
Chapter Fifteen POLITICAL THEORY
AND INTERNATIONAL
RELATIONS

NOWHERE IN English-speaking countries would the study of

government and politics be considered complete if it did not include

political theory; in fact, at many universities theory is regarded as

the very foundation on which all other aspects of the subject should

be made to rest.
1 This does not hold true, however, for the study

of international politics. What a student of international relations

may happen to learn about political thinkers of earlier centuries

usually comes to him from outside the program of his specialty,

and if he takes a course in political theory he is not likely to hear

much about earlier thought on foreign policy.
2

A cleavage exists between international relations and political

theory, and it is a two-way affair. If specialists in international

politics with rare exceptions have neglected political theory, the

political theorists in turn, departing from older tradition, have paid
little attention to what the thinkers of the pastMachiavelli not

always excepted have had to say on international relations. From

reading the current histories of political doctrine, particularly as

they deal with the political and moral philosophers representing

1 This chapter was published originally as the introduction to The Anglo-
American Tradition in Foreign Affairs, ed. Arnold Wolfers and Laurence W.
Martin (Yale University Press, New Haven, 1956) ; it is reprinted here, with
minor changes, by permission of the publisher.

2 As far as the literature on international relations is concerned and the

same is true for the teaching in the field there are exceptions to this rule of

silence on political theory. There is Frank M. Russell, Theories of Interna-

tional Relations (D. Appleton-Century, New York, 1936) and notably the more
recent book of readings by Hans J. Morgenthau and Kenneth W. Thompson,
Principles and Problems of International Politics (Alfred A. Knopf, New York,

1950) .
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the Anglo-American tradition, one might be led to believe that

these thinkers had been interested in domestic problems exclusively.

Such mutual neglect, if that is what it should be called, is not

a matter of accident. It has deep roots in the political experience

of England and the United States and in the way this experience

has been intellectually absorbed. The question today, however, is

whether the reasons that explain this divorce between the two

fields also justify its continuation; if they do not, early "remarriage"

may commend itself to both parties.

As is well known, international relations as a special field of

study made its appearance on the academic scene only after the

close of World War I. It came as a fruit of Wilsonian idealism

and the founding of the League of Nations. On the grounds that

a "new era" had been ushered in and that the League if properly

used and implemented would mark the end of European power

politics, the study of international relations was meant to promote
the cause of peace and international co-operation by showing how

the new peace machinery should be used and developed. It was

centered, therefore, on the "ought" of a better future order rather

than on the "is" and "was" of the sorry conditions to which policy-

makers and their advisors had traditionally addressed themselves.

Under these circumstances only those earlier thinkers deserved to

be studied who, like Sully, Kant, Penn, or Bentham, had proposed
schemes of international organization for peace and could thus

qualify as precursors of the new prophets.
When in the 1930's disillusionment and a sharp reaction against

this Wilsonian approach set in, the new realist school of thought,

dominant today in academic circles, had reasons of a different kind

for paying no attention to the doctrines of the past. The effort

was now directed toward building up an empirical or causal science

of international politics. Because its subject was now to be the "is"

and "was" rather than the "ought" of external state behavior, the

new program left even less incentive for concern with what was

believed to be the exclusively normative outlook of political and
moral philosophers of the past, Machiavelli alone being placed in

a different category. Even if it had been realized that past thinkers

on the subject had been anything but inarticulate about what they
considered to be the actual workings of the state system, their obser-

vations and generalizations on this aspect of the subject probably
would have been discounted because of their lack of scientific

methodology.
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As in the 1930's the climate of thought is undergoing another

important change today, this time in a direction that may prove
far more favorable to the study of political doctrine. It is no longer
so confidently expected that an empirical science of international

politics can meet all our needs; with new and growing interest in

the theoretical bases of scientific work in this field, attention is

being drawn to normative thought and philosophical speculation.
Moreover, doubts have arisen whether new methods of investiga-
tion really allow the political scientist of today to dispense with
such traditional tools as impressionistic observation, historical anal-

ogy, and common sense judgment, on which through the ages his

predecessors relied for the validation of their assertions. Thus the
road is being opened for a new appreciation of earlier contributions
to the knowledge of international affairs.

