
3 Hans Morgenthau and the historical
construction of Realism

The experience of the 1960s has dispelled the illusion that truth can
show power the way in direct confrontation. But historical experience
reassures us that truth can indeed make people ‘see a lot of things in a
new light’. And when people see things in a new light, they might act
in a new way.1 Hans Morgenthau

Few figures are as closely associated with Realism as Hans Morgenthau.
Indeed no assessment of the development of International Relations can
overlook the importance of Morgenthau in the intellectual evolution of
the field, and his role in placing Realism at the centre of that evolu-
tion. Yet despite this centrality, it is difficult to escape the impression
that for several decades Morgenthau was more often cited than read,
and that in the process he has been reduced by both his supporters
and his critics primarily to an implacable opponent of liberalism and
an advocate of power politics.2 In recent years, however, Morgenthau’s
thinking has become the source of renewed interest, as a series of anal-
yses have sought to recover the depth and complexity of his thinking
by locating it within the complex philosophical and political debates
and traditions through which it emerged. Focusing in particular on
Morgenthau’s relationship to the complex legacy of Max Weber, his
location within the politics of Weimar Germany, and particularly on his
intellectual engagement with the controversial figure of Carl Schmitt, an
understanding of Morgenthau’s political Realism is now taking shape

1 Hans J. Morgenthau, Truth and Power: Essays of a Decade (New York; Praeger, 1970),
preface.
2 Notable exceptions include Joel Rosenthal, Righteous Realists: Political Realism, Responsible
Power, and American Culture in the Nuclear Age (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University
Press, 1991), and Greg Russell, Hans Morgenthau and the Ethics of American Statecraft (Baton
Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1990). See also Robert Jervis, ‘Hans Morgenthau,
Realism, and the Scientific Study of International Politics’, Social Research, 61:4 (1994).
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that bears little resemblance to the conventional portraits that continue
to dominate International Relations.3

This chapter seeks to build upon and further contribute to this reap-
praisal. The argument proceeds in three parts. I begin by locating
Morgenthau’s critique of liberalism, and his fundamental hostility
toward rationalism and a science of politics, within the context of his
engagement with the arguments of Schmitt and other Weimar crit-
ics of liberalism over the nature of politics in modernity, the fate of
liberal democracy in Weimar Germany, and the catastrophic conse-
quences (both domestically and internationally) of the rise of fascism.
That Morgenthau was a severe critic of liberalism is certainly true; how-
ever, to see him simply as an opponent of liberalism is to underestimate
the complexity of his engagement with the liberal tradition. Far from
constituting an outright rejection of liberalism, Morgenthau seeks an
understanding of politics able to provide adequate support for a liberal
political order.4

In the second part of the chapter, I argue that these concerns lead him
to a deep engagement with the role of ideas in politics, with the social
construction of action, and, in particular, with an assessment of the rela-
tionship between politics, power, and violence. While Morgenthau is
often accused of initiating a tradition that marginalises the role of social
constructions and ‘ideas’ in the study of world politics,5 and routinely
criticised for having an implausibly narrow understanding of power,
interest, and politics, the apparent simplicity of these concepts in his

3 See, for example, Tarak Barkawi, ‘Strategy as a Vocation: Weber, Morgenthau and
Modern Strategic Studies’, Review of International Studies, 24:2 (1998); Christophe Frei,
Hans Morgenthau: An Intellectual Biography (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University
Press, 2001); Jef Huysmans, ‘The Question of the Limit: Desecuritization and the Aes-
thetics of Horror in Political Realism’, Millennium: Journal of International Studies, 27:3
(1998); Koskenniemi, The Gentle Civilizer of Nations, pp. 413–509; John M. McCormick,
Carl Schmitt’s Critique of Liberalism: Against Politics as Technology (Cambridge University
Press, 1997); A. J. H. Murray, ‘The Moral Politics of Hans Morgenthau’, Review of Poli-
tics, 58:1 (1996); Ulrik Enemark Petersen, ‘Breathing Nietzsche’s Air: New Reflections on
Morgenthau’s Concepts of Power and Human Nature’, Alternatives, 24 (1999); and William
Scheuerman, ‘Another Hidden Dialogue: Hans Morgenthau and Carl Schmitt’, chapter 10
of his Carl Schmitt: The End of Law (New York: Rowan and Littlefield, 1999). I have benefited
greatly from these diverse re-engagements, though I will not deal with all their positions
in detail.
4 In concentrating on Morgenthau’s more positive relationship to liberalism, this treat-
ment largely leaves aside the important critique of liberal universalism that he shares with
Schmitt. For an excellent discussion see Koskenniemi, Gentle Civilizer of Nations, pp. 426–34
especially.
5 Daniel Philpott, Revolutions in Sovereignty: How Ideas Shaped Modern International Relations
(Princeton University Press, 2001), pp. 62–3.
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thinking is deeply misleading. Emerging from an engagement with
Schmitt’s ‘concept of the political’, Morgenthau in fact develops a subtle
and powerfully critical understanding of the relationship between ideas,
power, and politics. Indeed, for Morgenthau, a correct understanding
of the concept – the very idea – of politics was essential if a recognition
of the role of power in politics was not to be equated with a simple
reduction of politics to nothing but power and violence, and Realism
reduced to little more than a crude form of realpolitik.

Finally, I suggest that recognising these concerns provides a very dif-
ferent understanding of Realism’s key concept of the balance of power,
and the relationship between domestic and international politics. For
Morgenthau, the essential nature of politics is the same in both the
domestic and international spheres. What differs are the social capacities
and forms of power available to manage the dynamics of ‘politics’, max-
imising its positive potential while minimising its destructive potential.
Seen in this light, Morgenthau’s thinking has important connections to
the tradition of ‘Atlantic republicanism’, exhibiting a keen concern with
the maintenance of a vital, democratic public sphere as the basis for a
politics of responsibility, and seeking to foster and support that con-
struction of a vibrant and yet self-limiting politics in both domestic and
foreign policy.6

Liberalism and ‘the political’: the dialogue
with Schmitt

As William Scheuerman has insightfully argued, Morgenthau’s think-
ing can illuminatingly be read as constituting a ‘hidden dialogue’ with
the controversial jurist Carl Schmitt.7 After decades of near obscu-
rity, Schmitt’s thinking has recently been the subject of an explosion
of interest, an explosion whose ripple effects are increasingly felt in
International Relations.8 I cannot in this setting deal with either the

6 The connection between Morgenthau and liberalism has also been recently noted by
Nicholas Onuf, who declares that Morgenthau was a ‘confused liberal and a weak theorist’.
Onuf, The Republican Legacy in International Theory, p. 5. I hope to show that he was a more
substantial figure on both counts.
7 Scheuerman, ‘Another Hidden Dialogue’. Morgenthau’s reflections on Schmitt can be
found in Hans J. Morgenthau, ‘Fragment of an Intellectual Autobiography: 1904–1932’, in
Truth and Tragedy: A Tribute to Hans Morgenthau, ed. Kenneth W. Thompson (Washington,
DC: New Republic Books, 1977).
8 The emerging interest in Schmitt in International Relations has often overlooked the
profound influence which Hobbes had upon Schmitt, an influence also apparent in
Morgenthau. See, particularly, Carl Schmitt, The Leviathan in the State Theory of Thomas
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complexities of Schmitt’s work as a whole or the heated controversies
to which it has given rise. Instead, I will focus briefly on three key
themes: his critique of liberalism; his vision of sovereignty as defined
by the capacity for decision; and his understanding of the nature of pol-
itics itself – what Schmitt terms ‘the concept of the political’. It is within
and against these positions that many of Morgenthau’s central claims
develop.9

For Schmitt, sovereignty is defined by the act of decision, by the capac-
ity to decide definitively contested legal or normative disputes within
the state. In his analysis, all rule-bound orders (such as legal systems)
depend ultimately upon a capacity for decision that itself stands out-
side of the given structure of rules. In his criticisms of legal positivism,
for example, he argues that the application of any rule requires the
existence of a prior rule which determines which particular rules are
to apply to which particular instance. This rule structure is inherently
indeterminate: no rule can cover definitively all of the different instances
to which different rules might apply. At some level, there must sim-
ply be a decision (a judgement) on this matter. To say that this decision
must itself be governed by rules is only to defer the problem, for even
if it were itself determined by a prior set of rules, these rules them-
selves would require adjudication and decision. If the process were not
to go on infinitely, a position of final decision, itself undetermined by
rules, must exist, and ‘therein’, Schmitt argues, ‘resides the essence of
the state’s sovereignty, which must be juristically defined correctly, not
as the monopoly to coerce or to rule, but as the monopoly to decide’.10

The essence of sovereignty as decision is most clearly revealed in con-
ditions of ‘emergency’, when a threat to the prevailing political order

