious (Hayden White, following Mannheim, established 
this long ago): there would have been no Burkean conservatism had there 
been no illegitimate, “utopian,” and radical French Revolution (the Ameri-
can Revolution having been classifi ed, by contrast, as the proper restitution 
of the ancient rights of Englishmen). Th ere is no imperative to invoke the 
unchanging Realities of the Real unless someone is trying outrageously to 
impose some abstract, artifi cial, far-reaching scheme on that Reality. Burke, 
one recalls, constituted the Real and the True, that which is worth con-
serving, as the Christian Community of European States. Inside that com-
munity, one might well pursue a policy of equality and respect that was at 
the same time “realistic” in the sense of taking care of one’s national inter-
est. Vis-à-vis the outside, by contrast, one could do whatever necessary. 

 If realism is reactive, what does it react against in the U.S. context? A 
range of “American” characteristics, as we have seen from Kennan’s strug-
gles, immediately appear: legalism, idealism, abstraction, ethnocentrism, 
parochialism, moralism, presentism, internationalism, rigidity, crudity, 
hubris, and, not least, exaggerated optimism. What one has in mind is the 
tendency to translate what is (ideally) inside unproblematically to the out-
side with no understanding of diff erence or the subsequent need to diff er-
entiate and be subtle. For the real world is quite diff erent, full of heteroge-
neities and insuperable problems. Th e towering shadow in the background 
is of course Woodrow Wilson. Nothing is taken to be as “American” as 
Woodrow Wilson. Wilsonianism is a benevolent, twentieth-century ver-
sion of the French Revolution, the attempted imposition of abstractions on 
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existing international realities that would admit of no such thing. At the 
same time, realists had to confront the historical fact that the non-Wilso-
nian period between the wars turned out to be an obvious disaster. While 
pressing at the time of the 1954 symposium, Wilsonianism today is no lon-
ger the central problem for realists. Th ere is precious little legalism around 
now. “Abstraction,” on the contrary, is a matter of another kind of imagi-
nary projection, the imaginary projection of “freedom” onto a world of real 
diff erence. Wilsonian “self-determination” and “equality” have been re-
placed by the dichotomous and undialectical confl ict between the free 
world and totalitarianism/slavery. Th at imaginary projection, furthermore, 
is put into action in very real ways on a globalist level, without any sense of 
limits and fundamental interests. Th e cold war of 1954, then, is being played 
out, arguably, in apparently “realistic” ways under the universalist umbrella: 
to do what it takes to combat a savage enemy everywhere requires not only 
potentially a “total” eff ort but really so. And this eff ort must occur under 
the thumb of a universalism, one where the Wilsonian thematic is re-
placed by the role of the United States as the successful Agent of Liberation 
in charge of the Free World. Nitze is the person most responsible for the 
explicit codifi cation of this posture, which is the quintessential cold-war 
posture. For him, the exaggerations had been a fairly cheap price to pay for 
the success in putting the United States into the world in a sustained and 
uncompromising way: realistic if not realist. 21  

 Th e fi rst thing to underline, then, is that the cold war is not the problem 
of the congregation, though it hovers everywhere over the conference pro-
ceedings, present in its absence, so to speak. Nor is “realism” the problem. 
Th e participants, including the absent Kennan, can certainly be described 
as “realists” of one tinge or another, but it is anybody’s guess how many 
would agree to sign up with something called “realism.” It is hard to be 
against a “realistic” policy, but it is not equally obvious that one should fa-
vor a “realist” one. Most of the conference participants, meanwhile, would 
probably not deviate radically, if pressed, from the given constitutive frame 
of the cold war. Only Morgenthau might privately agree closely with Ken-
nan, the most critical fi gure regarding foreign policy and certainly a fi gure 
of many unorthodox views on domestic society. But Morgenthau lacked 
Kennan’s security clearances and impeccable cold-war credentials. Mor-
genthau was a German-Jewish conservative, an exile hounded out of safety 
again and again until he landed in south Chicago, and he had reason to be 
circumspect with his opinions, to be a bit of an intellectual cover-up artist. 
On actual policy questions, then, there would be considerable diff erences, 
though the nature of the convocation serves to keep them under wraps. 
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 Yet everyone, even Nitze, found deeply disturbing the contemporary cli-
mate of oppressive, hysterical anticommunism. Kennan’s notion of an “intel-
lectual straightjacket” was not solely his private hobby-horse. Nonetheless, 
whatever the latent diff erences, the fact remains that not even the deviating 
Kennan had posed the problem of the conduct of U.S. policy in universalist 
terms of “the cold war” as such but had instead centered his attention on the 
structural shortcomings of the United States as a realistic actor in foreign 
relations. Th is was something on which all of the participants agreed, which 
is also why they had been called upon to pronounce on potential remedies. 

 Two concrete problems come to dominate the proceedings. Most im-
mediately, one ponders what to do about ignorance, competence, and edu-
cation in the fi eld of foreign relations. Second, not necessarily related but 
irrepressible, is the problem of how to deal with the (cold-war) discrepancy 
between the ideal and the moral on the one hand and the shady exigencies 
of actual foreign policy on the other. Opinions on both accounts diff er, 
though probably not as much as they would had the cold war been on the 
table. Kennan’s views on education and competence have already been 
dealt with: the elite of judgment and experience would require no aca-
demic discipline of social science mirroring their practice simply because 
that practice is not subject to abstraction. A “most subtle and literate com-
prehension of world realities,” subtle and literate sometimes meaning the 
pursuit, “deliberately and simultaneously,” of “contradictory policies,” more-
over, is not “American,” because what is “American” is inherently devoid of 
contradiction. 22  Similarly, Nitze registers the skepticism about the useful-
ness of “theory” one expects from a “practitioner,” an actual policymaker. 
Th e skepticism of his interlocutors is directed more against the kind of 
theory that is now threatening to dominate the academy, an egregious 
form of social science called behavioralism. Th ere is some awkwardness, 
indeed discomfort, here about the Rockefeller question as such. Is the 
problem in the U.S. posture really the absence of “theory”? If so, in what 
sense? Th eory appears as a codeword for the absence of a proper concep-
tual frame for the appropriation of the real or realizable. At the same time, 
theory as pure abstraction is actually the enemy. Such conceptualization is 
by defi nition removed from the real. Comprehension of the real, at least 
the outside real, requires something else altogether. It is much easier to 
grasp in hermeneutical and phenomenological ways, as an experiential art 
of judgment involving particularities. In the end, the Rockefeller Founda-
tion gets no real answer because there is none. 

 Th e other unavoidable problem appears in part because of Niebuhr’s pres-
ence and overwhelming authority on the topic. Substantially, the question 
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is how to be realistically moral without becoming moralizing and narrow 
minded, how to fi ght a bad enemy without descending to a similar game of 
dastardly deeds. Th is may now not seem as dated and boring an issue, 
what with the recent experience with “rendition” and torture, as it once 
did. More than forty years ago, at any rate, Le Carré disposed of it in  Th e 
Spy Who Came in from the Cold : there is no general solution. A linked and 
more interesting issue, discernible here if not exactly explicit, is the tragic 
view of life, utterly alien to the congenital optimism of U.S. culture, the 
popular notion that one can do anything one wants and that there is a so-
lution to every problem if one tries hard enough. Th is diagnosis generates 
a self-evident prescription, which is genuine, although again it is an answer 
that is no answer: realistic fl exibility and clarity, and above all prudence. 
Niebuhr’s Augustinian realism provides the perfect cold-war answer in 
this respect: evil exists in the world, even in ourselves, it is ineradicable 
and must thus, realistically, be recognized as such and dealt with in no 
uncertain terms, but not on the premise that we will ever overcome it in 
this world. Th e prescriptive upshot is that one must steer a judicious middle 
course between tragic resignation and utopian optimism, see the world for 
what it is and act accordingly. Put diff erently, the United States must con-
duct the cold war in a prudently anti-Soviet way, neither falling into isola-
tionist introspection nor launching any headless schemes of “liberation.” 
When push comes to shove, however, there is probably no agreement here 
in just how “limited” it was prudent to be. 

 Meanwhile, the absent Kennan dismisses the whole problem of immo-
rality, cynicism, and Machiavellian calculus as a pseudoproblem, though 
for political and conceptual reasons he had a hard time explaining why. 
His properly organic elite, in short, would always do right. One would act 
naturally according to the standards of the community whence one stemmed 
and so by defi nition there could be no ethical confl ict, at least not a funda-
mental one (some transgressions being inevitable in politics when dealing 
with the outside). His elite morality, accordingly, was inherently founded 
on community values along Aristotelian or consequentialist lines. Con-
versely, appeals to the abstract precepts of universal morality made no 
sense. Kennan talked darkly of “the ‘moral’ approach to foreign policy” as 
little more than “smugness, self-righteousness, and hypocrisy.” Trying to 
universalize the particular was always to do violence to nature, diff erence, 
and heterogeneity. 

 In pushing the inquiry in that direction, Kennan is in turn pushed to 
test the limits of cold-war thinking overall. For the very defi ning compo-
nent of the cold war is precisely its limitlessness on the ground that what 
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was defi ned as universal in theory had to be imposed in practice, namely, 
the timeless truth of the United States as the norm of the universal. Th e 
particular is the universal, and universalizing itself is what the United 
States must do if “the world” is at stake. Doing otherwise is not to be “the 
United States.” Th is is the reason why realism in the United States is al-
ways already under suspicion. Realism, one might say, universalizes the 
particularity as particularity (the world as a set of particularities and diff er-
ences), whereas the United States universalizes the particularity (the United 
States itself) as the universal. Th is is also why no realist can ultimately ac-
cept the cold war as a frame. One can live with it and, in the manner of Paul 
Nitze, even use it for putatively realist(ic) purposes, but it will be a Faustian 
bargain. 

 Th is requires some elaboration. Realism assumes, fi rst and foremost, that 
diff erence is a matter of identity and similarity. One can only be a realist by 
grasping the outside as inherently diff erent but functionally similar, that 
the forces out there operate on equally “real” as opposed to “ideal” grounds. 
Moreover, the absence of a common normative ground beyond the recogni-
tion of the validity of diff erence makes such normative claims unwarranted 
in the process of adjudicating diff erence itself as confl ict. Realism, then, 
assumes that identity and diff erence play out according to constituted “in-
terests.” Diff erent interests have similar ways of taking care of their inter-
ests. Norms, one’s own norms, enter into the proceedings, but only in a 
secondary manner, and though, all things being equal, one’s own norms 
are better than those of the opposition, there is no ultimate court of appeal 
where that normative confl ict can be settled. Weber and, behind him, Ni-
etzsche were right. 

 Th e United States as a political entity can have no truck with this sort of 
viewpoint for the simple reason that “America” is grounded in a notion 
of absolute diff erence. If the end of history as emancipated humankind is 
embodied in the “United States,” then the outside can never be identical or 
ultimately equal. Diff erence there is, but it is a diff erence that is intrinsically 
unjust and illegitimate, there only to be overcome and eradicated. Foreign 
policy, in sum, can never be about a play on the diff erences between identi-
cally constituted interests. I think of this as “ground,” some ultimate founda-
tion or overdetermining instance. And when that last instance comes, there 
can be no diff erence between the United States, or what it is supposed to 
represent, and what ought to be in the world at large. Actually existing dif-
ference between inside and outside thus opens up a space of potentially 
unlimited, “total” action. Realists would say, and did say, that this potenti-
ality is a recipe for potential disaster and fi nally delusory, but if so, the 
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delusion corresponded, as a result of historical accident, to phenomenal 
“real” power. 

 Th e roots of this self-conception, deluded or not, is not diffi  cult to fi nd. 
For the United States is conceived, launched, and invoked as the liberal end 
of history, an end that arrived already in 1776 or 1789 or, at the very latest, 
in 1865. One cannot improve on it. One can only debate the extent to 
which the present powers are in accord with that unchangeable point of 
reference. Th at end of history might be more controversial had not the 
United States essentially been a country of the Book. Whether it is the real 
Book or the Constitution (along with the rhetorically more powerful Dec-
laration) or, more likely, a combination matters less than the monumental 
reality of the coded reference point, the lapidary text. An appeal is always 
possible, indeed inherently imperative, to the principles of the founding 
document. Th e United States, in referring to itself and the originary Book/
Text, certainly claims that it was the embodiment of timeless, universal 
principles, true everywhere and at all given times. One can pursue a simu-
lacrum of realism for a while, but  one is always liable to be held to account . 
Kennan learned this. Eventually, the less principled Kissinger did too. And 
perhaps it will come to apply to Barack Obama as well, a sophisticated 
pragmatist and a realist in a minor key. 

 Universalist claims, however, do not in themselves make realism unreal-
istic. Here it is instructive to compare the United States to the Soviet 
Union. Th e Soviet regime, also universalist in orientation, found strikingly 
little diffi  culty in combining such a position with a remarkably straightfor-
ward form of realism. (Kennan saw this but could never quite grasp it, in 
turn because he never quite grasped Soviet Marxism.) In part, it was a 
product of the philosophical realism of Soviet Marxism, the well-known 
base/superstructure division whereby real interests are material and what is 
said somehow epiphenomenal and immaterial expressions of that material-
ity. In the United States qua “America,” one can never be that reductionist. 
Politicians may be corrupt and cynical, but the political in the sense of 
“America” is always pure. In a word, it is ideal. More fundamentally, how-
ever, there is a diff erence in the kind of universalism at hand. Whereas the 
Soviet Union, representing (it claimed) the penultimate stage of history, was 
locked in a dialectical struggle for the fi nal liberation of humankind, the 
United States  is  that very liberation. It is the end, it is already a world em-
pire, it can have no equal, no dialectical Other. What is not like the United 
States can, in principle, have no proper effi  cacy. It is either perversion or at 
best a not-yet. In eff ect, in Kennan’s taxonomy, it is about world domina-
tion. Given the maximalistic norm of what is embodied in that absolute 
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diff erence, realism becomes impossible. For the Soviet regime, however, 
dialectical contradiction is the very name of the game, the realist assump-
tion that diff erent interests exist, and exist in confl ict, and exist in confl ict 
rationally. 

 Absolute diff erence, to be sure, has not always been an actuality in the 
foreign relations of the United States. Th ere have been several periods or 
moments when a line of continuity has appeared between the United 
States and the rest of the world (or more precisely the kind of world grasped 
as “civilized”): the Progressive Era (civilizational imperialism); World War II 
(Roosevelt’s quite deliberate reworking of progressive precepts in the name 
of alliance between responsible Great Powers); the period between the 
mid-1960s and the mid-1970s when some kind of managerial Great Power 
structure was not only possible but rendered imperative by the exigencies 
of nuclear weapons, a moment that received its proper historical expres-
sion in the individuals Richard Nixon and Henry Kissinger; and the un-
abashed globalization of the 1990s. Obama represents yet another. Th ese 
moments, however, occur on borrowed time: their premise is success or at 
least no debacle. When the last instance comes, as it always does, it is not 
about realism but utopia, which is why realism, pure realism, will always 
itself remain a utopia or a desire. 
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 A MERICAN HEGE MONY, 
THE RO CKEFELLER FOUNDATION, 
AND THE RISE OF ACADE MIC 
IN TERNATIONAL REL ATIONS IN 
THE UNITED STATES 

 inderjeet parmar 

 Th e risks we face are of a new order of magnitude, commensurate with the 
total struggle in which we are engaged. For a free society there is never to-
tal victory, since freedom and democracy are never wholly attained, are 
always in the process of being attained. But defeat at the hands of the to-
talitarian is total defeat. Th ese risks crowd in on us, in a shrinking world of 
polarized power, so as to give us no choice, ultimately, between meeting 
them eff ectively or being overcome by them. . . .  

 Th e whole success of the proposed program hangs ultimately on recog-
nition by this Government, the American people, and all free peoples, that 
the cold war is in fact a real war in which the survival of the free world is at 
stake. Essential prerequisites to success are consultations with Congres-
sional leaders designed to make the program the object of non-partisan 
legislative support, and a presentation to the public of a full explanation of 
the facts and implications of the present international situation. 1  

 Intellectuals, journalists, and state policymakers were in close conference 
at the Rockefeller Foundation amid alleged existential world crises in the 
(original) “year of maximum danger”: 1954. “It is estimated that, within the 
next four years [by 1954, later revised to 1952], the USSR will attain the ca-
pability of seriously damaging vital centers of the United States, provided 
it strikes a surprise blow and provided further that the blow is opposed by 
no more eff ective opposition than we now have programmed.” 2  

 Many observers claimed that world conditions, rather than America’s 
will to global power, demanded nothing less than the complete national 
mobilization of resources against the Soviet foe; the future of mankind 
depended upon the course of U.S. national security and foreign policies. 
Th e “novel” character of the “Red threat,” its existential challenge to the 
free world, and its characterization as necessitating a fi ght to the fi nish 
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through a long, possibly permanent, war (Melman 1985) all echo the threat-
construction discourses about political Islam deployed by the George W. 
Bush administration after 9/11 (Jackson 2005; Campbell 1998). 3  Th en as 
now, every section of society had a part to play in thwarting the enemy—at 
home and abroad, in churches, schools, workplaces, libraries, and universi-
ties. Intellectuals, journalists, and academics had special roles, particularly 
in ensuring that no subversive thinking infected the minds of the young. 
On the contrary, they were to ensure the production of young minds ready 
to wage the struggle for freedom in all aspects of life, especially through 
graduate programs suited to training in the foreign service and foreign 
policy–making apparatus. In addition, academics were to supply policy-
makers with usable knowledge and understanding of the world and its 
strategic countries, regions, and underlying transformative social, politi-
cal, and ideological forces (Almond 2002). Even more than that, academics 
were to strive to produce theoretical models and frameworks to make 
sense of the sheer volume of facts about the world that were becoming 
available to America’s national-security managers from its offi  cial and un-
offi  cial representatives throughout the world. 

 Th e foreign and national-security policies that were going to save the 
world from the march of “communist slavery” or, as is argued here, to pro-
mote American global hegemony, 4  were based, at least in part, on assess-
ments and analyses of the vast amounts of information that poured into the 
State Department. But how was the department to assess the information? 
How was it to use knowledge to make better decisions that would, with the 
deployment of appropriate means and vigorous mass-media campaigns, 
command the support of the American people? What could “ivory-tower” 
academics, whose very trade is knowledge, contribute to this? Could aca-
demic theories help make better policies and, thereby, secure peace and 
security under American world leadership? 

 In my view, the confl uence of intellect and power, the meeting of ideas 
and action, and the networks of private actors and former, serving, and 
future offi  cials of the American state constitute the core compelling inter-
est in the 1954 Rockefeller conference. In principle, it suggests that ideas 
were seen to matter, that intellectuals’ voices were worth hearing and their 
expertise valued and recognized at high levels of national power in the 
United States, and that intellectuals and their institutions made a diff er-
ence. Th e composition of the meetings also suggests that in developing a 
better sense of America’s national purpose, the conference might result in 
practical suggestions for improving the promotion to the general public of 
U.S. foreign and national-security policies. Th e year 1954 was a moment for 
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refl ection, an attempt to explore, and, for some, an attempt to overcome 
and iron out the boundaries of knowledge and power. Th is is usually an 
unhappy experience for both intellectuals and public offi  cials, as this chap-
ter suggests. 

 Validation for (some) students of power came in the form of Dean Rusk, 
the former public offi  cial, future secretary of state, current president of the 
Rockefeller Foundation. Paul Nitze, the main author of NSC-68 and former 
head of policy planning at the State Department, was an active participant. 
Th e dean of U.S. foreign-policy journalism, Walter Lippmann, was in at-
tendance, as was the elder statesman of Christianity and foreign-policy 
politics, Reinhold Niebuhr. Dorothy Fosdick, the fi rst senior woman in 
the State Department and later advisor and aide to U.S. Senator Henry 
“Scoop” Jackson, also attended. 5  Th ey wanted to know what international 
relations as an emerging academic discipline could do for them: whether 
IR theory possessed the “key” to analysis and action. Th ey interrogated 
elite university professors—Hans Morgenthau (Chicago), Arnold Wolfers 
(Yale), and William T. R. Fox (Columbia)—for days. Th e meeting was direct 
and the immediate outcome disappointing though instructive about the 
diff ering functions of academic theorizing and the needs of hard-pressed 
and hard-nosed national-security managers. However, there was much 
more going on here than meets the eye. Th e road to and from the 1954 con-
ference is a story of the gradual— although not linear and preplanned, but 
with an inner logic nevertheless— conscious development by elements of a 
rapidly developing East Coast U.S. foreign-policy establishment of an aca-
demic discipline (international relations), 6  armed with a specifi c dominant 
theory—realism and its several variants, or, more accurately,  the sense of 
the need to deploy “hard power” as a basic factor in foreign relations —at 
the core of which was a belief in the inevitability of interstate confl ict, the 
role of force in world aff airs, the necessity of wise statesmanship, total na-
tional mobilization, and the need for U.S. global leadership or hegemony 
(Barnett 1973; Roberts 1992; Parmar 2004; Shoup and Minter 1977). 7  Th e 
year 1954 seemed to be, at least in part, about giving a veneer of philosophi-
cal depth to American national interest–driven U.S. foreign policy, diff er-
entiating the United States from its supposedly uncultured and uncivilized 
communist enemy. 8  It was also about reconciling values and interests, 
pointing up the value-based origins of national interests themselves. Th is 
was, then, an attempt to continue the development, under new conditions, 
of a myriad of programs that had begun several decades earlier by elites 
that looked forward to “the American century.” Th e development of IR is 
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viewed here as part of an elite “project,” however “messy” in practice, for 
U.S. global hegemony (Hoare and Nowell-Smith 1971; Augelli and Murphy 
1988; Parmar 2002b). 

 why did the rockefeller foundation 
arrange the  conference? 

 It is clear that the Rockefeller Foundation and other such philanthropies 
(such as Carnegie) had a long-standing interest in four matters in regard 
to U.S. foreign aff airs. First, and most broadly, the foundation wanted to 
strengthen U.S. power in the world. Second, and as a result, the foundation 
aimed at a unity of analysis and action in the U.S. foreign-policy arena, and 
was dedicated to fostering and consolidating intellectual networks that 
would produce better empirical knowledge, conceptual understanding, 
and practical decisions. Th ird, the foundation sought to improve the State 
Department’s ability to assess threats, opportunities, and the sheer volume 
of facts upon which such assessments were based. Finally, the foundation 
wanted to assist in the determination of U.S. national interests and the role 
therein of core values. 9  

 Th e Rockefeller Foundation was a state-oriented and imperialistic insti-
tution from its early twentieth-century Progressive-era beginnings. It was 
dedicated to state building and constructing a civil society that was sup-
portive of federal executive power, especially in foreign aff airs. Foundation 
elites looked forward to America taking political and moral leadership of 
the world. Th is mirrored the foundation’s serious interest in domestic so-
cial reform and state building to that end. Th e Rockefeller Foundation’s 
principle of “private action for the public good” frequently led the way in 
later extensions of state power and institutional capacities, thereby build-
ing the American state (Arnove 1980). 

 Th e Progressive-era roots of Rockefeller and other philanthropies are fun-
damental to understanding their sense of historic mission. Progressivism 
was characterized by elite attempts to come to grips with and to manage 
massive social, economic, and cultural transformations within the United 
States and to promote American power in a global context featuring intra-
European military and imperial rivalries, rising nationalist and anticolonial-
ist movements, and socialism. Order through reform at home and increased 
infl uence abroad were intimately connected in the minds and activities of 
Progressive-era philanthropies (Leuchtenberg 1952–1953; Wiebe 1980). 
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 In a profound sense, the Rockefeller Foundation was a “state-spirited” 
organization sitting at the heart of the emerging East Coast U.S. foreign-
policy establishment. As Antonio Gramsci observed, state-spirited leaders 
are the core elements of any thoroughgoing historically transformative 
movement: they see themselves as the state, as embodying the interests and 
values of the state, and as duty bound to solve the state’s problems as if they 
were their own. In the terms of Eldon Eisenach (1994), foundations may be 
seen as “parastate” organizations that despite their private, voluntarist 
character were motivated to their core by state interests. 

 Given their historical, East Coast–elite origins at a critical time in Amer-
ican history, the foundations marked the emergence of a global con-
sciousness within which the United States was historically best suited to a 
world-leadership role. Spreading the benefi ts of the American dream to the 
world was critical (Rosenberg 1982). As the twentieth century progressed, 
the relationship between state foreign-policy makers and philanthropic in-
tellectual networks deepened and broadened, blurring the increasingly 
vague distinctions between state and society and between public policy 
and private actors. By the end of 1945, philanthropic foundations were 
thoroughly integrated into the foreign-policy establishment; they assisted 
America’s rise to global hegemony by, among other things, establishing 
university-based foreign-aff airs institutes, funding the work of key foreign-
policy think tanks, sponsoring IR and area-studies programs, off ering grad-
uate training courses for foreign-service offi  cers, and developing the research 
and analysis capacities of the State Department. Such eff orts coincided 
with the expansionist objectives of the American state, with which founda-
tion networks were intimately connected both ideologically and personally. 

 Th e Rockefeller Foundation sits well in Godfrey Hodgson’s (1972–1973) 
defi nition of the U.S. foreign-policy establishment, which, Hodgson ar-
gues, is composed of groups of men who know one another, “who share 
assumptions so deep that they do not need to be articulated; and who con-
trive to wield power outside the constitutional or political forms: the power 
to put a stop to things they disapprove of, to promote the men they regard 
as reliable, and to block the unreliable.” Hodgson further notes that “the 
true establishment man prided himself on his bipartisanship, his ability to 
get on with and work with right-minded fellows of either party.” Th e core 
elements of the establishment include Wall Street lawyers and bankers, Ivy 
League academics, and the heads of the major philanthropic foundations 
(Coser 1965, 339). 10  Nelson Polsby (1993) supports elements of that defi ni-
tion by arguing that the establishment tends to be centrist, pragmatic, and 
focused on the executive branch, and it draws its members principally 
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from the Ivy League, although it was also open to talented people “with the 
wrong family pedigree,” part of the “genius of the American Establishment” 
(Holland 1991, 26). 

 Hodgson argues that the post–Pearl Harbor foreign-policy establishment 
was defi ned by a  history , a  policy , an  aspiration , an  instinct , and a  technique . 
It was forged historically in organizations such as the OSS during World 
War II and the cold war and in the design of the Marshall Plan, United Na-
tions, IMF, World Bank, and NATO. Its  policy  was broadly anti-isolationist 
and liberal internationalist, advocating restraint but admiring the use of 
hi-tech military force. Its  aspiration  was to the moral and political leader-
ship of the world: heading “a single Western coalition holding the world in 
balance against the infi del is fundamental to this establishment.” Th e estab-
lishment’s  instinct  was for the “nonideological,” pragmatic center ground, 
and its  technique  was to work through the executive branch—the National 
Security Council, Central Intelligence Agency, State Department, and the 
White House rather than Congress, electoral politics, or public opinion. In 
short, the post-1941 establishment was characterized by its pragmatism, 
centrism, elitism, multilateralism, and almost exclusive focus on the execu-
tive branch. Th is not only sums up the place and position of the Rockefeller 
Foundation but also of most of the invited members of the 1954 Rockefeller 
Conference. 

 As a strategic organization of the establishment, the Rockefeller Foun-
dation viewed the academy and academics as a critical resource, as noted 
above. Broadly, the foundation  eff ectively  took a Gramscian approach to 
intellectuals’ roles, though from a very diff erent perspective: to promote 
the power of a capitalist-democratic state rather than to undermine it. Th e 
Gramscian view, along with orthodox Marxism, is founded on an eco-
nomic analysis of power in capitalist societies. Capitalist corporations form 
the bedrock of economic power and, thereby, the basis of social, cultural, 
and ideological power in civil society. Unlike orthodox Marxists, however, 
Gramsci made a radical departure from this view in order to explain West-
ern capitalism’s relative immunity to revolution. Gramsci noted that there 
existed important protective layers of probourgeois culture, ideology, val-
ues, and institutions that had played a powerful role in shaping the minds 
of the masses in favor of the status quo and against violent revolution. In 
short, Gramsci made more explicit and more specifi cally developed what 
Marx had argued when he wrote that “the ideas of the ruling class are in 
every epoch the ruling ideas” (Miliband 1984, 162–163). 11  Gramsci, how-
ever, located ideological, political, and cultural struggle more centrally 
into Marxist thought, thereby creating space in the theory for those who 
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are the principal sources and disseminators of new ideas and theories: the 
intellectuals. 

 In eff ect, Gramsci’s argument is that there is no simple way to defi ne capi-
talist, or national, interests—in economic or political terms—and that inter-
ests are a matter of intellectual debate and competing interpretations. It is 
the role of “organic intellectuals”—thinkers who are connected with the 
dominant class via, for example, the universities, church, mass media, or 
political parties—to develop, elaborate, refi ne, disseminate, and teach the 
dominant ideas, values, and norms, to make “natural” and “commonsense” 
what are, in reality, ideas that principally support the ruling class. 

 Similarly, politics and the state are not mere refl ections of unequal 
economic relations: they are also sites of competition between rival ideas, 
values, policies, programs, and regimes. Th rough struggle, bargaining, com-
promise, and the building of enduring coalitions that cut across class, eth-
nic, and racial cleavages is formed the prevailing idea of “reality,” the domi-
nant concept that underlies a particular set of political, institutional, and 
economic arrangements: a regime. As political regimes—or hegemonic 
projects and alliances—are made up of cross-class coalitions, they require 
for their formation and sustenance public-opinion mobilizations to convince 
the masses, or at least a critical proportion of them, that they have a stake in 
current arrangements, something to gain, such as a steady, well-paid job 
and improved living standards, from supporting the regime. In short, the 
coalition—or historic bloc, in Gramscian terms—is generated and sus-
tained by leadership based on the “consent of the governed” under the hege-
monic leadership of politicians and intellectuals of the capitalist class. 

 Th e “consent of the governed” is too vital to political and social arrange-
ments to be left to chance. It is engineered (Parmar 2000) 12  by intellectual, 
political, and cultural elites through numerous channels that involve not 
only the state—through, for example, political speeches, schools, and politi-
cal parties—but also through the sort of organizations that Hodgson’s es-
tablishment and Eisenach’s parastates would recognize: the major private 
and public universities, the Council on Foreign Relations, and the great East 
Coast philanthropic foundations—Ford, Carnegie, and Rockefeller (Barrow 
1990). 