The nonnormative aspects of earlier thinking on the subject de-

serve to be emphasized first because they are less obvious. Much
of the time the political philosophers of the past were preoccupied
with the way statesmen and nations should behave toward each
other. Yet they could not have felt justified in offering advice on
rules to be followed had they not believed that they possessed knowl-

edge of what would happen if their advice were accepted. This

means, then, that some causal theorizing, however inadequate, was
at least implicit in much of their normative effort. Thus Godwin
states views about the way nations actually behave by declaring it

"an improbable supposition" to conceive of a nation's being at-

tacked "so long as its own conduct is sober, acceptable and mod-
erate/* Hamilton's admonition not to continue wars to the point
of the enemy's surrender if compromise should be possible, advice

that deserves to be taken seriously in our time, rests on the explicit
assertion that such surrender will cause the subsequent peace to

be less secure. Some theorists will be found to have made explicit

propositions concerning some such cause and effect relationships;
others have made them by implication. Hume's chapter on the

balance of power offers a good illustration of a study directed pri-

marily at empirical rather than normative theory. While Hume
can be said to imply that governments should aim at balanced

power in the world, his reasoning is based on generalizations con-

cerning the way states as a rule have behaved in the past and are

likely to behave in the future, the emphasis being on factors that

induce them to push beyond the point of equilibrium. The bulk
of the discussion of international relations by both Hobbes and
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Locke is of a similar kind. Because it serves them merely as an

illustration of the state of nature, it is clearly directed toward a

generalized description of what to them seemed to be the way sov-

ereigns behave toward each other In fact; it was not intended as

advice in matters of foreign policy.

Without any doubt, most of the sweeping generalizations run-

ning through the writings of the political philosophers of the past

are open to severe criticism. They are often crude, in many cases

patently prejudiced, and as a rule presented without even the claim

of meticulous verification. Hobbes "proves" to his own satisfaction

that war coalitions cannot last beyond victorya shrewd and pro-

phetic hunch by deducing his conclusion from premises he can

hardly be said to have substantiated. Neither he nor others have

been able to prove that men and nations are by nature enemies of

one another and can therefore co-operate only as long as they are

threatened by a common foe. Also from a scientific point of view,

there Is not one theorist or philosopher who cannot be blamed for

a lack of clearly stated hypotheses and for failure to validate them

by means less open to prejudice than mere random experience and

arbitrary choice of historical illustrations.

Yet before turning away contemptuously from the inadequate
work of his predecessors, the social scientist of today who is strug-

gling with the problems of international relations should ask him-

self how much better he is able to validate the hunches on which

he is forced to base himself. He would have to remain within a

narrow circle of rather marginal problems if he excluded all but

scientifically unimpeachable investigations, particularly of the con-

trolled experiment or quantitative kind. For example, significant

scientific work has been undertaken by psychologists and sociol-

ogists in recent years on the effects of insecurity and frustration on
human behavior, some of it applicable to the behavior of nations.

However, a political scientist called upon to evaluate the effects

on foreign policy of frustration suffered by a nation in the wake
of a punitive peace settlement, or of feelings of insecurity arising
out of recollections of past invasions, while he would hardly refuse

to express a scholarly opinion on the ground that there Is no way
open to him to "prove" his contentions, would have to rely heavily
on personal experience and observations to supplement and qualify
his tenuous scientific insight. Like the political philosophers before

him, then, he would find himself mustering all the evidence that
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history, personal experience, introspection, common sense, and the

gift of logical reasoning put at his disposal.
If there is any difference between today's political scientist and his

predecessorswho, like himself, were confronted with such prob-
lems as alliance policy, the balancing of power, intervention in the

affairs of other countries, and the pursuit of ideological goals one

would hope it might lie in a keener realization of the controversial

and tentative nature of his reply, in a greater effort to consider

alternative answers, and in a more conscious attempt to remain

dispassionate and objective. Sometimes the scientifically minded
scholar of today may turn out merely to be more pedantic in his

formulations and less afraid of belaboring the obvious. In any case,

analyses of national conduct undertaken by men of keen insight

into human behavior and wide experience in the affairs of the

political world cannot fail to be valuable to anyone seeking to

understand what makes the clock tick in international relations.

The reflections of the thinkers of the past on such matters as the

advantages and weaknesses of the balance of power, the peculiarities

of insular location, and the dangers of preventive war are far

removed from amateurish guesswork; the arguments as well as the

evidence offered to sustain them are, in kind at least, the same as

those used today in even the most scholarly debates on the same

subjects.

Whether the political philosophers of the past have contributed

much or little to empirical theory, the main test of their importance
to the student of international relations today must rest on the

continued value of their normative thought, which was undoubtedly
their chief concern. They were seeking to decide when it is right

or wrong for a nation to participate in "other peoples' wars," to

interfere in the domestic affairs of others, to keep faith with allies,

or to expand into new territory. They were also concerned with

what they called the prudence of certain types of action, prudence

meaning expedience guided and moderated by morality and wise

judgment. To a considerable extent they were expressing value

preferences often couched in the form of 'laws of nature" and

inquiring into the consequences that follow when nations fail to

act in conformity with these preferences.