Hobbes: Meaning and Failure of a Political Symbol trans. and ed. G. Schwab and E. Hilfstein
(Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1996). For broader readings of these links, see John
McCormick, ‘Fear, Technology and the State: Carl Schmitt, Leo Strauss and the Revival of
Hobbes in Weimar and National Socialist Germany’, Political Theory, 22:4 (1994).
9 Other appraisals of the relationship between Morgenthau and Schmitt, include H.-K.
Pichler, ‘The Godfathers of “Truth”: Max Weber and Carl Schmitt in Morgenthau’s Theory
of Power Politics’, Review of International Studies, 24:2 (1998), and the sharp appraisal of
this view in Jef Huysmans, ‘Know your Schmitt: A Godfather of Truth and the Spectre
of Nazism’, Review of International Studies, 25:2 (1999). See also, Frei, Hans Morgenthau,
pp. 118–19, 160–3; McCormick, Carl Schmitt’s Critique of Liberalism, 303–5; and for an excel-
lent appraisal with affinities to the position developed here, Huysmans, ‘The Question of
the Limit’. Surveys of the broader context are: Niels Amstrup, ‘The “Early” Morgenthau:
A Comment on the Intellectual Origins of Realism’, Cooperation and Conflict, 13 (1978), and
more extendedly, Jan Willem Honig, ‘Totalitarianism and Realism: Hans Morgenthau’s
German Years’, in Roots of Realism, ed. Benjamin Frankel (London: Frank Cass, 1996).
10 Carl Schmitt, Political Theology: Four Chapters on the Concept of Sovereignty, trans. George
Schwab (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1988), p. 13.
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has reached a point requiring the suspension of normal rules and pro-
cedures if the political order itself is to be preserved. These are the situ-
ations that Schmitt characterises as the ‘exception’, and as he puts it in
a characteristically pithy phrase, ‘Sovereign is he who decides upon the
exception.’11 The exception cannot, for Schmitt, be determined by prior
rules that would stipulate what constitutes a true emergency. In such
cases, once again, a decision must be made, and as he puts it: ‘The pre-
cise details of an emergency cannot be anticipated, nor can one spell out
what may take place in such a case, especially when it is truly a matter
of an extreme emergency and of how it is to be eliminated.’12 It is in such
a case that the true nature of sovereignty is revealed.13 The Sovereign
‘decides whether there is to be an extreme emergency as well as what
must be done to eliminate it. Although he stands outside the normally
valid legal system, he nevertheless belongs to it, for it is he who must
decide whether the constitution needs to be suspended in its entirety.’14

By contrast, the everyday situation of ‘normal’ politics depends upon
the reverse: ‘For a legal order to make sense, a normal situation must
exist, and he is sovereign who definitively decides whether this normal
situation actually exists.’15

Schmitt’s claim that the essence of sovereignty lies in the act of deci-
sion merges powerfully with his famous vision of ‘the concept of the
political’. For Schmitt, the essence of politics – what he terms ‘the politi-
cal’ – lies in the relationship between friend and enemy, and in the possi-
bility of mortal conflict. Friendship and enmity provide the foundational
structure of allegiance, of solidarity, that underpin the capacity for effec-
tive decision. The commonality of friendship – and the limits prescribed
by enmity – define the parameters within which values can be decided
upon and the decisions of a ‘sovereign’ actor or institution accepted by
the society at large. Such a commonality, ultimately, is inextricable from
enmity – from a group which is ‘not us’ – and from the possibility of
life and death struggle with that enemy, and ‘This grouping is therefore

11 Schmitt, Political Theology, p. 5. 12 Schmitt, Political Theology, pp. 6–7.
13 This position is clearly echoed in Morgenthau’s analysis of sovereignty in Politics among
Nations, 4th edn (New York: Knopf, 1967), pp. 299–317.
14 Schmitt, Political Theology, p. 7.
15 Schmitt, Political Theology, p. 13. Schmitt develops his arguments with direct and self-
conscious echoes of the tradition of absolute sovereignty and the need for authoritative
decision which he identifies with Hobbes. Indeed, as McCormick has argued, it was pre-
cisely Hobbes’ clear formulation of many of these dilemmas that was behind the extraor-
dinary resurgence of his popularity in Weimar; see McCormick, ‘Fear, Technology and the
State’. Schmitt’s most extended reflections on Hobbes are in his The Leviathan in the State
Theory of Thomas Hobbes.
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always the decisive human grouping, the political entity. If such an
entity exists at all, it is always the decisive entity, and it is sovereign in
the sense that the decision about the critical situation, even if it is the
exception, must always necessarily reside there.’16

For Schmitt, oppositional logics are at the heart of all concepts: moral-
ity is defined by the contrast between good and evil, aesthetics by the
delineation of beautiful and ugly. The concept of the political is akin to
these distinctions, but is not reducible to them. It is, in a fundamentally
important way, independent of all other concepts and contrasts. As he
phrases it, the concept of the political:

is independent, not in the sense of a distinct new domain, but in that it
can neither be based on any one antithesis, nor can it be traced to these.
If the antithesis of good and evil is not simply identical with that of
beautiful and ugly, profitable and unprofitable, and cannot be reduced
to the others, then the antithesis of friend and enemy must even less
be confused or mistaken for the others. The distinction of friend and
enemy denotes the utmost degree of intensity of a union or separation,
of an association or dissociation.17

Thus the essence of the political for Schmitt lies in the intense sepa-
ration or dissociation (and, of course, the corresponding unity) which
individuals perceive and experience in relation to enmity. It is a defining
difference, one categorically distinct from other forms of opposition and
more fundamental than any other. The fact that enemies frequently are
portrayed as evil, ugly, or in competition for scarce resources is mislead-
ing. It is not these (potentially malleable) characteristics and perceptions
that define the political – it is the perception of basic difference. To quote
Schmitt once more:

The political enemy need not be morally evil or aesthetically ugly;
he need not appear as an economic competitor, and it may even be
advantageous to engage with him in business transactions. But he is,
nevertheless, the other, the stranger; and it is sufficient for his nature
that he is, in a specifically intense way, existentially something differ-
ent and alien, so that in extreme cases conflicts with him are possi-
ble. These can neither be decided by a previously determined general
norm nor by the judgment of a disinterested and therefore neutral third
party.18

16 Carl Schmitt, The Concept of the Political, trans. George Schwab (University of Chicago
Press, 1996), p. 38.
17 Schmitt, Concept of the Political, p. 26. 18 Schmitt, Concept of the Political, p. 27.
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In this vision, the specificity of politics cannot be inferred from the
specific substantive content of any given issue. Whether issues are
viewed as ‘political’ or ‘non-political’ (treated instead as ‘economic’
or ‘religious’, for example) cannot be determined from the nature of
the issues themselves – a fact amply demonstrated by the ways in
which these issues have moved from being political to non-political,
and back again, throughout history.19 What makes an issue ‘political’
is the particularly intense relationship that actors feel toward it. In its
fullest form this intensification yields an absolute divide between friend
and enemy in relation to a (any) given issue. ‘The political’, as he puts
it, ‘is the most intense and extreme antagonism, and every concrete
antagonism becomes that much more political the closer it approaches
the most extreme point, that of the friend-enemy grouping.’20 Or, as
he phrases it even more starkly: ‘Every religious, moral, economic,
ethical, or other antithesis transforms itself into a political one if it
is sufficiently strong to group human beings according to friend and
enemy.’21

The affinity between this understanding of ‘the concept of the polit-
ical’ and a decisionist theory of sovereignty is clear. The capacity for
decision is underpinned – indeed almost defined – by its ability to be
supported and obeyed by a given political grouping. The fundamental
division of friend and enemy and the capacity for authoritative decision
are mutually supportive. A sovereign order – quite literally sovereignty
in itself – is defined by the existence of such a centre of decision and the
acceptance of its decisions by the relevant group. For Schmitt, a ‘people’
only becomes ‘properly political’ when it is defined by the capacity for
decision, and decision is ultimately underlain by the division between
friend and enemy, along with the fear and ‘real possibility’ of conflict
and death that this encounter entails. Both the political and the deci-
sionist vision of sovereignty are defined by the existence of enemies
and the capability for setting aside existing norms in the name of pre-
serving the normative and social order and the willingness to engage
in mortal conflict. This does not mean that social and political life are
continuously and inevitably realms of conflict and enmity. But it does
mean, for Schmitt, that the capacity to move beyond conflict involves
a resolution to the question of the political – of the locus of authority

19 Schmitt, Concept of the Political, pp. 19–27. 20 Schmitt, Concept of the Political, p. 29.
21 Schmitt, Concept of the Political, p. 37.

