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International Studies Quarterly (1998) 42, 433-459 

Lessons from the Past: Reassessing the 
Interwar Disciplinary History of 

International Relations 

BRIAN C. SCHMIDT 

SUNY, New Paltz 

This article reconstructs the interwar discourse of international relations 
among American political scientists and seeks to challenge the orthodox 
view that the scholarship of this period was essentially idealist in nature. 
It aims to make a contribution to the growing body of literature devoted 
to examining the institutional history of international relations. My pur- 
pose is to demonstrate that the conventional label of idealism that has been 
attached to the interwar period of international relations scholarship 
seriously misrepresents the actual character of the conversation that was 
being directed toward understanding international politics. By carefully 
reconstructing the internal discourse of the field, many of the field's long 
forgotten individuals and ideas are brought back to life. The article 
concludes by highlighting some of the lessons that the interwar discourse 
offers to the study of international relations today and argues that this 
period cannot be construed as idealist. 

Within the midst of the uncertainty confronting scholars and foreign policy analysts 
in the post-Cold War era, an interest has been kindled in re-examining what are 
believed to be the core theoretical insights of the interwar period. The dramatic 
events of the late 1980s, culminating in the collapse of the Soviet Union, have altered 
the political landscape of world politics. In response to these recent developments, 
there have been calls made for a systematic examination of the theories and 
analytical categories that international relations specialists use to apprehend the 
world (Lebow and Risse-Kappen, 1995). Several prominent figures in the field of 
international relations have made an appeal for scholars to reconsider what tradi- 
tionally are considered to be the repudiated "idealistic" or "liberal" ideas associated 
with the interwar period. One notable example of this undertaking is provided by 
Charles Kegley's presidential address to the International Studies Association where 
he asked whether "the emergent conditions in this 'defining moment' transcend the 
realpolitik that has dominated discussion of international affairs for the past five 
decades and invite a reconstructed paradigm, perhaps one inspired by the idealist 
ideas associated with the Wilsonian vision" (1993:131). Another indication of the 
field's newfound fascination with the interwar period is manifest in the attempt of 
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comments and suggestions. 
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those espousing the theory of the democratic peace to vindicate the ideas of 
President Woodrow WVilson with respect to his vision of a lasting peace among 
democratic states (Doyle, 1986; Lake, 1992; Russett, 1993; Ray, 1995). 

Indeed, critics of realism are particularly interested in reviving the ideas of the 
interwar period in the belief that they not only offer a more accurate account of the 
practices shaping world politics today, but can also serve as a better guide to securing 
American foreign policy interests. Bruce Russett, a leading proponent of the 
democratic peace, suggests that if the Wilsonian perspective is correct, then it "may 
be possible in part to supersede the 'realist' principles (anarchy, the security 
dilemma of states) that have dominated practice to the exclusion of 'liberal' or 
'idealist' ones" (1993:24). David Callahan (1994), who has provided a spirited 
defense of the "idealist" foreign policy tradition, argues that now that the Cold War 
is over, idealism should supplant realism as the dominant guide to American foreign 
policy. Charles and Clifford Kupchan (1991) have made an earnest attempt to 
persuade scholars working in the area of security studies to rethink the merits of 
collective security, which is almost always associated with Wilson and the interwar 
period. Still others (Kegley, 1995) have suggested that the ongoing debate between 
neorealists and neoliberal institutionalists is rooted in the disciplinary defining 
"great debate" that took place between the interwar idealists and the post-war 
realists. I 

What is problematic, I argue, about many of the historical commentaries on the 
interwar period is the explicit claim that the scholarship was rooted in an intellectual 
construct termed "idealism." In this article, I aim to demonstrate that there is a 
major discrepancy between what are often claimed to be the "idealistic" ideas from 
this period and the actual discourse that can be unearthed from the field's institu- 
tional history. My intention is to provide an account of the interwar disciplinary 
history of the academic field of international relations, and my purpose is to 
illustrate the manner in which the actual history of this period is fundamentally 
different from the dominant image portrayed by academic practitioners.2 Before 
we can assess the lessons that the interwar period might offer to scholars today, it is 
first necessary to have an accurate account of the disciplinary history of international 
relations subsequent to World War I. I argue that the interwar period cannot be 
construed as idealistic and that the fundamental distinction between idealist and 
realist periods in the history of the field is a misrepresentation. 

In order to avoid misconstruing the claims that follow, it is crucial to be clear at 
the outset about the specific history that I am discussing in this article. The history 
being reconstructed is that of the professional academic enterprise of international 
relations that has, in large measure, institutionally resided in, and been influenced 
by, the American discipline of political science. This does not, in any way, suggest 
that I am claiming that the study of international relations has been limited to 
political scientists or that the conversation about international relations has been 
confined to scholars living in the United States.3 Although there are a number of 

1 The great debate between idealists and realists that allegedly occurred after World War II serves as a benchmark 
in the history of the field. See, e.g., Lijphart, 1974, Maghroori, 1982, Olson and Onuf, 1985, Olson and Groom, 1991, 
and Donnelly, 1995. 

2 My use of the term field rather than discipline is deliberate, since I am in this article examining the history of 
international relations as a distinct academic practice taking place within the institutionalized setting of the American 
discipline of political science. 

3 Issues concerning the disciplinary and spatial boundaries of the study of international relations continue to be 
contentious. For those who have dealt with the disciplinary boundaries of international relations see Gurian, 1946, 
Wright, 1955, Neal and Hamlett, 1969, Kaplan, 1961, Olson, 1972, and Olson and Groom, 1991. For a discussion of 
the spatial dimensions of international relations, particularly whether the field is a distinctly American or more global 
academic activity, see Hoffmann, 1977, Palmer, 1980, Alker and Biersteker, 1984, Holsti, 1985, Smith, 1985, Krippen- 
dorf, 1987, and Kahler, 1993. 
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ways in which the history of the field could be investigated, the American study of 
international relations as it emerged in the context of political science constitutes 
the subject of this article.4 In reconstructing the history of the field of international 
relations, disciplinary developments within political science will also be examined 
while literature that might more broadly be construed, from various perspectives, 
as belonging to the study of international relations will not be discussed. 

I begin by reviewing some of the theoretical claims that are generally consid- 
ered to be at the core of the liberal or idealist theory of international relations. 
As is the case with the theory of realism, there are a set of central propositions 
that are associated with liberalism. Next, I illustrate how most orthodox accounts 
of the history of the field presume that the tenets identified with the liberal or 
idealist theory of international politics reigned supreme throughout the interwar 
period. According to the conventional wisdom, it was with the onset of World 
War II that the members of the realist school launched their devastating critique 
of the "idealist" approach to the study of international politics. I then provide an 
account of the disciplinary history of international relations beginning in the late 
nineteenth century and continuing to the outbreak of World War II. By adopting a 
historiographical approach that can be described as a critical internal discursive 
history, I reconstruct the main elements of the interwar conversation about inter- 
national politics. The final section explores some of the lessons of this formative 
period of disciplinary history for the contemporary study of international politics. 
Once we move beyond the stereotypical image of the interwar period as being 
essentially idealist in nature, there are a number of insights that can have critical 
purchase in the present. 

Liberal International Theory 
References to a liberal tradition of international relations theory are almost as 
pervasive as those of realism. As is the case with the tradition of realism, however, 
most references to an epic tradition of thought in international relations are really 
meant to legitimate the present (Schmidt, 1994). Since neoliberals or neoliberal 
institutionalists often present themselves as the latest intellectual challenge to 
neorealism, it is not surprising that many feel compelled to ground their approach 
in an older historical tradition. Yet, like the realist tradition, accounts of the liberal 
tradition vary significantly.5 Even Michael Doyle, who is one of the principal 
advocates of international liberal theory, concedes "there is no canonical description 
of liberalism" (1986:1152). While controversy over the essential meaning of liber- 
alism persists, students of international relations have, nevertheless, ascribed a set 
of core theoretical insights to this particular tradition of thought. 

Kenneth Waltz (1959), in his work Man, the State and War, provided what has 
become a standard interpretation of the liberal tradition of international relations. 
Liberal theories correspond to what Waltz termed "second image" explanations for 
the cause of war; that is, arguments which contend that international conflict is a 
consequence of flaws in the internal organization of states. To explicate the second 
image thesis that the internal arrangement of states determines the character of 
their external behavior, Waltz turned to the political thought of nineteenth-century 
liberals. By utilizing the insights of liberal political theorists, such as Jeremy 
Bentham, John Stuart Mill, and Immanuel Kant, Waltz derived several theoretical 

4 For examples of those who have addressed the study of international relations in a range of functionally equivalent 
discourses see Wright, 1955, Bull, 1972a, Porter, 1972, Richardson, 1990, Krombach, 1992, George, 1994, Groom, 1994, 
and Knutsen, 1992. 