More and more it is coming to be appreciated that such moral

preferences as well as broad assumptions about man and his motives

are an inescapable starting point for even the most strictly empirical

enterprise in matters of national behavior. Attempts to escape from
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this scientific dilemma merely lead to a lack of awareness of one's

own presuppositions or to a failure to make them explicit. The

very words that are used self-preservation, aggression, imperialism,

national interest are loaded with emotional connotations, moral

judgment, and prescientific assumptions. There might never have

been any study of how to outlaw and prevent "aggressive" war

had it not been for the tacit assumption that any status quo is

morally preferable to a resort to international violence. It would

make no sense to say or assume that nations must seek power ade-

quate for survival if high value were not placed on the existence

of independent nations. No expectations regarding the conduct of

nations can be formulated that are not affected by either the opti-

mistic hunch of a Locke, who entertained the belief that "calm

reason and conscience" would guide the behavior of most men, or

the pessimistic hunch of a Hobbes, to whom man appeared obsessed

by fear and greediness. While the pessimist is likely to expect that

peace will be maintained only if the power of all nations is held in

check by a balance of their respective power, the optimist fears war

only at times when the exceptional aggressor nations are not met

with the unchallengeable predominance and solidarity of the great

majority of peace-loving peoples. In this sense, all students in the

field, consciously or unconsciously, belong to schools of moral and

philosophical thought.
If this be so, the normative and speculative ideas of the great

thinkers of the past are worthy of even more attention than are

their clearly impressionistic insights into the realities and laws

that explain the actual behavior of nations. Here is a wealth of

explicit formulations and judgments concerning most of the prob-
lems of moral choice and prudence that plague the thinkers and

practitioners of our time. Today there is still heated discussion

about the respective value of the general human interest and the

particular national interest, as Burke called them, and of the line

to be drawn between justifiable and unjustifiable resistance to the

demands of others. What this indicates is a search for standards,

rational and moral, by which to judge policy one's own and that

of othersand by which to be guided in reaching decisions.

Although it is regrettable that value judgments in the past, as

in the present, are often presented with assertions of fact as if

there were no fundamental difference between them, the theorists

left no doubt that most of the time they were seeking to guide
statesmen and nations in choosing their ends and means with a
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view to maximizing desirable values or minimizing their sacrifice.

If this meant treating the subject of values extensively, as in dis-

cussions about justice, weighing values against one another, and

bringing them into conscious and discriminating perspective, it was

an exercise that no policy science can avoid if it is to be useful.

While the student of international politics has every reason,

then, to bridge the gulf that has separated him from political

theory, it remains to be askedremarriage requiring the consent of

both sides whether contemporary teachers of theory or of the his-

tory of doctrine may not have equally good reasons to break the

silence they have maintained in respect to political matters tran-

scending national boundaries.

Three factors may account for the lack of interest that political

theorists are currently showing for anything but domestic govern-
ment and politics: the first is the persistent impact of what until

quite recently could be called the strategic insularity of both the

British Isles and the American continent; the second is the striking

contrast that exists for both countries between the internal and the

external political scene; the third is a difference in the degree of

moral opportunity offered by the domestic and the foreign fields

of political activity.

As long as the relative insular security of Great Britain and the

United States lasted or was thought to exist it was possible to

conceive of the development of institutions at home as being en-

tirely separate from and independent of the events occurring beyond
the frontiers of the nation. Where propinquity rather than isola-

tion was characteristic of the relations between states, as on the

continent of Europe, domestic affairs could hardly be conceived of

except in interdependence with foreign affairs. In fact, the main

emphasis was on the so-called primacy of foreign policy. In sharp
contrast to this attitude the insular political theorists could choose

to concentrate on internal politics, overlooking or leaving to the

tender mercy of others the unsavory problems of international

power politics and anarchy. Now that insular security has gone,

this justification for aloofness from external problems has vanished

too.

The second factor is also a phenomenon peculiar to Britain, the

United States, and in this instance, a few democracies in Western

Europe. In these countries domestic political conditions stand in

striking contrast to the conditions these nations face in their exter-

nal relations: the domestic conditions are characterized by order,
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lawfulness, and peace arising from a popular consensus on prin-