88



Hans Morgenthau and the construction of Realism

and decision – and the generation of a social capacity to defend this
authority.22

For Schmitt, the politics of the enemy is not normative.23 It repre-
sents the essence of politics in itself. In principle, individuals can come
together to form a group around any particular interest, but they will
only become properly ‘political’ if they enter into a friend–enemy rela-
tionship where the survival of the group and its ultimate willingness
to engage in mortal struggle is at stake. Sovereignty is this principle
and capacity. In the modern world, it happens to have coalesced around
nationalism. But for Schmitt, nationalism is simply one expression of the
concept of the political in itself:

It is irrelevant here whether one rejects, accepts, or perhaps finds it
an atavistic remnant of barbaric times that nations continue to group
themselves according to friend and enemy, or whether it is perhaps
strong pedagogic reasoning to imagine that enemies no longer exist at
all. The concern here is neither with abstractions nor normative ideals,
but with inherent reality and the real possibility of making such a dis-
tinction. One may or may not share these hopes and pedagogic ideals.
But, rationally speaking, it cannot be denied that nations continue to
group themselves according to the friend-enemy antithesis, that the
distinction still remains actual today, and that this is an ever present
possibility for every people existing in the political sphere.24

Schmitt’s understanding of enmity as the objective essence of the polit-
ical also leads him to a significant reformulation of the concept of evil.
The evil in human nature is not to be understood as the direct outcome
of an atavistic desire for domination or an intrinsic brutality. Rather,
pessimism concerning ‘human nature’ arises out of the basic lack of any
‘natural’ consensus, and the role of violence, enmity, and imposition in

22 The hotly contested claim of whether Schmitt sought to destroy or (as he later claimed)
to save liberal democracy via these criticisms is beyond my scope here, though I tend to
support the former view.
23 It must be noted that there is a key ambiguity here, for while Schmitt often presents
the concept of the political as simply ‘objective’, it has often been argued that his vision of
it is actually underpinned by a vitalistic commitment to violence and enmity as essential
to the preservation of a ‘full’ human life in opposition to the neutralisation and depoliti-
cisation of liberal modernity. On Schmitt as an exponent of a conservative vitalism, see
Richard Wolin, ‘Carl Schmitt: The Conservative Reactionary Habitus and the Aesthetics of
Horror’, Political Theory, 20:3 (1992); for excellent and somewhat contrasting discussion in
International Relations, see Huysmans, ‘Question of the Limit’, and Koskenniemi, Gentle
Civilizer of Nations, pp. 432–3.
24 Schmitt, Concept of the Political, p. 28.
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the delineation and construction of the polity. In the absence of a natu-
ral order, all order will require imposition and the exercise of power in
some form, since the natural condition of human beings does not tend
toward harmony and mutual understandings of the good. Here, Schmitt
explicitly draws the link between his thinking and that of another great
theorist of human ‘evil’, the political thinker whom he most admired:
Thomas Hobbes. As he puts it:

For Hobbes, a truly powerful and systematic political thinker, the pes-
simistic conception of man is the elementary presupposition of a spe-
cific system of political thought. He also recognized correctly that the
conviction of each side that it possesses the truth, the good, and the
just bring about the worst enmities, finally the war of all against all.
This fact is not the product of a frightful and disquieting fantasy nor a
philosophy based upon free competition by a bourgeois society in its
first state (Tonnies), but is the fundamental presupposition of a specific
political philosophy.25

This is a very different view from that which emerges from a sim-
ple opposition between good and evil, truth and error. It is also fun-
damentally different from positions that see evil as another word for
the inescapability of ‘Darwinian’ drives for competitive advantage, or
a simple psychological desire for domination. The nature of politics,
the possibility of the good, cannot be separated from evil in the sense
of the necessity of degrees of manipulation, opposition, and imposition.
The impossibility of absolute consent and consensus mean that all polit-
ical life – where decisions must be made – inevitably involves the pre-
dominance of some wills, values, and choices over others. Even a politics
of toleration will involve some form of imposition, since the limits of
that which is tolerable must ultimately be decided.26 All politics, in this
sense, involves ‘evil’, and no properly political understanding can avoid
the conclusion that forms of violence will be necessary for political order
to be possible at all. What is more, all politics is inevitably exclusionary.
The questions of the substantive determination of values and the social
capacity which underlies them mean that no universal resolution can
be found, and that the good in political life will always involve the evils
of imposition, exclusion, and forms of domination.

25 Schmitt, Concept of the Political, p. 61. Or as he also phrases it, any ‘genuine political
theory’ must presuppose humanity as ‘evil’, not as perfectible or angelic.
26 For an exploration of some of these issues – though from a distinctly non-Schmittian
position – see Donald Moon, Constructing Community: Moral Pluralism and Tragic Conflicts
(Princeton University Press, 1995).
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These arguments concerning sovereignty as decision, the significance
of the exception, and the concept of the political, are central to Schmitt’s
critique of liberalism. Liberalism, he argues, emerged in a context of
enmity – of a life and death struggle with absolutism. But in its subse-
quent development liberalism has obscured these origins and presented
itself as the natural and consensual political vision of an enlightened
humanity. Enmity and conflict are portrayed as belonging to a bygone
era now replaced by pluralism, peaceful competition, and an ultimate
harmony of interests. In Schmitt’s view, liberalism is thus left with a
‘depoliticised’ conception of politics, and is thoroughly lacking a cogent
theory of political decision and the centrality of the state.27 Historically
speaking, once liberalism had vanquished its defining opponents – the
rule of the aristocracy and the threat of religious violence – its essentially
empty vision of the political realm (or its role as an instrument in pur-
suit of divisive individual interests or class politics) became increasingly
apparent.28

At the centre of Schmitt’s critique of liberal-democracy (or ‘parlia-
mentarism’, as he calls it) lies the claim that in its reduction of politics
to individualistic calculation and the advancement of purely subjective
values, liberalism reduces politics to a process of technical calculation
and competition lacking in any larger meaning, any capacity to decide
authoritatively upon substantive values, and – crucially – lacking any
broader commitment to liberal-democratic structures in themselves.29

Liberal-democratic structures are thus reduced to purely formal struc-
tures of representation and competition, arenas valued only to the
degree that they promote the furtherance of particular interests. Par-
liamentary institutions, likewise, become little more than venues for
the pursuit of narrow sectoral interests, valued by those who partic-
ipate in them only to the degree that they advance their interests. In
such conditions, liberal parliamentarism descends into either a mask

27 Schmitt, Concept of the Political, p. 61.
28 For a powerful rendition of this claim, clearly influenced by Schmitt, see Reinhart
Koselleck, Critique and Crisis: the Enlightenment and the Pathogenesis of Modern Society
(Oxford: Berg, 1988). As Schmitt succinctly put it: ‘There exists a liberal policy of trade,
church, and education, but absolutely no liberal politics, only a liberal critique of politics.
The systematic theory of liberalism concerns almost solely the internal struggle against
the power of the state.’ Schmitt, Concept of the Political, p. 70.
29 A theme most extensively developed in Carl Schmitt, The Crisis of Parliamentary Democ-
racy, trans. Ellen Kennedy (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1988). For an examination of
Weber’s and Schmitt’s views on these questions see Rune Slagstad, ‘Liberal Constitution-
alism and its Critics: Carl Schmitt and Max Weber’, in Constitutionalism and Democracy, ed.
Jon Elster and Rune Slagstad (Cambridge University Press, 1988).
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for the rule of a limited number of powerful groups that control the
state, or becomes deadlocked in an intractable clash of interests and
incapable of effective decision-making. In the resulting conditions of
domination, anarchy, entropy, or alienation, people will be tempted to
turn to competing non-liberal, or particularly anti-liberal, political alter-
natives which do promise comprehensive visions, the promotion of spe-
cific interests, or both.30 Those who are disadvantaged or excluded from
the process become ever more cynical and alienated. As a result, the
commitment of individual citizens, social groups, and political parties
to liberal-democratic institutions is both fragile and eroding, providing
both the conditions for the emergence of opponents who do not accept
tolerant liberal premises and placing barriers in the way of effective
societal mobilisation for the support of liberal democracy itself.31

All viable polities, Schmitt argues, must have some way of making
decisions in contested cases. However, liberalism effectively destroys
the basis upon which legitimate decisions could be reached at the com-
munal level, since each individual or group will only recognise the legit-
imacy of such a decision and obey it if it is in their interest to do so.32

What is more, a liberal politics of pure self-interest will be incapable of
mobilising support for its defence if individuals do not see this defence
as being in their own self-interest. And since the preservation of one’s
own life is the most basic value of liberalism, it is incapable of defending
itself as a political collectivity. As Schmitt himself puts it: ‘In case of need,
the political entity must demand the sacrifice of life. Such a demand is
in no way justifiable by the individualism of liberal thought. No con-
sistent individualism can entrust to someone other than to the individ-
ual himself the right to dispose of the physical life of the individual.’33

Yet, in Schmitt’s view, all functioning sovereignties are founded on this
principle and capacity; those that do not possess them are unlikely to
survive.34

30 For Schmitt, the genius and danger of Bolshevism lay in its claim to combine both these
elements via the proletariat and the Communist Party, and Weimar was the quintessential
example of a liberal society incapable of meeting such a challenge.
31 A broad sketch of Schmitt’s analysis of liberalism’s inability to create an effective polit-
ical vision can be found in his Political Romanticism.
32 Significantly, in Schmitt’s view, all cases are fundamentally contestable and indetermi-
nate and there is no natural basis for consensual decision. On how this jurisprudential
view is linked to Schmitt’s authoritarian politics, see particularly Scheuerman, Carl Schmitt,
chapters 1–4.
33 Schmitt, Concept of the Political, p. 71.
34 This is one element of his critique of Weimar liberal democracy, explored most fully in
Schmitt, Crisis of Parliamentary Democracy.
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A resolution to the question of the political underlies even the most
stable and liberal of polities, and it is a failure to recognise this fact that
is conspicuously lacking in liberal societies. This failure is clearly illus-
trated in times of crisis, when the bases of liberal order are fundamen-
tally challenged and their philosophical and practical weaknesses fatally
exposed. It is only under conditions where the fundamental questions
of the political have been resolved that the politics of liberal individual-
ism, rationalism, and calculation can safely and stably occur. Liberalism
is a politics of limits, but its limits depend upon a deeper process of
limitation – a limited questioning of the contested foundations of the
political. Liberalism can certainly countenance conflict – as in economic
competition and electoral democracy – but this conflict can only safely
occur so long as its participants agree not to challenge fundamentally
the structures (pre-eminently the legitimacy of the state in itself to make
authoritative decisions) that allow it to take place. Liberal institutions,
in short, can only function when people do not take too seriously the
ultimately irreconcilable nature of their perceptions, values, and inter-
ests that liberalism takes as its founding principles; or conversely (and
perhaps ultimately), when these structures continue to be underlain by
a friend–enemy distinction that underpins them in the final instance.