5 On the ambiguity of the realist tradition see Goldman, 1988, Rosenberg, 1990, Griffiths, 1992, and Walker, 1993. 
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assumptions that defined the essence of the liberal view of international relations. 
These assumptions include: one, that there was an objective harmony of interests 
in both domestic and international society; two, the war-does-not-pay argument, an 
idea that Waltz explained was rooted in classic free-trade economic theory; three, 
a belief in the inherently peaceful proclivities of democratic forms of state; and four, 
faith in world public opinion as an effective sanction in securing the peace (Waltz, 
1959:95-103). 

Following Waltz, there have been a myriad of attempts to explicate the essential 
attributes of the liberal tradition of international relations theory. Although Doyle 
has discerned three distinct theoretical traditions of liberalism, he finds "with Kant 
and other liberal republicans, that liberalism does have a coherent legacy on foreign 
affairs" (1986:1151). The crux of this legacy, which has become the basis of the 
burgeoning literature on the democratic peace, is that liberal states are different-a 
world consisting of like-minded liberal states would result in a pacific international 
order. John Owen has succinctly operationalized this legacy: "[L]iberal ideas are the 
source-the independent variable-behind the distinctive foreign policies of liberal 
democracies" (1994:93). The ideas mentioned by Owen include a harmony of 
interests, freedom, the need to cooperate, and toleration. 

Mark Zacher and Richard Matthew (1995:108) argue that "there is a rich 
literature, which spans three centuries, that most scholars associate with liberal 
international theory." While they acknowledge that liberalism is a multifaceted 
tradition, they find that it is possible to identify three central theoretical components 
of liberal international theory. The first thesis embraces the idea of progress and 
specifically the idea that the international realm is moving in the direction of greater 
"peace, prosperity, and justice." The second thesis maintains that peace and justice 
are achieved through the "growth of international cooperation." Finally, liberal 
international theory assumes that international relations are "being transformed by 
the process of modernization that was unleashed by the scientific revolution" 
(Zacher and Matthew, 1995: 110). 

Another recent attempt to identify the theoretical premises of liberal international 
theory is provided by Andrew Moravcsik. Like most theorists of international 
relations, he views liberalism as "the strongest candidate for a rival paradigm to 
realism." Moravcsik argues that "among the most consistent critics of Realism over 
the past two centuries have been Liberal philosophers, economists and publicists, 
including Immanuel Kant, John Stuart Mill, Richard Cobden, Woodrow Wilson, 
Norman Angell, Joseph Schumpeter and John Maynard Keynes" (Moravcsik, 
1992: 1). According to Moravcsik, the common thread that unites liberal thinkers is 
that they "share a set of distinctive analytical assumptions about the identity and 
interests of fundamental social actors and the constraints they face." The central 
insight that Moravcsik argues distinguishes "[l]iberal international relations theory 
is that states are embedded in domestic and international society, which decisively 
constrains the underlying state interests on which foreign policy is based." In his 
effort to cast liberalism as a positive theory of international relations, Moravcsik 
derives three non-utopian assumptions: 

(1) [T]he fundamental actors in world politics are individuals and 
privately-constituted groups with self-interested and risk-averse 
preferences; (2) national governments are representative institu- 
tions, whose policies reflect some subset of societal interests; and 
(3) state behavior is shaped primarily by the configuration of 
governmental interests, rather than resources, institutions or other 
external political constraints. (1992:3) 
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Finally, Robert Keohane, who is often associated with the liberal tradition, "regards 
liberalism as an approach to the analysis of social reality that (1) begins with 
individuals as the relevant social actors, (2) seeks to understand how aggregations 
of individuals make collective decisions and organizations composed of individuals 
interact, and (3) embeds this analysis with a worldview that emphasizes individual 
rights and that adopts an ameliorative view of progress in human affairs" (Keohane, 
1990:174). 

Liberalism and the Interwar Period 
Not only do international relations scholars associate a specific set of ideas with 
liberal international theory, but they also presume that these beliefs reigned 
supreme immediately after the field was born in 191 9.6 Although there has not been 
much careful attention devoted to examining the history of the field, there is a 
pervasive assumption that the scholarship of the interwar period was characterized 
by the hegemony of a liberal or, more notoriously, idealist paradigm. As Torbjorn 
Knutsen (1992:185) explains, members of the "fledgling discipline" of international 
relations "adopted a rather narrow, liberal view of war and peace, much informed 
by the tradition of international law and by the idealistic peace visions of the 
North-Atlantic states." The notion that the interwar period was distinguished by a 
so-called idealist paradigm serves as one of the "foundational myths" of the 
discipline.7 Most accounts explain the development of international relations as an 
academic field of inquiry in terms of a series of successive paradigms beginning with 
idealism in the 1920s.JohnVasquez, for example, alleges that the "twentieth century 
history of international relations inquiry can be roughly divided into three stages: 
idealist, realist, and behavioral revolt" (1983:13). Similarly, Hedley Bull (1972b:33) 
advances the claim that there have been "three successive waves of theoretical 
activity: the 'idealist' or progressivist doctrines that predominated in the 1920s and 
early 1930s, the 'realist' or conservative theories that developed in reaction to them 
in the late 1930s and 1940s, and the 'social scientific' theories in the late 1950s and 
1960s." 

An equally popular framework that is used to depict the early development of 
international relations rests with the contextual premise that the field's origins 
emanate directly from the outbreak of World War I. According to this logic, the 
exogenous events that took place during the course of World War I and the signing 
of the Treaty of Versailles fundamentally shaped the scholarship of the interwar 
period. Indeed, many scholars who have reflected on the history of the field would 
agree with Fred Warner Neal and Bruce D. Hamlett's claim that "international 
relations is an American invention dating from the time after World War I when the 
American intellectual community discovered the world" (1969:283). William Olson 
and Nicholas Onuf, two scholars who have devoted considerable attention to the 
history of the field, argue that "what must never be forgotten in assessing the 
emergence of International Relations is that it grew out of a fervent desire to 
understand and therefore to find ways to control world politics in order to prevent 
future wars" (1985:12). They continue by claiming that "rationalist-instrumentalist 
theories about human potential and the techniques for harnessing it were drawn 
straight from the Anglo-American liberal internationalist tradition of the nineteenth 
century and invested with Wilsonian fervour in the League of Nations" (Olson and 
Onuf, 1985:12). 

6 See, e.g., Bull, 1972b, Olson and Onuf, 1985, Smith, 1987, Knutsen, 1992, and Groom, 1994. 
7 I have borrowed this phrase from Booth, 1996. 
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Probably no other account of the field's history as being characterized by an 
idealist or liberal view had a greater impact than the one E. H. Carr provided in his 
seminal work The Twenty Years' Crisis, which was first published on the eve of World 
War II. Drawing on Karl Mannheim's sociology of knowledge, Carr (1964:8) 
remarked that "like other infant sciences, the science of international politics has 
been markedly and frankly utopian," and "in the initial stage in which wishing 
prevails over thinking, generalization over observation, and in which little attempt 
is made at a critical analysis of existing facts or available means." According to Carr, 
this was, at least initially, to be expected. He argued that, like all forms of scientific 
understanding, the "wish is father to the thought." With respect to the new field of 
international relations, Carr (1964:8) declared that "it took its rise from a great and 
disastrous war; and the overwhelming purpose which dominated and inspired the 
pioneers of the new science was to obviate a recurrence of this disease of the 
international body politic." He concluded that the interwar scholars had been 
conspicuous by their utopian aspiration to find a cure for the disease of war. 

The most glaring problem for Carr and the other self-identified realists who 
began to enter the field in the late 1930s and early 1940s was that the study of 
international relations had not yet developed beyond the initial stage of utopian 
thinking. And before Carr took it upon himself to outline the distinctive traits of 
realism, he first sought to explicate the approach of the interwar idealists. In 
describing the main characteristics of the interwar scholars, Carr argued that "nearly 
all popular theories of international politics between the two world wars were 
reflexions, seen in an American mirror, of nineteenth-century liberal thought" 
(1964:27). He considered it to be one of the great ironies of history that the 
assumptions of nineteenth-century liberalism, which by the beginning of the twen- 
tieth century had been discarded in the domestic realm, reappeared in the new field 
of international relations. These assumptions included a pervasive faith in reason 
and rationalism, a belief in the infallibility of public opinion, the view that war was 
irrational, that the best way to end conflict was through education, international 
law, and world government, and, finally, a belief that an essential harmony of 
interest existed, which translated into the international doctrine of "war-does-not- 
pay." 