ciples, so marked that some believe coercion has practically ceased

to play a role; but the external relations continue to be full of

bitter struggle, violence, and Machiavellian practices. Obviously,

no such contrast is experienced by peoples whose country is the

frequent scene of revolution and domestic violence or suffers the

cruel terrors of tyranny; to them "civil society," or "order under

government," if it is experienced at all, possesses most of the objec-

tionable features we attribute to international anarchy. The sharper

the contrast between the domestic and the international scenes, the

greater will be the inclination, then, to treat the two fields of

political activity separately and to overlook the traits they have in

common. It is not a happy sign that much of what has been

occurring in this century militates against the continued separation

of the two fields. For the difference between them has been re-

duced, even to the observer in countries of democratic orderliness,

not primarily because the international arena has taken on new

and striking traits of lawfulness and order under government but

because tyrannical suppression and persecution as well as revolu-

tionary strife have come to be the order of the day in wide areas

of the world. Thus government no longer appears as the safe

panacea against the evils of Machiavellian practice or violence that

set domestic affairs in sharp and unmistakable contrast to* inter-

national anarchy. Working to lessen the contrast, but from the

opposite side, has been the experience that the lack of supranational

government, for example in the case of the British Commonwealth,

has not prevented close and friendly co-operation within this "an-

archical" partnership. It would therefore seem that the two poles

of the political continuum, civil society and international anarchy

or power politics, are not as far apart in reality as they appeared
at times, which suggests that a comprehensive theory of politics,

including both foreign and domestic affairs, would make good sense.

This leads to the third, though closely related, factor: the dif-

ference in "moral opportunity." During the modern age England
and the United States, together with a few Western countries, man-

aged to put their sovereign control of internal affairs to excellent

use for the progressive development of institutions of lawful gov-

ernment and civil liberty. This occurred in the course of the same

four centuries during which the very existence of national sover-

eignty produced externally a multistate system with all the conflict,

struggle, and war that this implies. Therefore, for political and



Political Theory and International Relations 241

moral philosophers the Internal scene with its opportunity to pro-
mote the good life under civil government was as encouraging as

the external scene was frustrating. One can hardly wonder that

teachers of political theory, in the end, should have come to be

interested far more in the way the theorists of the past had helped
to solve the problems of government at home than in what they
had to say about the comparatively barren and stagnant power poli-

tics of the multistate system. The more clearly normative their

concern with politics, the more incentive they had to concentrate

on the field in which sovereign control gave each people and gov-

ernment, individually, a high degree of power and opportunity to

conduct itself according to its own moral precepts. There cannot

fail to be a difference in moral opportunity between a realm in

which every nation is at the mercy of the acts of others and one

in which the course of events is predominantly shaped by its own
decision. If there is to be less separation in the treatment of the

two realms, the change must come from a growing realization that,,

after all, the single mind and will of the nation even at home is

more fictitious than real and that moral opportunity is not so

radically lacking in external politics as some impatient perfection-

ists of our time, impressed by the horrors of two- world wars, are

inclined to maintain.

If one may look forward, then, to a growing readiness to draw

international relations and political theory closely together as

moral and political philosophers in past centuries were accustomed

to do the question is whether the student of international rela-

tions awakened to this need, would do well to focus his attention,

first on the political thought of men with a particular national

background and of a particular historical period.

Theory pertaining to foreign policy is not an invention of the

modern age. For obvious reasons the topic became a matter of

live interest whenever the political arena was occupied by more

than one sovereign political unit, thereby giving rise to interunit

relations and foreign policies clearly distinct from the domestic

affairs within these units. This situation did not exist at all times,

however. There was little occasion for theoretical thought on for-

eign policy in the days of the Roman Empire once it had disposed
of all of its serious competitors. There is no medieval theory on

the subject of international relations properly speaking, because

under what has been called the theory of universal community,

political activity within European Christendom was not conceived
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in terms of a dichotomy between domestic and foreign policy;

theoretically, relations between pope and emperor and between

feudal kings were expected to follow the same rules and moral

principles as those between kings and subordinate feudal lords, or

between kings and their subjects. If in fact conduct deviated, often

radically, from these precepts, it did so no less in internal than

in external relations.

All of this means, then, that political
theorists writing in periods

of multiple sovereignty are of major if not exclusive interest to the

study of international relations; and among them preference will

go necessarily to those who since the age of Machiavelli and More

were dealing with the behavior of political units similar in most

respects to the nation-states of our own day.

This of course does not preclude the possibility that at some

future time speculations and observations of medieval thinkers like

Saint Augustine, Thomas Aquinas, or Dante will become relevant

again in matters of world politics.
Even today it is not fantastic

to speak of recent changes within the international arena as point-

ing toward a kind of "new medievalism/' The trend would seem

to be toward complexities that blur the dividing lines between

domestic and foreign policy. We are faced once again with double

loyalties and overlapping realms of powerinternational Commu-

nism versus nation-state, transnational affinity versus nationalism

as well as with wars like those recently fought in Korea and South-

east Asia that partake of the character of international and civil

war simultaneously. Yet despite these novel developments, which

deserve theoretical as well as practical attention, the traditional

problems of interstate or intersovereign relations, predominant over

the last four centuries, continue to occupy the center of the political

stage whenever relations transcending national boundaries come

into play. From this it follows that the theories dealing with inter-

state relations are most pertinent at the present time.