Schmitt’s ultimate attitude toward the implications of these argu-
ments for liberalism, and particularly for democracy, is the source of
considerable controversy.35 There can be little doubt, however, that one
direction in which they can be developed (that which Schmitt himself
certainly appears to have pursued in the 1930s and 1940s) is that of an
authoritarian, anti-democratic stress on the inescapability of decision
and the need for its ultimate grounding in either a dictatorial structure
or (and often at the same time) in a deeply shared cultural unity of the
people and the leadership – a mythologised unity of nation and state
within a defining context of enmity.36

Morgenthau and the liberal tradition
The sophisticated and radical (or perhaps reactionary) critique of lib-
eralism and form of realpolitik articulated by Schmitt was a key ele-
ment of the context in which Morgenthau’s political Realism developed.

35 For a largely sympathetic rendering of Schmitt’s critique of liberalism in the service of
‘radical democracy’ see Chantal Mouffe, The Return of the Political (London: Verso, 1993).
36 On the evolution of Schmitt’s views on dictatorship, see McCormick, Carl Schmitt’s
Critique of Liberalism, chapter 3, passim. Scheuerman’s Carl Schmitt provides an excellent
and sometimes contrasting discussion as well.
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Rather than following these concerns down an anti-liberal path, how-
ever, Morgenthau attempts to provide a reconstruction of liberal politics
which takes account of the profound criticisms to which liberalism had
been subjected. This project underlies his vision of political Realism
and is essential in understanding his legacy for International Relations
theory.

Morgenthau’s critique of liberalism – most fully developed in Scien-
tific Man Versus Power Politics – unfolds through an examination of three
different variants of liberal thought. The first, in which the historical
triumph of classical liberalism is intertwined with rationalist philos-
ophy and an objectivist vision of science, Morgenthau finds theoreti-
cally unconvincing and politically misleading. However, like its Weimar
critics – including Schmitt – he is convinced that it is essential to grasp
the historical genesis of this view in order to understand the influence
that rationalism and claims concerning scientific knowledge continue
to exert on contemporary attempts to comprehend political life. The
second view, which he terms ‘decadent’ liberalism, emerges as a reac-
tion against the inadequacies of classical liberal theory and conceives
a relativistic politics of tolerance as the foundation for liberal politics.
Interestingly, and importantly, while Morgenthau sees this vision of lib-
eralism as most intellectually adequate, he finds it to be the most polit-
ically obtuse. Again, Weimar critiques of liberalism loom large in this
position. The third, most complex and misunderstood, vision is that of
a tragic or agonistic liberalism, deeply indebted to the thinking of Max
Weber, that Morgenthau ultimately identifies with political Realism. In
this vision, a liberal polity must be self-consciously created in the con-
text of a clear understanding of the relationship between constructions
of knowledge and constructions of politics, and the inescapability of
power and ‘evil’ in politics.

The rise of ‘rationalist’ theories of politics, Morgenthau argues, cannot
be understood outside the early modern European context in which they
emerged. In his view, this was not a simple case of the rational triumph
of science and objective truth over ignorance and darkness. On the con-
trary, ‘History and the sociology of science have shown how this seem-
ingly spontaneous conquest of nature by reason was actually stimulated
by the emotional upheaval which followed the collapse of medieval
metaphysics and religion and by new economic and social interests.’37

Two developments are particularly important in understanding this

37 Morgenthau, Scientific Man versus Power Politics, p. 160.
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process: the political struggle of the rising (particularly liberal, middle)
classes against the aristocracy, and the violent upheavals of the Thirty
Years War.

Morgenthau views the rise of rationalism and empiricism character-
istic of modern science as elements of a broader attempt by the rising
middle classes of Europe to construct a vision of social and political
order which could challenge the legitimacy of the authority and politi-
cal power of the aristocracy. The reduction of the individual to a wholly
material (bodily) self, the reduction of the actions of that self to the
pursuit of material interests, and the elucidation of a utilitarian ethics
in which that private pursuit was rendered the definition of moral-
ity, were all part of an attempt to construct a vision of the individual
and social worlds which was separated from politics in its aristocratic
form. The reduction of ethics to the pursuit of private material interest –
exemplified by liberal doctrines such as utilitarianism or the ‘harmony
of interests’38 – was, he argues, part of a process of reducing understand-
ings of social and political life solely to questions of fact, to calculations
of interest on the basis of material facts, and to the destruction of poli-
tics as a sphere separate from the autonomously regulating pursuit of
self-interest.39

Via this reconstruction, ‘politics’ became defined almost wholly neg-
atively – as the preserve of an aristocracy which illegitimately used its
‘political’ authority to infringe upon the private, self-regulating realm
of society. This transformation was part of the genius of the rising liberal
classes in their wresting of power from the nobility, and it was an essen-
tial tool – a powerful social construction – in their ability to do so. It was,
in short, a form of ‘power politics’: an attempt to gain political power
by delegitimising existing political authority through the construction
of a social world which did not need politics in any but a managerial or
technical sense.

The problem, however, was that classical liberalism mistook its limi-
tation of the realm of the political as part of its struggle with the nobility
for its ability to reduce the political to these new individual and social
bases alone. In doing so, Morgenthau argues, it had fundamentally mis-
taken the nature of politics. As he puts it, liberalism ‘had come to identify

38 A view which Morgenthau shares with E. H. Carr; see E. H. Carr, The Twenty Years Crisis
(London: Macmillan, 1977). For other views on these developments see Hirschman, The
Passions and the Interests and Karl Polanyi, The Great Transformation (Boston: Beacon Press,
1944).
39 Morgenthau, Scientific Man versus Power Politics, p. 15.
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the aspiration for power over man, which is the essence of politics, with
the particular manifestation of this lust for domination, which was part
of its historic experience, that is, the domination of the middle classes
by the aristocracy. Consequently, it identified opposition to aristocratic
politics with hostility to any kind of politics.’40

We will return to Morgenthau’s view of the essential nature of politics
at a later point. What is important at this juncture is to recognise how he
views the emergence of modern, utilitarian constructions of individuals
(which he consistently terms ‘rationalist’), and of liberal constructions
of the nature and realm of politics, as historically specific to shifts in the
construction of social and political order and as tied to the preponder-
ant social power – that of the middle classes – in this new order. But, at
the same time, this triumph involved the reduction of the realm of the
political wholly to the pursuit of self-interest premised upon both a fixed
vision of human rationality and the harmony of interests. Very much like
Schmitt, Morgenthau believes that in so doing liberal rationalism was
left with an impoverished and inadequate understanding of the nature
of politics and the specific requirements for the construction of a stable
liberal political order. Before turning to these arguments, however, it is
necessary to examine a second element explaining the triumph of clas-
sical liberalism’s construction of reality and its continuing attraction: its
links to the politics of security, and the relationship between knowledge
and violence in the long legacy of the Thirty Years War.

As Steven Toulmin has compellingly argued, ‘The seventeenth cen-
tury “Quest for Certainty” was no mere proposal to construct abstract
and timeless intellectual schemas, dreamed up as objects of pure,
detached intellectual study. Instead it was a timely response to a specific
historical challenge – the political, social, and theological chaos embod-
ied in the Thirty Years’ War.’41 Rather than comprising a disembodied
intellect, or a self-evident method optimistic in its ability to advance
objective knowledge for its own sake, the modernist vision emerged in
a context of fear, violence, and conflict. As was demonstrated in chapter
one, for Hobbes this relationship between conscience and conflict was
fundamental. In a setting where claims to religious truth had become
sources of conflict, intellectual and practical reconfigurations were
intimately related. Hobbes’ ‘material’ understanding of the self (and

40 Morgenthau, Scientific Man versus Power Politics, p. 45; see also pp. 47–50.
41 Toulmin, Cosmopolis, p. 70. See also J. G. A. Pocock, Virtue, Commerce, History (Cambridge
University Press, 1985) and Theodore Rabb, The Struggle for Stability in Early Modern Europe
(Oxford University Press, 1975).
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self-understanding) sought to construct a new set of political practices
based on the (now rationally, not naturally) universal fear of pain and
death, which could provide a basis for a renewed vision of sovereignty
and understanding of obligation. The transformation of theory was inti-
mately linked to an attempt to transform practices, and the search for
new foundations was more than a purely intellectual enterprise: it was
tightly bound up with questions of politics – with concrete dilemmas
concerning the grounds of political belief, assent, and order.