The systematic repudiation of these ideas after World War II by the members of 
the realist school has been construed as marking the field's first "great debate." 
Michael Banks (1986: 11) has remarked that of all the debates that have occurred 
in the field of international relations, "the realist-idealist debate is the most 
significant because it gave us structures and institutions which still operate." Banks 
(1986:12) adds that "the controlling ideas today are a legacy of the 1940s and 1950s, 
when we switched completely from liberalism to realism." In a quintessential 
manner, Charles Kegley and Eugene Wittkopf explain: 

The events that led to World War II provoked strong criticism of 
the assumptions of the idealist paradigm. Many blamed the out- 
break of the Second World War on what they believed to be the 
naive legalistic and moralistic assumptions of the idealists and their 
neglect of the "realities" of power politics. Calling themselves 
political realists, advocates of the counterparadigm known as politi- 
cal realism coalesced to frame an intellectual movement whose 
message about world politics reads like an antithesis of the idealists' 
assumptions. (1989:15) 

Almost every student of international relations has been led to believe that the field 
experienced a fundamental transformation in the 1940s in which the discredited 
ideas and beliefs of the interwar idealists were replaced by a different paradigm 
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defined by principles of realism.8 In the remainder of the article, I challenge this 
interpretation of the interwar period and offer an alternative account of the field's 
early discursive history. 

The Real Disciplinary History of International Relations 
There are sufficient grounds to be skeptical of the various accounts that depict the 
interwar period of the field's history as being predominated by the hegemony of an 
idealist or liberal theory of international politics (Baldwin, 1995; Long and Wilson, 
1995; Booth, 1996; Little, 1996; Kahler, 1997; Schmidt, 1998). The conventional 
historiography of international relations, and political science more generally, has 
for too long been encumbered by a number of assumptions that have made it 
difficult to gain an adequate sense of how the field has developed (Gunnell, 1991). 
It is not at all controversial to suggest that many of the accounts that purport to 
assess the development of international relations as a field of study fail to come to 
terms with what might be called its real history. Reference to "real history" does not 
imply that there is some pristine neutral methodological vantage point from which 
to uncover and judge the truth of claims about the field's past. The basic issue is not 
one of the authenticity of a particular historical account but rather of focusing on 
the task of recapitulating the main contours and content of a circumscribed realm 
of discursive activity conventionally designated as international relations. 

The approach that I follow can be described as a critical internal discursive 
history.9 The task of an internal history is to describe the evolution of conceptual 
forms the discipline has taken by examining the discursive practices that have led 
to the different historical configurations. The intention is to reconstruct as accurately 
as possible the evolution of the discrete conversation of academic international 
relations. This conversation should not be taken as metaphor, for what is being 
reconstructed is an actual conversation among academic scholars and others who 
self-consciously and institutionally thought of themselves as participating in a 
formalized setting devoted to the study of world politics. The subject matter is 
discourse-as embodied in scholarly journal articles, professional conference pa- 
pers, manuscripts, textbooks, and other sources that record the literal conversation 
of the discipline. These sources can be construed as representing the actual 
discursive artifacts of the field's past. To reassemble the older conversations that 
have constituted the field at a particular historicaljuncture, it is necessary to engage 
in the activity of accumulating and sifting through the numerous isolated historical 
artifacts so that a more comprehensive whole can be discerned. The important point 
to emphasize, however, is that these artifacts are the testimony to an actual 
conversation. 

The Prehistory of Academic International Relations 
Once we begin to reconstruct the discursive development of international relations 
as a subfield of American political science, it is evident that its institutionalized 
history can be traced back much further than to the conclusion of World War I 
(Schmidt, 1998). When the American Political Science Association (APSA) was 
formed in 1903, international law, and politics, which was an amorphous category 
that dealt with a number of international issues such as imperialism and colonial 
administration, were two of the seven officially recognized sections (Willoughby, 

8 This was the view offered in the early accounts by Morgenthau, 1946, Herz, 1950, Kennan, 1951, and Thompson, 
1960. 

9 For additional clarification of this approach see Gunnell, 1993, and Schmidt, 1994, 1998. 
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1904). 10 In order to comprehend the interwar discourse of international relations, 
it is necessary to have a sense of this earlier phase of disciplinary history. James Farr 
(1990) terms this period the "prehistory" of political science, and he argues that it 
was when many of the themes and issues that would later constitute the discipline 
took shape. Before the APSA was established, the study of political science in the 
United States was heavily indebted to the work of Francis Lieber and John Burgess 
(Somit and Tanenhaus, 1967; Gunnell, 1993). In 1857, Lieber became the first 
scholar to hold a position as professor of history and political science at Columbia 
College, and Burgess was responsible for the creation of the School of Political 
Science at Columbia in 1880. Lieber and Burgess both glorified the state, and they 
each wished to identify the domain of political science with the state. Farr explains 
that Lieber and Burgess along with Theodore Dwight Woolsey, of Yale University, 
andJohann Caspar Bluntschli, of Heidelberg, "for some time had been contributing 
to the view that political science was the science of the state by conceiving it as 
Staatswissenschaft" (1993:64). And of the myriad of issues which the study of the state 
encompassed, none was more weighty than the concept of sovereignty. 

The significance that these early political scientists attached to the concept of 
sovereignty is of crucial importance to understanding the subsequent development 
of international relations. First, political science's focus on the state as a sovereign, 
territorial actor is consistent with the traditional description of international rela- 
tions as a branch of knowledge concerned with the patterns of interaction among 
states. Second, and equally important, is that the theory of the state that Lieber and 
Burgess put forth contributed to the realpolitik view of the international milieu. But 
unlike neorealists such as Waltz (1979), who are well known for their refusal to 
commit themselves to an analysis of the internal make-up of the state and simply 
posit that the structure of international politics is an anarchy populated by like-units 
wishing to survive, political scientists such as Lieber and Burgess reasoned that the 
character of international politics was intimately related to how the state was 
theoretically conceptualized. In other words, the prevailing conception that political 
scientists had of the external relations among sovereign states was linked to the 
orthodox theory of the state. The bifurcation that has been created between the 
internal and external dimension of the state was a meaningless distinction through- 
out much of the early history of political science. "I 

In their recent discussion of the idealist origins of realist theory, Ronen P. Palan 
and Brook M. Blair (1993:388) argue that it was "an explosion of ideas in the 
nineteenth century, particularly in Germany, which gave rise to the modern-and 
still current version of the realist theory of international relations." More pointedly, 
Palan and Blair (1993:388) claim the realist theory of international relations only 
emerged "after the advent of the organic theory of the state," a theory which 
maintained that the state was a sovereign entity "endowed with an autonomous will, 
only marginally subject to the individual will of the citizens of the state." At the end 
of the nineteenth century the study of political science in the United States was 
heavily indebted to the German study of Staatswissenschaft. Many influential Ameri- 
can political scientists received their formal graduate education in Germany. As a 
consequence, the theory of the state that gained currency among American political 
scientists in the late 1800s and early 1900s was deeply influenced by the ideas of 
German thinkers such as Bluntschli, Hegel, Fichte, and Treitschke. 

Lieber, who did more than anyone else to Americanize the discussion of Staatwis- 
senschaft, was deeply influenced by the work of Bluntschli. The writings of Bluntschli, 

10 The work of Reinsch (1900, 1905), who was a pioneering figure in the field of international relations, addressed 
the topics of imperialism and colonial administration. 

11 There is an increasing amount of attention being devoted to reintegrating the internal and external aspects of 
the state. See, e.g., Rosenau, 1990, Held, 1991, Walker, 1993, and Caporaso, 1997. 
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along with those of Edward Laboulaye in France and Lieber in America, formed 
what the latter called a "scientific clover-leaf' of three men devoting themselves to 
political science (Bluntschli, 1880:13). In The Theory of the State, Bluntschli presented 
an image of the state as an organic, masculine person having both spirit and body. 
The state, as conceived by Bluntschli, represented a jural society in which the 
principle of sovereignty was paramount. He explained that on the positive side, 
"sovereignty means that the State has complete power over all its territory, to enforce 
its laws, execute its decrees, and exercise its jurisdiction." On the negative side, he 
claimed that "the State has the right of excluding every other State or power from 
sovereignty in, or interference with, its sovereignty" (Bluntschli, 1921:244). From 
here, it was but a small step to Treitschke's (1970:326) view that "the State is power, 
precisely in order to assert itself against other equally independent powers." 