If drastic change has occurred in recent times, it has not taken

the form of bringing to a close the modern era of interstate power

politics, as many had hoped; it has merely brought to an end the

"European Age" of such politics. The character of international

relations has not been revolutionized, rendering obsolete earlier

thought on these relations. The entry of the United States and

other non-European countries as actors into the company of the

world's leading powers has merely made past theory of international

politics directly relevant to the United States, as it was all along
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to the European nations to whom it was originally addressed.

Thomas More wrote at the time when, with the discovery of

America, the great powers of Europe were starting on their course

of world predominance; Woodrow Wilson spoke at the close of

World War I when, partly because of him, American leadership in

world affairs was asserting itself for the first time. Since then, any

theory of international politics, though dealing with the same set

of problems, must be concerned with the global multistate system
that has taken the place of its European predecessor.
While it makes sense, therefore, to draw insight primarily from

those who have lived to see the modern multistate system at work,

the question remains whether English and American thinkers de-

serve special attention. Obviously, theoretical discussion of inter-

national politics has not been the preserve of the English-speaking

peoples. In fact, in matters of international relations the works of

Continental authors such as Machiavelli, Grotius, Spinoza, and

Kant have received much more attention than those of their Anglo-
Saxon contemporaries. But the very silence that surrounds the

latter provides one good reason for paying special attention to them.

There are other, still more cogent reasons for giving attention

to the English and American thinkers. If it can be shown that

their response to the challenging issues raised by the multistate

system differs from that of the Continentals, knowledge of

their views should serve at least two important purposes: it should

help explain some of the peculiarities of the contemporary British

and American approach to world affairs, which often puzzle the

foreign observer and lead him either to praise the special virtues

of Anglo-Saxon policy or condemn what he considers its hypocritical

wrappings; it should also help to promote critical self-understanding

within the English-speaking world, making for more awareness of

its moral presuppositions and of the deeply ingrained traditional

habits of thought that inevitably color conduct in a field where

emotion and value judgment play an important role. These are

the chief reasons why an attempt is made here to arouse special

interest in the Anglo-American tradition of thought. It might be

added that by paying respect to an impressive intellectual ancestry,

contemporary Anglo-American study in the field of international

relations should also gain in philosophical depth, historical per-

spective and academic respectability.

If insular security has been responsible, at least in part, for the

divorce between political theory and international relations, it has
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had yet another and more important effect, this one bearing on

the substance of the theory itself. It may be dangerous to lump

together into two distinct categories all Anglo-American theorists

on the one hand and all Continental theorists on the other, as if

agreement within each camp had been the rule. On most points

it has not. Yet in one vital respect it would seem permissible to

so generalize about the two groups, even at the risk of doing in-

justice to exceptions.
It would be grossly misleading to suggest that all Continental

thought in matters of international politics has been Machiavellian;

passionate opposition to the views expressed in Machiavelli's Prince

was voiced throughout the centuries that followed its publication.

Friedrich Meinecke in his book on Staatsrason 3 has given a brilliant

account of the Continental debate between Machiavellians and anti-

Machiavellians. Yet his discussion of Continental thought on for-

eign policy justifies the contention that Continental theory centered

around the idea of the "necessity of state/' which was the core of

Machiavelli's argument. As the Continental political philosophers
saw it, the main problem presented by conditions of multiple sov-

ereignty was that of a deep conflict between morality and raison

d'etat. This was in line with the experience common to all Conti-

nental countries which in the face of constant external threats to

their national existence believed themselves exposed to the com-

pelling impact of forces beyond their control. The main question
as they saw it was whether statesmen and nations were under moral

obligation to put up resistance against these "compelling" demands
of state necessity. While not all were ready, fatalistically or cyni-

cally, to advocate sheer resignation, there was ever present a feeling
that nations were puppets in the hands of demonic forces, with

little leeway if any to rescue moral values from a sea of tragic

necessity.

English and American thought, as well as experience, traveled a

different road. Even the concepts of necessity of state and reason of

state remained foreign to the political philosophers of the English-

speaking world. While the Continentals were arguing about the

dilemma of statesmen faced by the irreconcilable demands of neces-

sity and morality, English and American thinkers in turn were en-

gaged in a debate about the best way of applying accepted principles
of morality to the field of foreign policy. Here the assumption was

3 Die Idee der Staatsrason (Munich and Berlin, 1925) .
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that statesmen and nations enjoyed considerable freedom to choose

the right path in their external conduct as they did in their internal

policies. If there was any question about the compatibility of serv-

ice to the national interest on the one hand and the avoidance of

evil on the other, there was surely room, it was held, to decide for

the good ends and to pursue them with the least evil of the avail-

able means.