Morgenthau’s views on the emergence of empiricism and material-
ism – so often now identified with the epistemic stance of ‘rationalism’
(and Realism) in International Relations – are similar. He traces the
premises of a science of society to an historical, social, and political
project tied to the rise of classical liberal politics, and to the liberal
attempt to reconstruct political order at both the national and inter-
national levels. Domestically, the liberal construction of the relationship
between knowledge and politics provided a foundation for a new social
order; internationally, it provided the social conditions (material calcu-
lation, instrumental action) for the construction of the classical balance
of power.42 But a clear understanding of this transformation is not only
of historical interest to Morgenthau: he views it as essential in grasp-
ing the appeal which these epistemic principles continue to hold for
contemporary political analysis. The proponents of ‘objectivity’ defined
in empiricist and materialist terms reflect and continue to play upon
this historical linkage between empiricism and materialism as theoreti-
cal foundations of objective knowledge, and continue to claim that this
objectivity and certainty is necessary both for the maintenance of a lib-
eral political order, and for international political stability in general.

For Morgenthau, it is the connection to this historically located desire
for security that drives rationalism’s proponents on their nostalgic quest
for a naturalistic science of social life, not a realistic understanding of
either science or society.43 As he puts it, ‘What scientistic philosophy
and, under its influence, nineteenth-century political thought and the
social sciences refer to as their object of emulation is a ghost from which
life has long since departed. It is, indeed, a kind of folklore of science

42 See most clearly Morgenthau, Politics among Nations, pp. 225–7; for an analysis, Martin
Griffiths, Realism, Idealism, and International Politics (London: Routledge, 1992), pp. 72–3,
and Guzzini, Realism in International Relations. The affinities between Schmitt’s and
Morgenthau’s understandings of the classical system are drawn out very clearly in
Koskenniemi, Gentle Civilizer of Nations, pp. 415–22 and 437–40.
43 For a somewhat similar view, see Michael Dillon, The Politics of Security (London:
Routledge, 1996).
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which receives its dignity from tradition and from the longing for intel-
lectual as well as actual security but not from the inherent truthfulness
of its propositions.’44 The apparently purely theoretical commitments
of objectivist theories of knowledge derive significant elements of their
attraction and power as much from their embodiment of a specific vision
of politics as from their status as a solid foundation for the analysis of
politics. Without such commitments, the proponents of objectivism con-
sistently argue, illegitimate coercion and anarchy are the historically
demonstrated alternatives. In this way the ghost of the seventeenth cen-
tury continues to haunt the modern imagination.

Despite his understanding of this connection between epistemic
stances and political practices, Morgenthau did not view this project
as philosophically sustainable or historically stable. Indeed the con-
stant admonition to seek security through an appeal to empirical reality,
material facts, and a ‘scientific’ approach to politics is not something he
equates with a hard-headed realism. On the contrary, he identifies it
with both a lack of understanding and a lack of courage in facing up to
the realities of the world.

The failings of rationalist liberalism lie not only in its continuing and
uncritical allegiance to an insupportable vision of knowledge. If this was
all that was at stake, philosophical naı̈veté might be not only explicable,
but forgivable and largely irrelevant. In Morgenthau’s view, however,
the issue is far more serious because liberal rationalism is not only inca-
pable of providing a secure theoretical foundation for a liberal political
order, it has historically become positively destructive of such an order.
Morgenthau regards this failure as one of the defining features of mod-
ern politics, and his assessment of it focuses on two key dynamics of
liberal thought.

The first – which Morgenthau views as characteristic of the social
‘sciences’ – is that in the face of their continuing failure to develop such
a science, the proponents of certainty and objectivity throw themselves
back into the task with ever more energy, and with renewed promises
that revelation is both possible and just around the corner. Reflecting
on the popularity of empiricist social science in the post-war era, he

44 Scientific Man versus Power Politics, p. 132. At his most ironic, Morgenthau argues that
the appeal to outmoded conceptions of science can today be understood as a retreat from
reality in which: ‘Forgetful of the inherent uncertainty of social action and searching in
its social endeavours for a security of which the natural sciences know nothing, modern
man has taken refuge in a bastion of facts; for, after all, “facts do not lie”, and they, at least,
are “real”.’ Morgenthau, Scientific Man versus Power Politics, p. 214.
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notes that ‘The new realists are undismayed by the wreckage surround-
ing them. If they have failed, it was because the quantity of facts avail-
able to them was not enough. The answer to political failure is “more
facts”, and the accumulation of more facts but leads to more political
failures.’45 This is not simply a critique of crude empiricism; rather, his
point is that this ‘decadence of the political art’ results from ‘the mis-
taken belief, rooted in rationalism, that political problems are scientific
problems for which the one correct solution must be found . . .’.46 Under-
standing political reality, Morgenthau argues, requires leaving behind
both liberal-rationalist epistemology and its corresponding desire for
certainty.47 Neither is capable of understanding or sustaining political
order. Indeed he argues that it is necessary to understand the inade-
quacies of these views as the source, not the solution, of subsequent
constructions of the liberal project and the political dilemmas which
they bequeath.

The second element of Morgenthau’s critique is that, bound as it is to
an epistemic ethic of certainty, liberal rationalism is badly equipped
to deal with the crisis brought on by its own failure. For those unable to
ignore the apparently insoluble philosophic dilemmas of liberal ratio-
nalism and objectivist science were left with an increasing scepticism
about social knowledge, and a tendency to retreat from the public,
political realm into a supposedly neutral, private one. Classical liberal-
ism, unable to found itself on objective grounds, thus came to generate
its opposite: a wholly relativist scepticism. While he regards this form
of thought as epistemically (one might currently say, methodologically)
more sophisticated than classical liberalism, he views it as politically
even more naı̈ve, dangerous, and destructive of the principles it seeks
to support. It is this dialectic that yields the conceptual and political
alter ego of objectivist science and liberal rationalism, a position that
Morgenthau terms ‘decadent liberalism’.

At the level of epistemology, this sceptical or tolerant liberalism did
not see the destruction of certainty as ending the quest for knowledge or
rendering it senseless. Instead, it provided a basis upon which modern
science and knowledge claims could be produced and contested in an

45 Morgenthau, Scientific Man versus Power Politics, p. 215.
46 Morgenthau, Scientific Man versus Power Politics, pp. 213–14.
47 As Morgenthau put it in a critical comment on the ‘policy science’ pervading the
Kennedy administration: ‘advice and information performs for the President the same
function the employment of astrologers and soothsayers did for the princes of old: to
create the illusion of certainty where there is no certainty’, Morgenthau, Truth and Power,
p. 149.
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open social realm formally divorced from political and religious stric-
tures. Probabilistic claims and contingent knowledge are the best that
can be achieved; the objective prediction beloved of classical concep-
tions of knowledge is simply not possible. Truth was not possible as
certainty: but this truth – that there was no clear and certain truth about
the world – could be made the basis of a tolerant and open society. The
defeat of metaphysical (particularly rationalist) dogmatism thus opened
a path in which new ways of understanding could be freely disputed.48

Nor, at the level of politics, was the absence of a secure foundation for
knowledge seen as leaving society without solid foundations. On the
contrary, this transformation in the practices of knowledge provided
the foundation for religious toleration, and sought to create a politi-
cal realm secure from theological strife and contestation. The idea that
knowledge is constructed through theories, and that such knowledge is
inherently probabilistic, became a basis for a form of political ethics and
a foundation for social practices of toleration. Rather than seeing cer-
tainty as the touchstone of knowledge and the basis for the construction
of social order, this tradition built upon the concept of doubt as a foun-
dation for a liberal order in both knowledge and politics. Since no view
could support its claims to absolute certainty, none could legitimately
enforce its views on others. A commitment to principles of social and
political pluralism, just as to open and unconstrained scientific enquiry,
was underpinned by this epistemic stance.

Morgenthau’s attitude toward this form of liberalism is central in
grasping his thought as a whole. At the level of epistemology and
method, he finds the epistemic position of sceptical liberalism much
more adequate than that of classical liberalism. Twentieth-century sci-
ence, he avers, has long since given up the goal of certainty to which
the social sciences still anachronistically cling. The social and natural
sciences have in our time been reunited, not by the movement of the
social sciences toward a model of deterministic laws characteristic of
rationalist models of knowledge, but by a movement of the natural sci-
ences toward an indeterminism characteristic of knowledge of the social
world. As he puts it: ‘The best the so-called “social laws” can do is
exactly the best the so-called “natural laws” can do, namely, to indicate
certain trends and to state the possible conditions under which one of
those trends is most likely to materialize in the future.’49

48 See, for example, R. Hooykaas, Religion and the Rise of Modern Science (Edinburgh:
Scottish Academic Press, 1972). More broadly, see Shapin, A Social History of Truth.
49 Morgenthau, Scientific Man versus Power Politics, p. 136.
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This pluralistic vision of knowledge marks an advance in a realistic
assessment of the limits of human reason and knowledge, and their
impact on the social world. The vision of science characteristic of clas-
sical liberalism is losing its force in both the natural and social realms,
and the sooner this fact is acknowledged, the better. As he puts it, peo-
ple ‘will not forever cherish the redeeming powers of science which
demonstrates through its results its moral ambiguity in its own sphere
and its scientific ambiguity in the social world’.50 Moreover, if ‘scien-
tific’ causality is naı̈ve at the level of contemporary philosophies of
science, it is doubly so as concerns the social sciences where in the reflex-
ive nature of human agency ‘the “science of politics” – finds its final
refutation’.51

Despite interpretations of him as a quintessential ‘positivist’, there-
fore, Morgenthau’s views on the philosophy of science and the nature
of the social sciences actually seem to accord surprisingly well with
elements of post-positivist thinking in contemporary International
Relations.52 But the challenge which Morgenthau presents to current
thinking goes well beyond a relocation of his position within the ongo-
ing epistemological controversies within the field. Indeed his assault
upon liberal rationalism is designed primarily to attack the claim that
questions of political knowledge can be reduced to, or resolved through,
debates over method or epistemology. This could not be more clearly
illustrated than in his attack upon the politics of liberalism which cor-
responds to this pluralist conception of knowledge.