In Lieber's Manual of Political Ethics, which provided an extended discussion of 
the state as ajural society, he wrote (1885:367) that the "state is aboriginal with man; 
it is no voluntary association; no work of contract by individuals who lived previously 
out of it; the State is a form and faculty of mankind to lead the species toward greater 
perfection-it is the glory of man." Furthermore, Lieber "promoted his vision of 
the state as a natural and necessary organic 'sovereign society' with 'an indelible 
character of individuality' " (Gunnell, 1993:28-29). The study of political science, 
according to Lieber (1993:32), "treats of man in his most important earthly phase; 
the state is the institution which has to protect or to check all his endeavors, and, in 
turn, reflects them." At the end of his career, Lieber, who was well known for his 
previous work on military law that he wrote during the Civil War, directed his 
attention toward the study of international law.12 Yet, like other theorists who 
adhered to the juristic theory of the state, Lieber admitted that there were severe 
limitations to the efficacy of any plan for international peace in general, and 
international law in particular. Lieber described the age in which he lived as the 
"National Period," which was distinguished by the existence of numerous inde- 
pendent sovereign states. This meant that irrespective of the growing ties of 
interdependence that Lieber observed, there could never be an "obliteration of 
nationalities." Lieber's proposed solution to reconciling the differences that inevi- 
tably arose among separate political communities was arbitration.'3 

The writings ofJohn Burgess, who was an ardent Germanophile, provide another 
example of the consequences that the juristic theory of the state had for the study 
of international relations.'4 Burgess's notion of history was thoroughly Hegelian, 
and he considered the Teutonic, organic state to be the highest form of political 
development. Although Burgess assigned four specific characteristics to the 
state-all comprehensive, exclusive, permanent, and sovereign-it was the last 
feature that distinguished the state from other forms of political association. By 
sovereignty, Burgess (1933:56) meant "original, absolute, unlimited, universal 
power over the individual subject and over all associations of subjects." Following 
orthodoxy, Burgess distinguished state from government, and while limitations 
could be placed on the latter, he was adamant in insisting that the state was exempt 
from internal and external constraints. This, in turn, led Burgess to be skeptical of 
schemes for a world state as well as with so-called international law. According to 
Burgess: 

12 Lieber's work on the science of military law included: "Instructions for Armies in the Field: General Order No. 
100" (1863); "Guerrilla Parties Considered with Reference to the Laws and Usages of War" (1862); and "Status of Rebel 
Prisoners of War" (1865). These are all included in The Miscellaneous Writings of Francis Lieber (1880). 

13 Lieber (1880) addressed the topic of arbitration in his essay "On International Arbitration." 
14 Oren (1995) provides some very interesting information on Burgess; especially with respect to the field's 

fascination with the theory of the democractic peace. 
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The state must have the power to compel the subject against his 
will: otherwise it is no state; it is only an anarchic society. Now the 
power to compel obedience and to punish for disobedience is, or 
originates in, sovereignty. This condition can, therefore, offer no 
loophole of escape from the proposition. (1993:53) 

The Formation of APSA 
When the APSA was formed in 1903, the juristic theory of the state was the most 
influential paradigm for the study of political science. In the first presidential 
address to the APSA, Frank J. Goodnow (1904:37) declared that "Political Science 
is that science which treats of the organization known as the State." Within the 
theoretical discourse of the state, there was no topic that was more prominent than 
sovereignty. Westel Woodbury Willoughby, who played an active role in the move- 
ment to create the APSA and later served as its ninth president, maintained that an 
examination of sovereignty "is undoubtedly the most important topic to be discussed 
in political science, for what the term 'Value' is to the science of political economy, 
the term 'Sovereignty' is to political science" (1896:185). During this period the 
study of international relations was firmly lodged within the discourse of the state 
and the juristic theory of sovereignty provided the predominant context for discuss- 
ing topics associated with international politics. These topics included an examina- 
tion of the political relations among sovereign, territorial states, the character and 
nature of international law, imperialism, colonial administration, and an investiga- 
tion of the factors leading to war and peace. The important point to emphasize is 
that each of these topics was couched within the theoretical framework provided by 
the juristic theory of the state. 

According tojuristic theory, the international milieu was one where states led an 
independent and isolated existence. By dint of their equal possession of absolute 
sovereignty, states were assumed, in principle, to have complete freedom from all 
sources of external authority. States were presumed to have no obligations to any 
other entity but themselves, and compliance with external rules was deemed to be 
strictly voluntary. Although rejecting the idea of a social contract to explain the 
origins of the state, adherents tojuristic theory nevertheless evoked the pre-contractual 
image of individuals living in a state of nature to describe the external condition of 
states. In depicting states as existing in an international state of nature, proponents 
ofjuristic theory conceptualized the anarchic structure of international relations in 
a manner similar to that of realists. They also pointed to many of the same dilemmas 
that realists associate with politics in the absence of central authority. 

The writings of Willoughby, who earned his degree from, and spent his career 
at, Johns Hopkins, provide a paradigmatic illustration of the consequences that 
juristic theory had on the study of international relations. In his discussion of the 
essential nature of the state, Willoughby strictly adhered to the juristic conception 
of the state as an instrumentality for the creation and enforcement of law. Based on 
the analogy that he drew between the state and a person, Willoughby (1918:194) 
argued that "the prime characteristic of the state is that there is posited of it a will 
that is legally supreme" and "this supreme legally legitimizing will is termed 
sovereignty." Apart from considering "sovereignty as expressing the supremacy of 
the State's will over that of all persons and public bodies within its own organization," 
Willoughby claimed that it could be viewed outwardly "in its international aspects." 
When viewed from this vantage point, he argued that "sovereignty denoted inde- 
pendence, or complete freedom from all external control of a legal character" 
(Willoughby, 1896:196). Several consequences followed from this particular analyti- 
cal perspective. 
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First, and perhaps most surprising given the myth about the field's early absorp- 
tion in legalism, was that adherents to the juristic theory of the state expressed a 
profound pessimism about the existence and efficacy of international law. 15 Propo- 
nents ofjuristic theory adhered to the Austinian definition of law as an authoritative 
command issued from a political superior to an inferior backed by the sanction of 
force. Like John Austin, the absence of a higher source of authority above the 
collection of states in the international system led many scholars to deny the legal 
character of international law. Willoughby maintained that "the term 'law,' when 
applied to the rules and principles that prevail between independent nations, is 
misleading because such rules depend for their entire validity upon the forbearance 
and consent of the parties to whom they apply, and are not and cannot be legally 
enforced by any common superior" (1896:200). It should be noted that Willoughby's 
critique corresponds with the realist view of international law. 

A second effect of juristic theory was that political scientists were not optimistic 
about the prospects of world order reform; especially with any plan that infringed 
on the sovereignty of a state. Regardless of the different manner in which states were 
being drawn closer together, sovereignty represented a significant obstacle to world 
order reform. This view was clearly articulated in the series of lectures that David 
Jayne Hill delivered when he was appointed to the Carpenter Foundation Lecture- 
ship at Columbia University in 1911, which were later published under the title 
World Organization as Affected by the Nature of the Modern State. Like Willoughby, Hill 
maintained that the juristic nature of the state was axiomatic. The problem that 
remained, Hill explained, was to extend these same juristic principles to the realm 
of inter-state relations. This was the task of world organization, which Hill defined 
as of"so uniting governments in the support of principles ofjustice as to apply them 
not only within the limits of the State but also between States" (191 1: 1). Yet as with 
other adherents to the juristic theory of the state, Hill insisted that there were severe 
limitations on the possibility of extending juristic principles to the international 
realm. Since Hill believed that there could not be a deviation fromjuristic principles, 
he embraced arbitration as the most appropriate means to achieving a juristic 
ordering of international relations and campaigned against the League of Nations 
on the grounds that it was antithetical to juristic principles. 16 

Third, juristic theory contributed to the view that the structure of inter-state 
relations was anarchical. In depicting the state as a unitary sovereign actor, the 
international milieu was conceived as a realm where there was an absence of central 
authority. This ontology of the international realm was one that directly emanated 
from the juristic theory of the state and, at the same time, reveals how the principle 
of sovereignty serves as the constitutive principle underpinning the claim that the 
structure of inter-state politics is ipso facto anarchical. Recognition of the basic 
relationship between sovereignty and anarchy provided the framework for much of 
the interwar discourse of international relations. Yet in many ways, it was less the 
anarchical structure of international politics than the problem of state sovereignty 
that was identified as the most pressing theoretical issue. 

The Interwar Discourse of International Relations 
During the 1 920s, the juristic theory of the state experienced a significant episode 
of conceptual change. There is little doubt that the outbreak of World War I served 
as an important catalyst for reformulating the orthodox theory of the state. Political 

15 Boyle (1985) does a good job of dismissing the fiction that the early history of the field can be characterized by 
the dominance of a "legalist-moralist" approach to the study of international politics. 