This was a philosophy of choice, then, which was bound to be

ethical, over against a philosophy of necessity, in which forces

beyond moral control were believed to prevail. Choice presupposes
freedom to decide what goals to pursue and what means to use in

accordance with one's desires and convictions. Not to* follow the

dictates of moral conviction becomes a matter of guilt, subject to

moral judgment. Thus from Thomas More to Woodrow Wilson

the recurrent topics of concern and debate were questions such as

the right of self-defense and its limits, the right and duty to inter-

vene or not to intervene in the affairs of others, or the extent to

which colonial rule and territorial expansion were justified under

given circumstances.

Whereas the philosophy of necessity tends to lead to resignation,

irresponsibility or even the glorification of amorality, the philos-

ophy of choice lends itself to excessive moralism and self-righteous-

ness as if the leeway for choice were unlimited and of the same

dimension for all. What saved most of the theorists of England
and America from the pitfalls of such excesses was the care with

which they defined to themselves the limitations that the need for

national self-preservation or the duty of self-defense as they might
call it sets on the freedom of choice. Nations were not being ad-

vised to sacrifice themselves on the altar of humanity or human

liberty nor to set the general interest above the national interest

of self-preservation. There was no inclination to forget the rules

of prudence for the rules of morality, and prudence taught men to

use common sense and wise judgment in deciding where the duty
of self-defense deserved primacy over other duties. Prudence also

meant husbanding one's means and staying within these means

even in the pursuit of good causes.

There was room for hypocrisy in this argument. If there is a

place for moral choice only within the limits set by a prudent con-

cern for self-preservation, it becomes tempting to interpret and thus

to justify, as a means of sheer self-preservation, almost anything

seemingly reprehensible that one's own country might undertake in
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foreign affairs. Moreover, if in order to receive moral approbation

every resort to violence must be strictly a matter of self-defense,

there is much incentive to accuse others of evil aggression when they

use force, while justifying one's own acts as purely defensive. On

the whole, however, the moral philosophers here in question, rather

than posing as apologists of their nation, placed themselves in the

creditable role of serving as the conscience of the nation, reminding

statesmen of the dictates of justice and reason.

Also, English and American theorists were not blind to the ex-

ceptional freedom of choice that insularity gave to their respec-

tive countries. Long before there was any science of geopolitics,

More, BolingbrQ'ke, Jefferson, and others praised the privileges

offered their countries by the fact o insular location. The advan-

tage, it was suggested, lay in the freedom to remain aloof from

many international struggles without a sacrifice of national secu-

rity, and thus in the chance of keeping one's hands clean of many
of the morally more obnoxious vicissitudes of power politics to

which others were subjected.

There may be some question whether all the English and Amer-

ican thinkers whose work fell within these four centuries the period

running roughly from the beginning of the sixteenth to the early

part of the twentiethcan be said to belong to the school of thought
described here as typically Anglo-American. About a Locke, God-

win, Jefferson, or Wilson there can be little doubt. They were

not merely urging nations to apply the Golden Rule in the conduct

of their foreign policy to the maximum compatible with a mod-

erate, prudent policy of self-preservation; they were confident that

this was the road to peace and human happiness. But what about

men like Hobbes, Bacon, Bolingbroke, Hamilton, or Mahan, usually

characterized as conservatives, realists, and pessimists? In many re-

spects they will be found to have stood closer to Machiavelli than

to the moralists of their own countries, and to have concurred with

views of their Continental contemporaries. Bacon speaks of wars

although o just and honorable warsas being the "true exercise

to a kingdom or sovereignty"; Hobbes sees nations "in the position
of gladiators one against the others''; to Bolingbroke, self-love is

the determining principle in international relations; and Hamilton

declares harmony to be impossible "among unconnected sovereign-

ties/' The conclusions to which these men are led are not made
to please those who expect "good" nations to be capable in time of

Eliminating the use of forge from international politics except as it
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might be needed to stop and punish the exceptional criminal dis-

turber of the peace.
Yet even among these representative exponents of what is now

often referred to as the power-political school of thought, we find

Bacon asserting that he would "never set politics against ethics/'

Hobbes maintaining that the state of nature when applied to sov-

ereign nations allows for moderation in war and for self-restraint,

Bolingbroke advising against acquisition of territory, and Hamilton

agreeing with Locke that even the state of nature is "governed by
moral law perceivable by reason" and advocating a foreign policy
of moderation and vigilance in the exclusive service of self-preser-

vation. Hume deserves to be mentioned as representing a middle

road. He maintains that the "obligation to justice is less strong

among nations than among individuals/' thus suggesting a double

standard of morality, one for individuals, the other for nations; but

he leaves no doubt that his support of the balance of power, for

example, is based on moral considerations as offering the best chance

for "moderation and the preservation of the liberties of mankind."