 In Gramscian terms, hegemony is constructed by an alliance of state 
elites and private ruling-class organizations, including those led by intel-
lectuals. Elite and popular authority are constructed by an alliance of state 
and private agencies in order to undermine the old order and to usher in the 
new. As noted above, central to the motivation of private elites is Gramsci’s 
concept of “state spirit,” which, although a fairly “conservative” sounding 
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concept, infuses every successful social movement. State-spirited leaders 
contextualize themselves in the broad sweep of national and global his-
torical development: their outlook “presupposes ‘continuity,’ either with 
the past, or with tradition, or with the future; that is, it presupposes that 
every act is a moment in a complex process, which has already begun and 
which will continue” (Hoare and Nowell-Smith 1971, 146–147). 13  According 
to Gramsci, such leaders and intellectuals may even come to believe “that 
they  are  the State” (Hoare and Nowell-Smith 1971, 16). It is to one such 
specifi c initiative intimately related to the 1954 conference—relating to 
Arnold Wolfers and William T. R. Fox—that this chapter now turns. 14  

 the yale institute of 
international studies 

 Starting in the 1930s, the Rockefeller Foundation played a leading role in 
fi nancing university-based research programs in international aff airs and 
in “non-Western” studies. It is important to emphasize that the two devel-
opments occurred together because they were part of a broader project 
that aimed at the same outcome: expanding American power. Foundation 
offi  cials were early to recognize the changing position of the United States 
in world aff airs. Th is required, they believed, a new foreign policy. Th is in 
turn required trained experts and offi  cers who spoke foreign languages 
and knew the history, politics, and culture of societies that would enter the 
orbit of America’s “national interest.” University courses in international 
relations were important for educating these and other future leaders of 
community opinion—lawyers, bankers, and teachers—who could be ex-
pected to secure general acceptance of the United States in world aff airs. 
According to Olson and Groom (1991, 75–76), without the intervention of 
Rockefeller and Carnegie, “the fi eld of [international relations] could hardly 
have progressed as it did” in its formative years. Th e foundations, they sug-
gest, alongside the Council on Foreign Relations, constituted a “critical in-
stitutional base aff ecting the way in which IR developed.” Th e foundations 
were simultaneously also a powerful institutional base for the develop-
ment of area studies (Engermann 1999). 

 Th e Yale Institute of International Studies (YIIS) represents an excellent 
example of early foundation intervention. Th e Yale Institute was created in 
1935 with a fi ve-year Rockefeller grant of 100,000. 15  Th e year 1935, which saw 
the fi rst of a series of four Neutrality Acts, forbidding U.S. entanglements in 
foreign wars, was a critical year in the history of U.S. foreign relations and 
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a daring year to begin, consciously or otherwise, an overtly globalist proj-
ect. 16  From its inception, the institute aimed to clarify American foreign 
policy by focusing upon “the subject of power in international relations”—
an area neglected by American scholars. 17  Th e institute aimed to take a 
“realistic” view of world aff airs, to be useful to the makers of foreign policy, 
to produce scholarly but accessible publications, and to train academics for 
governmental service. 18  Th at it was later nicknamed the “Power School” by 
IR insiders is adequate testimony to Yale’s successful institutionalization of 
realpolitik (Olson and Groom 1991, 99). Yale also had such senior academ-
ics as Frederick Dunn, Arnold Wolfers, and Samuel F. Bemis on its fac-
ulty. 19  In addition to the initial 100,000 in 1935, the foundation provided a 
further 51,500 in 1941 (to run over three years) and 125,000 in 1944 (to 
run over the following fi ve years), a total of 276,500. 20  

 Th e realpolitik approaches of those who directed the YIIS (Nicholas 
Spykman from 1935 to 1940 and Frederick Dunn from 1940 until after the 
war) clearly satisfi ed Rockefeller offi  cials. 21  Consequently, the drafting of 
“abstract schemes of a new world order” and “ivory tower speculation”—
the YIIS’s annual report for 1942 stressed—were  not  on the agenda. In-
stead, the institute focused upon “basic research” to fi ll conceptual gaps in 
current thinking and knowledge of international relations. 22  By 1944, the 
institute was focusing even more upon “those questions which are likely to 
cause the  most trouble , such as Anglo-American and Western-Soviet rela-
tions, for American foreign-policy.” 23  

 Th e memoranda and records of the Yale Institute bear out its eff ective 
realism. One document, for example, reports that the United States could 
no longer “take a free ride” in the conduct of European aff airs. While Brit-
ain’s international hegemony had eff ectively ended, Britain still constituted 
a key “bridgehead” to Western Europe. Consequently, Britain’s continued 
survival was in America’s national interest, to the point of war if necessary. 
Europe, the report noted, had to be kept “in balance” and a new Napoleon 
or Hitler prevented. America had to engage in the “dirty game of power 
politics” if she were not to be dragged into another foreign war. Interest-
ingly, the report recognized the dangers of Soviet expansionism while also 
acknowledging the USSR’s legitimate security concerns. 24  While the Sovi-
ets ought to be decisively checked territorially, it would be a mistake, the 
memorandum warned, to oppose them by countering every movement for 
social reform. Th at would only convince Western liberals and radicals of 
the “reactionary” character of Anglo-American policy and “drive [them] . . . 
into the arms of the doctrinaire Bolsheviks.” Finally, the memorandum 
argued that the American economy had become the major factor in global 
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prosperity. Not only must future U.S. economic policies assist the regen-
eration of Europe (and so keep Britain and France “going concerns”), but 
they must also run the American economy “responsibly.” American do-
mestic prosperity would create a stable market for the world’s products 
and thereby add to global security. Th is imperialistic posture was endorsed 
by an internal foundation review of key books produced by the YIIS during 
the war. 25  

 Both Arnold Wolfers and William Fox were deeply signifi cant in devel-
oping the YIIS but were also themselves infl uenced by the institute. Fox, 
for example, later claimed that it was only after joining the YIIS in 1943 
that he “realize[d] how ill-equipped I was to think about the responsible 
use of power by the United States” (Ramos 2003, 169). Wolfers, on the 
other hand, found Yale a ready platform for making infl uential contacts in 
the worlds of intelligence and policy making. During the war, Wolfers was 
a consultant with the OSS, National War College, the Institute of Defense 
Analysis, the Department of the Army, and the State Department (Th omp-
son 1980, 98). In addition, Wolfers and other YIIS colleagues lectured on 
geopolitics at the School of Military Government, in Virginia (Ramos 
2003, 165). After the war, Wolfers was a recruiter at Yale for the CIA. Ken-
neth W. Th ompson, another of the 1954 conferees, argues that Wolfers was 
the most policy oriented of the Yale group and “had an insatiable yearning 
for the corridors of power.” In fact, Th ompson felt that Wolfers might have 
compromised his scholarly independence as a result of that yearning 
(Ramos 2003, 166). 

 However much the Yale Institute cherished its “independence,” its use-
fulness to government was its fi rst priority. In August 1944, Dunn told Jo-
seph Willits of the Rockefeller Foundation that the YIIS had set up a com-
mittee (with State Department representation) to consider how universities 
might “produce good decision-makers.” 26  Two years earlier, the YIIS’s an-
nual report noted the fi rst of several meetings with U.S. War Department 
offi  cials concerning Near Eastern policy. “It was intended,” the report 
stressed, “as a test of the possibility of quick mobilization of academic knowl-
edge and its application to practical questions of policy.” Th e 1941–1942 
report further noted that numerous “foreign area courses” had been estab-
lished at Yale to increase the awareness of foreign societies, that the insti-
tute was sending information to the U.S. government “on demand,” and 
that YIIS graduates were performing valuable roles within several govern-
ment departments, notably the departments of State and War, the Board of 
Economic Warfare, and the Offi  ce of the Coordinator of Inter-American 
Aff airs, which was headed by Nelson Rockefeller. 27  
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 Th e War Department asked the Yale Institute to establish a School of 
Asiatic Studies for army staff  offi  cers, which it duly did in the summer of 
1945. Meanwhile, the State Department and the YIIS established a joint 
committee, with Dunn as chairman, to improve the training of foreign-
service offi  cers. Th e impact of such government connections was accepted 
within the broader political-science community by the formation of a “po-
litico-military relations” panel by the American Political Science Associa-
tion, under the chairmanship of Bernard Brodie (a YIIS member). 28  Th e 
institute approached foreign-policy problems from a perspective not dis-
similar to that of the State Department. One of the most telling examples 
appeared in its 1943 annual report, in a discussion of the importance of the 
Middle East to the United States. Security, the report noted, was not 
merely a military question: it also required a watchful eye on the peoples 
and resources that bordered strategic sea routes and military bases. Th e Yale 
Institute proposed an investigation of industrial development, the “rise of 
nationalism,” and “race and population pressures as they aff ect the stability 
of these regions,” with a view to “early remedial action by the United States.” 29  
Th is was not only an early indication of the importance of national secu-
rity–oriented area-studies programs that developed within and alongside 
the development of IR but was also symptomatic of the close interconnec-
tions between foundation-funded research initiatives (Morton 1963). IR’s 
development cannot profi tably be seen in isolation from those other 
developments. 

 Th e institute produced many books on the Far East, Anglo-American 
relations, and the place of Africa in American security policy. Over a half-
century later, two stand out: William T.  R. Fox’s  Th e Superpowers: Th e 
United States, Britain, and the Soviet Union—Th eir Responsibility for Peace  
(1944), which introduced the term “superpower” into the language (Reyn-
olds 1991, 173; Olson and Groom 1991, 100); and Nicholas J. Spykman’s 
 America’s Strategy in World Politics: Th e United States and the Balance of 
Power  (1942). Gabriel Almond (2002, 2) argues that Fox’s book “defi ned the 
structure of the postwar system of international relations.” 30  According to 
the historian John Th ompson (1992, 401), Spykman’s study was the “most 
thorough analysis of America’s strategic position made in these [war] 
years,” the thrust of which was “that American interests demanded inter-
vention in the war to restore the balance of power in Eurasia.” (It was writ-
ten before the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor.) Spykman argued that total 
war characterized twentieth-century warfare. Th e United States, there-
fore, had to be prepared for a global strategy that combined and integrated 
the key factors of power: military preparedness, economic vitality, political 
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effi  ciency and mobilization, and ideological clarity. Spykman also abol-
ished the distinctions between peacetime and war: “total war is permanent 
war.” Finally, and most profoundly, he argued that there is “ no region of the 
globe [that] is too distant to be without strategic signifi cance, too remote to 
be neglected in the calculations of power politics. ” Total, permanent war on 
a global scale: this was Yale’s contribution to U.S. grand strategy (Ramos 
2003, 267). Interestingly, the universalistic views of U.S. national interests 
and security expressed by Spykman, a hard-core realist, seem quite close 
to the “containment thesis” as developed by Paul Nitze in NSC-68 and ap-
plied in the disastrous war of aggression against Vietnam, with the full sup-
port of Dean Rusk, secretary of state to presidents Kennedy and Johnson. 

 Both books received considerable praise and sold well. According to its 
publisher, Harcourt, Brace, Spykman’s book sold almost ten thousand cop-
ies within three months. In a letter to the Rockefeller Foundation, the 
publisher argued that even these fi gures failed to give “an adequate idea” of 
the books’ importance. Th e letters he received suggested an “infl uence 
quite disproportionate to the numbers sold.” Indeed, Spykman’s book, the 
publisher argued, “may be considered one of the really infl uential books of 
our decade.” 31  

 Isaiah Bowman, a respected Rockefeller Foundation advisor and politi-
cal geographer, commented that Spykman’s book ought to be read in a 
million American homes and at least annually by offi  cial foreign-policy 
makers. A foundation reviewer suggested that it sold well in Washington, 
D.C., 32  and the foundation’s social-sciences director wrote that it was a 
“great” book that deserved “prayerful study.” Olson and Groom (1991, 99) 
argue that Spykman’s book continued to be infl uential because it “held 
great appeal for Pentagon post-war planners.” 

 Th e infl uence of the YIIS was also built through the teaching of interna-
tional relations at undergraduate and postgraduate levels, mainly through 
the establishment in 1935 of a major in international relations, off ering a 
BA degree. YIIS researchers were expected to carry out teaching as part of 
their core functions. Th e IR major was built principally around the theme 
of national security and war. As the course guide summarized it: “War as 
an instrument of national policy. Preparation for war in peacetime: mobili-
zation of national resources. Th e conduct of war and its problems of social 
control. Military, economic, political, and propaganda instruments of war” 
(Ramos 2003, 240). 

 During the 1940s, the U.S. Navy off ered courses at Yale on war strat-
egy and the “Foundations of National Power,” coordinated by Princeton’s 
Edward Mead Earle. Th is particular course was also off ered at fi ve other 
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universities, including UCLA, Northwestern, Princeton, and the Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania, indicating the further dissemination of this line of 
thought and enquiry across the United States. Inevitably, there was some 
student resistance to the attachment to “power,” “force,” and “war” in these 
programs at Yale, especially from students who matriculated in IR classes 
in preparation for Christian missionary or peace-building work. Spykman 
wrote in his report to the Rockefeller Foundation in 1939: “Th e rather real-
istic approach to the subject at Yale sometimes shocked their [Christians’] 
youthful idealism but this only occurred after their arrival, and it did not 
deter them from recommending the treatment to others.” As Paulo Ramos 
argues, “the conversion to realism was taking place.” 33  

 Student numbers in IR at Yale were modest before the war (seventeen in 
1937–1938, rising to fi fty-two in 1939–1940) but increased to eighty-eight in 
1942–1943, stabilizing at about eighty after 1945. Ramos (2003, 243) esti-
mates that around six hundred students majored in IR at Yale from 1935 to 
1951. Between 1935 and 1945, Yale graduated twenty-seven MA and doctoral 
candidates. Well-known IR alumni include Bernard C. Cohen, Lucian Pye, 
and William C. Olson (Ramos 2003, 372). Other alumni went on to join im-
portant U.S. foreign policy–related institutions such as the Council on 
Foreign Relations, the Foreign Policy Association, U.S. Tariff  Commission, 
the Foreign Service, and State Department (Ramos 2003, 243). 

 Th e role of the U.S. State Department in more closely orienting the 
teaching of IR at Yale to the State Department’s concerns is interesting. In 
1944, a committee was set up to investigate “what the educational process 
can do to produce good decision-makers in the fi eld of international rela-
tions,” mainly to improve the caliber of graduate students entering govern-
ment service and to provide in-service training to practicing diplomats 
(Ramos 2003, 245). 

 Th at the infl uence of the YIIS reached much farther than the academic 
world was important to its Rockefeller Foundation sponsors. Its work was 
respected by other foreign-policy “infl uentials” and by policymakers. Th e 
State Department showed by their regular liaisons how important they 
believed its work to be. External advisers such as Jacob Viner and Isaiah 
Bowman continued to enthuse about the institute whenever the founda-
tion asked for an assessment. Its research center and seminars attracted 
well-known academics such as the political scientist Harold Lasswell, jour-
nalists such as Hanson Baldwin of the  New York Times , and State Depart-
ment–connected men such as Grayson Kirk, a member of the Council on 
Foreign Relations’ War-Peace Studies Project. By 1945, the institute was 
broadcasting on the radio (American Broadcasting System’s Blue Network) 
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on the “problems of peace” prior to the San Francisco Conference, with 
former Undersecretary of State Summer Welles presiding. 34  YIIS members 
were also engaged as consultants by the State Department at the San Fran-
cisco Conference on International Organization in 1945. 35  Th e YIIS contrib-
uted signifi cantly to the diff usion of the realist paradigm in America and 
Europe and helped generate what Olson and Groom (1991, 106–111) call a 
new “consensus of power” in the discipline of international relations. 

 Th e institute’s “independent” status also helped legitimize its views. Spe-
cifi cally, there was little public acknowledgement of its continuous con-
nections with either the foundation or with the state. Th e institute trained 
hundreds of undergraduates and dozens of graduate students for state ser-
vice or academia, furthering the infl uence of its realist approach. By 1948, 
the YIIS began a journal,  World Politics , and ran one of the most presti-
gious programs of postgraduate research and training in America. 36  Th e 
experience of the Yale Institute demonstrates the valued place of utilitar-
ian knowledge production—knowledge as technology—in Rockefeller’s in-
stitutional and funding culture. It explains why the 1954 conference was 
organized and funded by the foundation even if its aims were to rein in 
somewhat the excessive realism of YIIS, which by 1951 had moved to 
Princeton. 37  

 the  conferees’ biographies 
 Th e list of 1954 conference participants is instructive: it is a mixture of 
leading academics, journalists, and past, serving, and future public offi  -
cials, representing the increasingly incestuous worlds of knowledge con-
struction, news, and policy making. Th ey were, in the main, keenly inter-
ested in America’s struggle against the Soviet Union and the necessity of 
U.S. global leadership. Th is emerges as a key subtext of the entire set of 
conference documents available in the Rockefeller archives. Yet the lines 
between the three categories of conferee ought not to be drawn too starkly: 
there was a “revolving door” between the three worlds, and all the confer-
ees had some policy-making or at least policy-related experience. Th e anal-
ysis below of the conferees’ biographies demonstrates this and thereby 
fl eshes out the Gramscian concept of state-spirited organic intellectuals. It 
also shows the high degree to which the conferees were interconnected or 
operated in elite networks. 

 Th e eleven conferees were, had been, or would be very well connected with 
U.S. state agencies ranging from the State Department and the Department 
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of Defense to the Central Intelligence Agency. Put slightly diff erently, this 
group comprised the sort of people who operated within the boundaries of 
“thinkable thought” in American foreign-policy and national-security cir-
cles, and they were destined to be a part of the debate in those policy areas 
for decades to come, even if they opposed the Vietnam War, for example, 
as “fl awed,” as Morgenthau did. 38  Th ey were part of an elite—not necessar-
ily by birth but by personal achievement—whose signifi cance rested not 
just with holding public offi  ce but with their continuous proximity, in nu-
merous institutions, to public offi  cials and other policy infl uentials. Nine 
members of the group had over twenty-fi ve long-term connections with 
various agencies of the American state related to its foreign aff airs or na-
tional security. Th e least connected of the group to the state was the journal-
ist James Reston ( New York Times ), who had served with the Offi  ce of War 
Information during World War II. Even Reston, however, was very close to 
several administrations and to Henry Kissinger, Nixon’s secretary of state. 
His fellow journalist, Walter Lippmann ( New York Herald Tribune ), had 
served in the Department of War during World War I, as a member of Presi-
dent Wilson’s inquiry in 1917–1919, and as a delegate to the Paris Peace Con-
ference in 1919. He is considered by many to have been the most respected 
foreign-aff airs commentator of the twentieth century (Th ompson 1980). 

 Conversely, other conferees, such as Paul Nitze and Dean Rusk, had long 
periods of service in the state and should certainly be regarded in career 
terms as “men of the state.” Dean Rusk, who served two terms as secretary 
of state (1961–1969), served four presidents. He was a hawkish proponent of 
the Vietnam War (Cohen 1980). Nitze served presidents Roosevelt, Tru-
man, and Eisenhower in the 1940s and 1950s, Kennedy and Johnson in the 
1960s, Nixon and Ford in the 1970s, and Reagan in the 1980s. He was truly 
a servant of the American state. As head of policy planning in Secretary 
Acheson’s State Department, Nitze was the principal author of NSC-68, the 
report that called for a massive U.S. rearmament program—tripling the 
federal military budget. Nitze was also instrumental in the public promo-
tion of NSC-68 through the formation of the Committee on the Present 
Danger (CPD)—a group of hawkish liberal internationalists that included 
James Bryant Conant, president of Harvard, and Robert Bowie, another 1954 
conference participant. Th e CPD masterminded among the public what 
NSC-68 had done in the Truman administration: bludgeoned the “mass 
mind” of top government, as Dean Acheson had wanted. Nitze recognized 
the fundamental signifi cance of public-opinion mobilization in decisively 
shifting U.S. national-security policy (Sanders 1983). 
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 It is remarkable that six members of the group had served or were other-
wise associated as advisers with the Policy Planning Staff  of the State De-
partment: Paul Nitze (director, 1950–1953), Robert Bowie (director, 1953–
1957), Dorothy Fosdick (1948–1952), Reinhold Niebuhr (1949), Arnold 
Wolfers (1949), and Hans Morgenthau (1949). While out of favor after Tru-
man, Nitze directed the Foreign Service Educational Institute, which is 
often referred to as the “PPS in exile.” Th e PPS 

 serves as a source of independent policy analysis and advice for the Secre-
tary of State. Th e Policy Planning Staff ’s mission is to take a longer term, 
strategic view of global trends and frame recommendations for the Secre-
tary of State to advance U.S. interests and American values. . . . In his mem-
oirs  Present at the Creation , former Secretary of State Dean Acheson char-
acterized the role of Policy Planning: “To anticipate the emerging form of 
things to come, to reappraise policies which had acquired their own mo-
mentum and went on after the reasons for them had ceased, and to stimu-
late and, when necessary, to devise basic policies crucial to the conduct of 
our foreign aff airs.” 39  

 Dorothy Fosdick, the fi rst senior woman in a policy position in the State 
Department, was appointed to serve on the PPS in 1948. She had previously 
served in the State Department’s Division of Special Research, the depart-
ment’s fi rst attempt at long-term planning during World War II. Th e PPS 
was essentially an internal think tank composed of state intellectuals with 
access to external advisers as required. Of the 1954 conferees, Niebuhr, 
Wolfers, and Morgenthau had acted as advisers to the PPS. 

 In addition to enduring and qualitatively signifi cant connections with 
agencies of the state, several conferees were also connected to other insti-
tutions closely linked with the foreign-policy elements of the state. For ex-
ample, there were at least eight members of the bipartisan Council on 
Foreign Relations, the establishment’s core liberal internationalist think 
tank (Fox, Wolfers, Nitze, Reston, Niebuhr, Th ompson, Rusk, and Bowie). 
Lippmann had been a member during the 1930s. Fosdick would have 
worked with CFR members during her years at the Division of Special Re-
search, as that was where the CFR’s War and Peace Studies were con-
ducted (Shoup and Minter 1977). Niebuhr had been a leading fi gure in two 
key CFR organizations and had led pro-war ad hoc single-issue organiza-
tions in 1940 and 1941: the Committee to Defend America by Aiding the 
Allies and the even more hawkish Fight for Freedom (Chadwin 1968). 
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 Connections with philanthropic foundations were also strong. Of course, 
the Rockefeller Foundation organized and hosted the conference. Dorothy 
Fosdick was closely associated with the Rockefeller family, which sup-
ported her father’s Riverside Church in New York; her uncle, Raymond B. 
Fosdick, was president of the foundation from 1936 to 1948. Fosdick’s work 
in the wartime State Department was closely connected with Rockefeller 
Foundation–backed foreign-policy planning initiatives by the Council on 
Foreign Relations from 1940 to 1945 (Parmar 2004). Th e Ford Foundation 
was represented at the conference by its vice president, Don Price, and the 
University of Chicago’s Morgenthau was a long-time adviser to what is 
now known as the Carnegie Council on Ethics in International Aff airs but 
was originally known as the Church Peace Union and, later, the Council on 
Religion and International Aff airs. Price went on to become the founding 
dean of the Kennedy School of Government at Harvard. 

 Most of the conferees may be characterized or characterized themselves 
as one or another form of “realist.” Nine conferees may be so categorized: 
realists (Morgenthau, Lippmann, Bowie, Wolfers), realist hawks (Rusk, Ni-
tze), liberal realists (Fox, Fosdick), and Christian realist (Niebuhr). Although 
such a categorization is open to challenge, 40  what further bound the con-
ferees was their underlying assumption of the importance of military force 
in world aff airs and, particularly, in postwar U.S. foreign policy. Most of 
the conferees had been, of course, early twentieth-century Progressives—
state builders armed with a sense of the importance of state regulation, 
rational policy making, and even a degree of planning. Th eir attitude in 
general toward the state and their “realistic” view of the world, therefore, 
combined to focus on  state power , helping cement their ties with the 
American state as the principal vehicle for global leadership. 

 Finally, the long-lasting signifi cance of the group of 1954 conferees is 
underlined by the fact that many still had a future in their chosen fi eld: 
most of them were to continue in active service for many decades, indicat-
ing the enduring character of the foreign-policy elite. Paul Nitze was in-
strumental in resurrecting the second incarnation of the Committee on 
the Present Danger in 1976—and the third in 2002/2003. Nitze also served 
as special adviser to the president and as secretary of state in the Reagan 
administration. Dorothy Fosdick’s long association—as aide and adviser—
to Henry “Scoop” Jackson continued until his death in 1983. Upon her 
death in 1997, Richard Perle paid a tribute to her. Th e names of Reinhold 
Niebuhr and Hans Morgenthau, both of whom opposed the Vietnam War, 
were invoked on opposite sides of the bitter debates over the 2003 Ameri-
can war of aggression against Iraq (Mearsheimer 2005; Loconte 2002). 
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 the  conference 
 Th e content of the conference proceedings receives appropriate attention 
in the rest of this volume. My own attitude toward the proceedings stems 
from the core concern of this chapter: to suggest that the development of 
academic IR (along with many other older disciplines) was part of a broader, 
long-term foreign-policy establishment project to promote American glo-
balism, to expand the American imperium, to usher in “the American 
century.” Th e funding over decades of academic IR, other social sciences, 
university area-studies programs, and the sponsorship of relevant think 
tanks, and so on, as exemplifi ed but not exhausted by the discussion of the 
YIIS, above, constituted the construction of the intellectual infrastructure 
for globalism. Wedded as this development was to the conception of the 
American century, it would ultimately, but not exclusively, be evaluated 
according to its outcomes, its impacts in producing the kinds of knowledge 
that American globalism was thought to “require.” Of course, professional 
academics are neither pawns on a chessboard nor the playthings of elites; 
that is not the argument here. 41  However, when intellectual institutions 
and programs are fi nanced, when the objective structures are established 
at the cost of hundreds of millions of dollars, there is a high degree of 
“hardwiring” into their very being the assumptions underlying their for-
mation. Th ese assumptions are also “policed” through the annual report to 
the philanthropic foundations. External factors do not entirely determine 
the evolution of an academic discipline, but they are very important to the 
kinds of scholars recruited and fi nanced, the theories and methodologies 
favored, the directions of empirical research fostered and conducted, the 
networks within which prestige is sought, and, very signifi cantly, the lines 
of enquiry that become marginal or marginalized. 42  Th e 1954 conference, 
viewed as a small step along the road to American globalism, was in its 
 broadest  sense consistent with past Rockefeller Foundation eff orts. Th at it 
was not especially successful or productive is beside the point: it was not the 
only foundation initiative, and other U.S. philanthropies were also funding 
a whole series of initiatives at the same time (a kind of “basket” of invest-
ments by “venture capitalists”; Weaver 1967). Nevertheless, the central 
question of the relevance of academic theory to the practitioner was a very 
tough test for Morgenthau, Wolfers, and Fox. 

 Kenneth W. Th ompson (1955, 733), a conference organizer and, later, a 
vice president of the Rockefeller Foundation, reported that policymakers 
want “ ‘an applicable body of theory in foreign policy.’ Practical men with fi rst-
hand diplomatic experience point to the need for rational generalizations 
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and intellectual structures to extract meaning from the jet stream of con-
temporary events.” 43  In particular, Paul Nitze asked some tough questions 
and raised serious concerns. In his view, “the immediate object of our for-
eign policy must be the fostering and elaboration of an international envi-
ronment in which nations organized as we are can prosper and survive. Th e 
means to this end must be the development of the infl uence and power of 
ourselves and our friends and the reduction of the power of our enemies” 
(cited by Th ompson 1955, 744n22). Th e policymaker, however, in trying to 
do this, must deal with concrete cases, while the theoretician deals in gen-
eralizations and abstractions. Nitze argued that “a wrong theory, an over-
simplifi ed theory, or a theory applied out of context can produce disastrous 
results” (Th ompson 1955, 738). 

 Conversely, William Fox and Hans Morgenthau argued that while theory 
could not provide a blueprint for action in most concrete circumstances, it 
could achieve a great deal by ordering evidence: theory “gives order and 
meaning to a mass of phenomena which without it would remain discon-
nected and unintelligible. . . . [Th eory] helps us to understand and distin-
guish the relatively fi xed, the changing but controllable, and the manipu-
latable aspects of world politics” (Th ompson 1955, 735). Th eory is the basis 
of policy technology, in other words. 

 Rusk pointed out that when the Truman administration, of which he 
was part as assistant secretary of state for Far Eastern aff airs, among other 
posts, considered the U.S. response to the outbreak of the Korean War, the 
predominant “theory,” analogy, or mental image was derived from the 
1930s—that is, Manchuria in 1931, Abyssinia in 1935, and Munich in 1938—
and the consequences of appeasing aggressors. 44  Th ompson’s conclusion 
was to suggest that practitioners’ “judgment and wisdom” often results 
from “a pragmatic conception of theory” that augurs well for continued 
and “wider contacts between theorists and practitioners.” Both theorists and 
practitioners, he argues, each in their own language, accept that ideas 
and theories must be “tested” against experience. Th ey just needed to be 
more creative in their interactions (Th ompson 1955, 739). 

 conclusion 
 Th e immediate benefi ts of the 1954 conference probably disappointed the 
participants. Certainly, Paul Nitze stated that he and his colleagues in 
Policy Planning felt “that much of the contemporary academic work in the 
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theory of international politics fell between two stools. It did not have suf-
fi cient depth in philosophic insight to give much light on the question of 
the long range content of our national purpose and on the other hand 
much of it failed to meet the test of being relevant to the realm of possible 
action.” 45  Yet, benefi ts there were, including making practitioners and aca-
demics more aware of each others’ roles and problems, dissecting theory 
production and possible usages, introducing the complexity and diffi  cul-
ties inherent in crisis decision-making into academic theorizing, and sug-
gesting ways forward to more fruitful future dialogue. Of course, one of 
the by-products of the conference on its academic participants was a 
greater understanding of practitioners’ dilemmas—in a nuclear world—
and the fi ltering down of that understanding to colleagues, graduate stu-
dents, and so on. Nitze also—understandably from his experience of sell-
ing NSC-68 through the Committee on the Present Danger—called for 
greater academic attention to “public opinion and [specifi cally] in reducing 
the area of confl ict between public understanding on the one hand and 
rational consideration of the national interest on the other.” 46  

 More concretely, participants suggested a number of initiatives to the 
Rockefeller Foundation to try to improve work in the theory/practice 
nexus: more seminars; subsidies to retired professors to write theoretical 
work in IR, as doctoral candidates usually wrote empirical theses; subsidies 
to university presses to encourage them to publish more theoretical work 
despite low demand; and the possibility of month-long summer meetings 
between academics and foreign-policy practitioners in Washington, D.C., 
to continue the 1954 dialogue. 47  

 In the longer term, the 1954 conference may be seen as an attempt at 
initiating a major boost for organized discussion of IR theory in the United 
States and Britain. For example, Rockefeller followed up 1954 by funding a 
symposium on IR theorizing in 1957, the book of which published the pa-
pers of several 1954 conference participants—Nitze, Morgenthau, Fox, 
Wolfers, Niebuhr—and also Kenneth N. Waltz (Swarthmore) and Charles 
P. Kindleberger (MIT). In addition, participants in 1957 included Bernard 
Barber, Arno J. Mayer, Warner Schilling, Kenneth W. Th ompson, Robert 
W. Tucker, and Martin Wight (Fox 1959, x). In 1959, a Rockefeller grant sup-
ported the formation of the British Committee on the Th eory of Interna-
tional Politics, and in 1961 Fox, Morgenthau, Th ompson, and Quincy 
Wright participated in a conference at the University of Maryland entitled 
“Th e Role of Th eory in International Relations.” 48  In the late 1950s, the 
Rockefeller Foundation—prompted by its vice president, Kenneth W. 
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Th ompson—funded the British Committee on the Th eory of International 
Politics. Interestingly, Tim Dunne (1998, 90) suggests—citing Th ompson—
that the American IR-theory group largely failed to achieve much beyond a 
couple of meetings due to “deep divisions” between foreign-policy makers 
and academics. 