16 Foradditional discussion of these ideas see Hill, 1896, 1919. Information on the life and thought of Hill is provided 
by Parkman (1975). 
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scientists were increasingly skeptical of the theoretical and empirical relevancy of 
the juristic theory of the state. There were some who argued that the conventional 
theory of the state that political scientists adopted as their framework of analysis 
helped contribute to the onset of World War I. The general nature of the argument 
was that the metaphysical juristic theory of the state led to the irresponsibility and 
unrestraint of the German state both before and during the war. In Charles 
Merriam's classic survey of the discipline of political science, he claimed that the 
generation of political scientists writing in the aftermath of World War I was 
"characterized by a remarkable development of 'anti-stateism,' converging from 
many points in an attack upon the validity of the state" (1924:24). The most serious 
challenge to the juristic or monistic theory of the state was provided by a new group 
of scholars who collectively put forth the theory of pluralism, which fundamentally 
transformed the discourse of political science. International relations scholars, 
aided by the theoretical insights of pluralism, played a significant role in fostering 
a revised theory of the state. 

There were several factors that led international relations scholars to believe that 
the orthodox theory of the state desperately needed revision. One factor was the 
recognition that it was the concept of state sovereignty that served as the constitutive 
principle of international anarchy. By the end of the Great War, the idea that the 
condition of international anarchy was responsible for the general outbreak of 
hostilities across Europe became an increasingly convincing argument. The thesis 
that "whenever and wherever the anarchy of armed states exists, war does become 
inevitable" was most clearly expressed in G. Lowes Dickinson's book The International 
Anarchy, 1904-1914 (1926:v). Although he is most often depicted as an interwar 
idealist, it was Dickinson who argued, in much the same way as neorealists, that the 
existence of independent sovereign states recognizing no higher authority other 
than themselves was the single most important cause of war.17 Dickinson began his 
analysis by making an important distinction between the immediate and underlying 
cause of the war. Dickinson (1926:3) argued that behind all of the particular 
circumstances that contributed to the war "lies a general situation which makes it 
certain that war will come," and it was this general situation that was the theme of 
his book. The condition that Dickinson was referring to was the existence of 
international anarchy, which he explained resulted "from the juxtaposition of a 
number of States, independent and armed" (1926:v). He argued that under these 
circumstances, which characterized ancient Greece, Renaissance Italy, and now 
modern Europe, war has been, and always will be, a logical result. 

Dickinson maintained that once states find themselves in a condition of anarchy, 
the struggle between them will tend to assume a certain stereotypical form. In The 
European Anarchy, Dickinson (1916:14) explained that one state "will endeavour to 
acquire supremacy over the others for motives at once of security and of domination, 
the others will combine to defeat it, and history will turn upon the two poles of 
empire and the balance of power." One of the analytical devices that Dickinson and 
others used to elucidate the characteristics of the pre-war international system was 
the analogy that compared individuals in the state of nature to states in the 
international anarchy. James Bryce, who was the fourth president of the American 
Political Science Association, gave a series of lectures in the summer of 1921 to 
inaugurate the Williams College Institute of Politics, which served as the basis of his 
textbook entitled International Relations (1922). He argued that an understanding 
of the state of nature was important for scholars who made the subject of international 
relations their focus of study. Bryce (1922:2) explained that "although in civilized 
countries every individual man is now under law and not in a State of Nature towards 

17 Smith (1986:55-56) treats Dickinson as one of the idealist provocateurs. 
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his fellow men, every political community, whatever its form, be it republican or 
monarchical, is in a State of Nature towards every other community." This was the 
basis on which Bryce and Dickinson elucidated the security dilemma that confronted 
each of the state actors in the international system. As a partial solution to this 
dilemma, Bryce and Dickinson advocated the cause of the League of Nations, and 
in England they both were members of the Bryce Group which included scholars 
who were committed to the study of international organization.18 

For those who were committed to the study of international organization, as well 
as for those dedicated to the study of international law, the juristic theory of state 
sovereignty posed significant obstacles to providing an accurate account of the 
practices shaping international politics. The ontological description of the external 
relations of states as a permanent fixture of atomized sovereign entities increasingly 
appeared to contradict the fact of mutual interdependence. The claim that inter- 
national law lacked the essential characteristics of law was considered by many 
interwar scholars to be not only theoretically erroneous, but contrary to the concrete 
practices shaping international affairs. These judgments, in many ways, paralleled 
the critique that pluralist writers of the 1920s were offering of the juristic state. The 
basis of the pluralist argument was that existing political conditions were different 
from those that the juristic theory of state sovereignty posited. 

Although there were many distinguishing features of the pluralist critique of the 
state, Francis Coker (1924:80) captured its essence when he wrote "pluralist theories 
of the state are theories which assail the traditional doctrine of state sovereignty." 
Ellen Deborah Ellis, who was one of the first political scientists to provide a 
comprehensive account of the debate between stateism and pluralism, claimed that 
"the pluralist begins his attack on the monistic doctrine by denying what the monist 
states as the underlying facts of political organization, and especially the essential 
unity and absoluteness of the state and sovereignty" (1920:399). This led pluralist 
writers, following the insights provided by Arthur Bentley (1908) and the work of 
various sociological theorists, to disaggregate the state into its many constituent 
parts. Pluralists argued that the state was only one of many forms of human 
association to which the individual belonged. Moreover, the pluralists asserted that 
the different associations found in modern society, such as trade unions, civic 
associations, and religious groups, each, in their own distinct way, possessed 
sovereignty on a parity with the state. By a logical inference, this meant that the 
sovereignty of the state was neither indivisible, unlimited, nor supreme. 

The critique of sovereignty that Harold Laski was pursuing when he was at 
Harvard from 1916 to 1920 helped to generate the debate about the state within 
political science. Pluralism, for Laski, was not merely an alternative conception of 
the state but also a normative theory of politics. The modern monistic state, which 
Laski argued had its origins in the philosophical and legal response to the crisis 
caused by the decline of the medieval idea of a unified Christendom, represented 
a threat to individual liberty. Consequently, Laski aimed to challenge the idea of 
the monistic state with the thesis of a decentralized polity that was more consistent 
with current political, economic, and sociological conditions. Laski (1921:240) 
declared that "the monistic state is an hierarchical structure in which power is 
collected at a single center" and that "advocates of pluralism are convinced that this 
is both administratively incomplete and ethically inadequate." Through his critique 
of sovereignty, Laski was able to bring together the work of a number of different 
scholars into a unified and coherent thesis about the functioning of pluralist society. 
Once Laski's account of pluralism as both an empirical and normative theory of 

18 Information about the Bryce Group, as well as other interwar peace societies, is provided by Kuehl (1969). 
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politics gained increasing acceptance, the cogency of the critique of the monistic 
theory of sovereignty became more intense. 

Just as pluralists maintained that the state was not supreme over all the constituent 
groups present in society, they also argued that, internationally, the state was not 
completely sovereign with respect to every other state and non-state actor. The 
interdependent quality of world politics, which pluralists took to be axiomatic, along 
with the existence of numerous public international unions and international 
organizations, raised serious doubts about the validity of the claim that each 
nation-state was entirely sovereign in relation to all other actors in the international 
realm. 19 Much like the pluralist critique of internal sovereignty, the cornerstone of 
the critique of external sovereignty rested on the claim that it was empirically 
anomalous with respect to what the traditional theory of the state depicted. Although 
juristic theory presented an image of autonomous states exercising unrestricted 
rights equally and independent of external impediments, many argued that this 
contradicted the actual observable practices taking place in world politics. There 
were a number of ways in which pluralist theory aided the attempt to formulate a 
more accurate ontological description of world politics than that depicted byjuristic 
theory. 

One example is provided by Mary Parker Follett's book The New State (1934). 
Although Follett's version of pluralism incorporated some unique features, her work 
is instructive for illustrating the significant consequences that pluralist theory had 
on the study of international relations. Follett (1934:352) asserted that "the idea of 
'sovereign' nations must go as completely as is disappearing the idea of sovereign 
individuals." Taking the group as her unit of analysis, Follett explained that just as 
groups within society could be united to form a larger whole, the same was also true 
of nations. Follett (1934:351) argued that interdependence had become "the 
keynote of the relations of states" as it had "of the relations of individuals within a 
nation." She attempted to demonstrate thatjust as the group process at the domestic 
level revealed that isolated individualism was no longer feasible and, consequently, 
had to be transcended through integration with other individuals and groups, 
nation-states also had to move beyond their narrowly defined self-interests and work 
toward the creation of a larger whole. Pluralist theory, Follett claimed, made this 
possible, because "sovereignty is the power engendered by a complete interdepend- 
ence becoming conscious of itself' (1934:27 1). Moreover, Follett argued that with 
the pluralist theory of sovereignty "we may keep all the real sovereignty we have 
and unite to evolve together a larger sovereignty" (1934:351-352). She concluded 
that the League of Nations was in many ways a logical result of the extension of the 
group process to the international level and she argued that more practical experi- 
ments in integration were needed so that a world state might be realized some day. 
This was a theoretical exposition that could not have been mounted on the basis of 
the monistic theory of state sovereignty. 