Thus pessimists and optimists, realists and idealists, emphasize
the moral aspects of political choice. While all of them take the

right of national self-defense for granted, nowhere do they suggest

that competition for power, conflict, struggle, or war could be re-

garded as signs of national health or heroism. If there is any aware-

ness of a moral dilemma arising out of the conflicting demands of

self-preservation on the one hand and the obedience to moral prin-

ciple on the other, it is resolved, without apparent strain on the

conscience, by reference to the analogous case of the individual who
is considered morally justified in defending himself by force against

external attack. This analogy is the weakest point in the argument.
It fails to take into account how far more extensive and arbitrary

than in the case of individuals are the claims that nations can label

as self-defense. The emphasis on moderation and self-restraint indi-

cates some awareness of this moral pitfall.

Moreover, for the two "island" countries external attack and inva-

sion were unlikely contingencies most of the time, so that self-

preservation in a strict sense of the term rarely came to place re-

strictions on the leeway they enjoyed in respect to other policy

objectives.
In matters of colonial expansion, for example, or the

spread o-f ideologies by means of intervention often even by efforts

to influence the outcome of other peoples' warsthere was much

freedom to choose the road that appeared most consistent with one's
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scale of values. Here the door was wide open for soul-searching

as well as for the exercise of wise judgment. Political theory in the

Anglo-American tradition was full of such soul-searching, though

the enjoyment of relative national security and an abiding confi-

dence in reasonableness and common sense took out much of the

sting.

It can be argued that however lofty the ideas and however noble

the advice proffered to their governments by these philosophers,

much of it in sharp contrast to what Machiavelli laid down in the

admonitions to his Prince, they may have been deluding themselves

about their chances of being heard or about the true motives by

which statesmen of their countries actually were guided. Thomas

More faced up to this problem at the very start of the modern era

and appears to have reached the conclusion that while sovereigns

cannot be swayed by counsels of perfection, "indirect" advice by

philosophers may induce them to take the path of lesser evil. His

successors, at least the more realistic among them, may well have

concurred with this view. After all, most of them at least held

responsible public office themselves, if they were not leading states-

men at some period of their lives. Unless they had sensed the need

for guiding principles in reaching decisions and believed moral

guidance no less important than advice on expediency, they would

hardly have wasted so much of their energies figuring out what was

right and wrong in foreign policy. In any case, their mode of

approach so molded the outlook and expectations of the peoples

of the two countries that it has become in itself a powerful factor

in world affairs.

Inasmuch as the English and American theorists of the past ap-

plied a philosophy of choice to both internal and external politics,

they had every reason to1 devote attention to both and to consider

them closely related. Yet the two fields of policy differ in one

important respect, with a cleavage within the theory of politics

remaining to be noted. Since the dawn of the modern nation-state,

domestic politics, particularly in the English-speaking world, con-

stituted a gradual and progressive evolution from absolutism to

constitutional government and democracy. Theory addressed itself

here to a series of problems that came up consecutively in the

course of this historical process, and it found a solution as time

went on. The theory that dealt with issues such as the relative place

of church and state, the separation of powers, or the rights of the

individual, all-important at some period, is on the whole a matter
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of historical and philosophical rather than of contemporary political

interest, although it may again become pertinent in the latter sense

within some new context. This accounts for the practice of treating

the theory of internal politics as a history of political thought with

emphasis on the interdependence between specific theories and the

specific conditions prevailing at successive historical periods.
No similar evolution has taken place in international politics

during the same four centuries in which the nation-state underwent

its internal transformation. The essential features of the multistate

system and of the conduct of its members had changed little by the

time Woodrow Wilson made his speeches from what they were

when Thomas More wrote his Utopia in 1516. As a consequence,
theorists contemplating the international scene have been respond-

ing throughout this long period to one and the same pattern of

events and addressing themselves on the whole to the same set of

problems.
Because of this lack of evolutionary development there would

seem to be no need to1

study the views of past theorists on inter-

national politics in the historical manner that is customary in mat-

ters of domestic politics. So far as international politics are con-

cerned, theory is related not to a particular period of the multistate

system but to a single persistent historical situation now extending
back over more than four centuries. In this sense the theorists of

this entire period must be considered contemporaries. The prob-

lems of self-preservation in the light of external danger, of expan-
sion into new territories or of contraction, of intervention in the

affairs of others, of alliances, peacemaking, and the conduct of wars

are as much matters of concern and controversy today as they were

when a More, Hume, or Bentham put his mind to them.