 Ultimately, the discussions between scholarly  theorists  and policymak-
ers are likely to be frustrating due to the diff ering ends of each. Nitze ex-
pressed an essential belief among “practical men” about the limitations of 
theory. 49  As Lewis Coser (1965, 135–136) argues, 

 the relationship between power and intellect usually proved to be unstable. 
Th e general tension between the intellectuals’ preoccupation with general 
and abstract values and the routine institutions of society asserted itself. 
Intellectuals tended to turn in disdain from the practical concerns of deci-
sion-makers immersed in day-to-day compromise and adjustments, and 
men of power were wary of what they called the impracticality and the lack 
of realism of intellectuals. Power holders and intellectuals have [enjoyed] 
short periods of honeymoon, but no stable union has ever been achieved. 50  

 It is unsurprising, then, that the Rockefeller Foundation’s IR-theory ini-
tiative—proposed by Rusk—faded away with the escalation of the Vietnam 
War, which was famously opposed by the realist Hans Morgenthau. For 
the foundation, however, the 1930s and 1940s development of IR may have 
achieved at least a key part of its original purpose: to place at the very cen-
ter of scholarly thinking the importance of power and violence in world 
aff airs, 51  the centrality of the state and, specifi cally, of U.S. state leader-
ship—a hegemonic power to replace Britain—and the need, therefore, for 
the political class and people of the United States to accept those basic 
facts. Th ereafter, the most pressing need may have been for scholars en-
gaged in empirical IR and, particularly, foreign-area studies, who furnished 
voluminous empirical studies and developed powerful knowledge net-
works between the United States and the world’s strategic nations and re-
gions (Parmar 2002a). As Morgenthau noted in 1952: 

 practical needs . . . still provide one of the major arguments in favor of area 
studies; they are also apparent in the selection of the areas most frequently 
studied. Russia and the Far East vie with Latin America . . . with those areas 
that American foreign policy is primarily concerned.  .  .  . Aside from the 
training of prospective government offi  cials, area studies are frequently mo-
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tivated by the recognition of America’s predominant place in world aff airs, 
which  .  .  . entails the desire to learn all the facts about all regions of the 
world. 

 (wallerstein 1997, 207–208) 

 In addition, in the bid for U.S. hegemony there was great demand for 
 economists  to work with “developing” the economies of newly independent 
Th ird World countries such as Indonesia, India, and Pakistan in the arena 
of cold-war ideological competition (Rosen 1985). Olson and Groom (1991, 
106) note that the postwar period witnessed the emergence of “a ‘paper tri-
angle’ between academic entrepreneurs, the great foundations, and the na-
tional security establishment. Th e principal eff ect . . . was to stress regional 
[country and area] and strategic studies.” As ever, wherever the major foun-
dations had made the initial investment, the federal government followed: 
the 1958 National Defense Education Act poured millions of dollars into 
area studies over the next twenty years, generating impressive advances in 
university foreign-language teaching, new professional associations and 
conferences, and so on. As a Social Science Research Council survey showed 
in 1973, “the centers and their faculties provide a repository of expertise on 
which government can and does draw for research, consultants, or tempo-
rary employment. . . . Th e government also uses these centers for the train-
ing of current employees” (Wallerstein 1997, 209–210). Th e cold-war univer-
sity, then, served as a vehicle for the promotion of U.S. hegemony. 52  

 Th e 1954 conference brought together some of the most signifi cant elites 
in IR, the policy world, and foreign-aff airs journalism. Th is was no random 
group but a subset of the confl uence of elite forces identifi ed by Olson and 
Groom. As individuals, they had already made a mark in American life: 
most of them continued for several decades to do so. Th e role of the major 
American philanthropic foundations was to foster a fairly narrow spectrum 
of intellectual developments in academic empirical research, theory, and 
methodology, with the ultimate underlying aim of promoting American 
hegemony. Th at the IR theory program was not particularly successful 
shows that foundation and other elites do not always get what they want. 
But what the program does show are the underlying principles for funding 
specifi c IR and other similar initiatives. Foundations provide the “seed 
corn” for new initiatives and fi nance the seminars and conferences between 
leading scholars, policymakers, and other elites. Th ey fi nance knowledge 
networks—the intellectual infrastructure—that might generate new and 



204 american hegemony

useful ideas, new information, or new perspectives that would practically 
benefi t policymakers, as well as useful knowledge. Sometimes they fail; 
sometimes they produce unintended consequences. Much of the time, they 
succeed in generating large university programs dedicated to research, 
teaching, and training, with scholars fully networked with state elites, that 
directly and indirectly benefi t American hegemony. 
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fi rst the security of the Continental Republic . . . and the security of the entire New 
World, against intervention by the imperialistic powers of the Old World.” It was, 
he continued, “an imperialism against imperialism. It did not last long and it was 
not really bad.” 

   26.  Dunn to Willits, August 1944, Folder 4947, Box 412, Series 2005, RG 1.1, Rockefeller 
Foundation Archives, RAC. 

   27.   Annual Report  1941–1942, p.18–19; p. 25. 
   28.   Annual Report  1945–1946. 
   29.  RFA,  Annual Report , 14–15, 1943. 
   30.  Almond was a member of YIIS.  
   31.  Lambert Davis (Harcourt, Brace) to George W. Gray (Rockefeller Foundation), 

Folder 4945, Box 416, Series 2005, RG 1.1, Rockefeller Foundation Archives, RAC. 
(So infl uential that it was also produced in Braille.) 

   32.  Folder 4945, Box 416, Series 2005, RG 1.1, Rockefeller Foundation Archives, RAC. 
   33.  Spykman cited in Ramos (2003, 242). 
   34.  “Radio Program Notice,” April 6, 1945, Folder 4948, Box 417, Series 2005, RG 1.1, 

Rockefeller Foundation Archive, RAC . 
   35.  Th at YIIS members were so engaged with the formation of the United Nations cor-

rectly suggests that the fl edgling international organization was seen, at least in 
part, as a potential instrument of American power. See Shoup and Minter (1977) 
and R. Hilderbrand (1990). 

   36.  Olson and Groom (1991, 118) claim that the publication of this journal was “one of 
the most signifi cant events in the history of the fi eld” of international relations. 

   37.  Th e move to Princeton followed the inauguration in 1950 of A. Whitney Griswold 
as president of Yale. Griswold was opposed to YIIS’ policy-oriented work and, espe-
cially, its advocacy of globalism. Griswold also had a number of personal diff er-
ences with Frederick Dunn. See Ramos (2003).  

   38.  It is important here to recall that Morgenthau (1952, 1965) supported the view that 
the Soviet “threat” drove U.S. national-security policy and that it was an authentic 
threat requiring “containment,” but he also felt that it was inappropriately and 
badly applied in Asia. To be sure, such sentiments placed Morgenthau close to the 
boundaries of “thinkable thought” but still within them. See Chomsky (1982, 74). 

   39.  See http://www.state.gov/s/p/. 
   40.  “Realism” is not an uncontested term or categorization: there are political realists, 

liberal realists, defensive realists, off ensive realists, neorealists, democratic realists, 
and structural realists, among others. Th e core of realism, though, is the recogni-
tion that power is central to international aff airs and that whatever our ethical po-
sition or values may be, without understanding the structure and dynamics of 
power in the world, a realist foreign policy or a realistic understanding of the world 
is impossible. On those grounds, men like Rusk and Nitze are “off ensive realists” in 
practice, maximizers of American power attempting to ensure its global hegemony. 
For the most developed version of off ensive realism, see Mearsheimer (2001) and 
Jervis (2004). For an interesting history of the misrepresentation of protagonists in 
the great debates of IR, see Kahler (1997, 20–53). 

   41.  For an argument that challenges this interpretation, see the contribution by Brian 
C. Schmidt in this volume. 
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   42.  Coser (1965, 339) argues that foundations are “important gatekeepers of ideas. With 
the power of the purse, they are in positions to foster certain ideas or lines of in-
quiry while neglecting or de-emphasizing others.” 

   43.  Th is is a direct quotation from Dean Rusk’s opening remarks at the 1954 confer-
ence; “Conference on International Politics,” transcript, 240. 

   44.  Rusk stated that “in the State Department with regard to the Korea situation, their 
general policy was based a good deal on what they had learned about aggression in 
the last 25 years.” “Conference on International Politics,” transcript, 251 (appendix 1 
of this volume). 

   45.  Paul Nitze, “Th e Implications of Th eory for Practice in the Conduct of Foreign Af-
fairs” (appendix 5 of this volume, 279). 

   46.  Ibid., 5. 
   47.  See “Conference on International Politics,” transcript, 260–62; Arnold Wolfers, 

“Th eory of International Politics: Its Merits and Advancement” (appendix 6 of this 
volume). 

   48.  Schmidt, unpublished notes; see also Harrison (1964), the book of the 1961 
conference. 

   49.  Th e same appears to be the case today. As Stanley A. Renshon (2007, 293) argues, 
“there is [a] substantial gap between the contributions of professional international 
theory and research and the necessity of actual judgments under uncertainty.” 

   50.  Th e sociologist Robert Merton put it more strongly when he suggested that “the 
union of policy-makers and intellectuals tends to be nasty, brutish and short” (cited 
in Coser 1965, 140). 

   51.  Olson and Groom (1991, 104–134) argue that “power” constituted the mainstream 
IR consensus by the 1950s, even if the self-same scholars backed the UN Charter. 

   52.  Th is development was hardly new. See Gruber (1975). 
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 REALISM AND NEOLIBER ALISM 

 From Reactionary Modernism to 
Postwar Conservatism 

 philip mirowski 

  brian lamb:  Dr. Milton Friedman, why did you choose or why did they 
ask you to write the introduction to the F. A. Hayek  Road to Freedom  
fi ftieth anniversary . . .  

  milton friedman:   Road to Serfdom.  
  lamb:  Yes, that’s your title on your book. Why did you do it? 
  friedman:  Th e reason they asked me was very clear, because Hayek and I 

had been associated for a very long time, in particular in an organization 
called the Mont Pèlerin Society that he founded. Th e charter meeting 
was in 1947 in Switzerland. Hans Morgenthau, who was a professor at 
the University of Chicago when I was there, a political scientist, when I 
came back from the meeting, he asked me where I had been, and I told 
him that I had been to a meeting that had been called by Hayek to try to 
bring together the believers in a free, open society and enable them to 
have some interchange, one with another. He said, “Oh, a meeting of the 
veterans of the wars of the nineteenth century!” I thought that was a 
wonderful description of the Mont Pèlerin Society. 1  

 Th e documents gathered together for the fi rst time in this volume shed 
new light on the origins of what was destined to become the discipline of 
“international relations” within the postwar fi eld of academic social sci-
ences and on the birth of what later became designated as the “realist” 
school of IR. On those grounds alone they will prove of great interest to 
historians of the discipline, as well as to diplomatic historians, as ably tes-
tifi ed by the other contributions to this volume. But there is another way in 
which one can come to appreciate the implications of the documentary 
evidence of this meeting in 1954, one that seeks to identify it as symptom-
atic of a larger political project that had begun to germinate out of the ru-
ins of World War II. Th is project, which was not narrowly confi ned within 
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any particular disciplinary boundaries, although it was rather overrepre-
sented on the campus of the University of Chicago in the immediate post-
war period (Gunnell 1993, 131), was built around an across-the-board cri-
tique of American liberalism as being ill prepared to meet the postwar 
challenges of a treacherous and temerarious world. 2  Intellectuals who had 
considered themselves of a principled and conservative bent, far from feel-
ing at home in the new world order, found themselves instead appalled by 
the dominant politics of the land of the victors. Not surprisingly, many 
European scholars uprooted by the twin siroccos of the Great Depression 
and the Nazi accession to power who ended up in the United States circa 
1950 felt oppressed (if not outright disgusted) at the upbeat triumphalism, 
the shallow scientism, and Lil’ Bo Peep liberalism that they felt engulfi ng 
them, and they wondered what could be done to counter what they per-
ceived as the naïveté and utter lack of sophistication of their newfound 
comrades. In one sense, that is the crux of the story behind the anecdote 
that prefaces this paper. 

 Th ere, someone who would become one of the main protagonists of our 
1954 meeting, the political scientist Hans Morgenthau, confronted his fel-
low Chicago faculty member, the economist Milton Friedman, hard upon 
the heels of the fi rst meeting of the organization that would become the 
incubator of postwar neoliberalism. Th e émigré Morgenthau seems to dis-
parage the enthusiasm for classical liberalism on the part of the native-
born Friedman, who later recounted his disdain as a badge of courage. But 
nothing back then was actually as it fi rst seems. For beyond the obligatory 
genufl ections in the direction of the Scots Enlightenment, the founder and 
intellectual impetus behind Mont Pèlerin, Friedrich Hayek, in fact con-
ceived of the mandate of that society as a thoroughgoing critique and re-
formulation of classical liberalism for a new age, a revision and recalibra-
tion of political theory, taking the lessons of the Great Depression and Nazism 
into account. Th at description could just as easily be applied to Morgen-
thau as well, and it comes close to the retrospective position taken by his 
intellectual biographer (Frei 2001), as well as others familiar with the Euro-
pean background (Sollner 1987, 165; Hoff mann 1981, 657). Moreover, for 
some contemporaries, Hayek’s best-selling  Road to Serfdom  was yoked to-
gether with Morgenthau’s  Scientifi c Man Versus Power Politics  (1946) as 
constituting evidence of a “chain of reaction” propagating out of the Uni-
versity of Chicago (Nash 2006, 60). After all, in the anecdote Friedman 
appeared to be on good terms with Morgenthau, which at least hints at 
some important commonalities. So perhaps there existed at least as many 
similarities as there were diff erences between the nascent program of 
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“realism” in IR and the nascent political program of neoliberalism: both 
were concertedly transnational; both were distressed at the state of con-
temporary political theory; both were heavily infl ected with German so-
cial thought (although prudently managing to disguise that fact in the 
American context); both were concerned to recast “conservatism” in a sleek, 
modernist, forward-looking idiom for the Sputnik Age (and  not  to pine for 
a return to some nineteenth-century Golden Age); and ultimately, at least 
within the disciplinary precincts of IR, they both apparently shared suffi  -
cient conceptual DNA to subsequently produce a “neo-neo synthesis” 3  within 
a generation. 

 Hence there is some reason to suspect that a comparison of the early 
histories of realism in IR and neoliberalism at Mont Pèlerin in the period 
surrounding the Rockefeller Conference can help us come to grips with 
the tortured quest for a “theory of politics” so evident in the transcripts. It 
might also open up the existing history of IR to larger contemporary cul-
tural developments, which appear to have been lacking in previous ac-
counts. We begin by briefl y describing the phenomenon of German “reac-
tionary modernism” of the 1920s and 1930s, which we will suggest were a 
major source of inspiration for both Morgenthau’s realism and Hayek’s 
neoliberalism. Th eir shared heritage lay in a parallel concern with the 
prospects for rational political action when faced with the breakdown of 
liberal politics, something that came naturally to those who had lived to 
see the dissolution of the Weimar Republic. We then turn to a brief sum-
mary of Hayek’s trajectory, in part based upon Mirowski (2007). Finally, we 
return to IR in the shape of Morgenthau’s early intellectual development, 
comparing and contrasting his position with Hayek. We shall suggest that 
while their respective solutions to the problem of liberal order were at log-
gerheads in some respects, as the Friedman-Morgenthau encounter hints, 
they also shared some profound common denominators, most notably 
dependence upon a fortifi ed state to resist the perils of democracy. We 
conclude with some quick observations on how this curious consanguinal 
relationship then played itself out in the later history of IR after the 1954 
conference. 

 “the anti-intellectualism of 
the intellectuals” 

 Jeff rey Herf (1984) has provided an intriguing characterization of a broad 
swathe of political thought in Germany from World War I through the 
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Nazi era. He identifi ed an intellectual construct called “reactionary mod-
ernism,” which he associated with fi gures as diverse as Hans Freyer, Ernst 
Jünger, Carl Schmitt, Werner Sombart, and Oswald Spengler. Th e key 
common denominator for this position was an attempt to reconcile nostal-
gic strains of German romanticism with modernist technological means-
ends rationalism. Herf ’s book provides evidence of numerous cultural fi g-
ures of that era taking note of what appeared to be a novel conceptual 
trend: Th omas Mann, for instance, is quoted as expressing his dismay to-
ward “a highly technological romanticism.” Herf was especially concerned 
to locate this phenomenon as an artifact of what he considered to be the 
odd and exceptional situation of Weimar Germany, with its uneasy combi-
nation of advanced industry and poorly developed political franchise, but 
on the whole, he did not directly tackle political or economic history. 

 Herf ’s focus on intellectual history sometimes left something to be de-
sired in terms of empirical support for his broad claims, and thus other 
historians have taken up related lines of inquiry in examinations of de-
bates about industrial rationalization in early twentieth-century Germany, 
metaphorical descriptions of the human body as a machine (Rabinbach 
1992), enthusiasm for aviation and military equipment (Rennenberg and 
Walker 1994), and widespread demands for an ethos of  Sachlichkeit  (sobri-
ety, or matter-of-factness; Trommler 1996) that celebrated the functional-
ity of the machine as an exemplary model for individual conduct. Some 
philosophers have also taken to rounding out its metaphysical outlines 
(Cooper 1999). Although we cannot deal with them here, these approaches 
have demonstrated the pervasiveness of a particular perspective on sci-
ence within German thought and culture, complementing the scholarship 
that emphasizes that the National Socialists strove to foster an “alternative 
modernity” that blended a disdain for rationalism, individualism, parlia-
mentarianism, and feminism with a fascination for mass politics, social 
engineering, eugenics, productivism, and technology. Th ese studies have 
greatly enhanced our knowledge of how the Nazi movement appropriated 
and reshaped one version of enthusiasm for twentieth-century technology 
as an interventionist social doctrine, so as to recast itself as an exemplary 
“modern” project. 

 For our current purposes, it will suffi  ce to quickly sketch some of the 
major components of the reactionary-modernist (RM) arsenal of doctrines. 
On the “modernist” side of the account, these thinkers tended to exalt the 
free creative spirit who would leave behind the plodding bourgeois souls 
that constitute the masses by refusing to accept any limits to their ambi-
tions. Although this ideology had its obvious roots in the Kantian quest for 
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the free authentic self, it tended to then adopt the Nietzschean line of the 
triumph of the will over mere reason and thus elevate the spirit above the 
mundane constraints of the dictates of physical limitations. A fascination 
with the technics of power became the acceptable face of this inclination, 
thus avoiding the temptation to descend into utter solipsism. Interestingly 
enough, this tended to be propounded in the context of a critique of philo-
sophical positivism and a defense of absolutes posited to exist beyond ra-
tional justifi cation. Th ose aspects then dovetailed within RM with a politi-
cal romanticism that tended to denigrate the dominance of reason in 
political and social aff airs and, in particular, sought to expel “science” from 
that realm. It displayed contempt for the tawdry give and take of interest-
group politics and, to some extent, for any participation in politics by the 
superior intellects to whom the spirit of the nation owed its ongoing me-
tempsychosis. In RM, there always persisted a subtext of powerful forces 
driving events behind or beyond the realm of appearances; only the elect 
could handle this awareness of the true sources of dynamism propelling 
the nation forward through history. Th is ineluctably evasive doctrine has 
since earned the sobriquet “the anti-intellectualism of the intellectuals” for 
RM (Herf 1984, 28). 

 RM was an avowedly antiutilitarian doctrine, which went some distance 
in explaining its predilection to abandon much of the specifi c content of 
the nineteenth-century tradition of political liberalism and renounce the 
relevance of neoclassical economics. Sometimes this tended to become 
confl ated or confused with a more aesthetic version of modernism, with its 
reifi cation of the self-referential character of practice, the focus on the Pro-
methean individual to the detriment of the collective, and the ultimate 
suppression of attention to the political and material conditions that serve 
to support and maintain everyday activity. 4  Hence there existed a tendency 
within RM to sporadically approach politics as a quasi-aesthetic phenom-
enon and to subtly shift its defi nition of success from the art of the attainable 
to the art of the spectacle or the technical management of expectations. As 
Walter Benjamin so astutely observed, “fascism sees its salvation in giving 
the masses not their rights but instead a chance to express themselves” 
(quoted in Herf 1984, 34). 

 With the defeat of the Nazis, explicit expression of RM sentiments be-
came  verboten  pretty much everywhere, but that should not be taken to 
mean that strong elements of RM doctrines nevertheless did not make 
their way into deep into the psyche of American postwar conservative 
thought. Indeed, much of the infusion of continental philosophy into post-
war American social science carried with it, to a greater or lesser degree, 
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the marks of RM ideas. Th is admission has taken quite a while to be ab-
sorbed and digested in the late twentieth century, although the extensive 
literature on the infl uence of Carl Schmitt on legal, political, and economic 
thought has been one of the most prominent beachheads of this realiza-
tion. 5  Less appreciated, I believe, is the notion that RM formed the neces-
sary background conditions of existence for the early expressions of the 
political doctrines both of realism in IR and of neoliberalism in the context 
of the Mont Pèlerin Society. True, there have been a few writers who have 
pointed to the close proximity of Hans Morgenthau to some of the more 
prominent RM theorists in his early career (Sollner 1987; Gusejnova 2006; 
Scheuerman 1999), but on the whole they have not taken it upon them-
selves to further explore the ways in which Morgenthau’s version of real-
ism embodied various RM tenets. 6  Morgenthau himself notoriously ac-
cused Schmitt of stealing some of his own ideas (in Th ompson and Myers 
1984, 16). Historians internal to the IR profession have proven much more 
willing to look to Weber and Nietzsche for assistance in understanding 
Morgenthau than to seriously examine RM thinkers. 7  Th e Nietzschean 
doctrine of the will to power was, of course, an important precursor for 
RM, but the Weberian stress on means-ends rationality was something 
that RM tended to repudiate (Cooper 1999). 

 Th e current state of play when it comes to understanding Hayek is, if 
anything, even more rudimentary, given the contemporary outpouring of 
hagiographic literature seeking to ennoble his role as the father of modern 
neoliberalism. To your average denizen of the Heritage Foundation or the 
Manhattan Institute, it might seem the height of perversity to suggest that 
the writer who equated the Nazis with the communists in his best-seller  Th e 
Road to Serfdom  might have himself borne a tempered respect for RM 
theory, to the point of owing it some recognizable debts. Nonetheless, that 
is indeed one thesis that we will propound in this paper. 

 Th e reader of the transcripts herein of the May 1954 discussions cannot 
help but notice the way the individuals gathered there kept circling back to 
the vexed concepts of “theory,” “rationality,” and “science.” I suppose the 
modern reader will fi nd them dissatisfying to the point of frustration, 
since the principals cannot seem to arrive at suffi  cient common ground to 
erect those very platforms from which to launch the project they all clearly 
yearn for: that is, a dedicated discipline devoted to international politics. 8  
Th e disconnect becomes palpable when they turn to Morgenthau, as they 
so frequently do, to supply them with the parameters within which a “gen-
eral theory” will operate. We would suggest that much of their frustration 
can be traced to the fact that many of the Americans present tended to 
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equate science and rationality with physics (as Niebuhr says, “natural sci-
ence laws”) and instinctively sought to appropriate it as a weapon with 
which to indict their enemies for “irrationality,” whereas Morgenthau of-
ten was speaking an alien dialect of RM. As he says, “many possible lines of 
action are available for the policy-maker in determining how he can act 
rationally” (transcript, appendix 1 of this volume, 254). It is fascinating to 
contemplate the extensive work of translation required within the Ameri-
can context to convert this essentially decisionist RM concept of rational-
ity into something that later became known as “realism”; in America, the 
“real” was recruited to stand in as the polar opposite to the “volitional.” But 
in the interim, the slippage in idiom opened a space for Morgenthau to be 
regarded as an original and profound thinker, someone who was continu-
ally pulling the rug out from under those who sought to reduce interna-
tional politics to a set of legalistic maxims or moralistic precepts. 

 Yet there was more than one way to undermine the faith in the integrity 
of the apparently straightforward determinate rational act; that is why it 
becomes enlightening to juxtapose the Hayekian neoliberals to the Mor-
genthau realists. It is noteworthy that Walter Lippmann was present by 
invitation both at the creation of neoliberalism—the forerunner of Mont 
Pèlerin was the “Colloque Walter Lippmann” in 1938 9 —and at the birth of 
realism, in the 1954 meeting documented herein. For both sets of political 
thinkers, Lippmann appeared to be the acceptable Western face of some-
thing very much resembling RM and hence a pretext for its pipeline into 
the American context. Not only had Lippmann been arguing for the doc-
trine, so resonant with the conservative soul, that economic planning 
would inevitably lead to totalitarian government but that, ironically, 

 the American people as a whole have never consistently believed that all 
their interests could be placed unreservedly at the disposal of the people, 
however refi ned their representation.  .  .  . Th ey have not believed whole-
heartedly that democracy was safe for the world. Th is unbelief is, I believe, 
an intuition that there is something lacking in the theory of democracy, that 
somewhere the doctrine of popular sovereignty as conceived by its apostles 
is inconsistent with essential facts of human experience. 

 (lippmann 1965, 15) 

 In 1932, he was already arguing that democracy and international diplo-
macy were incompatible bedfellows and that “there did not exist, and there 
does not exist, a workable system of democratic diplomacy” (Lippmann 



realism and neoliberalism 217

1965, 370). Soon after the Rockefeller seminar, he would write in his  Public 
Philosophy : 

 Devitalization of the governing power is the malady of democratic states. 
As the malady grows the executives become highly susceptible to en-
croachment and usurpation by elected assemblies; they are pressed and 
harassed by the haggling of parties, by the agents of organized interests, 
and by the spokesmen of sectarians and ideologues. Th e malady can be fa-
tal. It can be deadly to the survival of the state as a free society if, when the 
great issues of war and peace, of security and solvency, of revolution and 
order are up for decision, the executive and political departments, with 
their civil servants and technicians, have lost the power to decide. 

 (lippmann 1965, 465) 

 Here, emanating from the very citadel of liberalism, was a respected pop-
ular fi gure arguing that it was not possible to legislate or otherwise deploy 
political action in an entirely rational fashion, that liberalism and democracy 
might be at loggerheads, that democracy only debilitated stable international 
relations, and therefore one should unconditionally delegate substantial 
portions of political action to various elites on decisionist grounds. It is no 
accident the Lippmann also pioneered the terminology of the “cold war,” 
since he could be regarded as searching for (an almost oxymoronic) dou-
ble-truth doctrine—one for the masses, another for the elites—that would 
resonate with the predicament that some elite sectors of American society 
felt acutely in that era. Both the nascent neoliberals and the budding real-
ists found this concoction irresistible, although one cannot help but notice 
that Lippmann himself kept his distance from both projects once they had 
gotten off  the ground. 

 hayek as reactionary modernist 
 We shall set out our approach to the issue of the neoliberal debt to reac-
tionary modernism here as an exercise in synecdoche by focusing exclu-
sively upon the work of Friedrich Hayek 10  and then strive to highlight the 
ways in which Hayek resembled Morgenthau in broad philosophical orien-
tation. Clearly we cannot do justice to the whole range of Hayek’s thought 
nor even fully take into account the distinct ways in which he changed his 
fundamental philosophical stance at least twice in his career. 11  Neither can 
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we document a rich intellectual interplay between the contemporary posi-
tions of Hayek and Morgenthau, because it seems there was very little re-
cord of personal interaction. Although they did overlap on the Chicago 
faculty, they almost never cite each other in their writings. 

 Nevertheless, we shall propose that examination of Hayek’s predicament 
helps us situate Morgenthau’s role in the formation of IR (and his partici-
pation in the 1954 conference) in an entirely diff erent light. In particular, 
we want to stress the way that the both of them (by diff erent paths) came 
to advocate the proposition that politics was not reducible to “reason,” yet, 
against all odds, both fostered the development of “epistemic communi-
ties” that would develop their insights. Precisely because they were both 
steeped in the RM tradition, it was taken as given that the masses and the 
intellectuals could not be trusted to act rationally, and therefore social 
theory had to relinquish its Pollyanna liberalism and forge special doctrines 
that would ensure what each considered to be rational political action. 
Neither ever mistook “voting” for “democracy.” In the RM tradition, both 
were vocal antipositivists yet managed to appeal to “Nature” in the course 
of promoting what they insisted was “science”—after both had gone through 
an early phase of denouncing “scientism.” Both felt that political activities 
of the liberal state had to be restrained by the arm’s-length intervention of 
experts, who would themselves nonetheless maintain their disengagement 
from sordid politics. Both were staunchly opposed to utilitarianism, al-
though for very diff erent reasons. And in a quest most characteristic of RM, 
both sought the solution to the crises of liberalism that they saw all around 
them in their own particular vision of a strong state, often intimately in-
formed by the doctrines of Carl Schmitt, although one must concede that 
the outlines of that ideal state subsequently diverged fairly dramatically 
between the realists and the neoliberals. 

 Perhaps the quickest way to begin to understand Hayek as an RM theo-
rist is to comprehend how he came to believe that the intellectuals serving 
as high priests of reason had become a fi fth column undermining freedom 
from within. His solution involved a species of authoritarian control over a 
peculiar version of irrationalism. 

 Hayek’s began his career steeped in the positivism of Ernst Mach. Most 
of the positivists whom Hayek encountered in Vienna were avid socialists: 
As Rudolf Carnap testifi ed, “most of us [in the Vienna Circle], myself in-
cluded, were socialists. But we liked to keep our philosophical work sepa-
rated from our political claims” (1963, 23). Th e one exception to this latter 
reticence was Otto Neurath, who openly championed positivism as a 
means to socialist (but not conventionally Marxist) ends. At the other end 



realism and neoliberalism 219

of the spectrum stood Ludwig Wittgenstein, with whom Hayek was ac-
quainted. He was claimed by the Vienna Circle as one of their own but was 
left cold by socialism and harbored a deep streak of what Neurath dispar-
aged as the “philosophy of the ineff able”: for Wittgenstein, “a language 
which had not grown organically seemed to him not only useless, but de-
spicable” (Carnap 1963, 26). Th is must have fostered some cognitive disso-
nance for Hayek, who had set out regarding himself as subscribing to the 
project of a scientifi c understanding of fi rst, psychology, and later, society. 

 While in Vienna, this lurking contradiction might not chafe so insis-
tently, but what was a minor irritation there became a debilitating syn-
drome once Hayek moved to London to accept a chair at the London School 
of Economics in 1932. Th ere, the issue was not so much the dominance of 
abstract positivism as a philosophical position as it was the almost ubiqui-
tous association of the “scientifi c method” with socialist ambitions. Many 
of Hayek’s formative political activities in this period were not aimed at 
Marxists per se as they were at  scientists  who were promoting socialism as 
the logical extrapolation of a scientifi c worldview. Among other activities 
that I would cite as pivotal was Hayek’s participation in the founding of the 
“Society for Freedom in Science” and his attempt to ally himself with Mi-
chael Polanyi to argue for an entirely diff erent portrait of the operation of 
science (McGucken 1984). It was during this period that an RM-infl ected 
hostility to positivism became characteristic of his work. 