There were other scholars who recognized that the external implications of 
juristic theory represented a significant obstacle to reconceptualizing world politics. 
Laski acknowledged this when he argued "only by the abrogation of the idea of 
sovereignty in international affairs is there any real prospect of the working of 
international ideas being placed upon a basis at once successful and sound" 
(1927:290). This was one of the main themes of James Garner's 1924 presidential 
address to the American Political Science Association. Garner began by chronicling 
the fading historical relevancy of the traditional notion of absolute sovereignty 
defined by Bodin in the sixteenth century. Garner explained that 

19 Within the large body of literature on international regimes and organizations there is hardly any recognition of 
the earlier study of Public International Unions by scholars such as Reinsch (191 1). Murphy (1994) is a major exception. 
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[t]he old theory of absolute sovereignty vis-a-vis other states fitted 
in very well with the actual conditions of international society at the 
time it was formulated by the jurists. Today the situation is totally 
different. In the place of an "anarchy of sovereignties" we have a 
society of interdependent states bound by law and possessing a 
highly-developed solidarity of interests. (1925:18) 

Garner concluded that it was no longer credible, either theoretically or empirically, 
to maintain that international relations existed in a condition of anarchy populated 
by states possessing unlimited power and "subject to no control except that which 
is self-imposed." He provided examples from international law, treaties, and 
diplomacy to indicate that states did not have an absolute right to act in any manner 
they chose. 

The main point of Garner's address to the APSA was that it was necessary for 
political scientists to relinquish the axiom that the prerogative of sovereignty gave 
a state an exclusive right to act in any manner it deemed expedient. Like Follett, 
he attempted to demonstrate that this archaic notion of international "right" was 
not only empirically false but, in fact, contrary to the real interests of a state. Garner 
argued that if a state should "conform its conduct to the theory of absolute 
sovereignty and refuse to assume any obligations which involved restrictions upon 
the exercise of sovereignty," then, "the condition of international society would, 
indeed, be that which Hobbes in his day conceived it to be" (1925:23-24). Implicit 
in Garner's critique of external sovereignty was an attack on the doctrine of the 
equality of states-one of the central pillars of international law. 

The study of international law was impacted by, and benefited from, the critique 
of thejuristic theory of the state. It was, after all, thejuristic conception of sovereignty 
that proved to be a main obstacle to establishing the legal basis of international law. 
In commenting on the character of the post-World War I research in international 
law, Quincy Wright, who was a member of the influential Chicago school of political 
science, asserted that "there has been a bold effort to study the world as it is revealed 
by the social sciences and contemporary politics, and to mould the law more 
effectively to serve its needs." Wright observed that to fulfill this task "old methods 
ofjuristic formulation have been reinvestigated and new ones suggested" (1930:24). 
It is worthwhile to point out that although Wright is best known for his monumental 
book A Study of War (1942), his earlier work at the University of Pennsylvania, 
Harvard, Minnesota, and even at Chicago when he first arrived in 1923, was 
primarily devoted to international law, which he considered to be a "method, a 
philosophy, and a process" (1930:23). 

Many of the central figures involved in developing the theory of pluralism were 
legal scholars who rejected the Austinian conception of law as a command issued 
from an omnipotent sovereign authority.20 Edwin M. Borchard, professor of law at 
Yale University, was a leading critic of the juristic theory of sovereignty as it applied 
to the interpretation of international law. Borchard argued: 

The present anarchical state of international relations, with no 
present hope of any improvement, is the most tangible evidence of 
the destructiveness of the theory of state sovereignty in interna- 
tional relations, and for its long survival the political theorists of 
the nineteenth century and the analytical school of jurists are 
largely to blame. (1924:122) 

20 There are a number of recent books that survey the political and legal thought of the pluralists. See, e.g., Hirst, 
1993, Eisenberg, 1995, and Runciman, 1997. 
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He concluded that the theory of sovereignty, as propounded by Hobbes, Bodin, and 
Austin, was essentially invalidated when it was applied to the external relations 
among states. Borchard maintained that there was a fundamental inconsistency 
between the internal and external aspects of sovereignty which resulted from the 
premise that the state was an omnipotent entity unfettered by any type of internal 
and, by logical extension, external conditions. This meant that if limitations could 
not be placed upon the external exercise of sovereignty, then there could be no 
effective international law to regulate the behavior of states. He admitted that the 
followers of Austin avoided this inconsistency by refusing to concede legal status to 
international law. But in avoiding this discrepancy, Borchard argued that Austinians 
put forth a conception of law that was grossly inadequate. The underlying problem, 
according to Borchard, with Austin and the entire analytical school was the pervasive 
tendency to transplant the internal attributes of sovereignty to the external relations 
of states. He concluded that the result of this practice for the science of international 
relations was nothing less than disastrous. 

Borchard argued that to improve international law it was necessary to relinquish 
the theory of absolute sovereignty and its corollary, the equality of states. He 
commended the revised theory of sovereignty and the alternative conception of law 
that was being put forth by the pluralists. Borchard made direct reference to the 
work of Hugo Krabbe who argued that "authority in the modern state is itself the 
creature of law, that is, that in a legal state the law and not arbitrary will is sovereign" 
(Krabbe, 1922). Krabbe rejected the juristic fiction that the state represented a 
unified and omnipotent will. Like the other pluralist writers, Krabbe argued that 
there were a variety of wills present in a political community, which implied that the 
basis of law could not rest on the alleged superiority of one particular will present 
in society. Rather, he argued, "the essential quality of a rule of law is its generation 
by the sense of right of the majority of the community constituting the state" 
(Krabbe, 1922). This interpretation suggested that law was less a product of an 
authoritative state than the state was a result of law determined by a political 
community's sense of right. One result of Krabbe's pluralistic account of sovereignty 
and law was that international law occupied the same position as municipal law. 

There were other international relations scholars who joined Borchard in his 
critique of the traditional notion of state sovereignty. Since the study of international 
law comprised a large portion of the interwar discourse of international relations, 
many scholars felt that it was absolutely imperative to establish the fact that 
international law was indeed law. Fundamental to this endeavor was the task of 
providing an alternative account of sovereignty than what juristic theory depicted. 
According to the international lawyers who were attempting to extend legal positiv- 
ism to the international realm, the claim put forth byjuristic theorists that international 
law lacked the essential characteristic of law was not only theoretically erroneous 
but contrary to the practices that could be observed taking place among states.21 
Just as there was a system of positive law domestically, the international legal 
positivists insisted that, contrary to Austin, there was also a body of internationally 
recognized rules that had the status of law. The positivist approach attempted to 
demonstrate that even without a centralized world authority it was, nevertheless, 
possible for international law to regulate effectively the external affairs of states. 
The legal scholars of this period based their attempt to establish the rule of law 
internationally on what they argued was a realistic understanding of both the 
international milieu and law, yet they have been understood incorrectly as idealists 
or utopians. 

21 A concise statement of the positive approach to international law was provided by Oppenheim (1908). 
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International Organization 
The focus that international relations scholars of the interwar period placed on the 
study of international organization can be construed as representing a distinctive 
development in the history of the field. Yet, contrary to conventional accounts of 
the field's history which assume that the interwar scholars' approach to international 
organization was immersed in idealism, the distinctiveness of their contribution lies 
in their explicit attempt to reform the international anarchy. Although the interwar 
scholarship is often associated with the ill-fortunes of the League of Nations, political 
scientists who were studying international relations did not simply assume that the 
introduction of this new international organization would by itself alter fundamen- 
tally the logic of international politics. Rather than assuming that a natural harmony 
of interests existed among the community of states, students of international 
organization recognized many of the same obstacles to inter-state cooperation that 
scholars continue to discuss today. 

The person responsible for giving specific form to the study of international 
organization in the United States was Pitman Benjamin Potter.22 After earning his 
doctorate in political science from Harvard University in 1918, Potter briefly held 
a position at the University of Illinois before joining the Department of Political 
Science at the University of Wisconsin in 1920. Shortly thereafter, Potter chastised 
his colleagues for not devoting sufficient attention to the problem of international 
organization, which he regarded as the most important problem in political science. 
He claimed that a direct result of political scientists' neglect of the subject matter of 
international organization in the years leading up to the war "has been suffering 
and death for millions of human beings, wasting and destruction of billions of 
property, and the present grievous sickness in the world society." The various plans 
of international organization that were in circulation before the war were, according 
to Potter, devised "chiefly by the advocates of peace and not by persons trained in 
formal political science" (Potter, 1923:383). It was Potter's aim to identify the factors 
responsible for the reluctance on the part of political scientists before the war to 
study the problem of international organization. Potter claimed one factor was 
rooted in the methodological changes that were under way in the discipline. He was 
specifically referring to the tendency on the part of political scientists to adopt the 
more "scientific" inductive method in place of the older deductive method. Potter 
argued that as a result of this new methodology, which was "concerned primarily 
with the description of facts" and "not with the declaration of rules of action to be 
followed in the future," political scientists "did not feel called on to study what did 
not appear to exist" (1923:382). 