For Morgenthau, the belief that scientific knowledge and political
knowledge occupy the same realms needs to be challenged not only in
order to dismiss the rationalist attempt to reduce the latter to the former,
it needs to be challenged in order that the failure of the rationalist project
does not lead to theoretical conclusions that are disastrous as a founda-
tion for (liberal) political practice. A more adequate understanding of
the indeterminate nature of our knowledge of the natural world, he
argues, cannot be directly translated into a more adequate understand-
ing of the political world. In fact, Morgenthau believes, it is precisely
this move that underpins a naı̈ve form of toleration which is potentially
destructive for a liberal polity. For all its apparent opposition to a politics

50 Morgenthau, Scientific Man versus Power Politics, p. 8.
51 Morgenthau, Scientific Man versus Power Politics, p. 144.
52 For readings of Morgenthau as a positivist, see Jim George, Discourses of Global Poli-
tics (Boulder, Colo.: Lynne Rienner Press, 1994) and Mark Neufeld, The Restructuring of
International Relations Theory (Cambridge University Press, 1995).
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of certainty, sceptical liberalism remains indebted to the same view of
the relationship between knowledge and politics as classical liberalism:
it continues to assume that an adequate understanding of the nature of
empirical knowledge can be directly equated with the nature of political
knowledge. Despite its opposition to objectivist conceptions of knowl-
edge, sceptical liberalism shares this belief – it simply reverses its terms.
Now a more adequate (sceptical or contingent) philosophy of knowledge
can underwrite an analogous (tolerant) philosophy of politics. The con-
viction that there is a direct connection between the two realms remains
unshaken.

It is precisely this move that Morgenthau rejects most strongly. The
core of his thinking rests in the argument that knowledge of objects in
general and knowledge of the political object are not the same thing, and
that it is a mistake shared by both forms of liberalism that they reduce
the latter to the former. Sceptical liberalism may be more epistemically
realistic in terms of theories of knowledge. To a degree (as I will discuss
at a later point), it represents a positive, pluralistic social ethic, and is
a foundation of democratic political practice. But to see this epistemic
and ethical stance as directly translatable into a viable political practice,
Morgenthau argues, is disastrously unrealistic.

The problem with this liberal relativism, he argues in tones which
clearly echo both Schmitt and Weber, is that it can only function in
a social situation where liberal principles are already institutionalised,
and these foundations are consistently undermined by the inadequacies
of liberal theory and the implications of these inadequacies in practice.
Left to its own devices, liberalism threatens to sow the seeds of its own
destruction. The attempt to ground a liberal politics on a rationalist,
objectivist epistemology and a politics of technical manipulation, or to
retreat from politics into a wholly private world of self-interest or self-
absorption, generates the opposite of the liberal freedom it seeks. Indeed
Morgenthau views the rise and success of fascism as product of this lib-
eral heritage, representing both its culmination and its bankruptcy. Fas-
cism, he argues, was not a reversion to premodern barbarism, or a wholly
irrational eruption divorced from modern liberalism. Fascism was a
tragic culmination of trajectories within the liberal-rationalist project:
‘it is truly progressive – were not the propaganda machine of Goebbels
and the gas chambers of Himmler models of technical rationality? –
and in its denial of the ethics of Western civilization it reaps the harvest
of a philosophy which clings to the tenets of Western culture without
understanding its foundations. In a sense it is, like all revolutions, but
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the receiver of the bankrupt age that preceded it’.53 Similarly, he argues,
fascism grew out of the inability of liberalism to provide a meaning-
ful framing of social life. The Germans, he holds, rejected a Western
philosophy which they saw as irrelevant and ‘embraced in fascism a
philosophy which promised to reinterpret their experiences, to guide
their actions, and to create a new society’.54

A sceptical liberal society is a society which will be at best highly lim-
ited in its ability to defend its liberal principles from the consequences
of its own dynamics, and which will likely fail to meet such challenges
when they arise. These concerns operate at both the domestic and the
international level. In each case, it is only when a liberal state’s survival is
threatened that it can be mobilised to defend its political institutions, and
by then it is often too late – with the pluralism of the state exacerbating
its ineffectiveness in responding to such threats. Whether this is a result
of the naı̈veté of classical liberalism’s belief in an underlying harmony of
interests, leading to a misperception of the structures of power on which
it is based and the conflict which they can generate,55 or is an outcome
of a decadent liberal state’s incapacity to mobilise around its values,
the result is the same. So long as its basic institutions are functioning
internally a liberal state will actually disregard them as something to be
defended. It is only when the loss of liberalism’s institutions becomes
compelling, through a concrete threat, that liberal states become mobi-
lised around them. But these limitations, as the cases of the Weimar
Republic and the Second World War illustrate, seriously threaten their
very ability to survive and to uphold the tolerant, pluralistic values
which they – and Morgenthau – prize.56

53 Morgenthau, Scientific Man versus Power Politics, pp. 6–7.
54 Morgenthau, Scientific Man versus Power Politics, p. 8; see also his analysis in ‘Nazism’
in Twentieth-Century Political Thought, ed. J. Roucek, (New York: Philosophical Library,
1946). Again, the affinities of Morgenthau’s thinking to broader intellectual currents in
Germany in the 1930s are apparent: compare, for example, the analysis of rationalisation
pursued by Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno in Dialectic of Enlightenment (New York:
Continuum, 1972). Realism’s general suspicion of – and often downright hostility toward –
technology is clearly traced in Rosenthal, Righteous Realists, pp. 154–68. On Morgenthau’s
familiarity with members of the Frankfurt School, see Frei, Hans Morgenthau, and on
the broader relationship between Critical theory (particularly of the Frankfurt School)
and International Relations see Richard Wyn Jones (ed.), Critical Theory and World Politics
(Boulder, Colo.: Lynne Rienner, 2001).
55 Again, here there are clear affinities with Carr’s analysis of classical liberalism.
56 As Joel Rosenthal has insightfully argued, the engagement of Realism with ‘public
philosophy’ was intimately bound up with its concern with ‘the decline of the West,
the fate of liberalism in the modern age, and the question of pluralism. The problem of
pluralism was, in fact, at the root of the realists’ unease.’ Righteous Realists, p. 56.
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If part of Morgenthau’s goal, as outlined above, was to understand
the role which the inadequacies of liberal constructions of the polit-
ical realm played in this disaster, the second aspect of his thought
involves an attempt to understand how it might be countered. As is
well known, Morgenthau saw it as his mission to educate the United
States – the quintessentially liberal society, in his view – about the limits
and dangers of an uncritical liberalism. The struggle over the relation-
ship between knowledge and politics in this often naı̈ve political culture,
which Morgenthau now viewed as the great global hope as well as the
embattled and endangered bastion of a liberal politics, was one of the
vital intellectual and political struggles of the time.57 To this end, he
sought to provide an understanding of political life which would pro-
vide a realistic vision of the conditions under which a liberal order might
be created and maintained. One of the clearest illustrations of this com-
mitment can be found in his concept of ‘politics’ itself, an attempt to
both confront and overcome the consequences of Schmitt’s concept of
the political.

The ‘politics’ of Realism
It is clear that Morgenthau’s assessment of liberalism was deeply influ-
enced by the critiques of liberal democracy current in Weimar, and par-
ticularly by the position of Schmitt. But it is equally clear that he seeks
to counter these attacks via a reconstruction of the liberal position. His
assault on liberalism emphasised that its opponents embraced a polit-
ical rationality which was extremely powerful, extremely destructive,
and toward which the prevailing responses of the liberal tradition –
both intellectual and practical – were conspicuously weak. In response,
Morgenthau’s Realism represents an attempt to provide a reconstructed
political liberalism viable for and in the modern world. To indicate how
he attempts to do so, I propose to look in some detail at his conception
of politics itself.58

The concept of politics may seem a particularly unpromising point
from which to argue for a reassessment of Morgenthau’s Realism, for

57 As such, he was part of the broader émigré challenge to the easy equation of American
liberalism and political science outlined by Gunnell, Between Philosophy and Politics,
chapter 1; see also Keith L. Shimko, ‘Realism, Neorealism, and American Liberalism’,
Review of Politics, 54:1 (1992).
58 For an excellent explication of Morgenthau’s critique of Schmitt’s concept of the political
with important connections to the argument I pursue here, see Scheuerman, ‘Another
Hidden Dialogue’.
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however diverse the positions in contemporary International Relations
may be there is almost universal agreement that one of the greatest
weaknesses of his thinking (and that of immediately post-war Realism in
general) lies in its remarkably narrow understanding of politics. Indeed,
while liberal institutionalists,59 social constructivists,60 historical soci-
ologists,61 political economists,62 and even ‘neoclassical’ Realists63 may
diverge widely on the nature of Realism and its place in the future devel-
opment of International Relations theory, they are largely united in the
conviction that a concern with political economy, the impact of domestic
structures, or the influence of culture and identity, all appear remark-
ably marginal (or at best inadequately developed and unsystematically
theorised) within ‘classical’ Realism, and that a broader, more socio-
logically and institutionally rigorous theory of the structure, dynamics,
and multiple determinants of ‘politics’ at the domestic level is essential
for the further development of International Relations theory, whether
‘Realist’ or not.