 Th is period has been identifi ed by Bruce Caldwell (2004) as “Hayek’s 
Transformation” and is bookmarked by his oft-quoted Ur-text “Economics 
and Knowledge,” which coincides with his “Abuse of Reason” project. Th ere, 
Hayek had recourse to a cobbled-together “philosophy of the ineff able” to 
try to reconcile his ambition to be a scientist, his hostility to socialism, the 
ambition of many natural scientists to portray socialism as scientifi c, and 
the failure of his previous forays into “Austrian” macroeconomic theory. It 
was from this point forward that Hayek entertained many RM themes. He 
argued that the market was no longer a set of pipes channeling capital 
though roundabout channels but was rather an information processor, or-
ganizing and conveying the appropriate information to the relevant actors, 
by an instrumentality that could not be fully comprehended or manipu-
lated by any central planner. Just as he began to assert in this period that 
the mind could not come to an adequate understanding of its own opera-
tions, he also wanted to assert that “Reason” could not on its own devices 
fully comprehend why markets are  the  superior format of social organiza-
tion. Th is was the  fons et origo  of Hayek’s own version of the “anti-intellec-
tualism of the intellectuals.” 
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 Hayek might have appealed to the “ineff able” after the manner of Witt-
genstein, but instead he opted for recourse to the long Germanic philo-
sophical tradition that sought to diff erentiate the  Naturwissenschaften  from 
the  Geisteswissenschaften , particularly the neo-Kantian school of Heinrich 
Rickert (1863–1936) and Wilhelm Windelband (1848–1915), as fi ltered 
through Dilthey, Weber, and their students. In this period, Hayek began to 
denounce “scientism” in terms recognizable to those steeped in neo-Kan-
tian Germanic philosophy but rather less familiar to his new English audi-
ence. In Rickert’s terminology, the natural sciences were “nomothetic” 
(looking for transtemporal natural laws), whereas the social sciences were 
intrinsically “idiographic” (treating individual phenomena in their unique 
aspects, especially with regard to their historical rootedness and distinc-
tive “complexity”). Hayek, in the essays collected together in his  Counter-
revolution of Science , sought to explain the enthusiasm of the natural sci-
entists for social planning as an illegitimate confl ation of the two distinct 
projects. 12  Because the “engineers” were treating the economy as a natural 
object subject to prediction and control, they were not in any position to 
understand the kind of information-mediation functions that Hayek was 
now insisting were the mainstay of the market: since no mind could fully 
encompass the operations of the market, neither could the cognitive ca-
pacities of the scientists. Th is was a garbled reprise of the antipositivist 
German precept that prediction and control were inappropriate goals for 
the  Geisteswissenschaften , since they would violate human freedom and 
epistemological novelty. 

 Th e possibilities for a misreading of these prognostications were com-
pounded when Hayek moved to Chicago in 1950. Th e conviction that the 
social and natural sciences were unifi ed and not distinct was almost taken 
as a priori truth in the America of the mid-twentieth century: this was not 
solely or exclusively a local doctrine of the positivists. Hence the discon-
nect between Hayek and his potential audience grew dauntingly huge. 
Th erefore, as a consequence of fallout from his “Abuse of Reason” project, 
in this period Hayek became saddled with the reputation of being “not an 
economist.” He persisted in this limbo until he was rehabilitated by the 
award of the “Nobel” Bank of Sweden Prize in 1974. 

 It was during this intervening period that Hayek took to denouncing “in-
tellectuals” as political quislings in fairly familiar RM terms. For instance, 
he famously sneered at the “professional secondhand dealers in ideas” 
(1967, 178) and bemoaned that capitalist news outlets and conservative uni-
versity trustees had proven unable to curb their advocacy of socialism and 
promotion of a hyperbolic conception of democracy (1967, 183). He echoed 
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many of his German predecessors in suggesting, “it may be that a free so-
ciety as we have known it carries in itself the forces of its own destruction . . . 
that the free growth of ideas which is the essence of a free society will 
bring about the destruction of its foundation” (1967, 193). Indeed, his dis-
dain for freewheeling debate in the political arena was a muted echo of the 
same disdain found in Carl Schmitt. 

 I heartily endorse Bruce Caldwell’s (2004) thesis that sometime after 
1945 Hayek fi nally decided that he would employ natural science to “natu-
ralize” the market and therefore paint socialist planning as “unnatural.” 
Th is attempt to conjure a special kind of “science” more in tune with his 
conservative politics is a further hallmark of the RM infl uence on the neo-
liberals. Hayek’s modernist reconciliation at the cognitive level comprised 
at least three components: 

 1. Hayek would now concede the portrait of a single “unifi ed science,” 
which he had been resisting for at least a decade or more. Th ere was no 
open renunciation of his prior position; instead, he simply began to rely 
upon Karl Popper to inform people on what “real science” looked like 
(Hacohen 2000). 

 2. Hayek began to endorse various aspects of the “cybernetics” project, 
which sought to reduce thought to mechanism. Th is was the source of his 
embrace of the “sciences of complexity,” which he derived from Warren 
Weaver (Mirowski 2002a, 175). 

 3. With a lag, Hayek began to appeal to “evolution” to explain how an 
ineff able complex order, which he simply equated with the market, could 
have come about. Th e onus for ineff ability was thus shifted from Ger-
manic philosophy to biologistic metaphor. 

 To put the matter with a certain crude concision: for Hayek, the proposi-
tion that “markets do the thinking that people cannot” was extricated 
from its relatively romantic status during World War II to assume its more 
concertedly naturalistic status after 1945 by means of an endorsement of 
the proposition that “matter can think.” Th e ontological fl attening of the 
“thing that thinks” allowed him to blur the level that his analysis operated 
upon, be it “brains” or “individuals” or “groups.” “It is more than a meta-
phor to describe the price system as a kind of machinery for registering 
change, or a system of telecommunications” (1972, 87). Th e reason that he 
could imagine cognition distributed in this manner was that he was concur-
rently describing the individual mind equally as a machine for registering 
change. 
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 Th e reason that Hayek felt it was so important to portray the market as 
doing the thinking was that he posited that all the little conventional rea-
sons of mankind—that reward is connected to eff ort, that there is such a 
thing as commensurability of need and recompense, that justice would 
govern social interaction—were nothing more than the pathetic illusions 
of the masses. “It ought to be freely admitted that the market order does 
not bring about any close correspondence between subjective merit or in-
dividual needs and rewards .  .  . the results for each individual may be as 
much determined by circumstances wholly beyond his control as by skill 
or eff ort” (1967, 172). In this sense, the rationality of the market would only 
be apparent to a narrow elite, at best, and this was the Achilles’ heel and 
the tragedy of democratic politics. 

 Here Hayek’s thesis that the brain will never fully comprehend itself 
became wedded to the parallel thesis that science informs us that the hoi 
polloi will never fully comprehend the current evolved natural order. Finally 
we observe that Hayek sought to naturalize the market and thus refute 
socialists by committing something very akin to the “Naturalistic Fallacy” 
(Angner 2004). Th e family resemblance to some central RM doctrines be-
comes quite noticeable at this juncture. 

 Even though he had arrived at a modernist and organicist account of 
“the truth,” the problem still remained that the intellectuals and the masses 
were stubbornly resisting capitulation to the organic wisdom of the mar-
ket; at this point, Hayek shifted his eff orts from what one might consider 
political ontology to political epistemology. Here we return to the event 
that opened this chapter. It was during his Chicago period that he turned 
his pen to explicit political theory (see Hayek 1960, 1967, 1973, 1979b) and 
his organizational eff orts to creating a parallel epistemic community, in 
the format of the Mont Pèlerin Society, to counteract the pernicious infl u-
ence of the intellectuals. Both off ered authoritarian solutions to what Hayek 
believed to be the core weaknesses of classical liberalism. 

 Let us briefl y survey the political theory fi rst. It is a watchword among 
those familiar with the German literature (Christi 1984, 532) that Hayek 
reprises Schmitt’s thesis that liberalism and democracy should be regarded 
as antithetical under certain circumstances: 

 Liberalism and democracy, although compatible, are not the same . . . the 
opposite of liberalism is totalitarianism, while the opposite of democracy is 
authoritarianism. In consequence, it is at least possible in principle that 
a  democratic government may be totalitarian and that an authoritarian 
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government may act on liberal principles  .  .  . [in] demanding unlimited 
power of the majority, [democracies] become essentially anti-liberal. 

 (1967, 161) 

 Since his conception of nature informed him that the masses will never 
understand the true architecture of social order, and since intellectuals 
will continue to tempt them to futile intervention and otherwise mucking 
up the market, Hayek was led to propound as the central tenet of neoliber-
alism the standard refrain of RM: that a strong state was necessary to 
neutralize what he considered to be the pathologies of democracy. Th e notion 
of freedom as unhindered exercise of personal participation in political 
decisions was roundly denounced (1960, 13). Paraphrasing Walter Benja-
min, citizens must learn to forget about their “rights” and instead be given 
the opportunity to express themselves through the greatest information-
conveyance device known to mankind, the market. 13  Th is was not the 
night-watchman state of the classical liberals, however; rather, the neolib-
erals, through the instrumentality of the strong state, sought to  defi ne and 
institute  the types of markets that they (and not the citizenry) were con-
vinced were the most advanced. 14  In this, they were merely echoing Schmitt’s 
position that “only a strong state can preserve and enhance a free-market 
economy” and “only a strong state can generate genuine decentralization, 
[and] bring about free and autonomous domains” (quoted in Christi 1998, 
31, 34n7). Th is was echoed (without attribution) by Hayek: “If we proceeded 
on the assumption that only the exercises of freedom that the majority will 
practice are important, we would be certain to create a stagnant society 
with all the characteristics of unfreedom” (Hayek 1960, 32). 

 One can therefore only second the verdict of Christi that “in truth, 
Hayek owed much to Schmitt, more than he cared to recognize” (1998, 23). 
For Hayek and the neoliberals, the  Fuehrer  was replaced by the fi gure of 
the entrepreneur, the embodiment of the will-to-power for the commu-
nity, who must be permitted to act without being brought to rational ac-
count. While he probably believed he was personally defending liberalism 
from Schmitt’s withering critique, his political “solution” ended up resem-
bling Schmitt’s “total state” more than he could bring himself to admit. If 
it had been apparent that he was eff ectively advocating an authoritarian 
reactionary modernism as a replacement for classical liberalism, it would 
certainly have not gone down smoothly in the West right after World War 
II; evidently, those pesky intellectuals would need to be countered and 
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neutralized as well. Further, there was no immediate prospect of a strong 
authority taking over the American university system (by contrast with 
Germany in the 1930s) and sweeping the stables clean. In an interesting 
development not anticipated by Schmitt, Hayek hit upon the brilliant no-
tion of developing the “double-truth” doctrine of neoliberalism—namely, 
that an elite would be tutored to understand the deliciously transgressive 
Schmittian necessity of repressing democracy, while the masses would be 
regaled with ripping tales of “rolling back the nanny state” and being set 
“free to choose”—by convening a closed Leninist organization of counter-
intellectuals. Th ere would be no waiting around until some charismatic 
savior magically appeared to deliver the Word of Natural Order down 
from the Mont to the awestruck literati. Intellectual credibility would not 
be left to the vagaries of “spontaneous order.” 

 Th e organization that Hayek conceived to address this task was fi rst 
convened in Mont Pèlerin on April 1–10, 1947; it became by all accounts 
the eff ective zero point from which the “Neoliberal Th ought Collective” 
was born. 15  In his opening address, he admitted that they would not be 
able to discuss the “Rule of Law,” because he did not want to extend mem-
bership to lawyers (1967, 156); 16  after a decade or so, this would be reversed. 
Th e reason the Mont Pèlerin Society (MPS) should serve as a distinct exem-
plar of how to conjure and sustain an epistemic community is because it 
exists as part of a rather novel institutional structure of intellectual dis-
course, one we could think about as a “Russian-doll” approach to the inte-
gration of research and praxis in the modern world. Th e Neoliberal 
Th ought Collective was structured very diff erently from the other “invisible 
colleges” that sought to change people’s minds in the second half of the 
twentieth century. 

 Unlike most intellectuals in the 1950s, the early protagonists of the MPS 
did not look to the universities or the academic “professions” or to interest-
group mobilizations as the appropriate primary instruments to achieve 
their goals. Th e early neoliberals felt, with some justifi cation, that they 
were then excluded from most high-profi le intellectual venues in the West. 
Hence the MPS was constituted as a private, members-only debating soci-
ety whose participants were handpicked (originally by Hayek, but later 
through a closed nomination procedure) and that consciously sought to 
remain out of the public eye. Th e purpose was to create a special space 
where people of like-minded political ideals could gather together to debate 
the outlines of a future movement diverging from classical liberalism with-
out having to suff er the indignities of ridicule for their often blue-sky pro-
posals and to evade the fi fth-column reputation of a society closely aligned 
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with powerful but dubious postwar interests. 17  Even the name of the soci-
ety was itself chosen to be relatively anodyne, signaling little substantive 
content to outsiders (Hartwell 1995, 44). Many members would indeed 
hold academic posts in a range of academic disciplines, but this was not a 
precondition of MPS membership. Th e MPS could thus also be expanded 
to encompass various powerful capitalist entrepreneurs. One then might 
regard specifi c academic departments where the neoliberals eventually 
came to dominate (the University of Chicago economics department, 18  the 
London School of Economics, L’Institut Universitaire des Hautes Etudes 
Internationales at Geneva, Chicago Law, Freiburg, the Virginia School) as 
the next outer layer of the Russian doll, one emergent public face of the 
thought collective—although one often never publicly linked to the MPS. 
Another shell of the Russian doll became the special-purpose foundations 
for the education and promotion of neoliberal doctrines, such as the Volker 
Fund and the Foundation for Economic Education. Th ese institutions were 
often set up as philanthropic or charitable units, if only to protect their tax 
status and seeming lack of bias. 19  Th e next shell would consist of general-
purpose “think tanks” (the Institute for Economic Aff airs, 20  the American 
Enterprise Institute,  Schweizerisches Institut für Auslandforschung  [Swiss 
Institute of International Studies]) that sheltered neoliberals who them-
selves might or might not also be members in good standing of various 
academic disciplines and universities. Th e think tanks then developed their 
own next layer of protective shell, often in the guise of specialized satellite 
think tanks existing to get quick and timely position papers out to friendly 
politicians or provide talking heads for various news media and opinion 
periodicals. Further outer shells have been innovated as we get closer to 
the present—for instance, “astroturfed” organizations consisting of sup-
posedly local grassroots members, frequently organized around religious 
or single-issue campaigns. Outsiders would rarely perceive the extent to 
which individual protagonists embedded in a particular shell served mul-
tiple roles or transubstantiated between shells; nor would they detect the 
strength and pervasiveness of the network’s ties, since they could never see 
beyond the particular shell of the Russian doll before their noses. 

 To mount an attack against those despised “second-hand dealers in 
ideas,” Hayek realized that he had to mobilize his own battalions of dealers 
and construct an ongoing internal critique, thus equipping his acolytes 
with some of the ideas they would retail. Hayek thus conjured a group-
think congenial to what he considered to be the Truth, since it would not 
conjure itself. Th is group then conjured a state that fostered a fl ourishing 
market, since it would not conjure itself. Hayek realized that one had to 
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embrace and revel in the contradiction of an “organized” spontaneous or-
der and create an  entire set of institutions  to generate and promote the sort 
of social science (and even natural science!) that he felt would stand as a 
bulwark against creeping totalitarianism. 

 Th ere is one more aspect of the Hayekian project we need to cover for 
our present purposes. If one accepts the theoretical necessity of the strong 
state, as neoliberals do, then presumably it will be embedded in a world of 
other states, some of them commensurate in strength and even perhaps 
committed to the same set of neoliberal principles. Although this would 
have seemed a rather unlikely prospect in the 1950s (since most neoliber-
als at that juncture were utterly transfi xed by the communist threat), it 
was nevertheless a possibility that Hayek had to confront, especially as he 
came to become ever more embroiled in political theory. In his wartime 
screed  Th e Road to Serfdom  (1944, 230) he merely ridiculed the “realists” as 
inconsistent: 

 It is curious to observe how those who pose as the most hard-boiled real-
ists, and who lose no opportunity of casting ridicule on the “utopianism” of 
those who believe in the possibility of an international political order, yet 
regard as more practicable the much more intimate and irresponsible in-
terference with the lives of diff erent peoples which economic planning in-
volves; and believe that, once hitherto undreamt-of power is given to an 
international government, which has just been represented as not even ca-
pable of enforcing a simple Rule of Law, this greater power will be used in so 
unselfi sh and so obviously just a manner as to command general consent. 

 He clearly imagined “a superior political power which can hold the eco-
nomic interests in check” (1944, 232), but he also obviously possessed no 
idea what that would look like. In his  Constitution of Liberty , he simply 
gave the entire question of war and international order a pass (1960, 262). 
Late in life (1979, 132–133), he vaguely imagined the existence of a suprana-
tional authority that would promulgate the rule of law he had been theo-
rizing for two decades, but it appears he had gotten little further on specif-
ics than he had in 1944. Even though a “catallaxy”—his terminology for the 
supposed spontaneous order found in markets—was coined from the Greek 
word meaning “to turn from enemy into friend,” apparently in the interna-
tional sphere the shade of Carl Schmitt could not so easily be exorcised 
with mere terminology. Schmitt, notoriously, defi ned the sphere of politics 
as the ability to stipulate the distinction between friend and enemy (2007). 
Just as the market was a scaled-up version of the individual mind for 
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Hayek’s neoliberals, the community of nations was treated as a scaled-up 
version of his ideal of the individual state. Nowhere did Hayek give any 
credence to the argument that the legalist approach to international rela-
tions had lost much of its allure since World War II; nor did he begin to 
entertain the notion that the putative community that rationality embod-
ied within the market might be no match for the rivalry of multiple strong 
nation states, precisely because no common rule of law could be expected 
to exist between them. Th is was all the more curious, because (for in-
stance) he explicitly allowed in passing the necessity of national military 
conscription in his neoliberal utopia. Clearly Hayek was invested in the 
doctrine that market operations were exempt from one of the key insights 
of Carl Schmitt in his  Concept of the Political : the grounding of sover-
eignty lies in the ability to designate the Other a friend or an enemy. Yet 
the denial of this exemption was the starting point for Hans Morgenthau. 

 morgenthau as reactionary modernist 
 While the realist movement in IR often likes to trace its prehistory back to 
Herbert Butterfi eld and E. H. Carr—due in no small measure to Morgen-
thau’s own eff orts at construction of a genealogy—it is curious that no 
historian has noted that as early as 1919 Carl Schmitt was proposing “re-
search into reality” as the appropriate antidote to  Political Romanticism . 
Now, what counted as “real” turned out to be tremendously variable in the 
twentieth century; in the American context, it was supposed to designate a 
certain stance of tough-mindedness shorn of all sentimentality, idealism, 
and moral utopias. On those grounds, there was no fi gure more “realist” 
than Carl Schmitt in the period just prior to World War II, but just men-
tioning that fact and provoking the inevitable outraged reaction should tell 
us that something rather more was going on with the appeal to “realism” 
as the basis for the foundation of the academic discipline of international 
relations in the immediate postwar period. After all, the hallmark realist 
critique of the League of Nations appeared as early as 1926 in Schmitt’s 
 Der Kernfrage der Voelkerbunds . We shall propose instead to read the re-
alism of Hans Morgenthau as a relatively successful attempt to translate a 
defanged version of reactionary modernism into the American context. 
As Scheuerman has reminded us: “Foreshadowing post 1945 Realist the-
ories of IR, Carl Schmitt repeatedly argued that recourse to typically 
liberal forms of legal confl ict resolution necessarily rests on a fi ction” 
(1999, 147). 
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 Since the audience for the current volume will be familiar with the writ-
ings of Morgenthau, it should suffi  ce to merely indicate the ways in which 
he followed the RM playbook fairly closely in his writings of the 1940s and 
1950s. As expected, Morgenthau felt impelled to denounce “positivism,” 
and not just Kelsen’s legal positivism (1958, 211–213), even as logical positiv-
ism was coming to dominate analytical philosophy at Chicago in the same 
era. He equated utilitarianism with scientism, only to observe, “the ideal of 
scientism applied to politics is the disappearance of politics altogether” 
(1958, 242; also 1946, 75). Th e reason for this denunciation came straight 
out of Schmitt: to deny the existence of power as a separate phenomenon 
was to conjure away the subject matter of politics. Although he prudently 
played it down in the transcripts herein reproduced, he was a constructiv-
ist about truth in the RM tradition: 

 A political science that is true to its moral commitment ought at the very 
least to be an unpopular undertaking. At its very best, it cannot help being 
a subversive and revolutionary force with regard to certain vested interests—
intellectual, political, economic, social in general. For it must sit in contin-
uous judgment upon political man and political society, measuring their 
truth,  which is in good part a social convention  [my italics] . . . social con-
ventions about power, which political science cannot help subjecting to a 
critical—and often destructive—examination, are one of the main sources 
from which the claims to power, and hence power itself, derive. 

 (1958, 29–30) 

 It took a certain fortitude, a certain steely will to power, to acknowledge 
that a “truthful” political theory would be wildly unpopular with the 
masses. It is signifi cant that this is one of the few junctures that he explic-
itly signals his debt to Schmitt: “Power thus corrupts, not only the actor on 
the political scene, but even the observer. . . . Th is is the lesson taught by 
the fate of the political romantics of whom the outstanding representatives 
are Adam Muller and Carl Schmitt” (1958, 35). Like Hayek, Morgenthau 
was driven to analyze and neutralize the corruption that he perceived in 
the cognitive regularities of the intellectuals and the masses with regard 
to political action. What is interesting is the extent to which their diagno-
sis initially travels along parallel tracks only to arrive at very diff erent 
destinations. 

 For Morgenthau, as for Hayek, prewar attempts at constructing a liberal 
state have proven a disaster, and not just in the international arena. He 
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wrote: “political reality disavows, and does so continually and drastically, 
the postulates of liberal philosophy” (1958, 112). “In a tragic contradiction 
of Shakespearian dimensions, liberalism in the international fi eld was de-
stroyed by the very forces it had, if not created, at least helped to dominate 
the Western world” (1948, 67). Th e overall solution to the problem, as in 
RM and Hayek, was to vest veto power in the state, as the only agency ca-
pable of facing up to the tragedy and with the ability to transcend the de-
bilitating dynamic: “Th e cure is a state strong enough to hold its own 
against the concentration of private power” (1958, 120). Moreover, the invo-
cation of technology as the driving force behind the change in political 
realities was Morgenstern’s attempt at a modernist appeal to nature within 
his romantic conception of conservative thought: “Th e escapism of free 
trade is not diff erent from the escapism of world government or of the 
United Nations or of disarmament or of other mechanical devices whereby 
since the First World War men have tried to escape the domination of 
modern technology and the lust for power” (1958, 244). 

 It is striking to observe the extent to which Morgenthau keeps these re-
actionary modernist cards prudently close to his chest during the 1954 
meeting, 21  which probably accounts to a great degree for the profoundly 
unsatisfying character of the attempts of all concerned to try to reach some 
common agreement on the outlines of a “theory” of IR. His position paper 
insists upon the principle that foreign policy is pursued by rational men 
through rational means, only to then allow that “foreign policy is defl ected 
from its rational course by errors of judgment and emotional preferences, 
the latter especially where foreign policy is conducted under conditions of 
democratic control” (appendix 2 of this volume, 265). Th is is about as close 
as he felt he could get to the thesis that the interminable character of parlia-
mentary/legislative debate merely reveals the crisis of the liberal state, a 
characteristic Schmittian theme given wide currency by the book  Th e Con-
cept of the Political , to which Morgenthau had devoted an entire manuscript 
of his own as critique. 22  As Schmitt wrote, “although liberalism has not 
radically denied the state, it has neither advanced a positive theory of the 
state . . . but has attempted only to tie the political to the ethical and subju-
gate it to economics” (2007, 61). Th e latter route was the path pursued by the 
neoliberals. But couldn’t Hayek just as easily have inscribed the following 
sentences? “If the majority could be trusted with power, the liberal safe-
guards would be unnecessary. Since it cannot be so trusted, its freedom 
must be curtailed for the very sake of freedom” (Morgenthau 1958, 113). 

 It is fascinating to see how Morgenthau transmutes this critique into 
a badge of virtue in the American context. Instead of drawing the dire 
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conclusions from it as Schmitt inevitably does, Morgenthau instead devel-
ops it into a justifi cation for the existence of a separate quasi-academic 
profession of IR kept distinct from economics on the one hand and from 
the legal profession on the other. In  Scientifi c Man , Morgenthau devoted 
an entire chapter to a refutation of the liberal notion that free trade would 
promote the harmony of interests in the international sphere, instead in-
sisting, “the liaison of state power and economics in the international fi eld, 
far from maintaining peace and order, is a source of confl ict and war” 
(1946, 86). Yet when Dorothy Fosdick proposed that free trade naturally 
reconciles national interests in the transcripts (transcript, 245), Morgen-
thau fell noticeably silent. In Morgenthau’s project, the line must be drawn 
such that economics and politics remain mutually exclusive fi elds of in-
quiry (1946, 77), and furthermore, it should be acknowledged that liberalism 
fails precisely because it violates that separation. In another chapter, Mor-
genthau rejects the claim of legal scholars to comprehend the dynamics of 
international aff airs on essentially Schmittian grounds: “Th e question to 
be answered is not what the law is but what it ought to be, and this ques-
tion cannot be answered by the lawyer, but only by the statesman” (1946, 
120). Of course, the stipulation that the central theoretical term of IR is 
“power” and that the appropriate vehicle of analysis in IR is “the state” 
(Morgenthau 1954, chap. 3) is only partially refracted Schmitt and is ren-
dered less threatening by the caveat that the political markers that Mor-
genthau lays down should “only” apply to the international sphere. In both 
instances, liberalism is disparaged for wishing away the central phenome-
non of power (Scheuerman 2007). 

 In a move reminiscent of Hayek in the 1940s, Morgenthau attempted to 
demarcate his political position from its rivals by accusing them of “sci-
entism,” turning this into yet another reason why the other social sciences 
(and especially the “behaviorist” enthusiasms of the 1950s) must be kept 
well away from the study of international relations: “the conditions which 
make the application of scientifi c methods to domestic politics at least a 
temporary and partial success are entirely and permanently absent in the 
international sphere. . . . In the international sphere the reduction of politi-
cal problems to scientifi c propositions is never possible” (1946, 103). But 
sentiments such as those were hardly welcome in Sputnik-era America, as 
the other participants at the conference demonstrated by whiling away 
their time discussing quantitative measurement, falsifi cation, empiricism, 
and other euphemisms for physics envy. Th is put Morgenthau in a singu-
larly awkward position of insisting that “the greatest present pitfall is the 
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general social science tendency toward a particular conception of what is 
scientifi c” (transcript, 257), without being predisposed to explain to the 
gathered faithful what that precise particular conception was, and ex-
pressing skepticism that IR theory could even be taught systematically at 
the doctoral level (260). Indeed, the academic scientist would only gesture 
ineff ectually at political phenomena because “the supreme value for him is 
not power but truth” (1946, 101). We hear nothing about the constructivist 
character of truth in that context. 

 To those blissfully innocent of the whole neo-Kantian problematic of the 
 Natur/ Geisteswissenschaft  and the concomitant disparagement of predic-
tion in the human sciences, these sentiments must have seemed perverse if 
not darkly oracular. “Scientism is unable to visualize the problems, fi elds of 
knowledge, and modes of insight to which science has no access” (Morgen-
thau 1946, 124). Why then would the Rockefeller Foundation want to sup-
port such a countercultural phenomenon as this RM-inspired IR? In part, 
it seems that some segments of the postwar policy elite, plus a few rogue 
intellectuals, were willing to entertain these seemingly perverse doctrines 
 as long as they were quarantined to a delimited sphere of international poli-
tics . In other words, in American culture it would be permissible to foster 
and inculcate these beliefs in a small circle of diplomats and scholars pre-
pared to live outside the domestic boundaries of standard liberal political 
life and sheltered from the demands of quotidian economic endeavor and 
the imperatives of democratic politics. “Morgenthau quarantined the 
agency of  Bildung  to a policy elite institutionally buff ered from direct po-
litical responsibility to follow the will of the masses. And here we arrive at 
Morgenthau’s ‘conservative liberalism’ ” (Shillam 2007, 316). Th e Schmittian 
doctrine of “the exception” had become domesticated into another cold-war 
“double-truth” doctrine in postwar realism. It was implicated in the very 
conditions that midwifed the “birth of IR.” 

 Th e similarities and diff erences with the neoliberals are telling. First off , 
while both RM-infl ected doctrines began with the premise that existing 
liberal conceptions of the state were hopeless and that the corruption of 
the state could be traced to the pathologies of parliamentary democracy, 
the neoliberals eventually worked their way toward a position that sug-
gested that the solution was the infi ltration and takeover of the state ap-
paratus by an elite cadre to recreate and restructure a market society. Th e 
early realists had no need for such drastic measures; they could imagine a 
“separate peace” wherein a diplomatic elite untethered from the fetters of 
democracy could ply their trade in the transnational sphere, deploying the 
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constrained logic of the balance of power. Yet strangely, just like the neo-
liberals, they eventually encountered great diffi  culties in conceptualizing 
the map coordinates of this arena of activity poised “outside the state.” 
Toward the end of his textbook, Morgenthau wrote: “Th ere is no shirking 
the conclusion that international peace cannot be permanent without a 
world state, and that a world state cannot be established under the present 
moral, social, and political conditions of the world” (1954a, 481). Yet some-
how the cadre of diplomats were destined to be lumbered with the seem-
ingly impossible task of bringing about the conditions that would eventu-
ally permit the possibility of conjuring the world state into existence. Th e 
realist contradiction between elite cosmopolitan values and mass politics 
was not really addressed. As Scheuerman argues, “Morgenthau was never 
able to think creatively enough about the possibility of a novel global order 
because he carried too much Schmittian intellectual baggage” (2007, 79). 
Th e same might be said of Hayek. 

 Th e similarities and diff erences between respective conceptions of epis-
temic communities also turned out to be signifi cant. Th e neoliberals had 
to conjure a whole complement of counteracademic institutional struc-
tures, from the semi-secret Mont Pèlerin to the phalanx of think tanks, as 
described in the previous section. By sharp contrast with the neoliberals, 
the realist version of RM was both more quickly assimilated and more 
readily welcomed into the existing elite academic environment, and room 
was even cleared for it with alacrity to join the postwar American social 
sciences, even in the face of Morgenthau’s hesitations. Th e role of the Rock-
efeller Foundation in convening this conference illustrates the potential 
acceptance of this insider strategy. Partly the RM themes were used as a 
pretext to renounce earlier commitments to an internationalist peace 
studies rooted in international law, thus conforming to the new darker vi-
sion of cold-war rivalry, which had taken hold since 1946. Hence an aca-
demic realignment was an a priori presumption of the exercise. Partly the 
domestication was achieved by erasing all visible traces of Schmitt while 
preserving his central doctrine that politics was not reducible to reason 
and that liberalism was incapable of underpinning a stable global political 
order. One possible explanation for the presence of such fi gures as Rein-
hold Niebuhr and Walter Lippmann at the 1954 conference lies at that 
nexus; they provided the domestic cover for what would otherwise have 
been tagged an alien doctrine rapidly rejected by American body politic: 
“Butterfi eld, Reinhold Niebuhr and myself have tried to show how much 
more ambiguous and involved the relations between reason and politics 
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are than is suggested by [Laski’s] simple rationalistic faith.  .  .  . Reason in 
the abstract has nothing to say about the solution of social confl icts” (Mor-
genthau 1958, 380, 346). As Niebuhr says in the transcript, “statesmen are 
not as rational as sometimes maintained” (241). Th is, too, was a form of 
anti-intellectualism for the intellectuals. 