A second factor that Potter claimed was responsible for neglecting the study of 
international organization was one that directly relates to the dominant theme of 
the interwar period: the problem of sovereignty. He explained that "acceptability" 
was a basic criterion that political scientists used to judge the feasibility of the various 
plans for international organization. Acceptability referred to the extent to which a 
typical state reasonably could be expected to endorse the principles of the proposed 
organization. Potter argued that most plans of international organization were 
declared unacceptable by political scientists on the basis of the principle of sover- 
eignty. Potter thought that this was an absurd position, since it was political scientists 
who invented the doctrine of sovereignty, developed it to extreme proportions, and 
set it "loose in the world in a day when we [political scientists] were leaders of political 
thought, and left by our abdication of the task of leadership in these later days 
unsupported by any complementary doctrine of international solidarity." Potter 

22 There were, of course, others on both sides of the Atlantic working on this topic. See, e.g., Hobson, 1916, Woolf, 
1916, Kuehl, 1969, and Long, 1996. 
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added that political scientists "taught an extreme doctrine hostile to international 
organization to begin with," and "remained hostile or at least indifferent to the latter 
movement throughout its formative years" (1923:385). To make up for their past 
neglect, Potter felt that political scientists must accept intellectual and moral 
responsibility for assisting the study of international organization. 

What this required, at least initially, was "the training of greater numbers of 
students and teachers in this field" of international organization (Potter, 1923:389). 
Secondly, there was a need to distinguish clearly the field of international organi- 
zation from the larger disciplinary matrix of what Potter referred to as political 
science of the international field. Potter maintained that the practical significance 
of this task stemmed from the fact that the international relations of states had 
reached a point where it was necessary to cooperate mutually with other states in 
order to realize their own particular national objectives. He wrote that when 
instances such as these arose, "nations need a system of institutions and procedures 
whereby national policies may be communicated by one nation to another, socially 
synthesized (internationalized) and executed." Potter explained that "this body of 
institutions and procedures is referred to by the now fairly familiar phrase interna- 
tional organization" (1932:177). In this regard, Potter argued that international 
organization was to be contrasted strongly with international politics, because the 
latter was characterized by the absence of any process of international harmoniza- 
tion or coordination. 

In his effort to delineate the domain of international organization, Potter an- 
nounced that "the political science of the international field may be divided into 
two major parts, namely, international law and international government, the latter 
called more frequently international organization" (1923:389). With respect to 
international law, Potter thought that it was of minimal use to the study of international 
organization. He concluded that despite the vast amount of intellectual energy that 
had been devoted to the topic of international law, the literature had contributed 
little to achieving either world peace or international cooperation. International 
organization, as the second subfield of the larger international field of political 
science, was, according to Potter, divisible into two constituent parts: international 
institutions and international practices. International institutions included the study 
of the structure and function of international courts, commissions, conferences, and 
federations. International practice was devoted to the general study of interna- 
tional politics. In light of the later realist critique, it is significant that Potter 
viewed the study of international politics as being an integral part of the subfield 
of international organization. Potter's choice of the term "international organi- 
zation" was deliberate, since he wanted to differentiate international organiza- 
tion as a field of study from the more amorphous but popular subject of 
international government, which was closely tied to the study of the League of 
Nations.23 

In its essence, Potter conceptualized international organization as a procedure 
of facilitating international harmonization and coordination between states. Ac- 
cording to Potter, the procedure had at least two preconditions. The first prereq- 
uisite, which clearly differentiated international organization from other world 
order projects, such as the creation of a world state, was the need for a plurality of 
states. The existence of a multiplicity of states was indispensable for international 
organization, because without it, there would be no need to harmonize national 
policies. Second, a modicum of homogeneity and equality among the various states 
was needed in order for them to enter into cooperative arrangements. Potter 

23 There was an enormous literature devoted to the League of Nations. A few select examples include Duggan, 1919, 
Webster, 1933, and Zimmern, 1936. 
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reasoned that vast discrepancies in either material resources or interests could result 
in an unwillingness of some states to cooperate with the other members of interna- 
tional society. These two prerequisites unequivocally established the state as the 
basic unit upon which international organization was to be built and discussed. 
Moreover, Potter not only defined international organization in terms of the 
state-centric assumption but perceived international cooperation as being based on 
motives of self-interest rather than altruism. 

Potter's seminal work An Introduction to the Study of International Organization 
(1925) was devoted to elucidating the process of facilitating international harmoni- 
zation and coordination, which included treaty-making, international law, international 
arbitration, international administration, international conferences and congresses, 
and the League of Nations. In addition to detailing the form and function of each 
of these activities, Potter attempted to demonstrate the manner through which these 
procedures of international organization were providing the foundation for an 
effective form of international governance. He viewed joining together the six 
procedures of international organization into one federal system as the final step 
in creating international government. Potter recognized, however, that this final 
step "brings us in touch with the most difficult problem in international organi- 
zation, namely, the reconciliation of international organization with national 
sovereignty" (1925:380). 

Potter considered the task of reconciling national sovereignty with international 
government as neither impossible nor actually all that difficult. Potter wrote that "it 
does not appear to be at all impossible to reconcile the concepts of international 
federation, international federal government, world government, world state, super- 
state-making the concept as strong as possible-with the concept of sovereignty, 
as long as we keep scrupulously in mind the exact steps in the process of creating 
such an international federation or world state" (1925:381). Reconciliation was 
made possible, he contended, by the "doctrine of the original agreement," which 
meant that a state could self-impose any type of obligation or duty on itself without 
necessarily surrendering its sovereignty. He argued that the principle of sovereignty 
did not preclude a state from voluntarily making agreements that resulted in 
restraints on its external exercise of sovereignty. Potter maintained that agreements 
resulting from treaties, arbitration hearings, administrative unions, and inter- 
national conferences did not result in a loss of sovereignty. On the contrary, Potter 
argued that one of the positive prerogatives of sovereignty was the freedom to make 
and enter agreements that were deemed to be in the best interests of a state. 

Potter concluded that if there was no loss of sovereignty from the more conven- 
tional practices of international organization, such as treaties, international law, and 
conferences, then there was "no obstacle in national sovereignty to the creation of 
an international federation with legislative, executive andjudicial functions, for that 
result would be obtained by merely gathering together into one system the various 
organs or institutions of international government already existing on independent 
foundations" (1925:389). A federal form of international government, Potter main- 
tained, simply represented a quantitative expansion of the existing practices of 
international organization. In consenting to the decisions of an international 
government, a state was not surrendering its sovereignty to an external or alien 
source of authority. Rather, through the conditions established in the original 
agreement, a state was merely conceding to the general will of the federation of 
states of which it was a lasting member. Potter explained that he had belabored the 
issue of sovereignty in his text because it was the supporters of the traditional 
doctrine of national sovereignty who opposed the process of international organi- 
zation. What Potter attempted to do through his detailed explication of international 
organization was to demonstrate that international government and sovereignty 
were reconcilable. Yet just as he attempted to refute the arguments of those who 
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maintained that the principle of sovereignty and international organization were 
irreconcilable, he was critical of those who proclaimed that only a world state could 
put an end to the present international anarchy. Potter wrote "to scorn interna- 
tional federation and cry after a unified state is to deny support to an attainable 
improvement over the present anarchy, and waste it upon an unattainable ideal" 
(1925:441). 

Conclusion 
As evidenced by the interwar discourse of international relations, it is apparent that 
this period of disciplinary history does not correspond to the conventional image 
that has been presented in the literature. In this article I have attempted to 
demonstrate that the orthodox interpretation of the interwar scholarship as essen- 
tially idealist is a fiction that cannot withstand much careful scrutiny. This is an 
auspicious conclusion for the field of international relations in that it may help to 
open additional space in which to think about international politics. It is also a 
conclusion that is shared by others who have begun to reflect on the academic 
practice of international relations (Wilde, 1991; Baldwin, 1995; Long and Wilson, 
1995; Booth, 1996; Little, 1996; Kahler, 1997). In a recent review of work in the 
area of strategic studies, David Baldwin concluded that "if security studies is defined 
as the study of the nature, causes, effects, and prevention of war, the period between 
the First and Second World Wars was not the intellectual vacuum it is often thought 
to be" (1995:119). Miles Kahler's latest "intellectual archaeology" of the field 
provided "evidence that the interwar 'idealists' have been misunderstood and their 
arguments misrepresented" (1997:23). And Ken Booth has argued that "the aca- 
demic subject of International Relations is only now beginning to emerge from its 
powerful disciplinary myths" (1996:332). 