Explanations of the narrowness of classical Realism’s understanding
of politics abound in discussions of International Relations, and form a
key element in accounts of the evolution of the field. Most commonly,
this narrowness is traced to the historical conditions of Realism’s ascen-
dance, particularly to the dominance of ‘high politics’, diplomacy, and
military conflict at the conclusion of the Second World War and the onset
of the Cold War.64 Under these conditions, it is argued, Realism’s narrow

59 Robert Keohane and Joseph Nye, Power and Interdependence, 2nd edn (Glenview, Ill.:
Scott, Foreman, 1989).
60 Friedrich Kratochwil and Yosef Lapid, ‘Culture’s Ship: Returns and Departures in Inter-
national Relations Theory’, in The Return of Culture and Identity in International Relations,
ed. Yosef Lapid and Friedrich Kratochwil (Boulder, Colo.: Lynne Rienner, 1996).
61 Steven Hobden, ‘Historical Sociology: Back to the Future in International Relations?’,
in Historical Sociology and International Relations, ed. Steven Hobden and John M. Hob-
son (Cambridge University Press, 2002), pp. 48–9; Christian Reus-Smit, ‘The Idea of His-
tory and History with Ideas’, in Historical Sociology and International Relations, ed. Steven
Hobden and John M. Hobson (Cambridge University Press, 2002), p. 126.
62 Kurt Burch, ‘Constituting IPE and Modernity’, in Constituting International Political
Economy, ed. Kurt Burch and Robert A. Denemark (Boulder, Colo.: Lynne Rienner, 1997),
p. 26; Geoffrey Underhill, ‘Conceptualizing the Changing Global Order’, in Political Econ-
omy and the Changing Global Order, ed. Richard Stubbs and Geoffrey Underhill (Oxford
University Press, 1999), p. 10.
63 Gideon Rose, ‘Neoclassical Realism and Theories of Foreign Policy’; Randall Schweller,
Deadly Imbalances: Tripolarity and Hitler’s Strategy of World Conquest (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1998), p. 20; Fareed Zakaria, From Wealth to Power: The Unusual Origins
of America’s World Role (Princeton University Press, 1998), pp. 32–5.
64 Ole Holsti, ‘Models of International Relations: Realist and Neoliberal Perspectives on
Conflict and Cooperation’, in The Global Agenda, 5th edn, ed. Charles W. Kegley and
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vision of political relations is comprehensible, if ultimately unsatisfac-
tory. To still others, classical Realism’s concern with human nature – in
particular its concern with an elemental lust for power – overwhelmed
any sustained concern with social and historical trajectories and the
importance of political structures.65 From yet another perspective, the
assumption of the state as a unitary rational actor precluded by analytic
fiat the need to enquire more deeply into the complexities of state struc-
ture, domestic preferences, and action,66 while still other accounts locate
its origins in Realism’s uncritical adoption of the classical liberal divide
between politics and economics.67 Whatever the explanation, however,
the narrowness of the classical Realist vision of politics is seen as a sym-
bol of its limited theoretical bases and utility, and the evolution of the
field of International Relations is again presented as a process of moving
beyond these limits toward a more sophisticated theory of international
politics.

There is little doubt that Morgenthau proposes a very constricted
vision of politics. In Politics among Nations, for example, he argues that
‘a nation is not normally engaged in international politics when it con-
cludes an extradition treaty with another nation, when it exchanges
goods and services with other nations, when it cooperates with another
nation in providing relief from natural catastrophes, and when it pro-
motes the distribution of cultural achievements throughout the world’.68

Such an unambiguous statement seems only to confirm suspicions con-
cerning the narrowness of the Realist vision and its obvious – and
increasing – inadequacy as a basis for thinking about world politics. Yet,
when seen in light of Morgenthau’s intellectual background, such dis-
missals begin to look suspiciously easy, and the narrowness of the Realist
vision of politics ceases to be an obvious point of criticism and becomes
instead an intriguing question: why would a sophisticated thinker like
Morgenthau propound such a narrow and (on the surface) obviously

Eugene Wittkopf (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1998), p. 135; Peter J. Katzenstein, Robert O.
Keohane, and Stephen D. Krasner, ‘International Organization and the Study of World
Politics’, International Organization, 52:4 (1998), p. 652; Charles Kegley and Eugene
Wittkopf, World Politics: Trend and Transformation, 7th edn (New York: St Martins, 1999),
pp. 28–34; John Vasquez, The Power of Power Politics: From Classical Realism to Neotradition-
alism (Cambridge University Press, 1998), pp. 45–59.
65 Donnelly, Realism in International Relations, pp. 43–80.
66 Katzenstein, Keohane, and Krasner, ‘International Organization’, p. 658.
67 Justin Rosenberg, The Empire of Civil Society: A Critique of the Realist Theory of International
Relations (London: Verso, 1994), p. 24.
68 Morgenthau, Politics among Nations, p. 26.
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simplistic understanding of politics as the basis for a Realist theory of
politics and International Relations?

I would like to suggest that Morgenthau’s narrowing of the political
sphere is neither an oversight nor a result of a lack of analytic sophis-
tication. Rather than ignoring the obvious breadth of political life or
the complexity of the concept of ‘the political’,69 the limited concep-
tion of politics is part of a sophisticated intellectual strategy seeking to
address the centrality of power in politics without reducing politics to
an undifferentiated sphere of violence, to distinguish legitimate forms
of political power, to insulate the political sphere from physical violence,
and to discern the social structures which such a strategy requires to be
successful.

Power, interest, and politics
In unravelling the nature of politics in Morgenthau’s Realism, it is useful
to begin by noting the very strong emphasis he places on the importance
of the concept of ‘politics’, and on the autonomy of politics as a sphere
of action and understanding. In what is perhaps the most oft-quoted
phrase in the history of International Relations, Morgenthau’s ‘Second
Principle of Political Realism’ holds that its core lies in the definition of
politics as ‘interest defined in terms of power’. ‘This concept’, he argues,
is crucial if one is to make sense of international politics, for it

provides the link between reason trying to understand international
politics and the facts to be understood. It sets politics as an autonomous
sphere of action and understanding apart from other spheres, such as
economics (understood in terms of interest defined as wealth), ethics,
aesthetics, or religion. Without such a concept a theory of politics,
domestic or international, would be altogether impossible, for without
it we could not distinguish between political and nonpolitical facts, nor
could we bring at least a measure of systematic order to the political
sphere.70

Yet despite the almost iconic status that ‘interest defined as power’
has assumed in presentations of Realist theory, a close examination of
Morgenthau’s discussion quickly reveals that power and interest are
actually remarkably flexible and indeterminate concepts. The forms

69 Michi Ebata and Beverly Neufeld (eds.), Confronting the Political in International Rela-
tions (London: Palgrave, 2000); Jenny Edkins, Poststructuralism and International Relations:
Bringing the Political Back In (Boulder, Colo.: Lynne Rienner, 1999), p. xi.
70 Morgenthau, Politics among Nations, p. 5.
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taken by interest and power, and the relationship between them, are
fluid, and only foundational in the broadest possible sense. In his ‘Third
Principle of Political Realism’, for example, Morgenthau discusses this
fluidity in terms worth quoting at length. Realism, he argues,

does not endow its key concept of interest defined as power with a
meaning that is fixed once and for all. The idea of interest is indeed
the essence of politics and is unaffected by the circumstances of time
and place . . . Yet the kind of interest determining political action in
a particular period of history depends upon the political and cultural
context within which foreign policy is formulated. The goals that might
be pursued by nations in their foreign policy can run the whole gamut of
objectives any nation has ever pursued or might possibly pursue.71

The objects of ‘interest’, it turns out, are almost limitless. Literally any-
thing could in principle be an interest. A similar indeterminacy applies
to power. As he puts it:

The same observations apply to the concept of power. Its content and
the manner of its use are determined by the political and cultural envi-
ronment. Power may comprise anything that establishes and maintains
the power of man over man. Thus power covers all social relationships
which serve that end, from physical violence to the most subtle psy-
chological ties by which one mind controls another. Power covers the
domination of man by man, both when it is disciplined by moral ends
and controlled by constitutional safeguards, as in Western democra-
cies, and when it is that untamed and barbaric force which finds its
laws in nothing but its own strength and its sole justification in its
aggrandizement.72

At this point, a degree of confusion might seem appropriate, for these
extremely broad visions of power and interest seem logically to lead not
to a narrow conception of politics, but to an extremely broad one.73 If
all interests are indeterminate, and all forms of power are multiple and
contextual, then surely this implies that all realms of life in and through
which interests are formulated and power is exercised are ‘political’,

71 Morgenthau, Politics among Nations, pp. 8–9, emphasis added.
72 Morgenthau, Politics among Nations, p. 9.
73 For a criticism of this breadth, see Inis L. Claude, Power and International Relations (New
York: Random House, 1962), pp. 25–37. For a discussion of how Morgenthau’s view of
power has been adopted in different ways by different contemporary Realists, see Legro
and Moravcsik, ‘Is Anybody Still a Realist?’, pp. 22–34; and for its significance in the
debate over Realism and the end of the Cold War, see William Wohlforth, ‘Realism and
the End of the Cold War’, in The Perils of Anarchy, ed. Sean Lynn-Jones (Cambridge, Mass.;
MIT Press, 1995), pp. 9–10.
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and that what is required is an extremely broad – almost pervasive –
vision of politics rather than its opposite. In fact, it might even be argued
that Morgenthau’s understanding of power and interest has its closest
analogues in social theories more commonly associated with the work
of Pierre Bourdieu and Michel Foucault, with their very broad under-
standing of power and the ‘political’ field, rather than with the narrow
understanding of politics that Realism stands accused of adopting.74

But despite the obviousness of this conclusion, it is not the path that
Morgenthau chooses to follow, and his reasons for not doing so are cen-
tral in understanding the concept of politics in the Realist theory he
develops.