This contemporaneousness has its positive as well as its negative

side. To start with the latter, the inability of nations to fashion

the world according to their wishes and thus to dispose of worrisome

problems once and for all has meant that the theorists cannot gen-

erally be said to have moved step by step to the discovery of solu-

tions of ever greater perfection. There is little reason to expect

here the kind of accumulation of knowledge or increasing depth
of insight that characterizes other parts of political theory. Had

Hume written his classic chapter on the balance of power two cen-

turies later, it is not likely that his treatment would have appeared

outdated any more than Woodrow Wilson's argument in favor of
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a peace without victory would have seemed strange if stated a few

centuries earlier.

For the student of international politics there is a great advan-

tage, however, in what from other angles may seem to represent

sheer stagnation and a source of frustration. Even if his interests

were focused exclusively on the contemporary scene and the policy

problems that statesmen of his own age are facing, he could still

turn with profit to the discussions of theorists of the past. Except
for one significant change in external conditions which will be dis-

cussed in a moment, and with one qualification necessitated by this

change, the theorists of the last four centuries looked out on the

same kind of world that today's theorist does and were seeking

answers to the same questions that occupy his mind today. In

this sense they are his contemporaries, too. To study their views

is not a diversion satisfying a purely historical or what some might
consider antiquarian interest. Any reader will find himself on

familiar ground in most of the texts if only he is prepared to take

a few semantic and stylistic hurdles, like translating "kings and

subjects" into "decision-makers and the public/' and to recognize

that if, for example, the old colonialism is coming to an end, terri-

torial expansion of control continues to present a serious problem

today.

But there is one qualification to this statement which needs to

be emphasized and put in the form of a warning. If it was correct

to relate the peculiar outlook of the English-speaking theorists

their philosophy of moral choiceto the insular security that their

countries enjoyed, the disappearance of this security in our time,

now an acknowledged fact, may call for a significant modification

of the traditional philosophy. The leeway for choice which the two

countries enjoyed in the past has been gravely curtailed. For all

practical purposes, Great Britain and the United States have become
"Continental" in terms of the dangers and compulsions pressing

upon them from the outside. While the multistate system has

remained what it was before, their place in it has radically changed.
The question is how they will and should adapt to this new situ-

ation not only their foreign policy but their way of thinking.
There are two extreme ways open to them, both tempting, both

dangerous. One consists in swinging over to the Continental philos-

ophy in its most extreme form, meaning the acceptance without

qualification of a philosophy of necessity. All major decisions in

foreign policy would then be conceived of as dictated by external
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circumstances beyond human control, statesmen and people alike

being absolved as a consequence from all moral responsibility. With

resignation, anger, or glee the old quest for moral guidance would
be laid aside to give free play to expediency and the concern for

power. In this case the ideas of the old theorists would come to

appear no less obsolete than the former insular policies with which

they coincided; they would be condemned as naive and moralistic.

The other departure from tradition, more subtle than the first,

would consist in closing one's eyes to the diminution of leeway that

has taken place and to pretend that in doing under strong compul-
sion what was considered evil when undertaken by others was no

longer evil when done by oneself. Thus if it became necessary to

participate in wars in remote places, to threaten the use of force,

or to build up military alliances in peacetime, theory would provide
the suitable moral labels, catering thereby to the sense of self-

righteousness.
The lesson that can be learned from the theorists of the Anglo-

American tradition points toward neither such cynicism nor such

hypocrisy. As mentioned earlier, it was never suggested that national

self-preservation itself should be sacrificed to moral principle. In-

stead, statesmen were urged to combine two basic goals: one, the

primary though prudently conceived objective of self-preservation-

call it the vital national security interest; the other, implied in such

prudence, a fulfillment of the moral law to the maximum com-

patible with the primary duty of defense. If national security has

come to occupy a much larger place in the policy of the two coun-

tries which have lost the advantages of insular remoteness, a break

with tradition need not follow. Even now survival is not always

at stake. Even now there is freedom of choice between more or

less moderation, more or less concern for the interests of others,

more or less effort to preserve the peace, more or less respect for

justice, more or less of a sense of responsibility for the whole of

mankind. In other words, there may be plenty of opportunity even

now to justify the belief that a wise interpretation and responsible

pursuit of the national interest will be found to conform with the

principles of morality, reasonably applied, and to the broader inter-

ests of mankind. If by the study of the theorists of the past the

spirit which they expressed in happier days continues to influence

Anglo-American thinking, it may prevent the adjustment which is

imperative from leading to extremist theories; it may even help to

keep the ship of English and American statecraft on an even keel.