Refuting the notion that the interwar period was distinguished by its idealism 
does not, however, rest on rejecting the fact that the field experienced a change of 
emphasis immediately prior to and after World War II. By the early 1940s, it was 
apparent that the field of international relations was undergoing a transition, which 
was best exemplified by the argument that the study of international politics should 
replace international organization as the central focus of the field.24 Those who 
identified themselves with the theory of realism, such as E. H. Carr, Hans J. 
Morgenthau, Frederick Sherwood Dunn, Frederick L. Schuman, Nicholas J. Spyk- 
man, andJohn Herz, sought to direct attention away from the study of international 
law and international organization and toward international politics where the 
enduring and endless quest for power and survival was preeminent. Yet simply 
because the realists of the late 1930s and 1940s sought to articulate a paradigm that 
they believed corresponded to the political climate of their time does not in any way 
suggest that those writing during the interwar period were idealists. With the dawn 
of the nuclear age and the destruction of Europe facilitated by the emergence of 
total war, international politics was bound to be interpreted differently than before, 
but this does not indicate that the preceding generation of scholars failed to address 
the realities of their own age or that they can be dismissed as idealists. 

A careful reconstruction of the field's formative history reveals that there was 
much more continuity between the pre- and post-World War II discourse of 
international relations than many have assumed to be the case. Although there is 
no disputing that the realists wished to make international politics rather than 
international organization or international law the central focus, and argued that 
the role of power was paramount in understanding the dynamics of inter-state 

24 Ths argument was put forth by individuals such as Schuman (1933), Kirk (1947), Dunn (1948), and Morgenthau 
(1948). 
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relations, their analysis emphasized that international politics was a realm demar- 
cated by sovereign state actors in the absence of central authority. And while many 
of the realists sought to direct attention toward the disorder that they equated with 
anarchy, the previous commitments to peace, international organization, and even, 
in some cases, international law, were not entirely expunged from the discourse of 
international relations. The failure to recognize the validity of the ideas of the 
interwar scholars as well as the degree of continuity between their approach and 
framework and that of the realists is largely a result of the artificial and retrospective 
dichotomy that has been drawn between the pre-war "idealists" and post-war 
"realists." The terms of the first "great debate" between idealism and realism, as 
Banks (1986:1 1) has argued, "endowed us with a durable vocabulary" that continues 
to structure our understanding of both the past and the present. The pervasive 
notion of the realists' victory over the idealists, often but incorrectly in Kuhnian 
terms of scientific advance, has relegated the ideas of the interwar period to the 
dustbin of history. 

As essential as it is to rescue the interwar period from the charge of idealism, it 
is equally important to highlight some of the lessons that this period offers to the 
study of international relations today. Perhaps the most significant insight rests with 
the interwar scholars' keen recognition of the intimate relationship between theories 
of state sovereignty and anarchy. Unlike the latest discussion about anarchy by 
neorealists and neoliberals, in which the concept of sovereignty is generally disre- 
garded and states are conceptualized as utility-maximizing rational actors, the 
interwar scholars appreciated that it was the principle of state sovereignty that gave 
rise to international anarchy. There was an understanding that sovereignty and 
anarchy were inextricably associated with, and mutually constitutive of, each other. 
The practical effect of this awareness for the interwar scholars was that the meaning 
and significance of anarchy was dependent upon a particular conceptualization of 
state sovereignty. This raises a number of critical points with respect to the most 
recent discourse about anarchy. The analytical sophistication that has been attrib- 
uted to the concept of anarchy by both neorealists and neoliberals has come at the 
cost of reducing the state to a mere variable. The desire to utilize economic modeling 
and game theory as a means of comprehending politics in the absence of central 
authority has resulted in eschewing fundamental questions pertaining to the sover- 
eign identity of the state. Waltz's claim that states can be considered "like-units," in 
the sense that "each state is like all other states in being an autonomous political 
unit," would have been considered very unrealistic by many of the individuals 
discussed in this article (1979:93-97). Rather than describing the structural charac- 
teristics of anarchy without ever carefully addressing the concept of sovereignty, the 
scholars of the interwar period took the exact opposite approach and focused their 
attention on scrutinizing theories of sovereignty and indicating the consequences 
that this had on the meaning of anarchy. 

While the concept of anarchy has provided a discursive continuity in the devel- 
opment of the field, there has been incessant "disagreement as to what this means 
and why it matters" (Baldwin, 1993:4). This is a dynamic that provides a vehicle for 
understanding conceptual change inside the field of international relations. Peri- 
odic revisions in the theoretical understanding of sovereignty, as exemplified by the 
theory of pluralism that arose in the 1920s, have provoked alternative explanations 
of the meaning and significance of anarchy. This strongly suggests that the concept 
of anarchy is more a function of internal disciplinary debate than a self-referential 
empirical fact of the external world. It also suggests that there are various concepts 
of anarchy with a multiplicity of different logics (Booth, 1991; Milner, 1991; Buzan 
et al., 1993). The discourse of international relations has continuously constructed 
its own image of international politics. A similar point is raised in the argument that 
Alexander Wendt and other constructivists have been making with respect to the 
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social construction of state interests under anarchy. Wendt (1992) claims that 
"anarchy is what states make of it," and the disciplinary history of international 
relations reveals that anarchy is largely what political scientists make of it. 

The way in which sovereignty is comprehended by scholars performs a large role 
in constructing a particular ontology of international politics. The debate between 
proponents and critics ofjuristic theory has repeated itself in countless controversies 
over the proper manner in which to conceptualize the sovereign state actor. Those 
adhering to juristic theory constructed their own peculiar account of the interna- 
tional milieu as one where autonomous state actors led an independent and isolated 
existence free from all sources of external impediments. Critics of this view, which 
included not only the pluralists and international lawyers of the 1920s, but also 
functionalists, neofunctionalists, integration theorists, and interdependence theo- 
rists, have deemed this to be an inappropriate representation of international 
politics.25 Even realists such as Stephen Krasner have argued that "the Westphalian 
model has never been an accurate description of many of the entities that have been 
called states" (1995/96:115). Yet as Richard Little has remarked, one of the main 
reasons why the literature of the 1920s and 1930s continues to be overlooked is 
"because the realists were so successful in having this literature characterised as 
idealist" (1996:72). By making the principle of sovereignty the central focus, the 
interwar scholars made a valuable and lasting contribution to the study of interna- 
tional relations. For those who have once again directed attention to the elusive 
concept of sovereignty, the earlier history of the field provides a wealth of insights.26 

This is equally the case for those who continue to be concerned with comprehend- 
ing the meaning and significance of interdependence. Much like the current dispute 
over interdependence and, more recently, globalization, the concern of those 
writing fifty to seventy years ago was in determining the degree to which 
interdependence characterized international politics and assessing the impact this 
had on states as well as on individuals. The scholars who were struggling with this 
issue at the beginning of the twentieth century, however, found it impossible to 
gauge either the theoretical content or practical significance of interdependence 
without simultaneously addressing the concept of sovereignty. This appears to be a 
lesson that largely has been lost in the mainstream debate over interdependence. 
Certainly, it is apparent that most students of international organization recognize 
the importance of interdependence, and yet this is another area where the insights 
of the interwar period are ignored. The central problem of reconciling sovereignty 
with various forms of global governance has been brushed aside and replaced by 
abstruse models that seek to explain the dilemmas of cooperation under anarchy. 
Indeed, the very mention of international governance may be enough to evoke the 
charge of utopianism, which Booth has described as "a professional kiss of death" 
(1991:531). 

As a scholarly community, we need to move away from the stigma that certain 
topics, concerns, and theories fall under the category of idealism. It has been by 
attaching the label of idealism to the entire interwar period of international relations 
scholarship that we have cut ourselves off from a wealth of potentially important 
insights and lessons. The dichotomy between idealism and realism is not only 
artificial but has had the effect of stifling the thought of subsequent generations of 
international relations scholars. Disciplinary history can be a vehicle in fostering 
critical insights and opening additional space in which to think about the central 
dilemmas that continue to confront international politics. These insights, however, 

25 Ferguson and Mansbach (1988), Olson and Groom (1991), and Little (1996) provide a good account of these later 
critiques. 

26 Recent examples include Bartelson, 1995, Thomson, 1995, Fowler and Bunck, 1995, Held, 1995, and Biersteker 
and Weber, 1996. 



BRIAN C. SCHMIDT 455 

depend on dispelling the misconceptions that have been cast upon the disciplinary 
history of international relations. 
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