 Th e neoliberals posited a general prevalence of irrationality as the in-
nate predicament of mankind in order to justify their own grab for power; 
Morgenthau attempted to square the circle of a sheltered elite preempting 
a democratic electorate by blaming science itself—another common RM 
theme: “Science has already destroyed that realm of inner freedom through 
which the individual could experience his autonomy. . . . Science has cre-
ated the technological instruments for the eff ective exercise of totalitarian 
control” (1972, 5). Here, Morgenthau prudently waited until the end of his 
career to echo Schmitt: “Mankind has waited two centuries for the tri-
umph of scientifi c reason in the aff airs of man. It has waited in vain” (1972, 
12). 23  Earlier, around the time of the conference, he was instead proclaim-
ing: “Foreign policy is pursued by rational men who pursue certain rational 
interests with rational means.  .  .  . Th is rationality  .  .  . makes a theory of 
international relations possible” (appendix 2 of this volume, 265). Yet this 
rationality was a delicate fl ower, neither resembling the mechanical means-
ends rationality of the behaviorists nor the ineff able market rationality of 
the neoliberals. It was something that almost had to be passed down from 
master to apprentice in the company of a small handpicked elite: “in this 
inescapable tension between reason and experience, between theoretical 
and practical knowledge, between the light of political philosophy and the 
twilight of political action, is indeed the ultimate dilemma of politics” 
(Morgenthau 1958, 381). In this respect, Morgenthau’s regimen for elite 
training more closely resembled Michael Polanyi’s description of mystic 
monastic science than the organized surrender to the marketplace of ideas 
of Friedrich Hayek. It may be no accident that Polanyi was another displaced 
 Mitteleuropa  conservative philosopher (and briefl y a member of Mont 
Pèlerin) stranded late in life on the south side of Chicago. 

 the aftermath 
 Jan-Werner Müller is right to insist that those who sought to learn some-
thing from Carl Schmitt after 1945 were mostly concerned to critique and 
recast liberalism as a fl awed and crippled ideology, but it is hard to agree 
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that “Schmitt immunized his adversarial successors against liberal trium-
phalism once and for all” (2003, 246). It would have been almost impossible 
to attract any sort of audience in postwar America without coming to 
terms with the upbeat optimism, the bottomless faith in science, and the 
conviction that the United States would serve as a shining beacon of hope 
for the world’s dispossessed. Th e neoliberals managed to endow reaction-
ary modernism with a happy ending that it lacked in 1945 by a renewed 
appeal to science, in the guise of a cybernetic model of information pro-
cessing appended to some dubious theses about the necessary directional-
ity of the arrow of time in societal evolution. Morgenthau certainly was 
never tempted by their cybernetic theory of markets, but he also found he 
had to couch his own reactionary modernism in some version of nature 
that vaguely resembled the American scientism so contrary to his own in-
clinations: “Conservatism holds—as we saw the realist philosophy of inter-
national relations to hold—that the world, imperfect as it is from the ratio-
nal point of view, is the result of forces inherent in human nature. To 
improve the world one must work with these forces, not against them” 
(1958, 285). 

 I think it is fair to say that even this level of accommodation was not suf-
fi cient to render RM palatable in the American context. Over time, the 
neoliberal project was brought ever closer to established American no-
tions of science and nature in their juxtaposition with the social by con-
tinually straining to reconcile the Schmittian decisionist defi nition of poli-
tics at its heart with the economic notion of “rational choice”: indeed, this 
is the best way to understand both the rise of public-choice theory (Ama-
dae 2003) and the subsequent evolution of the Chicago School of econom-
ics. Politics was thereby collapsed back into economics, after RM had pre-
cipitated their divorce. Th e fi eld of international relations accomplished 
something similar by the “realists” sloughing off  what was regarded as 
Morgenthau’s excessively tragic vision of the world, reinstating the opti-
mism behind Pax Americana by fi at, and slowly combining whatever was 
left with “science” in the format of neoclassical rational-choice theory, 24  
and then later, a more direct merger of realism with the IR variant of 
neoliberalism itself. Although not often discussed in these terms, one 
might thus regard the trajectory of the post-Morgenthau history of IR as 
two postwar tributaries of the river of reactionary modernism fi nally re-
converging under the hydraulic pressure of events, plus some heavy-
duty reengineering of the global international landscape. Th us Müller is 
once again correct to observe: “Modernity, as an age of neutralizations 
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and depoliticizations, was at least partially endorsed, rather than deplored” 
(2003, 247). 

 notes 
 I would like to thank Nicolas Guilhot for numerous conversations on these issues. Nev-
ertheless, he should not be held to account for anything found herein. 
   1.  Transcript of C-Span program “Booknotes,” November 20, 1994. 
   2.  Recent attempts to explore this argument include Raynor (2000), Mirowski and 

Plehwe (2009), and Guilhot (2008). 
   3.  Th is is the terminology of Ole Wæver; see Smith (2000). While we briefl y return to 

this reunion in the conclusion, we shall unfortunately have to leave any serious 
consideration of that latter phenomenon to a subsequent paper. 

   4.  Th is last aspect of RM is still a favorite of historians who seek to account for the 
breakdown of the Nazi war machine in World War II. 

   5.  See, for instance Scheuerman (1999, 2007), Christi (1998), Horton (2006), Caldwell 
(2005), and Sollner (1987). 

   6.  At a late stage of the composition of this paper, I encountered the one exception to 
this generalization: Scheuerman (2007). 

   7.  For some examples, see Frei (2001), Williams (2004), Pichler (1998), and Shillam 
(2007). 

   8.  Th e fact that they succeeded in an institutional sense despite the lack of common 
ground is the topic of many of the other essays in this volume. 

   9.  For a description, see the paper by Denord in Mirowski and Plehwe (2009) and Steel 
(1980, 368). 

   10.  We bypass Milton Friedman here because he actually read very little political the-
ory and picked up many of his neoliberal notions secondhand at meetings of the 
Mont Pèlerin Society. But for further insights, see Klein (2007). 

   11.  On this, see Mirowski (2007). 
   12.  See, for instance, Hayek (1979a, 170–171). 
   13.  Interestingly, here is where Hayek rejected the maximization of utility as the stan-

dard equilibrium concept in neoclassical economic theory. “Markets don’t maxi-
mize happiness, rather, the use of the market mechanism brings more of the dis-
persed knowledge of society into play than by any other [method]” (1967, 174). 

   14.   Hayek’s frequent appeals to a “spontaneous order” often masked the fact that it was 
neoliberal theorists who were claiming the power to exercise the Schmittian “ex-
ception” (and hence constitute the sovereignty of the state) by defi ning things like 
property rights, the extent of the franchise, constitutional provisions that limit citi-
zen initiatives, and the like. As Scheuerman (1999, 216) writes about the compari-
son to Hayek, “For Carl Schmitt, the real question is  who  intervenes, and  whose  in-
terests are to be served by intervention.” 

   15.   Th is set of events have been described by many historians: Cockett (1995), Hartwell 
(1995), Plehwe and Walpen (2004), and Mirowski and Plehwe (2009). 

   16.  Here in particular we see a curious parallel with the later realist movement in inter-
national relations. 
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   17.  Interestingly enough, Carl Schmitt convened his own semiclandestine invisible 
college, which his followers called the “Academia Moralis,” at roughly the same 
time (Muller 2003, 53). 

   18.  Elsewhere I have made the historical case that it was Hayek, and not any of the 
usual suspects, who was most directly responsible for the founding of the Chicago 
School of Economics. See Mirowski and van Horn (2009). 

   19.  See the letter from Smedley to Anthony Fisher dated June 25, 1956, quoted in Cock-
ett (1995, 131): “It is imperative we should give no indication in our literature that we 
are working to educate the Public along certain lines which might be interpreted as 
having political bias . . . it might enable our enemies to question the charitableness 
of our motives.” 

   20.  Hayek’s crucial role in the formation of the IEA is discussed in Cockett (1995, chap. 5). 
   21.  Scheuerman (2007) reports that not only was Morgenthau familiar with the Weimar-

era Schmitt but seems to have followed his publications well after World War II. 
   22.  Scheuerman (1999, 227) claims there was a “hidden dialogue” between Morgenthau 

and Schmitt in the period 1927–1932, although Morgenthau’s published volume  La 
Notion du Politique  (1933) is rather direct evidence of infl uence. Scheuerman calls 
 Scientifi c Man Versus Power Politics  “a popularized version of Schmitt” (1999, 
244). 

   23.  Schmitt explicitly dealt with the “scientifi c as the antithesis of the political” in his 
 Concept of the Political  (2007, 23). 

   24.  We refer here to the work of Kenneth Waltz, often dubbed “neorealism” in IR 
(Guzzini 1998; Baldwin 1993). Interestingly enough, it was the Chicago economist 
Hugo Sonnenschein who is quoted in Frei’s biography of Morgenthau as opining he 
needed a good dose of optimism (2001, 203). 
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 general outline 
  I. Th eory and Practice 
  II. Types of Th eory 
   A. Normative Th eory 
   B. General Th eory of International Politics 
   C. Th eory as the Basis of Action 
  III. Th e Future for Th eoretical Research 

 Th e meeting convened at 3:00  p.m. , Friday, May 7, 1954. with Dean Rusk presiding. 
  dean rusk  welcomed the conferees and expressed his personal and Foundation ap-

preciation for their attendance at the conference. We are here to try and fi nd out some-
thing about the state of theory in international politics. What kinds of things are missing 
from the fi eld? What might be done to improve it? Th e meeting is essentially in the hands 
of the conferees as there is no formal agenda. We do not intend to do any Foundation 
business in the short time that we have to deal with these problems. 

 Th ere currently tends to be a trend toward a more lively interest in theoretical and 
conceptual problems illustrated in the study of international politics and emerging in 
theories of politics, economics, law and human behavior. We need to go back to under-
take an assessment of where we are in the basic philosophic aspects of the problem of the 
theory of international politics. We need some generalizations and structure in order to 
make some sense out of the jet stream of the factual situation. We need some knowledge 
of the intellectual process by which practical judgments on factual situations come 
about, the purpose of leadership in a world society, and the situation of confl ict in oppos-
ing ideologies. We need more serious attention to a sorting out of intellectual factors in 
our foreign policy. As far as RF is concerned, we are not interested in this matter for im-
mediate procedural results. We have instead a dual interest. We are anxious to learn 
what the state of the fi eld is intellectually and if we can do anything about it. Th e sugges-
tion for this meeting came from several of the participants and is not an idea that came 
from RF. We should not look at this meeting in too systematic a fashion nor go away from 
it completely exhausted. Dean Rusk then opened the fl oor for questions. 

 i. theory and practice 
  arnold wolfers  felt that it was very encouraging for the fi eld as a whole that the pa-
pers which were prepared for the conference had come in. He himself is working almost 
exclusively in the theoretical fi eld. Th e climate of opinion in universities at present is not 
much in favor of theory. Many think that theory is pure verbiage and forces situations 
into rigid theoretical patterns. Th ey ask what we are trying to cover. What is the relation-
ship between theory and practice? What function does theory serve? Th ere are questions 
within theory of actual speculation and the ethical problem. Th is worries practitioners, 
too. AW would like the conferees fi rst to tackle the moral problem. 

  reinhold niebuhr  is thrilled by the fact that almost all the papers deal with the 
relationship of theory to practice. Th is is the great issue for the group. Th e relationship in 
the past between specialists in these two areas of international politics has not been too 
creative. Perhaps we can deal with this more specifi cally than the practitioners are able to 
do. When we speak of theory, we speak of general laws. Morgenthau’s theory also deals 
with general laws. It is true that you don’t have theory unless you know what the constants 
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are, but there can be a creative relationship between theory and practice only if there is a 
theory which understands that, in practical terms, there are no general laws. 

 Th e reasons for this are not hard to discover. Th eory is not essentially metaphysical; it 
is dramatic. To understand it we must have an intuitive understanding of the contingent 
factors in concrete situations. Historians and statesmen are not as rational as it is some-
times maintained; they are dealing with the trends of historical events. We need a spe-
cifi c knowledge of contingent factors. In modern politics there are many important ex-
amples of this. We must have theorists who understand not only that tyrannies are 
irrational but that there is a vast diff erence between Marxism and conservatism and lib-
eralism and Communism. Th ere is a diff erence between the general laws of the anatomy 
of tyranny and particular political ideologies and tyrannies. A general law of tyranny 
obscures the diff erences while stressing the similarities between a nihilistic philosophy, 
like Nazism, and one based on utopianism, like Communism. Both Nazis and Commu-
nists are in one sense irrational. However, Communists try to make political practice 
coincide with their theories, while Nazism took theory less seriously than action. Com-
munism has a diff erent irrationality than Nazism. Th e communists are militaristic when 
they have to be, but they have vast confi dence in the self-fulfi llment of their revolution-
ary theory. In some cases, if one looks for general laws, he will mess up the situation. 

 In general one can state the problem of theory and practice in these terms: History, if 
it has some uniformities, is full of contingencies and unique events. Practitioners must 
have some knowledge of the constants. Th eorists must have knowledge of the contingent 
factors in history. When Chamberlain made his statement that we must have “peace in 
our time” he showed that he had no knowledge of the constants. He did not correctly ap-
praise the objective political situation. Churchill today, by contrast, is maybe not making 
a mistake in trying to get “Peace in our Time.” He may have a clearer view of both the 
constants and variables on the present scene. Practitioners must be aware of the con-
stants and aware of the unpredictables and contingent factors. Th e Nazi will to power 
was a form of the general will to power, and yet it was also unique in its fanaticism. Wis-
dom develops when one is aware of the constants over against the unique events on the 
historical scene. Practitioners must often play by ear. Th e intuition of the practitioner is 
vital; it is a deductive intuition. Th e theorist’s contribution would be very irrelevant if he 
thought that the only rational theory was one based on constants and general laws. Th e-
ory must be built into the knowledge of what the statesman faces. 

  william t. r. fox  is impelled to associate himself with RN’s point of view. He 
would add only one footnote. Alongside the unpredictable there must be evolved a con-
cept of the malleable. We can’t have the world just the way we want it. But in some degree 
we must be masters of our fate. We must learn what things can be altered. Th is is essen-
tial to a development of political science. 

  reinhold niebuhr  agrees in general but stresses that the malleable and the unpre-
dictable are actually in two diff erent categories as generally used. Th e malleable must be 
subordinate to the unpredictable in a complete theory of politics, for we cannot predict 
with precision what can and cannot be controlled. 

  dean rusk  raises the question of the content and meaning of theory. He asks whether 
Nitze is content to have this discussion now—that is, the “Nature and Role of Th eory.” 
Th e issue presented in the papers by Nitze and Morgenthau is whether one or the other 
has preempted the word theory. 

  paul nitze : In a rough way, one can say that practitioners make little theories out of 
big theories. As a policy maker, you must sort out the parts of a major generalization and 
reduce it to something more simple and precise. Th at is the important thing. Th e papers 
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revolve around all aspects of theory. When I was writing the paper, it seemed to me that 
the important point for the practitioner was to break theory down to a manageable size. 
What your objectives ought to be in any given case is important, not all kinds of theoreti-
cal approaches. In the fi nal analysis, of course, theory is essentially one. Th e papers on 
national interests, the relationship of morality to specifi c problems, etc., should be 
viewed together. In theory we look at the eff ectiveness of given techniques to certain 
specifi ed or diff erentiated ends. 

  william t. r. fox:  Th ere should be an appraisal of the eff ectiveness of a given 
means to accomplish some given end. 

 ii. types of theory 
  dean rusk:  Question to Walter Lippmann. He has said there isn’t a policy in this situa-
tion. He seems to place objectives at one end of a spectrum, policies at the other and be-
tween them, at various intervals, the implementation of policies. Would he distinguish 
between objectives, policies and modes of implementation of policies? Would he diff er-
entiate between types of theory? 

  walter lippmann:  WTRF writes that we better come to some clearer view of what 
we mean by theory. Th e normative use is the standard by which you judge action. Th is is 
one form of theory. Another form could be a general theory of politics. Th ere might or 
might not be a general theory that will tell you how the world will behave whether you 
like it or not. And another use of the word theory concerns the theory, conscious or un-
conscious, on which a man, nation, or government is acting. Th at to my mind is ex-
tremely useful and important. Behind almost every act is an implicit theory. Th is is a 
plural world and, therefore, one which will have confl icting theories. 

  reinhold niebuhr:  We should bring together the various concepts of theory. 
Th ere is a theory of ends but also a comprehensive theory for which you work. For the 
realist, theory is something that describes reality; both for the realist and the idealist, 
theory may also consider what should be. What are the realities? Th e power drives of na-
tions, etc.? What should they be? 

  arnold wolfers:  Th e two are interlocking. We should try to focus more on one 
than on the other. What do nations pretend they’re after? What are their real objectives? 
Th e realist says that nations are after power. Th e idealist says they are worried about 
moral ends. Th is is the constant debate and the lesson of mankind. Th e realities of the 
world are the main topics of scientifi c theory. What happens if democratic nations really 
want democracy and other nations don’t? Th is does not tie the moral or immoral ends 
together, which we are trying to explain. 

 A. Normative Theory 

  dean rusk:  We are talking about three kinds of theory: 1) normative theory; 2) general 
behavioral theory; and 3) theory which forms the basis of action in concrete cases. Per-
haps we might discuss each of them in turn. Normative theory outlines the aims and 
objective of states and society or the purpose of values. 

  paul nitze:  Normative theory is concerned with the selection of means as well as 
ends. Th ere are practical and relative judgments in every day choices which are made on 
normative grounds. 

  dorothy fosdick:  It is wrong to assume that practical choices such as those which 
confront policy makers are not moral choices. 
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  paul nitze:  An important question is what are the processes by which you can make 
moral discriminations? It is possible to make moral discriminations. But then you have 
to go deeply into the matter of how you are going to discriminate. 

  dean rusk:  In Articles 1 and 2 of the United Nations Charter, the aims and purposes 
are set out. In all the debates of the last nine years no delegation has spoken against the 
Charter. On one occasion Mrs. Pandit said the Charter was just a bunch of words and 
then felt constrained to take it back. Certain practical matters are related to purpose and 
ethics—these things do mean something. If you will look at the action, you will fi nd this 
to be so. Is it possible to have common objectives acknowledged? Yes. Th ey are acted 
upon and furnish a basis for action in the lower organizations. Perhaps we should work 
toward the development of a more adequate normative theory inclusive of each activity. 
Common values play a practical role not as regards the Soviet leaders perhaps, but in the 
acting organizations. We might discuss some of the questions raised in Mr. Niebuhr’s 
paper. We have a list of questions on each of the papers. 

  reinhold niebuhr  (First question on Niebuhr’s paper, page 3): “What are the stan-
dards for determining ‘Justice’ in a concrete situation in international politics?” Th ey are, 
in philosophic terms, giving each man his due. But how do you arrive at each man’s due? 
Via the regulative principles of equality and liberty. Th is at least is true in western civili-
zation. Liberty is a proposition which arises in western cultures because of the Christian 
and Hebraic traditions. And theory that is true transcends its presuppositions. Nehru 
does not accept our presuppositions, but demands liberty for Indians. When liberty is 
suppressed in a nation, the vitality of the nations is suppressed. Liberty is a very inevita-
ble norm, but is not suffi  cient as a principle alone—for example, national self-determina-
tion alone as a guide to politics. Why was it wrong that we attempted to do this after 
World War I? Because Woodrow Wilson made of self-determination an absolute coex-
tensive with justice. But it is only one of the norms and cannot be absolute. In actuality, 
however, there are only two basic regulative norms—liberty and equality. Th ese two are 
regulative principles. We cannot have complete equality especially in international rela-
tions. Too much equality might sometimes be an evil. Nations are against us because we 
have too much power in the United States, yet, without our power, western civilization 
might be destroyed. Power carries special responsibilities. Liberty and equality are regula-
tive principles of justice and validate themselves in national and international experience. 
Th e concept of the vitality and liberty of the parts in the international community requires 
the self-determination of nations. We must have the parts in harmony with the whole. 
Harmony of the whole is not good if it does not include the parts, i.e., liberty and equality, 
and yet, liberty and equality are not good if they destroy the harmony of the whole. 

  arnold wolfers:  What about the whole—this is a regulative principle, too, isn’t it? 
  reinhold niebuhr : Th e harmony of the whole is not good if it does not include 

liberty and equality. 
  arnold wolfers : And liberty and equality are not good if they destroy the good of 

the whole. 
  paul nitze : Tyranny is preferable to chaos. 
  reinhold niebuhr : Yes, it is true that Lincoln’s primary purpose was to save the 

nation. Ethically, that is right. Good is some kind of harmony, but we must be clear that 
it is  some kind  of harmony; specifi cally it must be a particular kind of harmony which 
includes equality and liberty. 

  arnold wolfers : Are we faced with this problem in the question “Should nations 
limit or allow their self interest to dominate?” It would seem in international relations 
there should be a sense of what the whole is. 
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  reinhold niebuhr : It is true there should be a concern for something larger than 
self-interest. Th ere should be a concern for what is behind a nation’s self-interest—the 
principles and purpose by which the people are nourished. Nations cannot do this as 
such if they do not use regulative principles of liberty and equality. Th ey cannot aff ord to 
be as altruistic as individuals. 

  paul nitze : But in Korea the alternative to chaos was Rhee. 
  reinhold niebuhr : Any nation will choose tyranny rather than chaos. If a nation 

thinks that it is threatened with chaos, it will choose tyranny. 
  dean rusk : What about a traditional society—a nation which is neither in a state of 

tyranny or chaos? 
  reinhold niebuhr : We in the democratic world are too prone to name as the alter-

natives only tyranny and chaos. Th ere is such a thing as legitimate government and order 
which is neither. We have to recognize more than we have legitimate order which is neither 
tyrannical nor democratic. Th is distinguishes itself by the fact that it is not ruled by pure 
force or characterized by pure order. Such a society may be governed by pure force of myth, 
tradition or theory. Th ere is a special form of legitimacy and beauty in traditional order. 

  don k. price : Th e Indian Constitution includes the regulatives of Justice, Liberty, 
Equality, and Fraternity. 

  dean rusk : Th ese words may be altering the Indian order. 
  arnold wolfers : We think that chaos is so terrible that wherever we see it we are 

on the side of order. Th is may leave western states in an opposite camp from those who 
are demanding change. 

  reinhold niebuhr : History’s contingent elements make it necessary to have regu-
lative principles. In some cases we are forced to choose between liberty and order. How 
are you going to prefer one to the other? When Wilson demanded that the Austro-Hun-
garian Empire be split up according to the principles of self-determination, he contrib-
uted to the establishment of a resentful and impractical order. In the situation presented 
by the problem of self-determination vs. order, the statesman has to play by ear. He has to 
know what the values are and how they are related to such a situation. Th e Austro-Hun-
garian Empire was a viable economic order but not a viable political order. A balkanized 
Europe might have been viable politically but could it be economically viable? 

  dean rusk : What is the nature and role of theory in this business? How does theory 
help us to make such discriminations? 

  arnold wolfers  (Question directed to RN): RN has said that nations should, in 
the interest of order, transcend their self-interest, although he claims that there is valid-
ity in their self-interest. He also says that their liberty has a way of producing their vital-
ity against tyranny. Th ey even claim to transcend their self-interest, but this is hypocrisy. 
We might discuss the question of hypocrisy as described in RN’s paper. Where does hy-
pocrisy end? Kennan says let’s forget about morality, but the fact that nations run the risk 
of hypocrisy shows this is not possible. 

  reinhold niebuhr : Nations are moral. Th ey are following something more than 
just what they like. But nations always pretend to have a purer devotion to morality than 
they actually have. Th ey are not as pure in their actions as in their intentions. We may 
compare to our profi t English vs. German politics. Th e Germans said that they were not 
going to follow moral principle if it did not serve their own interest. Th e English appealed 
to moral purpose sometimes to the point of hypocrisy, yet it has given them something 
that Germany has lacked. (See RN’s paper for further elaboration.) 

  paul nitze:  What is this interest? In part, interest would seem to me to involve a 
number of considerations which fall clearly in the moral fi eld. Certainly for the United 
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States it would seem to me that the national interest includes not only specifi c geographi-
cal power and objectives, but also certain standards of behavior of importance for others. 
It involves the system within which we can act most eff ectively. 

  reinhold niebuhr : It is certainly to our interests as a nation to preserve principles 
of justice for ourselves and to transcend our national interests. 

  paul nitze : What is the defi nition of national interest? In what breadth of talents 
does one view the national interests? A large portion of mankind’s interests are in fact a 
portion of the United States’ interests. 

  reinhold niebuhr : Nations are not often subject to the idea that “He that loseth 
his life shall fi nd it.” Yet we must be careful defi ning the national interest too narrowly. 
Some portions within the nation do concern themselves with principles behind and 
above their interest. Th ere is a utilitarian concept which says “Can’t a wise man deter-
mine his interest so broadly that it will include everybody’s?” Th ere is some general im-
pulse behind your self-interest. Sometimes self-interest by its purpose shows breadth 
and wisdom. 

  paul nitze : Here again the expedient and the moral merge. 
  dorothy fosdick : Free trade is purely for our national interest, and yet it is to the 

interest of our allies. In this case, we are promoting the national interest of both. Th e very 
nature of interest will take you to a position of broader scope. In certain policy questions, 
issues of both common and national interest prevail. (Discussion of Marshall Plan) 

  arnold wolfers : We are discussing interest from its egocentric outlook. One’s 
own interest should transcend itself to include the harmony and justice of the whole. 

  dorothy fosdick : Is there a third alternative to self-interest and self-sacrifi ce? 
Neither may be realistic. Th ere are many things in our interest which also unite. 

  reinhold niebuhr : An assessment of international morality is on a diff erent level; 
it is necessary to fi nd the point where the general good and the national interest come 
together. Th e individual may look beyond himself but any statesman who sacrifi ces the 
nation for a larger good is a traitor. It is necessary to see that national morality is on a 
diff erent level than individual morality. Perhaps the best we can do in international soci-
ety is to fi nd the point of concurrence between national and common interests. 

  dorothy fosdick : If a nation acts on the basis of self-sacrifi ce, it brings another 
factor of unpredictability into the international aff airs world. 

  hans morgenthau : Th is has HM’s approval on a descriptive level but not on a 
theoretical level. You cannot reconcile foreign policy, determined by national interest, 
and foreign policy determined by principles, which transcend national interest. No single 
nation is powerful enough to pursue its own ends without including the interests of oth-
ers, i.e., national interests of other nations. Th is is not really saying that a nation, defi ning 
its national interests in such broad terms, substitutes moral principles for self-interests. 
But a nation acting fi rst in accord with its strategic interests is intelligent enough to say 
that a rationally defi ned national interest is self-demanding and self-defi ning. Moral 
considerations enter into a formulation of the national interest. Moral principles sub-
stantiate national interest. Th ere is no clear-cut choice between following international 
morality and a morality dictated by the national interest. 

  reinhold niebuhr : Th e United States is a nation of very virtuous people. It therefore 
assumes that its actions in the world are virtuous. Th is is a pretense. Where is the line 
to be drawn between emphasizing the moral factor and overemphasizing it? Our na-
tional morality is often overemphasized. In foreign policy our virtues are ambiguous. Our 
leadership itself shows this when it is faced with two very concrete issues in succession. 
We lose by our moral pretenses. We have too narrow a statement of our moral principles. 



246 appendix 1. conference on international politics

In this sense, moral pretense is a self-defeating thing. Yet it is a necessary part of social, 
moral, and political cohesion. 

  william t. r. fox : Assertion of a moral purpose is a necessary thing with or with-
out pretense. Policy is justifi ed by recognizing implicitly or explicitly its moral rational-
ization. Other nations are morally justifi ed in doing the same thing. 

  hans morgenthau : Th e denial of the statement that politics requires a choice is 
misleading as various examples will show. Indo-China involved a choice between our 
strategic aims and the moral principle of the rights of the local people. 

  paul nitze : Indo-China is not a moral choice. Th ere was a hierarchy of moral value 
there. 

  james reston : Th ere is an element of time change in this question of morality. You 
have a diff erent problem in Korea and Indo-China when it comes to the moral issue. Th e 
timing is what makes the problem diff erent. Th ere is also duality in the situation. In the 
beginning of the Indo-China problem, FDR saw very clear moral purposes. Th is was a 
nation that, according to him, was entitled to freedom at the end of the war. But since 
then the U.S. has not always operated on the principle that the Indo-Chinese were enti-
tled to freedom. We needed the cooperation of France in Europe while keeping their in-
terest in the problem of Asia. We subordinated the moral rights of the people to the new 
value of preserving Franco-American unity. 

  walter lippmann : If a normative theory exists or could exist, then our dilemma 
could be resolved. We would save ourselves a lot of talk if we thought such a principle for 
international relations were possible. 

  dean rusk : Can we put the question in terms of Mr. Niebuhr’s three principles: jus-
tice, liberty and equality? Is it possible to construct a theory which has more content 
than that which would be of general application? Where do we fi nd it? 

  james reston : We would have to fi nd it in a general normative concept or theory. 
  reinhold neibuhr : In view of the infi nitive contingencies in the historical situa-

tion, you cannot give more body to normative theory than justice, liberty and equality. 
An historical situation cannot produce a theory which can tell you how much you should 
trust the future against the present nor the past against the present or future. 

  arnold wolfers : If we say the moral issue in our time is unique, then we open the 
door to unique problems of intuition and arbitrariness, of putting the values one prefers 
higher than those of someone else. You then rationalize every choice you make. If you 
have a hierarchy of values with stability at the top, then you have the impossible dilemma 
of sacrifi cing the national interest. We know of the Catholic set of absolutes. We have 
seen morally creative acts which others could only judge after the act. 

  walter lippmann : Th e theorist is in the position of the guide to the statesman. Th e 
theorist can go further than the practitioner. Th eory is not now normative, but it could 
become more so. It is capable of development. It is an hypocrisy to say that the study of 
ends is not a fi eld for theory, but it should not be assumed that it has been accomplished. 
Th ere is a fi eld for theory here, but it has not been accomplished. 

  reinhold niebuhr : A good theory should have to provide the recognition of the 
existential fact of the diff erence between interests and ideals. No side can have complete 
victory. Britain allowed theory to have more and more diff erences, i.e., between Churchill 
and Attlee. We cannot follow this in purely theoretical terms. 

  walter lippmann : Th eories are capable of being modifi ed by a process. Th is is what 
brings Britain greatness. We need a theory for the evaluation of norms as they are evolv-
ing in society. 
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  arnold wolfers : We might then be able to ask if equality is preferable to liberty. 
  william t. r. fox : Even if you could get a consensus of diff erent cultures, the battle 

would go on. Immediate and specifi c evils would still be present. What kinds of theory 
promote a consensus about immediate and specifi c goods and evils? 

  don k. price : It is Kennan’s idea that one gets into a lot of trouble by being moralistic 
and legalistic, but the nature of our political society demands that we do this. Th e United 
States cannot follow national interest in any calculating way. Th e Utopian has done more 
to alter our democratic institutions by choosing what he can do in our foreign policy. 

  kenneth w. thompson : Th is is the tragic confl ict of politics. Th e fact that the 
people have national loyalties which transcend the national interest presents a problem 
and is not wholly an advantage. RN might comment on his claim that the people can 
conceive of our international responsibilities in broader terms than the government. Is 
this always good? Or are the national ideals and loyalties of the people something which 
can be an obstacle to the conduct of foreign policy if they too greatly exceed the limits of 
statesmanship? 

  reinhold niebuhr : You cannot let go of the problem of establishing norms. You 
have got to have a full statement of the norms. You must have as adequate a description 
of the norms as possible, but you must include the realization that normative theory can-
not be universally accepted. However, theory can be changed and we get whatever peace 
and justice we have because there is change. 

  william t. r. fox  does not believe the confl ict, say between values like justice and 
peace, can be resolved. 

  reinhold niebuhr : Th ere was a Jewish socialist who was a very religious person 
and when Israel was formed there was a great struggle about the constitution. Th is par-
ticular man said that Israel should not have a constitution because the religious people 
would try to guarantee their rights against the irreligious people. So an unwritten consti-
tution was the solution. In a written constitution we are trying to provide ourselves 
against all eventualities and this cannot be done. Th e Jew thought that with a very gen-
eral constitution life would be tolerable but not with an intolerable constitution. Th ere-
fore he urged that they broadly defi ne the issues that they should defi nitely adopt for the 
unwritten constitution. 

  arnold wolfers : A lot of people think we have made progress on moral issues. I 
think that moral theory can do a great deal to clarify the assumption of the immorality of 
the resort to violence. Moral theory can clarify this. Th ere is an assumption that the  sta-
tus quo  is better than the resort to violence. Th eory breaks down because of an oversim-
plifi cation of problems of force, ideologies, etc. Where is change better and where is it 
justifi ed so that it in turn justifi es violence? We need a hierarchy of values to tell us what 
is worth a world war. Certain cases may justify violence. Are these policies arbitrary 
choices? In the instances of Hitler and Danzig, the American colonies and freedom, one 
can make a strong case for violence. 

  kenneth w. thompson : Kennan makes one point about our national interest which 
might be mentioned here. Because of our emerging power position, we try to state our 
interests as if they were universal moral principles for all nations. We have concepts of 
justice for our own national society. How do you avoid a normative approach to interna-
tional relations which imposes national morality on to the international scene? How do 
you escape the tendency of past great powers in the formalization of national principles 
into the contractual principles of international relations? It does seem to me that this at 
least raises serious questions regarding the ability to give content to justice or regulative 
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principles. Th e British are dualistic. Th ey have a theory of justice at home with which 
their operating theory of justice in their colonial empire has not always accorded. 

  reinhold niebuhr : Th e British colonial problem is varied. Your own ideological taint 
is what you must be careful of here. Sometimes one must settle for general regulative prin-
ciples. Th e genesis of the common law and the unwritten constitution is better than what 
you can spell out. What kind of a theory would tell you whether an atomic war is prefera-
ble to yielding to the U.S.S.R.? Th ese are choices which you cannot make in theory. 

  paul nitze : We have made that choice. When the choice was made, we also took the 
risk of subjugation by the U.S.S.R. Th ere are things that are worse than Atomic War. 
Under certain circumstances we would go to war atomically. 

  william t. r. fox : Th ere is a considerable distinction between constructing a nor-
mative theory and the kinds of intellectual activity that apply to taking the next steps in 
foreign policy. What are the norms to be put into a normative value theory? What is the 
cost of one set of values as against another? What is the effi  ciency of a given set of means 
to achieve an end? What is the relevance of a particular prescription to the world as it 
exists, and a whole host of other activities which would clarify one’s values? 

 B. A General Theory of International Politics 

  dean rusk : Our second task is to consider theory in relation to the uniformities and 
similarities in international politics. We might ask Hans Morgenthau to review his major 
points regarding such a theory. 

  hans morgenthau : Th e problem of a general theory of international politics is 
similar to that of normative theory. We are faced with the ambiguity of historical experi-
ence. On the one hand events are unique. On the other hand, political experience con-
tains an element of normality, regularity and rationality, and insofar as it does this it is 
susceptible to theoretical understanding. It is only because historical experience con-
tains that latter element that it is possible to understand history as a continuum in the 
fi rst place. Th e pitfall, of course, with a theory which tries to establish certain general 
laws out of the regularities and uniformities of historical experience is the diffi  culty in 
determining the relevance of a particular historical experience which, on the one hand, 
is similar to others, and on the other, is diff erent. All philosophies of history have suf-
fered shipwreck in the face of this contingency. I think a theory of international politics 
which must be political history is faced with this general problem. I think it is a problem 
which is essentially the same as that of a strictly normative theory. If you try to become 
too specifi c, you are bound to be confronted with experiences which lend themselves to 
certain deductions or misunderstandings. In actuality such experiences may not be ex-
amples of general laws. You have the summary of this thought in the adage that, “History 
teaches only one thing: it teaches nothing.” 

  reinhold niebuhr : Why does Hans Morgenthau equate only rationality with the 
making of general laws? Such a concept does not appear to recognize the unique and 
dramatic in history, nor does it tell us what is unique and what is general. 

  hans morgenthau : Unique occurrences in history are accidental. Th ey have no 
element of rationality in them. Th ere are in history events which show a rational se-
quence and causal relation which makes observation possible. Th is is what makes it pos-
sible for us to understand them rationally. 

  william t. r. fox : Why are unique occurrences more accidental than others? 
  dean rusk : Give us a generalized proposition, Mr. Morgenthau. 
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  hans morgenthau : Take the principle of Machiavelli, “You should never make an 
alliance with a stronger nation.” Th ere were calamitous eff ects in Italian City States and 
Greek City States when they made an alliance with a stronger nation. Th e principle is 
sensible as far as it goes. But how far does it go? What are you going to do if you are a 
weak nation and the only nation that can promote your interest is a stronger nation? 
What are France and Great Britain going to do without the United States? Th ere are dis-
abilities because of this. Th ere are circumstances where a weak nation ought to make an 
alliance with a stronger nation, even though there is a uniformity between its case and 
other cases, where it would not be desirable to make such an alliance. Th ere are many 
circumstances which would invalidate at least for practice Machiavelli’s principle. 

  dean rusk : I am not convinced. Because there are some uniform elements, I would 
have supposed that you would state a proposition such as, “When weak states make alli-
ances with more powerful states, they suff er thereby.” Th is would be subject to testing by 
the study of a number of cases where this has happened. If there are cases where this has 
not happened, then the principle breaks down. 

  walter lippmann : We need an operating rule based on theory. 
  reinhold niebuhr : Can we say there are unique versus general laws? History is 

more diffi  cult than mere generalizations. Th e U.S.S.R. was and is a power state. Th ere-
fore, we know that this is a recurrence of what we have had before. Th is leads to a certain 
understanding, but it contributes as well to misunderstanding because there is also an-
other pattern. Nationality is so diffi  cult a proposition that we must relate unique events 
to it. Many patterns make up historical destiny. Rationality as it has been presented is 
equated with general laws. Th e most rational approach is highly discriminatory in rela-
tion to the real situation that we can know. 

  hans morgenthau : I agree insofar as the practical question is concerned. 
  reinhold niebuhr : A theory must do justice to the complexities of change. 
  hans morgenthau : Such a principle would in its generality look something like 

the regulative principles of normative theory. 
  arnold wolfers : Th e choice for historians between a general law versus an histori-

cal guide confuses them. Since, as political historians, we are in history, we deal with this 
general theory. History has certain common elements. We possess a certain knowledge 
of elements in common. What we have lacked is the predictability and variability of con-
cepts and thinking. Today we know something about behavior. We have achieved some 
success in the classifi cation of behavior. Th ere are a great number of variables. Th eory is 
just as rational with a very high level of variables as it was with single variables. Th e 
statesman has to make choices on this level. It is a too simple abstraction to speak of 
Britain. It is nearer to reality to come down to more specifi c problems. We have to know 
many, many things depending on the context and on the questions that you wish cur-
rently to answer. Chances are that such a theory won’t complete itself. For a complete 
theory we have to stay on a relatively high level of abstraction. It seems to me that we 
ought to try in theory, however, to get down from the highest levels of abstraction which 
are of no use to the concrete. We must get down, for example, to far more complex mod-
els. Th ese must include the irrationality of many actors. If we introduce the notion that 
totalitarian governments in reality overestimate their own power and underestimate 
others, we are dealing with a specifi c theoretical problem. Democratic governments may 
accept the concept that peace is much better than violence. Th is may be only partly ratio-
nal. Our minds in the present state of thinking cannot handle such a complex body of 
variables; we are simply up against something that you cannot handle. 
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  paul nitze : Is there utility in making over-abstractions? If you assume that what the 
U.S.S.R. wants to do is to maximize power and then trace down from there all individual 
variables, do you not get a logical approach to the problem? What is the maximizing 
procedure? What would it lead one to expect if one assumed that the purpose of the 
Kremlin was to maximize its power? 

  kenneth w. thompson : Is what you do when you talk about an abstraction like the 
state to proceed from some base founded on certain observations checked against his-
tory and experience? Th ere are invariably complex elements in a foreign policy, but it is 
important to start from a fi xed point or common denominator. You can of course start 
with the idea of the elite or any other individual group and use its philosophy as a clue to 
foreign policy. Th is will eventually break down into the idea that a foreign policy is noth-
ing more than the expression of an individual’s thought. When individuals with quite 
diff erent political philosophies, e.g. Bevin and Churchill, or Acheson and Dulles conduct 
foreign policies which are similar and even identical in basic objectives, the limitations of 
this approach become quite obvious. Knowledge about the philosophies, motivation or 
irrationality of actors may not be the best starting point. 

 Th ere is another approach that contends that foreign policy is incarnate in the na-
tional objectives of a particular state. Th is approach is not oblivious of changing or 
unique factors. For example, it recognizes communism as a unique element which infl u-
ences historical Russian policies. But communism is not disembodied and a purely inde-
pendent ideology but is expressed through the form and machinery of Soviet policy. We 
have now considerable literature that deals with the transformation of Marxist dogma 
when confronted with the imperatives of Russian national interest. With this second ap-
proach instead of starting with the actors, you start with general propositions concern-
ing the historic interests of states. You seek to understand the reality on which those 
propositions are based. Th en you apply or test the general principles of, say, Russian pol-
icy as it confronts a present concrete case. If you start the other way, with the actors and 
their biases and preferences, you have no fi xed base. It is perhaps more important today 
to know something about the imperatives of our national security than to dissect the ele-
ments in Mr. Dulles’ political and religious background. You start with the behavior of 
states and progress from there. At some point you will, of course, have to consider the 
individual actors. What interests you in a given situation is not a theory so much as an 
application of theory to a practical situation and at this point variable and changing fac-
tors admittedly are introduced. 

  arnold wolfers : You start with a general hypothesis which you have gained from 
observation. If you come to the conclusion that the main center is the nation state, then 
you come to the conclusion that this is the most interesting subject, and this is the most 
vital center of the situation. But what is the primary loyalty of the people? People and 
individuals have defi nitely developed loyalties. Th e main center of action is states. We 
cannot now look at the essence of statehood and deduct anything from that. All we can 
see is what states want to pursue; they always need power. We cannot know the behavior 
pattern of states until we understand the human element. We are analyzing phenomena 
which we know empirically, and it depends upon the question we are asking which ap-
proach is the most fruitful one. 

  hans morgenthau : Arnold, are you saying that a theory of international relations 
ought to be strictly empirical and should make no general a priori assumptions to be de-
fi ned by experience? As, for example, that the struggle for power is the essence of inter-
national aff airs? 
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  paul nitze : Nations seek power—there is a second hypothesis. Nations want power 
in diff erent degrees and under diff erent circumstances. 

  walter lippmann : Machiavelli was always within a situation and the facts rear-
ranged themselves around that fact. I thought Arnold Wolfers’ statement was admirable. 
Where, however, were you standing when you made this hypothesis? Th e importance of 
this is that great political theories are designed as advice to someone as to how to act. 
Th ey are always within a system and are arranged around the facts of the situation. If you 
were a Guatemalan, you would construct a diff erent political theory. 

  arnold wolfers : Yes, I probably would. Th e right and correct theory would have to 
be a theory of God. 

  william t. r. fox : Th is would not be a theory of action. 
  paul nitze : Confronted with the facts, how should you behave? 
  walter lippmann : I feel that theory would have helped us in the three choices we 

faced in Korea. Th e decision could have been based on more than information. 
  dean rusk : In Korea we were confronted with three choices: 1) to get out; 2) to stay 

at the 38th parallel; 3) or to cross the Yalu. 
  arnold wolfers : In the Korean problem, the military made the decision; the peo-

ple did not make this decision. We had to operate on the idea of what was likely to happen 
if we crossed the Yalu. 

  walter lippmann : We had to consider what a power like China would allow. 
  arnold wolfers : But didn’t we have suffi  cient information to answer this question? It 

is not just information, it is some general hunch about how states behave that creates theory. 
  james reston : In this case, though, the personality of MacArthur was involved. 
  dean rusk : In this situation there was a very high element of risk. Some of us in the 

State Department thought that on balance they would not come in. Th e thinking was 
that the Chinese would never let the Russians cross their soil, so whereas the Chinese 
might fi ght, the Russians would not be able to come in without crossing Chinese soil. 

  james reston : Can we deduce from British history that she would allow Malaya to 
go? If we say “no,” this is a point at which theory can be useful. 

  dean rusk : In the State Department with regard to the Korean situation, their gen-
eral policy was based a good deal on what they had learned about aggression in the last 25 
years. Th e decision to go into Korea was based on a theory. Also the infl uence upon our 
allies was part of the reason and this, too, was based on theory. 

  hans morgenthau : What are the elements of that theory? Is it applicable to 
Indo-China? 

  paul nitze : Can the Korean situation apply to Indo-China, though? Th ere is a diff er-
ence in time and in location. At that time we would have risked general war. Now we do 
not know. We are not alone in having thermonuclear weapons. Th ere is the H-bomb. 

 Th e meeting was adjourned at 6:00  p.m.  
 Th e meeting reconvened at 9:00  p.m. , Friday, May 7, 1954. 

 C. Theory as the Basis for Action 

  dean rusk : Could we now see whether we are capable of working out a generalized 
picture of the international scene? Mr. Nitze, you have mentioned a wartime experience 
in which you had a responsibility of doing something like that. 

  paul nitze : We had experts at the end of the war looking into the experience of the 
Germans, Japanese, and British concerning war mobilization, and we found that each 
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country went through exactly the same kind of experience in the same sequence of 
time. In the mobilization of the steel industry, of example, they were found to have oper-
ated under a similar mobilization sequence. Th is was found to be true in fi ve diff erent 
countries, all of which had quite dissimilar economic starting points. Th e facts of the 
situation forced people into the same solution. Do not many of these things hold for 
the  political fi eld as well? Malenkov’s speech is an example. Anyone in this country 
would have written his speech if they had known all the facts. Th ere is a core of stuff  that 
can be generalized upon and then superimposed upon other ideas. It is useful to try to 
abstract. 

  hans morgenthau : Th is is a demonstration of the possibility of theory in interna-
tional relations. How is it that an Indian philosopher, living 2,000 years ago, developed a 
theory of foreign policy, which is not only knowledgeable now, but also practical? 

  reinhold niebuhr : Good theory estimates the convergent factors in history. Laws 
in American culture tend to be too much like natural science laws. Rationality does not 
depend ultimately upon the conclusions to general laws. Overt law cannot be the sole 
source of authority. Th ere must be justice, etc. 

  paul nitze : Political considerations are of importance as are military considerations. 
Th ey interrelate one with another. Th is interrelation should be more precise. For exam-
ple, a great military success in Indo-China would have had bearing on political fi elds. 

  reinhold niebuhr : Could you not put it down as a law that any new weapon that is 
supposed to invalidate others has never succeeded in doing so? 

  paul nitze : Isn’t the diffi  culty when someone tries to make these principles abso-
lute? Th ey seldom are absolute. 

  arnold wolfers : I am skeptical of this form of generalization. One has to look for 
much broader fi elds. One has to look for the rational way of doing a certain thing. A ra-
tional solution may be the moral solution. Why are there time lags between pronounce-
ments and responses? Is it true that statements concluded in moral terms are provoca-
tive of resentment? If one has enough experience to draw up a whole series of 
propositions on how things appear to people, then one can transfer this to the interna-
tional scene and say where this is likely to happen again. We have the rise and fall of 
Empires, for example. Power constellations can be studied on every level of historical 
relations. Personal, historical observations will give us the information from which to 
generalize. An example—nations which best fi t the type of pattern of countries that are 
likely to go neutral. 

  reinhold niebuhr : Why is France neutral? How would you get that into a general 
principle? 

  kenneth w. thompson : Th e problem of European unifi cation can be studied his-
torically to see, for instance, why France opposes unifi cation that would permit Germany 
to dominate. Th e chief historical objective in contemporary French foreign policy has 
been to safeguard her northeast frontier. One of the main British objectives has been to 
keep her commitments to the Commonwealth. Th ese objectives account for policies to-
ward Europe even in the face of Russian power. 

  arnold wolfers : One can analyze situations to see what kinds of sequence of 
events one should look for. Certain concepts make for static situations and others make 
for change. What tends to make for the persistence of an image? 

  william t. r. fox : What do we know that leads us to believe that it is likely that 
France will behave in the way that we want her to behave? 

  kenneth w. thompson : Only if you study France’s foreign policy, can you admit 
that recent French behavior has its peculiar rationality. Th e element of uniformity in such 
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cases is well worth noting, even though in France’s case fear of Germany if it is greater than 
fear of the Soviet Union is probably based on a faulty picture of the international scene. 

  robert bowie : Th ere is ambiguity in this whole concept of national interest. Terms 
like power and national do not convey anything to RB. Th e picture is so big, i.e., national 
interest, that anything can go under that heading. 

  hans morgenthau : Th ey are vital to the understanding of foreign policy, not be-
cause they convey a fi xed standard. Th ere must be a certain point of view, a certain stan-
dard of evaluation, that must be applied to all kinds of situations and contents. What re-
mains is a series of regulative principles which give one a standard of action. You cannot 
expect concepts such as national interest to have fi xed concrete content, but you can ex-
pect from them certain principles of thought and action which are valid regardless of 
time and place. 

  dean rusk : Th is question is directed to the policy planning staff  conferees. Were 
there any generalizations that you could take as being given within which your policy 
considerations could go forward? 

  paul nitze : Yes, we came up with many things that we thought were useful. But 
none of these were general things such as, it is a bad thing to appease. 

  robert bowie : What would it include? 
  dean rusk : Give us a sample, please. 
  paul nitze : Th ere are two diff erent categories involving the things you do with re-

spect to allies and on the other hand with the U.S.S.R. itself. (Th ree samples of analysis.) 
What do you conceive the national purpose to be? What are your intentions after you 
have found and stated them? Where does the question of degree enter in? 

  james reston : Th e Truman Doctrine stated that we thought the U.S.S.R. to be our 
enemy. It also virtually stated that we would assist  any  state which is under attack from 
without or within. What general principles are involved here? 

  arnold wolfers : Th e Truman Doctrine was supposed to be directed against any 
communist or any other kind of totalitarian form of government bent on imperialism. It 
stated that we would help any government against military attack. 

  kenneth w. thompson : Isn’t it true that the Truman Doctrine was formulated in 
highly moralistic terms in order to gain Congressional approval? 

  paul nitze : Yes it is true there was a better chance of the Truman Doctrine being 
approved by the Senate if one brought it up and identifi ed it with some moral principle. 
I objected at the time to its over-abstract terminology. After all you were at that time 
dealing with concrete problems such as Greece. I thought it unwise to make it so 
general. 

  james reston : Our defi nition of this is diff erent. Th e Truman Doctrine related spe-
cifi cally to the fact that England was pulling out of Greece. 

  kenneth w. thompson : Can we answer further DR’s question about a general 
proposition that would be acceptable to any group? Is a basic principle Walter Lippmann’s 
notion that commitments and power must be kept in balance? Have we tested this in the 
controversy about policies of containment or liberation? 

  paul nitze : Look at this business of commitments. First it is contractual, but you 
can’t look at it from this point. Your interests may be diff erent from your commitments. 

  william t. r. fox : Your propositions themselves are one of the elements that go 
into your capabilities. 

  kenneth w. thompson : Yet, if commitments exceed power, you have to increase 
your capabilities or abandon those commitments. In foreign policy how do you balance 
your interests with your commitments? You have to do something about it. 



254 appendix 1. conference on international politics

  robert bowie : Commitments and capabilities sound absolute, but actually you al-
ways have contingent elements. 

  reinhold niebuhr : No general proposition on this point is valid as Americans 
have so often assumed. 

  robert bowie : We need other kinds of general propositions which limit conditions 
which may channel the range of choice. Within the limiting conditions you have room to 
make a few things work. Th ere are intermediate stages which channel. If you push out-
side of these channels you will fall over the cliff , but within the channel you have a place 
for general propositions. 

  kenneth w. thompson : No one has claimed that general principles were strait 
jackets or comparable to laws of nature. Th ey do, however, set limits to what states can do. 

  william t. r. fox : Meeting conditions is one of the reasons that theory of interna-
tional politics does not seem to be relevant at the point of decision-making. 

  hans morgenthau : It is implicitly relevant to the decision. If you did not have 
theory, you would not have any decision at all. 

  william t. r. fox : But how is theory relevant to what American decision-makers 
do in Europe? 

  kenneth w. thompson : If all of Germany fell to the U.S.S.R., the whole balance of 
power would shift to the East. Th is is a basic political conception. 

  james reston : Would it be useful to say that we went wrong in the postwar period 
because we were willing to follow theories that were false rather than having any great 
theory or for that matter any theory at all? Have we tried to take theory too far? 

  kenneth w. thompson : Herbert Butterfi eld argues strongly along these lines. Th e 
theory which guided us before World War II was that we had not appeased enough. Th en 
came Munich and following World War II we say appeasement is the avenue to all disas-
ter. After the war we have followed just the opposite theory, one of minimizing appease-
ment and emphasizing coercion and collective action. 

  reinhold niebuhr : Action after the war came on the basis of a wrong theory. Th e 
United Nations was based on an illusion that the big powers could work together. 

  arnold wolfers : Th is country has swung from one extreme theory to another. It 
did operate on a very defi nite theory of how nations behave. From this we swung to a bal-
ance of power theory or containment. Th is particular enemy, the U.S.S.R., understands 
nothing but power. It is not that we should give up theory, but that we should revise it. 
We have to start analyzing the factors in international policy. What are the factors which 
make for reconciliation? 

  dean rusk : How is this applied to China and Formosa? Serious limitations were put 
upon the policy itself. We stated our policy and then denied ourselves the means to carry 
it out. 

  paul nitze : A theory isn’t important until it becomes an intention. 
  james reston : Th ere is a certain element of bluff  and hypocrisy in foreign policy. 
  arnold wolfers : It is not a question of “we all want security,” but what price are we 

willing to pay for it? What price glory? 
  william t. r. fox : Price means the sacrifi ce of some value. Th e concept of means in 

foreign policy implies some social value as does end. 
  robert bowie : Not everything is for sale. 
  hans morgenthau : Many possible lines of action are available for the policy-maker 

in determining how he can act rationally. You can to a limited extent overcome those 
limitations of theory by successive defi nitions or refi nements. However in reality you can 
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only rely on a series of informed hunches. You are not going to overcome it by conceptu-
alizing or other refi nements. 

  paul nitze : Th is depends upon what your assumptions are. You cannot put yourself 
in the place of Hitler’s advisors. 

  robert bowie : Hitler did rationally those things which ultimately defeated him. 
  paul nitze : Th is introduces something more than just rationality. 
  kenneth w. thompson : But what is the rational element? Any look at the choice 

Germany made, namely to fi ght on two fronts, shows that Hitler departed from a rational 
standard for Germany policy. 

  william t. r. fox : Th e job is to think of all the reasonable courses of action and 
take care of them as they follow in sequence. 

  hans morgenthau : You cannot operate under two or three policies at the same 
time. One must adapt his policies to what he decides rationally is the most likely policy 
for the opposition to follow and then make his own policy, at the same time being pre-
pared to follow the second and third policies. 

  dean rusk : You don’t want to be a prisoner of the worst possible choice. 
  arnold wolfers : One can also deal with opponents who one knows are not ratio-

nal. One can study their madness, etc. 
  robert bowie : We are mixing up three kinds of thinking. 1) We need an hypothesis 

which is specifi c, i.e., something concrete, a hypothetical situation. 2) We need a process 
of reasoning or analysis. 3) We need a theory of international relations which seems to be 
more abstract than these things. 

  hans morgenthau : A rational hypothesis is the expectation of the likely action on 
your side or on the other side. You ask yourself how a rational man acts under such cir-
cumstances, given the particular personality of the man. How is he likely to act if he is 
rational? How do all or any rational men act given the typical conditions with which 
statesmen are confronted when they make or deal with foreign policy? Any rational 
statesman, being confronted with certain contingencies, will apply the principle of bal-
ance of power, alliances, armaments, spheres of infl uence. Th is you can postulate and 
prove by a multitude of historical examples. 

  robert bowie : Where does that kind of generalization get you? RB doesn’t see that 
it gets you any further forward. 

  arnold wolfers : Other governments to the extent to which they have not gone 
over to the Communist camp will become more concerned with their security. Th ere is 
always also the possibility of revising one’s position to jump to the other side. Whether 
the loyalty to the nation state will recede, there may be a willingness to give up national 
independence for the sake of becoming part of the whole. With a proper theoretical back-
ground, attention will be drawn to individual and national peculiarities. What is the 
psychological factor in political realities, etc.? 

  hans morgenthau : You can contemplate elements in the equation. You can deter-
mine how India is going to act. India has a perennial problem of foreign policy to which 
she will react in three possible ways. A statesman functions here intuitively. 

  arnold wolfers : Th is theory is not hypothetical. It is categorical. We have no ab-
solute certainty about this; it is just common sense. As soon as you begin to talk about 
behavior, however, you are pretty safe. 

  hans morgenthau : Th en it becomes meaningless. 
  arnold wolfers : Physicists have a statement—wherever you have particles, it is 

impossible to predict. 
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  william t. r. fox : If we assume that increased knowledge gives increased insights, 
it is quite possible that two increases of insights would be running along parallel lines, so 
that your over-all capability to predict might not be so inadequate. 

  robert bowie : Th e more you enlarge our insights, the more you acknowledge your 
range of insights. 

  hans morgenthau  believes that there is a clear division as to what can and cannot 
be theoretically known. 

  arnold wolfers  thinks in terms of spectrum—that which can be known, that 
which can be known fairly well and that which can’t be known. 

  dean rusk : Is it not possible that there may be some proposition of theory that may 
be valid now which would not be valid in connection with future history, i.e., atoms, etc.? 

  paul nitze : We face our problems along a moving front. 
  james reston : It seems to me that we need the old look. We have been perhaps over-

concentrating on new weapons. Perhaps what we need is a turning back to commandoes 
and rangers. Go back to the old ways. It has been talked about, but no decisive action has 
been taken. 

  kenneth w. thompson : Is there often a lag between reality and theory? For ex-
ample, at present we assume there is a bi-polar world, but this may already have disap-
peared. Th e centers of authority are perhaps no longer solely in Moscow and Washing-
ton. Th ey may be in Tokyo, Berlin, Geneva, Seoul, etc. We cannot make everyone’s 
decisions for them as we might have in 1947. 

 Th e meeting was adjourned at 11:30  p.m.  
 Th e meeting reconvened at 9:30  a.m.  Saturday, May 8, 1954. 

 III. The Future for Theoretical Research 

  dean rusk : Could we now discuss ways or means of strengthening the fi eld? Let us put 
this question both to the teachers and practitioners. 1) What is the state of research on 
the campuses? 2) And what would you, the practitioners, like to see done? 

  arnold wolfers : I think we should perhaps start by answering the question how 
much is being done. On the undergraduate level, courses are given which proceed on a 
topical basis. Th ose using Hans Morgenthau’s textbook stress a theoretical approach. 
Th is type of approach has spread throughout the country. Many of the courses concen-
trate on international politics. Partly due to the Sprout book and the initiative of the 
Navy, much work on the undergraduate level is centered on the foundations of power. At 
the graduate level, international politics is taught on a rather high level, and new teachers 
are being produced who have been trained at this level. I think that the result has been 
that quite a group of sophisticated teachers are emerging who are showing great interest 
in the fi eld. However, the newness of the fi eld is illustrated by the fabulous lack of litera-
ture. One cannot fi nd a monograph or study which is an attempt to bring present knowl-
edge together. 

  william t. r. fox : Are you implying that what is missing is theoretical treatment of 
middle-sized problems? 

  arnold wolfers : I would say that is so. One question we have not resolved is 
should one multiply general works in this fi eld or fi nd little problems to work on, aiming 
toward an eventual over-all study? For instance, students and scholars have become in-
terested in image studies. A few have been published, but nobody has investigated them 
as to their value, so that you cannot put students on this type of work because they are 
really on their own with very little to guide them. Th ere are some image studies currently 
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underway, such as studies of Taft, Churchill, etc., which may lead to a series of implicit or 
explicit theories. When these are completed, somebody ought then to analyze them for 
clarifi cation, interrelation, etc. 

  reinhold niebuhr : Should we think of what kinds of theory studies would be most 
helpful to the American scene? All of us have our opinions. First, I would think that any 
theoretical studies solving some of the vacillation between idealism and realism would 
be of value. Th e typical realist does not recognize many of the intractable and novel ele-
ments in any situation. Analyzing the constants would frustrate both the idealists and 
the realists. Th e idealist does not recognize the constants. Any signifi cant theory would 
be one that cut both ways against the American tendency to think that history is more 
malleable than it is, or that it is characterized by universal laws. 

 Th e second set of studies would be rather appealing to the empiricists, and we do have 
the empirical tradition as well as the theoretical one. Empirical studies would be to ana-
lyze component parts, national security, power, etc. A detailed analysis of concepts into 
their component parts shows that this is a more complex thing than either the theorist or 
empiricist imagines. Historical studies of American foreign policy can be empirical in 
this sense. Th ey will dramatize the oscillation between idealism and realism. 

  hans morgenthau : To continue Dr. Niebuhr’s line of thought, one could demon-
strate the convergence of those trends and the complexity of the problems to which they 
give rise by analyzing American statesmen. Th is is the general intellectual trend that we 
are parading at Chicago in order to show not by explicit theories but by theoretical treat-
ment of historical personalities and policies what their theoretical approaches to foreign 
policy are and were. We can study idealism and realism. What is the relationship between 
them and what are the decisive elements which make them diff erent. What were the tragic 
choices in Lincoln’s political life? Or John Adams or John Q. Adams? What are the infl u-
ences of theory today on the American scene? I would guess that one can infl uence Ameri-
can thinking better by applying theory to the study of history than by pure theory. 

 However, there are three main obstacles to the development of academic interest in a 
theoretical treatment of international politics. Th ey are: 1) Th e current events approach 
to international relations which, of course, is intellectually the easiest approach. 2) Th e 
greatest present pitfall is the general social science tendency toward a particular concep-
tion of what is scientifi c. Everything qualifi es as scientifi c that can be described in a par-
ticular social science jargon or pressed into a social science conceptual framework. Ev-
erything that cannot is not scientifi c and hence inferior. Th is tendency to identify theory 
with a particular type of social science has inhibited progress in the development of 
theory and general interest in a theory of international relations. 3) You have the ten-
dency toward eclecticism which is the exact opposite of theory. You regard as belonging 
to international relations everything that transcends national boundaries. You then put 
everything into a bag and shake well and the only common requirement is that a thing 
transcend national boundaries. Th is becomes disconnected material. Th ere is no concep-
tual framework. You have fi rst to realize what particular trends oppose theory before you 
can start making theoretical concerns more fruitful and generally acceptable in the aca-
demic fi eld. 

  dean rusk : Does all this mean that a theorist is more or less indiff erent to the work 
of the social scientist? What standards would theory have to use? 

  hans morgenthau : He does not need to be. Th e social scientist should be able to 
help the theorist to a very large extent. Th e scientifi c approach, however, must be con-
tained within very narrow limits, e.g., where you can measure voting behavior, opinion 
polls, etc., where you have clearly established mechanical patterns. 
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  reinhold niebuhr : Th e social scientists have been clearly infl uenced by Freudian-
ism, e.g., in UNESCO a study of human aggressiveness. Basically this is one of the crucial 
problems in international relations and in social sciences, namely, the dominant ap-
proach which stands for reducing historical realities to a biological level, as against pure 
natural realities. 

  dean rusk  recalls in the State Department reading theoretical statements coming in 
from outside and thinking that the statements might be all very well, but they did not 
seem to have much to do with the kinds of things that he had to deal with. Somewhere 
between Hans Morgenthau’s theory and Reinhold Niebuhr’s there must be some kind of 
middle ground. 

  arnold wolfers : I take my hat off  to American social scientists as opposed to 
European social scientists. (Th at is, with respect to the kind of studies they turn out.) 
Europeans generalize about the nature and dignity of man and how man is being 
treated. In this country they set out to see whether this is so. With regard to the prob-
lems of wages, etc., in plants, the social scientists in the U.S.A. take the time to go out 
and get the workers’ opinions and therefore they get results. People in Asia are in revolt 
because of something. Some people in America say let’s go out and see what it is. What 
they often fi nd is a minority in charge. In international relations we cannot go out into 
the fi eld, but when you study individual statesmen, you have verifi cation. Lasswell made 
some interesting studies about the symbols within a nation. Are people becoming more 
or less nationalistic? 

  william t. r. fox : We can point to qualitative content analysis, when there is no 
point or chance of being quantitative, e.g., Berelson. 

  hans morgenthau:  Th ere is the problem of what words mean and what they rep-
resent. Th ere is a real question of what you can draw from qualitative word meaning. We 
are faced with the frequency with which certain words are used. You might well fi nd, for 
example, that the use in society of certain words with religious connotation does not at 
all indicate any amount of religious devotion, but exactly the opposite. It may indicate a 
once devout religious society whose religion is in decline. Th is kind of effi  ciency in the 
counting of words is useless if there is no theory behind it. It is more than a mere techni-
cal question as to whether much useful knowledge can come out of counting words, be-
cause behind these technical procedures there is a theory as to what words mean and 
what conclusions you can draw by the quantitative examination of words and what is 
meant by the words. Th eory without verifi cation is metaphysics, but empiricism without 
theory is aimless. 

  arnold wolfers  agrees 100 percent with Hans Morgenthau, that good theory is 
served by good verifi cation. 

  hans morgenthau:  Th e breakdown of words does not tell you anything. 
  william t. r. fox:  I would be a little bearish about the argument that a certain type 

of data collection is necessarily useless or meaningless. No method all by itself will give 
you anything. Having some system for collecting data, could give you organized data in 
semi-statistical form with a meaning that could then be argued about. It probably would 
mean something. 

  hans morgenthau:  Data collecting is meaningless if there is no theory behind it to 
give it meaning. 

  reinhold niebuhr:  Th e theory behind data collecting may be the wrong theory. 
You need more and more empiricism to break down propositions which are not true. Yet 
some American social scientists deny they have any theory at all. 
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  kenneth w. thompson:  An invalid theory coupled with the concealment of its 
assumptions makes the problem more diffi  cult. Some students claim there are no 
assumptions. 

  paul nitze:  Suppose the presupposition guiding a project assumes that you are deal-
ing with individuals who are biological. Th e implicitness of this presupposition is the 
more dangerous because it is never advanced as a presupposition, but is advanced as a 
guide for study. Current threads in theory began with Descartes; we have had a dogma 
that poses for a description of empiricism. If literature is historical, this forces it out of 
the realm of historical empiricism. 

  arnold wolfers:  You have to presuppose the rational man. 
  reinhold niebuhr:  You have to presuppose the individual man who is precondi-

tioned by his historical conditions. You can verify it as exactly as a social scientists does 
and as clearly as a natural scientist can. 

  kenneth w. thompson:  Th e inhibition to theory has something to do with the 
great respect of social scientists for the man who has no theory. If you say you want to 
begin examining a particular problem like power, it is oftentimes said that your answers 
and conclusions are prejudged by the fact that you want to study something in particular. 
Some people hold that one group of students begin with a blank slate and another group 
starting with a theory or general interest is dogma bound. 

  reinhold niebuhr:  If you say metaphysics, then you are assuming that history 
moves by actualizing facts. Metaphysics raises the whole specter of Toynbee. Metaphys-
ics bedevils the historical scene. History is a realm of drama. 

  paul nitze:  People shy away from the metaphysical. Urge that they don’t. Dulles’ 
January 12th speech is a good example. 

  hans morgenthau:  Dulles’ January 12th speech is a classic example of the enor-
mous diffi  culties you have in understanding international relations because you do not 
know what the speech means. 

  paul nitze:  Th is is not so. Anybody could see what Dulles’ speech meant. 
  arnold wolfers:  It is important that we realize that evaluating theoretical propo-

sitions is in itself a very diffi  cult task. In a way they are drawn out of impressionistic veri-
fi cation. Can we gain more by knowing more about it? We play hunches. It is not always 
necessary to go into tremendous fi eld studies. 

  hans morgenthau:  Th e trouble with such a fi eld study as one might do in France 
is that the ambiguities you fi nd on the theoretical level are bound to reappear when you 
try to interpret the empirical material. For example, today there are always doubts about 
the way the French people are going to go. You may refi ne and quantify the results, but I 
am afraid you can never resolve them. 

  paul nitze:  In fi nding out what fi elds are profi table to explore and bringing together 
hypothetical propositions that would really test your theoretical structure, you have not 
got a theoretical structure or several structures which are reasonable. Th ey will break 
down. Th e great lack today is in a theoretical development which is adequately complex 
for the study of today’s knowledge, so that it can be tested with whatever techniques are 
available and relevant. 

  william t. r. fox:  Th ere are among us several diff erent kinds of theory. When the 
foundations decided to encourage area studies, this did not represent the acceptance of a 
theoretical proposition of a rather high order. For the student of international relations, 
the information was collected area by area and the job of the student of international re-
lations comes in coordinating it. Th e principal approach, in contrast to area approach, 
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was to fi nd out how states behave. All by itself, however, it may overstress the uniformities 
and some of the signifi cant uniquenesses will slip by (cf. pattern approach). Data have 
been collected whose object is to illuminate uniquenesses rather than the uniformities. 
How are we going to reduce the frequency of war in our state system? How can we pre-
dict in order to confound our predictions? 

  reinhold niebuhr  thinks what Mr. Fox is saying about international relations is 
what anyone would say about any kind of historical studies. Th e framework of inquiry 
determines to a certain degree what you will fi nd. Th is poses very great problems of veri-
fi cations of complexities. 

  don k. price:  All sciences proceed by testing their collection of specifi c data. It is 
not by this that you distinguish the social sciences from natural sciences. 

  arnold wolfers:  In a sense one can say you are always guessing. We never have 
absolute knowledge of anything. A hypothesis means that there is an element of guessing 
in everything. We can improve the guesses, and we can get some verifi cations. 

  william t. r. fox:  In the short-run the practitioner today is superior. Th e academi-
cian in the middle or long-run may have something more to say, however. 

  dean rusk:  Maybe many of these empirical studies we have been talking about are 
historical studies. How many governments instruct their delegates at the United Nations? 

  hans morgenthau:  It is important to know what the relation between the govern-
ment and its representatives in the United Nations is. It is important from the theoretical 
point of view in that it throws light on the United Nations. From a practical standpoint 
you can learn which delegate to collar the morning of the vote. 

  don k. price:  Th e Stein Group at Princeton is working with problems such as this. 
  arnold wolfers:  In what way have we decided that the theory, which we have now, 

is important? 
  dean rusk:  Is the fi eld of theory suitable for the type of training by the Ph.D. route? 
  arnold wolfers:  Economists do this. 
  hans morgenthau:  A number of my students are working on Ph.D. theses dealing 

with the theory of international relations, with regard to certain statesmen, but I am 
skeptical about pure theoretical studies on the Ph.D. level. 

  dean rusk:  If a person wants to work in international relations on a totally creative 
level on his Ph.D., can he? 

  reinhold niebuhr:  As long as you work over a body of historical material and 
come to grips with other peoples’ ideas, you can produce your own theory, although the 
intervention of verifi cation is evident in all the humanities. I get so many questionnaires 
that I throw most of them out. 

  arnold wolfers:  Some of the Yale students feel that they cannot devote their the-
sis to creative theory work, but should choose something which can be marketed. 

  dean rusk:  What about theory produced by senior men with long public or private 
careers? Learned Hand quit being a judge and became a philosopher. 

  arnold wolfers:  Everybody really has something that he wants to produce. Th ere 
is the problem of men who are about to retire. Teaching on the whole depreciates after a 
certain age. Th ere should be more opportunity for research after retirement. Most of 
AW’s colleagues do not feel that they can aff ord to retire to pure scholarship. 

  reinhold niebuhr : Th ere would only be a small number to whom you would want 
to give this kind of aid and there would only be a small amount of creative work resulting. 
John Hay Whitney and Guggenheim off er something along this line. 

  arnold wolfers:  Universities appoint research professors; you should perhaps 
give funds to the university. 
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  reinhold niebuhr  suggests help to young men at the assistant professor level. Th is 
is a very productive level at which to work. 

  dean rusk:  Publications. To what extent do you have the impression that there are 
notable contributions that do not get published? 

  arnold wolfers:  Surely all dissertations do not get published. Only in history do 
they get published. 

  dean rusk : Is there a series of volumes where articles or monographs could be 
published? 

  hans morgenthau:  Commercial publishing houses do not like to take the risk. 
  deak rusk : Do you have to go out and get articles to fi ll up  World Politics?  
  william t. r. fox:  It is dangerous to do so. Th e answer to the question is, I think, 

“No.” 
  hans morgenthau : Articles represent an area where it is diffi  cult. An article which 

is not on the highest level of theory but on a lower level is diffi  cult to publish. On the 
popular level, it is possible to get a slightly lower level of theory published, e.g.,  New 
Republic.  

  reinhold niebuhr : I would like to say something about the baneful eff ects of the 
fact that university presses have ceased to be university presses and have become com-
mercial houses. University presses want to know what the possibility of making money 
on the project is. It is now more diffi  cult to publish really learned works here than in any 
other country in the world. Due to the rise in prices these presses must have a guarantee 
of 5,000 copies to make it economically feasible. Would the undergirding of publications 
be a worthwhile project for foundations? 

  arnold wolfers : Th e same problem applies to translations; e.g., translation and 
publication of Meinecke would be invaluable but the only publishing house that would 
undertake it is a British house. 

  kenneth w. thompson : We have talked about four kinds of theory: 1) normative 
theory—here well-known people can publish, but young men would not have the same 
chance; 2) the general type of theory—here the market is better; 3) descriptive theory or 
theory as a basis for action—there is not much outlet for this anywhere; 4) more rigorous 
empirical scientifi c theory—I think  World Politics  has done a great service for this type 
of writing. 

  dean rusk : Th e potential costs in this fi eld are very great. We have kept publishing 
subsidies down to cases where the Foundation is supporting an ongoing research pro-
gram. We would like to raise the question of the usefulness of seminars, meetings, etc., 
among scholars. We have felt in the past that in order to be a success, the participants in 
such meetings must be dedicated to the topic of the meeting. If it is vital that a certain 
group get together, then it becomes more interesting as far as the Foundation is 
concerned. 

  arnold wolfers : Many people who are out in the woods, particularly those not on 
the east coast would be keen on an idea that would bring them together. 

  william t. r. fox : Meetings without an agenda—do you need a frame of reference 
for a continuation of meetings? Or is the work so primitive that we might well have a se-
ries of meetings to be defi ned? 

  reinhold niebuhr : You need a rather specifi c topic and specifi c topics for papers. 
You should not bring people together without having them contribute papers, etc. 

  william t. r. fox : What about communication among scholars? If you had six or 
eight people with suffi  cient common interest and if they were at the seminar stage in 
preparation of research, perhaps this type of meeting might be a constructive way to get 
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them together. Th ere must be a focus to such meetings. Submitting their own work for 
discussion and possible revision would be very creative. 

  dean rusk : Should we gather people together for a month in the summer? 
  hans morgenthau:  Such a meeting should have a focus. 
  dean rusk : Is there any point in having facilities in Washington where scholars 

could come any time they wished for study and discussion? 
  arnold wolfers : Th is might create demands on the people’s time here in 

Washington. 
  paul nitze : I think you have to refi ne your work down to specifi c material before you 

can get people interested. 
 Th e meeting was adjourned at 12:00 noon. 
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 APPENDIX  

 THE THEORETICAL AND PR AC TICAL IMPORTANCE OF 
A THEORY OF IN TERNATIONAL REL ATIONS 

 hans j .  morgenthau 

 The case for a theory of international relations must be made on three grounds: 
its justifi cation as such, its uses, and its content. In other words, three questions 
must be answered: Is a theory of international relations possible? Is it useful? 

And what ought its content to be? 

 i. 
 Th at men throughout the ages have thought little of a theory of international relations is 
borne out by the fact that but rarely an attempt to develop such a theory has been made; 
as rare instances of such attempts, Kautilya and Machiavelli come to mind. Men have 
generally dealt with international relations on one of three levels, all alien to theory: his-
tory, reform, or pragmatic manipulation. Th at is to say, they have endeavored to detect 
the facts and meaning of international relations through the knowledge of the past; or 
they have tried to devise a pattern of international relations more in keeping with an ab-
stract ideal than the empirical one; or they have sought to meet the day-to-day issues of 
international relations by trial and error. 

 Yet each of these approaches presupposes, and in actuality reveals, a theoretical con-
ception of what international relations are all about, however fragmentary, implicit, and 
unavowed such a theoretical conception may be. In historians with a philosophic bent, 
such as Th ucydides and Ranke, the history of foreign policy appears as a mere demon-
stration of certain theoretical assumptions which are always present beneath the surface 
of historic events to provide the standards for their selection and to give them meaning. 
In such historians of international relations, theory is like the skeleton which, invisible to 
the naked eye, gives form and function to the body. What distinguishes such a history of 
international relations from a theory is not so much its substance as its form. Th e histo-
rian presents his theory in the form of a historical recital, using the historic sequence of 
events as demonstration of his theory. Th e theoretician, dispensing with the historical 
recital, makes the theory explicit and uses historic facts in bits and pieces to demonstrate 
his theory. 

 What holds true of the historian of international relations applies also to the reformer. 
He is, as it were, a “forward-looking” theoretician. His scheme of reform provides an ex-
plicit theory of what international relations ought to be, derived from an explicit or implicit 
theory of what international relations actually are. What has prevented William Penn, 
the Abbé de St. Pierre, or contemporary World Federalists from developing a complete 
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theory of international relations is their primary concern with practical reform rather 
than the absence of theoretical elements in their thinking. 

 It is this same practical concern which has prevented the practitioners of interna-
tional relations from developing an explicit theory of what they are doing. Even a per-
functory perusal of the speeches, state papers, and memoirs of such divers types of 
statesmen as Bismarck, Churchill, Stalin, and Wilson shows that their relationship to 
theory is even closer than we found that of the historian to be. For the great statesman 
diff ers from the run-of-the-mill diplomatist and politician exactly in that he is able to 
see the issues confronting him as special cases of general—that is, theoretical—proposi-
tions. Here again it is not the substance of his thinking but the form in which it mani-
fests itself which distinguishes the statesman from the theoretician of international re-
lations. Here again it is his practical concerns, not his alienation from theory as such 
which prevents him from becoming a theoretician. Yet it illuminates the theoretical es-
sence of the statesman’s thinking that whenever practical concerns receded into the 
background or seemed best to be served by theoretical considerations, the four great 
statesmen mentioned above naturally transformed themselves from practitioners into 
theoreticians, making explicit in systematic or aphoristic form the theoretical founda-
tions of their statecraft. 

 While these considerations establish the case for the possibility and even the necessity 
of theoretical understanding of international relations, they do not establish the case for 
an explicit systematic theory of international relations. What has stood in the way of the 
development of such a theory in the past is the same formidable diffi  culty which has 
frustrated the attempts to develop a theory of history and of politics in general: the am-
biguity of the material with which the theoretician must deal. Th is material consists of 
events which are, on the one hand, unique occurrences that happened in this way only 
once and never before or since. As such, they are beyond the grasp of theory. On the 
other hand, these same events are also specifi c instances of general propositions, and it is 
only as such that they are susceptible to theoretical understanding. It is the task of theory 
to detect in the welter of the unique facts of experiences that which is uniform, similar, 
and typical. It is its task to reduce the facts of experience to more specifi c instances of 
general propositions, to detect behind them the general laws to which they owe their 
existence and which determine their development. 

 Yet where is the line to be drawn between the unique and the general in that sphere of 
experience which we call international relations? Two events in this sphere may be alike 
in certain respects; they will never be alike in all respects. How do the diff erences be-
tween the two situations infl uence the validity of the theoretical proposition which we 
might have developed from one of them? We might have learned from one situation that 
it is wrong to make concessions to an imperialistic nation or to intervene in a war be-
tween two other nations. Obviously, it cannot follow that one ought never to make con-
cessions to an imperialistic nation nor intervene in a war between two other nations. A 
theoretical proposition is correct only under the assumption that all the relevant ele-
ments in the situation which have given rise to it are present in another situation and that 
no new circumstances are intervening, modifying their relevance. But how do we know 
with any degree of certainty which elements in the fi rst situation are relevant to the theo-
retical proposition, whether these elements are present in the second situation, and what 
new elements in the second situation counteract the others? Here we can only play by ear, 
and must be satisfi ed with a series of hunches which may or may not turn out to be 
correct. 
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 A theory of international relations must, then, guard against the temptation to take 
itself too seriously and to neglect the ambiguities which call it into question at every 
turn. A theory of international relations which yielded to that temptation would become 
a metaphysics, superimposing a logically coherent intellectual scheme upon a reality 
which falls far short of such coherence. A theory of international relations, to be theoreti-
cally valid, must build into its theoretical structure, as it were, those very qualifi cations 
which limit its theoretical validity and practical usefulness. 

 ii. 
 What makes a theory of international relations possible in spite of the ambiguities of its 
subject matter is the rationality in which both the mind of the observer and the object of 
observation, that is, international relations partake. Foreign policy is pursued by rational 
men who pursue certain rational interests with rational means. Th e observer, however 
handicapped by the ambiguities referred to above, is able, by virtue of his own rationality, 
to retrace the steps which foreign policy has taken in the past and to anticipate those it 
will take in the future. Knowing that behind these steps there is a rational mind like his 
own, the observer can put himself into the place of the statesman—past, present, or 
future—and think as he had thought or is likely to think. Th is rationality, which the ob-
server of the international scene and that scene have in common, makes both the history 
and practice of foreign policy possible. It also makes a theory of international relations 
possible. 

 A theory of international relations is a rationally ordered summary of all the rational 
elements which the observer has found in the subject matter. Such a theory is a kind of 
rational outline of international relations, a map of the international scene. Such a map 
does not give us a complete description of the landscape as it is at a particular historic 
moment. It rather gives us the main features of its geography which are not aff ected by 
historic change. Such a map then will tell us what are the rational possibilities for travel 
from one spot on the map to another, and which road is most likely to be taken by certain 
travelers under certain conditions. Th us it imparts a measure of rational order to the 
observing mind and, by doing so, establishes one condition for successful action. 

 A theory of international relations must be conscious of the fact that foreign policy is 
defl ected from its rational course by errors of judgment and emotional preferences, the 
latter especially where foreign policy is conducted under the conditions of democratic 
control. A theory of international relations, by the very fact of painting a rational picture 
of the international scene, points to the contrast between what the international scene 
actually is and what it tends to be, but can never completely become. Th e diff erences be-
tween the empirical reality of international relations and a theory of international rela-
tions is like the diff erence between a photograph and a painted portrait. Th e photograph 
shows everything that can be seen by the naked eye. Th e painted portrait does not show 
everything that can be seen by the naked eye, but it shows one thing that the naked eye 
cannot see: the human essence of the person portrayed. Th us a theory of international 
relations must seek to depict the rational essence of its subject matter. 

 By doing so, a theory of international relations cannot help implying that the rational 
elements of international relations are superior in value to the contingent ones and that 
they are so in two respects. Th ey are so in view of the theoretical understanding which 
the theory seeks; for its very possibility and the extent to which it is possible depends 
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upon the rationality of its subject matter. A theory of international relations must value 
that rational nature of its subject matter also for practical reasons. It must assume that a 
rational foreign policy is of necessity a good foreign policy; for only such a policy mini-
mizes risks and maximizes benefi ts and, hence, complies both with the moral precept of 
prudence and the political requirement of success. A theory of international relations 
must want the photographic picture of the international scene to resemble as much as 
possible its painted portrait. 

 Hence a theory of international relations presents not only a guide to understanding, 
but also an idea for action. It presents a map of the international scene not only in order 
to understand what that scene is like, but also in order to show the shortest and safest 
road to a given objective. Th e use of theory, then, is not limited to rational explanation 
and anticipation. A theory of international relations also contains a normative element. 

 iii. 
 Th e content of such a theory of international relations is not to be determined a priori 
and in the abstract. A theory is a tool for understanding. Its purpose is to bring order and 
meaning to a mass of phenomena which without it would remain disconnected and un-
intelligible. Its content, then, must be determined by the intellectual interest of the ob-
server. What is it we want to know about international relations? What concerns us most 
about them? What questions do we want a theory of international relations to answer? 
Th e replies to these three questions determine the content of theory, and the replies may 
well diff er not only from one period of history to another, but also from one contempora-
neous group of observers to the other. 

 Hypothetically one can imagine as many theories of international relations as there 
are legitimate intellectual perspectives from which to approach the international scene. 
But in a particular culture and a particular period of history there is likely to be one per-
spective which for theoretical and practical reasons takes precedence over the others. In 
the culture and period of history in which we are living, the focus of intellectual interest 
is obviously directed towards the political aspects of international relations. Th is being 
so, a theory of international relations must focus upon these political elements, and its 
organizing principle ought to be that social confi guration which constitutes the distinc-
tive characteristic of the political sphere: the struggle for power. 

 Th is is not the place to develop a systematic outline of a theory of international rela-
tions built around this concept. It is only by way of example that attention is called to a 
number of issues with which such a theory must come to terms. 

  1. Th e nature, purposes, and limits of a theory of international relations. 
  2. Th e nature of man. 
  3. Th e nature of power, its constant and changing elements. 
  4. Th e manifestations of the struggle for power on the international scene. 
  5. Th e problem and elements of national power. 
  6. Th e concept of the national interest, its constant and changing elements. 
  7. Th e problem of nationalism and national sovereignty. 
  8. Th e problem of balance of power, its constant and changing aspects. 
  9. Th e limitations on the struggle for power, actual and potential. 
  10. Th e problem of international morality. 
  11. Th e infl uence of the modern technology of warfare upon international relations. 
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  12. Th e struggle for the minds of men as a new dimension of international politics. 
  13. Th e relations between international politics and military strategy. 
  14. Foreign policy and domestic politics. 
  15. Th e democratic control of foreign policy. 
  16. Th e problem of diplomacy. 
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 THE MOR AL ISSUE IN 
IN TERNATIONAL REL ATIONS 

 reinhold niebuhr 

 The moral issue is so persistently raised, both in the theory and in the practical 
conduct of international aff airs, not only because men honestly seek to do the 
right in their collective, as well as in their individual, life; but because they cannot 

follow their interest without claiming to do so in obedience to some general scheme of 
values. Since they are more inclined to follow their own interests in collective than in indi-
vidual behavior, the moral pretension plays a very large part in politics, particularly in in-
ternational politics. Th is is why the alleged father of modern political realism and cynicism, 
Machiavelli, made the pretension of moral aims a part of the science of politics even though 
he offi  cially disavowed the reality of genuine moral motives in the life of the nation. 

 Moral questions assume moral criteria, by which we measure good and evil. Despite 
the perennial debate upon the question of the source and content of moral standards, we 
need not be detained too long on this question, because only the strictest Aristotelians 
will defi ne the good as conformity to a pre-established ontological pattern of being. In 
social ethics at least, the freedom of man and the consequently wide variety of historic 
and dramatic patterns and confi gurations which he is able to elaborate, makes it neces-
sary to have a more fl exible defi nition of the good. It is usually defi ned tentatively in the 
phrase of Santayana as “the harmony of the whole which does not destroy the vitality of 
the parts.” Th is defi nition excludes all tyrannically enforced harmonies and makes free-
dom to assert the unique vitality of each part, the criterion of moral value. It does not 
however, provide for discrimination between the interests of various members or parts of 
the whole, so that one member be not unduly sacrifi ced for another in the inevitable sub-
ordination of one to another, which is a necessity of the organization of any community, 
national or international. We thus arrive at a defi nition of the good for man’s togetherness 
which makes justice, informed by the transcendent principles of liberty and equality, the 
criterion of morality. It is the practically unanimously accepted criterion, at least in the 
Western world, as informed by Hebraic and classical standards. It must be added that 
equality and liberty are only regulative principles of justice; community is not possible 
without a certain degree of subordination of one member to another, and without a 
modicum of coercion. Th erefore liberty and equality are not simple possibilities but only 
regulative principles. Naturally the debate on how much or how little of either subordi-
nation or coercion is necessary or desirable is endless. 

 Political morality contains an inevitable ambiguity because the factors of interest and 
power, which are regarded as an irrelevance in pure morality, must be at least tentatively 
admitted to the realm of social morality. Self-interest may be a source of discord ultimately; 
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but it is tentatively necessary to prevent the harmony of the whole from destroying the 
vitality of the parts. In similar fashion, granted the persistence of individual and collec-
tive interest, power, despite its dangers, must be admitted tentatively both to assure a 
proper counterweight against power in the interest of justice; and to provide for the coer-
cion which is necessary for the order of the community. Th is moral ambiguity is raised to 
a special height in the morality of international relations because the rational commu-
nity is so large and imposing, from the viewpoint of the individual, that it constantly 
makes claims upon his conscience, according to which its good is the end of the moral 
question. In the words of Hegel, the nation represents “concrete universality” for the in-
dividual. It is however more obvious in this day of international interdependence than 
ever before, that this is not so, for both the individual and the nation must face the more 
ultimate question, how the good of the nation may fi t into a more general and universal 
scheme of value. 

 Th e force of “alter-egoism” is however so strong on the national level that it is almost 
universally recognized that a nation cannot simply espouse a more universal value at the 
expense of its interests. Th e highest morality possible for nations seems to be, not a sac-
rifi ce of its interests, but a prudent self-interest, which knows how to fi nd the point of 
concurrence between its interests and the more universal interest. 

 Th is proposition is generally recognized by all sophisticated observers of national be-
havior. Th e moral problem in international relations would thus seem to be above debate. 
But a closer analysis of the facts reveals two very grave moral questions even if these facts 
be accepted: 

 A) Is not a consistent emphasis upon the national interest as self-defeating in national, 
as in individual life? Does not a nation, concerned too much with its own interests defi ne 
those interests so narrowly and so immediately (as for instance in terms of military secu-
rity) that the interests and securities which depend upon common devotion to principles 
of justice and upon established mutualities in a community of nations, are sacrifi ced? To 
obviate this peril we may have to make more rigorous distinctions between what is pos-
sible for governments and what is possible for nations. Perhaps the situation is that a 
government cannot morally transcend what the nation regards as its interests. But it 
would be fatal for the security of the nation if some loyalties beyond its interests were not 
operative in its moral life to prevent the national interest from being conceived in too 
narrow and self-defeating terms. 

 B) Th e second question arises from the fact of moral pretension which plays an even 
larger part in the life of nations than in the life of individuals. Th e same nation which 
insists on the one hand that it cannot act beyond its interests, claims, as soon as it acts, 
that it has acted, not out of self-interest but in obedience to some higher claim of “civili-
zation” or “justice.” How shall we deal with these claims? We had an amusing illustration 
of the problem at the beginning of the war. A British minister, seeking to honor us, 
declared upon our entry into the war that we had never been neutral since our loyalty to 
the principles of a democratic civilization had thrown the weight of our sympathies on the 
anti-Nazi side. Th is compliment was embarrassing since the Administration was under 
criticism by our isolationists and nationalists for having dragged us into the war against 
our interests. Secretary Hull therefore demanded and received an apology from the bewil-
dered British minister. 

 Th e problem comes to us in another form in the operations of the Marshall Plan, as 
indeed in the whole exercise of our hegemony in an impoverished world. Despite the 
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strong emphasis upon national interest we have been inclined to claim more benevolence 
for our policies than they deserve. We have thus aroused the resentments of people already 
inclined to criticism by their envy of our power and wealth. Particularly in France, we have 
been accused of compounding the sin of imperialism with the sin of hypocrisy. Th ough the 
exercise of our hegemony is a splendid example of the application of a wise self-interest 
when informed by loyalty to principles, transcending national interests, it is important not 
to claim too much for the moral quality of our policies. Th is is the more true since some of 
our “benevolence” is prompted, not so much by concern for the health of the free world but 
by reluctance to open American markets to a genuinely reciprocal trade. 

 Th is issue proves that the problem of moral pretension is a very basic one in interna-
tional relations. We will be accused of hypocrisy by the world as the British were before 
us. We will resent this charge. But it will be at least partly true. We must learn how to 
moderate our moral pretensions. But those who criticize us must learn that hypocrisy is 
an inevitable byproduct in the life of any nation which has some loyalty to moral princi-
ples, but whose actions do not fully conform to those principles. Th e price of eliminating 
these hypocrisies entirely is to sink into a consistent cynicism in which moral principles 
are not operative at all. On this point the contrast between the British and the Germans 
is instructive. Th e British could crown their hypocrisies by Lionel Curtis’s book  Civitas 
Dei , in which the British Empire is absurdly equated with the kingdom of God. Th e Ger-
mans were naturally scornful of the pretensions but they ended by trying to build an 
empire which was clearly of the devil. One could make similar comparisons between the 
inevitable pretensions involved in our failure to realize the “American dream” in our race 
relations, so poignantly described in Myrdal’s  American Dilemma,  and the consistent 
realism and unhypocritical cruelty of the South African approach to this problem. 

 Th ese considerations must persuade one that the moral issue in international relations 
consists as much in moderating moral pretensions as in establishing moral norms for 
man’s collective life. Th e continued ambivalence of all men toward these two issues, claim-
ing in one moment that a nation has no obligation beyond its interests and in the next mo-
ment that it is loyal to obligations without consideration for its interests. Th is ambivalence 
is very revealing about the moral anguish of modern man amidst the political issues of his 
collective life. 

 Recently the distinguished Cambridge historian, Herbert Butterfi eld, has analyzed the 
moral issue in international relations in such a way in his  Christianity, Diplomacy and 
War  as to regard the element of moral pretension as a more persistent cause of confl ict 
between nations than the competition between frankly avowed national interests. It is 
Butterfi eld’s thesis that in the absence of an authentic religion, which regards all men and 
nations as falling short before an ultimate divine judgment, political causes have gener-
ated moral pretensions of religious proportions. Th ese self-righteous claims make for 
unlimited and irreconcilable wars. Butterfi eld describes the present “cold war” as a ten-
sion between “two organized systems of self-righteousness.” Th us he accuses a “Chris-
tian” and “democratic” civilization of the same monstrous pretensions as a system in-
formed by an idolatrous religion. Th e point is worth making provisionally because it calls 
attention to the peril of pretentious claims and the tendency toward unlimited wars in 
the modern period, precisely because the moral claims are made too unqualifi edly on 
each side. Th e argument rather supports George Kennan’s thesis that regard for the na-
tional interest can be more wise, because more moderate, than modern moralism in 
democratic policies. 

 But Butterfi eld betrays the animus of European neutralism and incidentally the failing 
of all religious humility, which is too intent on proving all causes to be equally dubious in 
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the ultimate instance. He makes the embattled causes equally ambiguous in the immedi-
ate instance by the doubtful expedient of defi ning the cruelty of communism as nothing 
but the extremism of all revolutionary movements, which will abate as the revolution 
spends itself. Th us he obscures the permanent source of cruelty in a false religious politi-
cal totalitarianism and eff aces a very valid distinction between a free or open society and 
a tyrannical one. Th is proves that it is as necessary to make moral distinctions in political 
issues as it is to moderate the moral pretensions of each contestant. 

 It is signifi cant that the moral issue in international relations should reveal itself in the 
two dimensions. Th e two questions: A) should the nation be bound by moral principles?; 
and B) how can the nation be prevented from claiming too much moral virtue for its ac-
tions? prove the ambiguity in which the actions of nations are enveloped. It must be ob-
served in conclusion that a full consideration of the problem which is exhibited in the 
moral pretensions of nations leads us beyond the moral issues, and raises wider questions 
about the relation of political theory in the practice of statesmen in contemporary Amer-
ica. For moral pretension is but one aspect of the general inclination of modern men, who 
are undoubtedly agents in history, to forget that they are also creatures in the very his-
torical process in which they must take responsible action. 

 Refusal to admit the moral ambiguity, and the very tentative character of any nation’s 
virtue is one form of this blindness. Th e realistic statesman, intent upon the national se-
curity who advises his nation that “there is nothing which America cannot do if we ap-
proach our problem with suffi  cient vigor,” exhibits another form of this blindness, par-
ticularly dangerous to a nation which faces the paradox that it is less master of its own 
fate in the day of its supreme power than in the day of its impotence. 

 But the statesmen are relatively free of this blindness, compared with the prevailing 
social science of our day, which insists that the historical realm is analogous to the realm 
of nature; and that the proper “scientifi c technics” can assure men mastery over their 
historical fate, as complete as their previous mastery over nature. Fortunately, the politi-
cal sciences are less infected by this illusion than sociology, for instance. But they are 
suffi  ciently infected to make many of their studies irrelevant to the practice of statecraft 
in a day, in which the watchword must be “suffi  cient unto the day is the evil thereof.” In 
other words the paramount problem for contemporary study of international relations is 
to supplant the illusions which we have inherited from the French Enlightenment and 
which are most characteristically expressed in the infl uence of Auguste Comte upon our 
social thought, with the wisdom of an Edmund Burke (and, one might add, of a Winston 
Churchill). Th is basic problem of political philosophy must be solved before political 
theory can become relevant to the issues which the statesmen of our nation face. 
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 APPENDIX  

 IN TERNATIONAL REL ATIONS THEORY AND 
AREAS OF CHOICE IN FOREIGN POLIC Y 

 william t. r .  fox 

 The apparent chaos of interstate relations in a multiple-sovereignty system can 
be “ordered” in a variety of ways by disciplined and disinterested observers. 
Some observers see regularities in the behavior of the states they are observing 

which permit them to theorize about the behavior of states in general, e.g., “All states 
seek to maximize their power positions.” Others are able to explain the cycles of victory 
and defeat which various states have experienced in terms of key relationships, e.g., that 
between the “haves” and the “have nots” or that between “land power” and “sea power” or 
the struggle over some key area, the “Rimland,” for example. Others leave questions of 
state motivation to one side and concern themselves solely with explanations for power 
diff erentials between states. No one of these approaches is more theoretical than an-
other. None of them is necessarily incompatible with any other. What kind of abstraction 
is useful depends on the intellectual operation in which one is engaged. 

 Cartographers understand that no one fl at map can be accurate as to more than one of 
the following: areas, directions, shapes. A globe sacrifi ces no two of these to the third, 
but it is incapable of showing detail and is of little use for navigation or geological sur-
veys, for example. Th e analogy to international relations theory here suggested by car-
tography may be pertinent and exact. 

 No one theory may be equally accurate in explaining the cycle of peace and war, the 
rise and fall of great states, the extent to which the future is already implicit in the past, 
why certain states are “great powers,” and so forth. A “globe” theory which compre-
hended all these might not be of very much use in understanding, for example, how 
Western diplomacy has in our century sought to avoid having to deal with a Russo-Ger-
man coalition. Th eories of less architectonic proportions might be more useful in ex-
plaining this particular uniformity of state behavior, although of little use in some other 
context. 

 A theory which explains why States A, B, C . . . were strong and J, K, L . . . were not has 
its role, particularly if strength and/or weakness is really explained. While useful, it 
would have the same limited usefulness as the anthropologist’s conception of a “pecking 
order” in indigenous cultures. It explains who has what—e.g., “status is measured by the 
number of cattle one owns”—but not who gets what, i.e., what qualities cause one’s herd 
of cattle to grow and his fellow’s to shrink. A conception of a pecking order in our state 
system is useful if one is seeking to explain the behavior of states in a state system at 
any given time or within a time period too short for the pecking order to be modifi ed. It 
is useless to explain why the family of great powers changes, sometimes even without 
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 inter–great power war. It is equally useless in explaining how a policy-maker can achieve 
for his state optimum security in an insecure world or how states generally can achieve 
an all-round increase in security. 

  
 Th e future is not  tabula rasa  on which we are free to write what we choose. But neither 
are we puppets dancing on the stage of history in response to “fi rst causes,” “basic fac-
tors,” or, for that matter, inevitable progress toward bringing the Kingdom of God down 
on God’s earth. National political action consists in achieving the best possible reconcili-
ation of the desirable and the possible. 

 We ought therefore to attempt to order the blooming, buzzing confusion of world 
politics by collecting and arranging our data so that it helps us to understand the rela-
tively fi xed, the changing but uncontrollable, and the manipulatable aspects of world 
politics. Within the range of the changeable we need to collect data which helps us to 
predict ever more accurately the consequences of particular courses of action. 

 If man is to have the opportunity to exercise some measure of rational control over his 
destiny, the limits of the possible and the consequences of the desirable have both to be 
investigated. A theory of international relations is thus needed which distinguishes 

  a) the “givens” in the world political equation—resources, shapes of continents, 
conception of politics as an unending process (however its form may change), etc. 

  b) long-run basic changes—rise of nationalism, spread of coal-and-iron technology, 
the demographic revolution, etc. 

  c) consequences of state policy—the policies of other states over which one’s own 
state has relatively slight control and the policies of one’s own state which are not 
chosen primarily in a foreign policy context, 

  d) the remaining area of choice—levels of preparedness; patterns of alliance; use of 
organization to adjust confl ict or facilitate peaceful change, etc. 

  
 Although I would not have chosen to submit a paper of my own as an example of theo-
retical activity in international relations, Mr. Th ompson believes the accompanying pa-
per, “Th e Integration of Civilian and Military Considerations in the Making of National 
Policy,” may serve some purpose in advancing our discussion of what “theory” is or ought 
to be. Th is paper is undoubtedly theoretical if one means only that it smells of the lamp 
and that its writer could prepare it simply by sitting and cogitating. But when one asks 
how it happens that one has selected this particular problem as being in some context or 
other “important,” he realizes that there must have been some theory, implicit or explicit, 
underlying his choice. In this case, there was a theory of world politics in which the rela-
tionship of force to policy was regarded as crucial and in which the relation of potential 
to available power was determined by choice rather than by history or geography. Th ere 
have, however, been studies of civil-military relations based on quite diff erent theories, 
e.g., that standing armies are an important threat to democratic institutions, that wars 
are caused by munitions-makers, or that the real sinews of war are to be found in a strong 
economy rather than a fully-cocked military machine. And the data selected for analysis 
were consequently quite diff erent. It is the function of theory to make fully explicit some 
of the implicit criteria of selection of problems for intensive analysis. Th e use of theory 
may bring out some dimensions of the problem that may otherwise be overlooked and 
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may help the analyst to discover some implications of his analysis that will in turn lead to 
a modest reformulation of the theory. 

 Th eory in the large then provides the frame in which systematic and imaginative hy-
pothesizing can most readily occur. Th ese hypotheses still need to be tested empirically 
and reformulated to take account of observed data. “Th eorizing” is to be distinguished 
from “research”—and the distinction is undoubtedly artifi cial—only by the degree of 
generality or speciality of the propositions being examined. Th e more general, the more 
purely speculative; the more specifi c, the more dependent on actually observed data. 

 Analytical propositions, whatever the theoretical framework in which they are placed, 
which purport to “explain” have fi rst to be subjected to empirical testing and then refor-
mulated to take account of the diff erence between the theoretical model and the actual 
observations. Let us assume, however, that the analytical statements in the paper on in-
tegration of civilian and military considerations are borne out. In what way would they 
then contribute to our theory of international relations and how does the international 
relations theory aid in formulating the further testable hypotheses? 

 1) While basic factors such as resources, location, population, skills, etc. may deter-
mine power potential, actual power depends on the level of sacrifi ce which a society 
imposes on itself and in the effi  ciency of the organization which expends that portion of 
the national income. 

 2) Th e range of choice open to the artifi cers of state policy depends upon decisions 
made as to the degree to which power potential is transformed into readily available 
power and as to the form in which that power shall be mobilized. 

 3) World politics can hardly be understood, and certainly cannot be rationally guided, 
unless account is taken of existing and possible civilian-military relationships. Ameri-
cans can hardly exercise rational control over their own destiny unless there is the most 
complete possible understanding of the presently existing civil-military relationships in 
this country and of the advantages and disadvantages of possible modifi cations in the 
present relationship. 
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 In a short paper it may be helpful to give a particular focus to the subject. I propose 
therefore to address the impact of theory on practice from the standpoint of the State 
Department Policy Planning Staff  (S/P). 

 Th at political theory and political philosophy have a direct bearing on practice is 
hardly debatable. Th e principal problems presenting themselves to a body such as S/P are 
of such a degree of complexity that they cannot be intelligently discussed, even among 
the members of the staff , without simplifi cations, abstractions, and assumptions. Facts 
must be ordered to bring out signifi cant generalizations; assumptions have to be made as 
to the probably causal interrelations between diverse factors; judgments must be made as 
to the hierarchy of values and of objectives. Without the tools of theory and political 
philosophy (whether their use is implicit or explicit), it would be impossible to proceed in 
any rational manner. To deal with such problems as present themselves to S/P in the full 
richness of their reality would require methods analogous to the simultaneous solution 
of an almost infi nite series of equations in the higher calculus. Many of the problems are 
without clear precedent; they cannot be resolved solely on the basis of tradition or of 
historical experience. Th e question is not whether to use the tools of political theory and 
political philosophy. Th e question is rather what tools are applicable to what situations 
and to what end. 

 Some have suggested that the freedom of action of those conducting our foreign pol-
icy is so restricted by the pressures of public opinion, special interest groups, and politi-
cal factions in the Congress that there is little point to broader considerations of political 
theory or philosophy. Th is I do not believe to be true. Under Mr. Acheson a serious eff ort 
was made to separate consideration of the national interest in a given context from con-
sideration of the probable domestic popularity or the domestic political feasibility of a 
given course of action. Resolution of confl icts between the two sets of consideration was 
considered to be the responsibility of the resident and his senior advisors. Certainly 
many sources of action which appeared to be in the national interest from S/P’s view-
point were either deemed to be politically infeasible or became feasible only after consid-
erable delay. But on many of the most important issues we in S/P were more troubled by 
the diffi  culties of clearly thinking through the merits of the problem ourselves than in 
consideration of the domestic feasibility of the various possible courses of action. As an 
example, after the initial defeat on the Yalu, should the war be extended to Manchuria, 
should Korea be evacuated, should an attempt be made to secure a settlement within 
Korea? As far as domestic public opinion was concerned either of the fi rst two courses 
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seemed most likely to achieve domestic support. After the most painful analysis and soul 
searching the third course was judged to be the wisest and was carried through to deci-
sion almost solely by Mr. Acheson’s personal will and determination. 

 Many who have had the responsibility of dealing with important practical decisions 
are distrustful of formal theory. A wrong theory, an oversimplifi ed theory, or a theory 
applied out of context can produce disastrous results. Most people dealing with practice 
are properly skeptical about carrying any theory too far. Some go so far as to completely 
condemn theories which, as stated, are oversimplifi ed even though they may in fact con-
tain some partial element of wisdom and helpfulness. Th ey prefer to prick out a policy by 
the case method. One relies on what seems to have worked in the past or, if there is no 
good precedent, one tries something attempting to avoid getting so deeply committed as 
not to be able to try something else if the fi rst decision doesn’t work. Th is would be fi ne if 
one could always do it. Some decisions just aren’t reversible. Having built a hydrogen 
bomb we have built one. Having not bombed beyond the Yalu in 1950 the identical cir-
cumstances will never reoccur. Before the results of the application of wrong theory be-
come so obvious that the theory is forced out of circulation by the consequences of their 
defi ciencies, incalculable disasters and many years may fl ow by. Furthermore, the defi -
ciencies of one body of theory having become explicit, there is a general tendency to 
overcompensate in the opposite direction. 

 In this context Keynes’s comment would seem to be applicable to a broader fi eld than 
the economic fi eld which he was discussing. 

 But apart from this contemporary mood, the ideas of economists and political philosophers, 
both when they are right and when they are wrong, are more powerful than is commonly under-
stood. Indeed the world is ruled by little else. Practical men, who believe themselves to be quite 
exempt from any intellectual infl uences, are usually the slaves of some defunct economist. Mad-
men in authority, who hear voices in the air, are distilling their frenzy from some academic scrib-
bler of a few years back. I am sure that the power of vested interests is greatly exaggerated com-
pared with the gradual encroachments of ideas. Not, indeed, immediately, but after a certain 
interval; for in the fi eld of economic and political philosophy there are not many who are infl u-
enced by new theories after they are twenty-fi ve or thirty years of age, so that the ideas which 
civil servants and politicians and even agitators apply to current events are not likely to be the 
newest. But, soon or late, it is ideas, not vested interests, which are dangerous for good or evil. 

 Keynes’s quotation, however, implies that those who are engaged in practice do not 
themselves have original and valid insights in their subject. I believe this to be incorrect. 
Many of those who were actively engaged in fi nance saw much of what Keynes had to say 
about economics, and to some extent with greater clarity, long before Keynes had pub-
lished his theory. Th e point is that in the realm of practice thought focuses on the con-
crete series of actions which it appears important and possible to undertake. Th eory at-
tempts to deal with the full continuum of the subject. Even for those in Wall Street, for 
instance, who in their daily actions had been operating on insights fully consistent with 
Keynes’s “General Th eory of Employment, Interest and Money” a clear and lucid state-
ment of the theory gave additional elucidation and clarity to something they understood 
well enough in detail but had not put together in its full generality. 

 Similarly in the fi eld of foreign aff airs, policy tends to focus on certain modes in the 
continuum where action appears both possible and signifi cant. But a host of infl uences 
from the full reality of the situation keep fl owing in to modify or confound the best 
thought through plans of those who worked out the policy. 
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 Two points would seem to fl ow from this analysis. Th e fi rst one is that broad theories 
can serve a function in elucidating the nature of the continuum. Th e second is that those 
engaged in practice may have insights derived from concentrated experience and thought 
on the particular nodes where action was signifi cant and possible which can both assist 
the theoretician and serve to test checks on his theories. 

 At the outset of this paper it was suggested that simplifi cations, abstractions, and as-
sumptions were necessary in any attempt to reason about foreign aff airs. Th ere is the 
opposing consideration, however, that over simplifi cation presents great dangers. Any set 
of theories which does not deal at least with the minimum necessary and suffi  cient ele-
ments of a situation is of little help to the practitioner. 

 I have little patience with those behaviorist theories which maintain that there is no 
such thing as a better or worse decision in foreign aff airs and that the proper subject for 
the student of international aff airs is merely what decisions were in fact made and why. 
Almost invariably value judgments remain in this type of analysis but in implicit rather 
than explicit form. It would seem much better to get necessary value judgments out into 
the open where they can be looked at than to have them obscured in a pseudo-scientifi c 
approach. 

 We found in S/P that many of the important questions forced us back to deeper ques-
tions of the ontological and moral order. Th e question as to whether to proceed with the 
construction of a hydrogen bomb was in part a question of economies in scarce neutrons, 
in scarce scientifi c talent, and in scarce dollars and the resources the dollars represented. 
Th is part of the analysis presented certain technical diffi  culties but merely technical dif-
fi culties. Th e other part of the analysis dealing with the moral and political consider-
ations presented diffi  culties of a wholly diff erent order. 

 At the moment there appears to be less conscious eff ort to apply the tools of political 
theory and political philosophy explicitly in the process of policy decision than in the last 
administration. Perhaps the greatest contributions of theory today can be in the general 
area of public opinion and in reducing the area of confl ict between public understanding 
on the one hand and rational consideration of the national interest on the other. In any 
event, however, the prior question would seem to be that of gaining greater clarity and 
precision as to where the national interest lies and what can be done about it. 

 Th e concept “national interest” seemed to us in S/P to be useful shorthand as imply-
ing something broader than the narrow interests of one or another domestic group. It 
was not considered useful as implying anything further as to content. Th e long range 
interest of the United States may very well correspond with the major interests of a 
much larger group than the citizens of the United States. It may in fact necessarily cor-
respond with the basic interests of the vast majority of mankind while being in confl ict 
with certain short range and partial interests of the United States. Th e essence of the 
problem seemed to us not to be whether to follow the national interest but what the 
national interest in a given context was and what in the realm of the possible, could be 
done to promote it. 

 From such considerations we in S/P were led on the one hand toward the more philo-
sophical considerations which seemed to be necessary for clarity as to the basic content 
of the national interest and on the other hand to attempts at greater precision as to what 
was in the realm of the possible. Frankly, it was our opinion that much of the contempo-
rary academic work in the theory of international politics fell between two stools. It did 
not have suffi  cient depth in philosophic insight to give much light on the question of the 
long range content of our national purpose and on the other hand much of it failed to 
meet the test of being relevant to the realm of possible action. We rather felt that the 
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band of what might be within the realm of the possible, either for good or evil, was quite 
broad and expanded the further one chose to look forward into the future but that eff ec-
tive action addressed to the real situation would be required to keep it moving in the 
right direction. 

 Folder 69, Box 8, Series 910, Research Group 3.1, Rockefeller Foundation Archives, Rock-
efeller Archive Center, Sleepy Hollow, N.Y. 
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 APPENDIX  

 THEORY OF IN TERNATIONAL POLITICS: 
ITS MERITS AND ADVANCE MEN T 

 arnold wolfers 

 W hile it may be diffi  cult to agree and perhaps premature to seek agree-
ment on the content and scope of a theory of international politics, one 
which would bear comparison with economic theory, the purpose of theory 

can be defi ned. It is not to provide a substitute for the art of decision-making in foreign 
aff airs, which in view of the infi nite number of combinations of multitudes of variables 
that form any concrete solution, must always remain in part a matter of risky choices 
based on more or less rational hunches. Positively, however, by producing generalized 
knowledge about the way signifi cant factors operate in the international arena, theory 
serves a) to satisfy man’s need for intellectual orientation in one of the most vital sec-
tors of his existence and b) to help policy makers enhance the rationality of their 
choices. 

 Th e relationship between theory and practice closely resembles that which exists in 
medicine. Th e medicine man of an earlier age was turned into a physician as philosophi-
cal and scientifi c inquiry clarifi ed the values of health, sanity, and happiness which he 
serves, enlightened him on the way blood cells, viruses and other abundantly observable 
elements behave under identifi able and varying circumstances and suggested carefully 
tested ways in which undesired events like convulsions or abscesses could be cured or 
minimized. If, for lack of such guidance, the practitioner of policy must usually rely on 
what he believes to be his intuition and common sense, it is not hard to discover that in 
fact he is applying rough generalizations which he has picked up or frequently deduced 
from a single experience. Th us, policies are chosen today because “we dare not repeat the 
error of Versailles, Ethiopia, or Munich” as if the causal nexus between these complex 
events and the outbreak of World War II had been determined without ambiguity on the 
basis of careful analysis. Th e chances are that all of the available theoretical thought on 
peace treaty making, deterrence of aggressors or appeasement would not fi ll the pages of 
more than a single sizeable publication. Despite the forbidding diffi  culties, then, which 
stand in the way of respectable theoretical insight in this fi eld—as they must have done, 
e.g. in psychiatry—there is no excuse for scholarly resignation to ignorance and fumbling 
in the dark. 

 Some theoretical eff ort has been going on for a long time. In the English-speaking 
world it was for centuries left to the moral philosopher who was chiefl y concerned, of 
course, with a critical appraisal of the values toward which policy was being or should be 
directed and of the means that should or should not be employed. Th e need for such 
awareness and critical appraisal of the value judgments underlying both policy and 
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scholarly inquiry into policy is generally conceded today. While the scientist in his theo-
retical work is primarily concerned with the “is” rather than the “ought,” he has learnt 
from experience how much error can arise from naïve unawareness of one’s own value 
preferences. 

 In the twenties it was assumed that all peoples wanted peace and justice in just the 
way Americans supposedly did and that these two values moreover were always compat-
ible. When in the thirties, scholars set out to attack these assumptions as naïve, unrealis-
tic and in fact hypocritical, they in turn, with little more realism, took it for granted that 
power and national survival were the values to which all states were unalterably dedi-
cated. Much work, then, is still to be done by the philosopher of values if only for the sake 
of scientifi c discipline. 

 To accept this does not mean believing that such philosophical investigation could 
arrive at knowledge of a pattern of values which is absolutely valid and could guide policy 
makers absolutely. It may be wiser to expect and desire no more than clarifi cation of the 
values of one’s own culture and that of other peoples and convincing arguments to back 
the validity of one’s own. Th is is a task, then, which calls for the disciplined use of the 
skills of meditation, speculation and evaluation most developed among philosophers and 
theologians, though not for the dogmatism of those who for lack of observable evidence 
appeal to faith in authority or uncommunicable revelation. Assertions like that of George 
Kennan that “state behavior is not fi t for moral judgment” can, I believe, be disproved by 
means of evidence as valid as any accepted in the sciences. 

 Th e task of developing theory falls predominantly to the political scientist whose spe-
cialty are those types of social relations in which power is an important, if not the most 
essential condition. Th is does not preclude the likelihood that much of the generalized 
knowledge will have to be borrowed and adapted from men in the other social sciences 
and history. Political Science turned to this task in the thirties in sharp reaction to the 
prevailing “ought”-centered approach of the idealist scholar. While the working model of 
the realist school, a system of power-seeking nation-states, was closer to reality than the 
one which unconsciously had guided the thought of its predecessors, the inclination of 
many “realists” to mistake their highly abstract conceptual model for the living reality of 
the contemporary world—an error not unknown to economists—led to another whole-
some reaction. 

 In a country blessed with a climate of empiricism, it is hardly surprising that two 
questions were asked: 

  1. Were these “states” with their dogmatically alleged uniformities myth or reality? 
  2. Were the assertions concerning their behavior and relations based on empirically 

verifi able evidence or were they derived from some alleged metaphysical insight 
into the nature of man and things? 

 As a result, behavioral or psychological aspects centering on the unmistakable existence 
of individual persons and methodological problems were pushed to the fore. 

 While the swing of the pendulum toward the behavioral elements led to a neglect of 
the no less real situational components—power confi gurations, institutional, or geo-
graphical setting, e.g.—the benefi ts of the new outlook for theory proved invaluable. Th e 
“fi re and water” stage as Kurt Lewin called a similar stage in physics came to an end when 
generalizations no longer had to be drawn from the behavior of small numbers of highly 
complex entities such as great powers or empires but could be derived from the study of 
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such abundant simple elements as human demands, expectations, choices, ambitions, 
fears, and reactions to environmental factors, the atoms, ions, and velocities of interna-
tional politics. 

 Th e concern for empirical verifi cation proved hardly less fruitful, particularly when it 
became clear that the alternative to unverifi able dogma comprised far more than quanti-
tative measurement. Th ere was danger that the quest for maximum reliability and com-
municability such as only quantifi cation can provide, would discourage studies on phe-
nomena which were not amenable to such measurement and on the other hand lead to 
the exertion of eff ort on the quantitative verifi cation of hypotheses so trivial that they 
deserved no interest. Today it is agreed that verifi cation can take many forms of observa-
tion and introspection and that qualitative diff erence moreover can in some instances 
best be expressed by mathematical symbols. 

 Despite the importance of empirical verifi cation, so often contemptuously neglected 
in Europe, the main job of the theorist  qua  theorist is not verifi cation but the creative 
elaboration of fruitful hypotheses which bear on the relationship between specifi ed vari-
ables. Th is in turn calls for much preliminary eff ort of classifi cation, semantic clarifi ca-
tion, detection of critical and identifi able variables, and development of useful concepts. 
Th e recent discussion of that elusive and ambiguous concept, the “national interest” has 
shown to what lengths the theorist must go before he can extricate himself from the 
verbal trickeries of the political marketplace and come to grips with the underlying 
problems. 

 Th e kinds of topics to which theory will have to address itself, if the ground is to be 
covered in time, are not hard to fi nd. In fact so much has been left undone that the fol-
lowing represents but a random collection of examples: 

 1. What types of actors, individual and corporative, national, sub-, trans-, and supra-
national aff ect the course of world events and what, e.g., are the factors which give them 
their position and tend to change their position in the hierarchy of actors? What specifi -
cally is the impact of present-day ideological and revolutionary forces on the respective 
position of major powers and how does it operate? 

 2. What are objectives of the actors and what, e.g., are the factors which aff ect the 
place of an actor on a continuum from unlimited expansionism to self-denying retreat? 

 3. What are the means at the disposal of the actors and what, e.g., accounts for diff er-
ent degrees of willingness to resort to and to initiate violence or to make specifi c sacri-
fi ces for the sake of increments of power or security? 

 4. What are the chief determinants of foreign policy and what, e.g., are the relation-
ships between a determinant such as a specifi ed geographical setting and specifi c 
policies? 

 5. What are the chief confi gurations of power (such as bipolarity or balance) and what, 
e.g., accounts for identifi able variations of national attitude (such as quest for dominance 
or indiff erence) in the response to these confi gurations? 

 6. What are the uniformities, varieties and changes of national interpretation of the 
national interest and what infl uence, e.g., do class structure, national traditions, myths, 
and culture or external danger, respectively, tend to have on such interpretation? 

 7. What types of policy for the promotion of peace or the solution of confl ict are there, 
on what assumptions do the expectations of their effi  cacy rest and what, e.g., are the fac-
tors upon which the chances of success of mediation, deterrence through power, punitive 
peacemaking, peace propaganda, or enunciation of moral principles depend? 
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 In view of so much need for theoretical investigation, the question arises whether 
steps can be taken to stimulate and facilitate research in this fi eld. Th e answer must come 
for the most part out of the discussion because it can only arise from the experience of 
those engaged in work of this kind. Th e following is said in the way of tentative 
suggestions: 

 1. Students writing Ph.D. dissertations in international relations tend to shy away from 
the theoretical problems or have to be dissuaded from tackling them. Th e risk is often 
too great that work undertaken here may turn out to be too diffi  cult, too time-consum-
ing, or too inconclusive and that, even if successful, no group of readers will agree on its 
merits. It would be well worthwhile for a group of interested instructors in the fi eld to 
get together in conference to work out suggestions of manageable types of theoretical 
dissertations (image studies have recently proved workable and attractive to students, 
though some get bogged down in a word counting type of content analysis which, com-
pared with the eff ort, adds little to the results). 

 2. If theoretical work is little suited for dissertations, it is an ideal fi eld for particularly 
gifted and sophisticated young men, rapidly growing in number, who would be prepared 
to devote one or two years to post-doctoral research under the guidance of older schol-
ars. Such opportunity exists at Princeton but might usefully be extended in a way which 
would permit promising candidates to work at places and under theorists of their choice. 

 3. Mature scholars are being discouraged from extensive theoretical work in this fi eld 
because the chances of publication of works on a high level of abstraction are slim, if they 
exceed the length of an article.  World Politics  has been a relief to many, but a book series 
or books put out by a group of collaborating scholars would be worth considering. 

 4. “Elder statesmen” in the fi eld of theory frequently lack the time for research 
because of the increasing burden of other activities. Periods of leave from teaching and 
administration, more ample research assistance, opportunity to continue research 
under favorable conditions after retirement come to mind as possible solutions. 

 5. Personal contact among theorists is infrequent, though, sporadically, series of con-
ferences on international relations have been held. Th e need for closer contact is likely to 
be felt most by those who work on isolated posts, with few or no advanced graduate 
students or in a climate unhospitable to theoretical eff ort. It has been suggested, there-
fore, that some form of regular get-togethers for discussion and exploration of problems 
(a seminar?) deserves attention. While most work in theory must necessarily be carried 
on by scholars working individually, help, criticism, and encouragement on the part of 
competent colleagues is invaluable, often indispensable. Many of the most promising 
young scholars of recent vintage, too, are scattered over the country in colleges where 
they lack the stimulation which they received as graduate students in seminars dealing 
with relatively advanced theoretical problems. 

 It is to be hoped that the discussion will uncover many other means of promoting any 
or all of the types of eff ort upon which progress in theoretical knowledge depends. Th ere 
is no need to fear that such promotion will cut in on the practical application of theory to 
concrete and pressing problems of the times; the appeal which policy advice exerts on 
the scholar can be relied upon to be suffi  cient if it is not excessive. 
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