Broadly speaking, Morgenthau’s definition of politics as ‘interest
defined as power’ has been given two interpretations in International
Relations theory, neither of which comes fully to terms with the complex
position he stakes out. The first of these interpretations tends to reduce
Realism to a form of materialism. Here, both interest and power are
defined primarily in material – and particularly military – terms, and
international politics becomes characterised as a struggle for material
power. As John Mearsheimer succinctly put it in an oft-quoted statement
of this theme: ‘Realists believe that state behavior is largely shaped by
the material structure of the international system.’75

The adequacy of this materialism as the foundation for the study of
International Relations has been a source of continual debate within the
field, and is often presented as marking a fundamental divide between
Realists and their critics – particularly social constructivists who stress
the importance of ideational phenomena. However, as evidenced in the
definitions of power and interest cited above, a reduction of ‘interest
defined as power’ to predominantly material forms of each clearly does
not do full justice to Morgenthau’s Realist understanding of politics.
Confirmation of this point is provided by Morgenthau himself, who felt

74 Pierre Bourdieu, Language and Symbolic Power (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1992) and
Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: Vintage Books,
1979) and ‘Two Lectures’, in M. Foucault, Power/Knowledge, ed. Colin Gordon (New York:
Pantheon, 1980). A theme suggestively explored by Richard Ashley, ‘The Poverty of Neo-
realism’, International Organization, 38:2 (1984). A good, critical survey of ‘power’ in Inter-
national Relations is Guzzini, Realism in International Relations, pp. 218–22; more broadly,
see Barry Hindess, Discourses of Power: Hobbes to Foucault (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1996).
75 John Mearsheimer, ‘The False Promise of International Institutions’, International Secu-
rity, 19:3 (Winter 1994/5). For an innovative recasting of materialism see Daniel Deudney,
‘Regrounding Realism: Anarchy, Security, and Changing Material Contexts’, Security Stud-
ies, 10:1 (2000). A very useful survey is found in Guzzini, Realism in International Relations,
pp. 133–5.
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the need to stress the role of diverse forms of power precisely because
of the tendency to reduce power to its material aspects. As he put it in
a discussion of revisions to the fourth edition of Politics among Nations:
‘Against the misunderstanding of the central element of power, which,
after having been underrated to the point of total neglect, now tends
to be equated with material strength, especially of a military nature, I
have stressed more than before its immaterial aspects, especially in the
form of charismatic power, and have elaborated the discussion of politi-
cal ideologies.’76 Material power and the pursuit of material interest are
indeed central, but neither power nor interest can be reduced to material
forms. To do so does little justice to the multiple, fluid, and relational
view of power and interest Morgenthau puts forward. Nor, importantly,
does it account for the claim that politics is a specific sphere that is dis-
tinguishable from the pursuit of material interest characteristic of, for
example, the economic sphere.

The question of the specificity of ‘politics’ is also important when con-
sidering the second common interpretation of Realism. In this view, the
definition of politics as ‘interest defined as power’ is seen in essentially
instrumentalist terms: if power is a necessary means for the pursuit of
interests, then power becomes an end in itself. As a necessary instru-
ment to the achievement of any given interest, power itself becomes a
universal interest and, therefore, as John Ruggie summarises this view,
‘whatever the ends that leaders may seek to achieve, their doing so is
mediated and constrained by all states deploying their power to pursue
their own ends, so that power itself becomes the proximate end of any
state’s foreign policy’.77

On the surface, an instrumentalist interpretation of Realism seems
more satisfactory; and it certainly captures the open-ended and multi-
ple character of interests and power more fully than does a reductionist
materialism. However, in reducing Realism to a form of instrumental-
ism, this view also fails to account for the specificity of ‘politics’, and to
address the question of why politics constitutes the autonomous sphere
that Morgenthau insists it does. If the definition of politics is ‘interest
defined as power’, and power is just an instrument for the achievement
of other interests, then what differentiates the political sphere from any
other realm of social life in which power is essential to the successful pur-
suit of a given interest? In the economic sphere, for example, the pursuit

76 Morgenthau, Politics among Nations, p. ix.
77 Ruggie, Constructing the World Polity, pp. 4–5.
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of economic power is essential for the acquisition of wealth. But if this
is the case, what is unique about the ‘political’ sphere as opposed to that
of the economic, and why does Morgenthau explicitly differentiate the
political from the economic sphere? In short, if the pursuit of any inter-
est requires power, and power becomes an end in itself in any sphere of
social life, then ‘interest defined as power’ applies equally to all social
spheres and ceases to be uniquely useful as a concept for distinguishing
‘political’ phenomena from other forms of social interaction. ‘Politics’,
accordingly, would again become an extremely broad sphere, not a con-
spicuously narrow one. While an instrumentalist definition may tell us
something about the Realist stress on power as a means to the realisation
of interests, it fails to specify what is distinctively ‘political’ about the
sphere of politics in Realist theory.

On closer examination, the most prevalent understandings of ‘politics’
in Morgenthau’s Realism fail to come to terms with either its conceptual
specificity, or to explain his remarkably limited definition of the sphere
of politics. Similarly, neither provides a satisfactory account of the rela-
tionship between power and interest that is at the heart of Morgenthau’s
Realist conception of politics. These considerations seem to leave open
two possible options. From one perspective, they might be seen as still
further evidence of the inadequacy of Realism, and yet another rea-
son to consign it firmly to the theoretical (pre)history of International
Relations. A second position, however, is to take these apparent incon-
sistencies as inspiration for a deeper investigation of the Realist vision
of politics. Taking this path requires a broader engagement with the
philosophical roots, intellectual lineage, and political context underly-
ing Morgenthau’s Realism and its relationship to liberalism.

The Weberian legacy
At the heart of Morgenthau’s conception of politics lies a reworking of
Weber’s liberalism,78 and a recognition and attempt to counter the power
of Schmitt’s transformation of this legacy into his deeply conflictual con-
cept of the political.79 In the context of Morgenthau’s understanding of
politics, this Weberian legacy has two related aspects: a methodological

78 For an excellent tracing of the various trajectories of Weber’s legacy, see McCormick,
Carl Schmitt’s Critique of Liberalism, chapter 1 especially.
79 That Schmitt’s understanding of the specificity of politics had a profound influence on
Morgenthau can be seen clearly in his 1933 work on the ‘concept of politics’ which contains
an extended critical discussion of Schmitt and his ‘concept of the political’. There, in partial
agreement with Schmitt, Morgenthau argues that, ‘We must conclude that it is impossible
to establish any distinction between political and non-political questions based on their
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stance and a philosophical vision of the specificity of politics as a sphere
of social life. Each – and the less well-recognised relationship between
them – is central in understanding the limited and specific vision of
politics in his Realism. When placed in these contexts, Morgenthau’s
Realist concept of ‘politics’ and the remarkably narrow definition of
political phenomena which he develops emerge as sophisticated and
self-conscious attempts to deal with the relationship between politics,
power, and violence. His goal is to construct an understanding of pol-
itics that, while continuing to recognise its Schmittian dimensions, can
avoid reducing politics to a relation of enmity, and that can provide a
justification of a public sphere of engagement and potential mediation
of differences as a core dimension of politics itself.

The most straightforward element of this limitation lies in the influ-
ence that Weber’s philosophy of social science had upon Morgenthau.
Weber’s method of ideal-types had sought to provide a means of clas-
sifying different social spheres according to their specific logics. By
distinguishing these spheres (as ideal-types) the analyst can abstract
specific logics of action from the totality of social life, and then examine
how they struggle, interpenetrate and fuse in the production of concrete
practices, as, for example, in Weber’s classic analysis of the role of radi-
cal Protestant morals and aesthetics in the rise of the economic logic of
capitalism.80 The influence of this view on Morgenthau is obvious; as
he puts it, ‘Intellectually, the political realist maintains the autonomy of
the political sphere, as the economist, the lawyer, the moralist maintain
theirs. He thinks in terms of interest defined as power, as the economist

subject matter, seeing that the notion of politics is not necessarily inherent in a certain
particular subject matter, just as it is not necessarily absent from other particular subject
matters’ (‘Nous devons conclure qu’il est impossible d’établir une distinction, d’après
leur objet, entre les questions politiques et nonpolitiques, étant donné que la notion du
politique n’est pas nécessairement inhérente à certains objets déterminés, comme elle n’est
pas nécessairement absente d’autres objets déterminés’). La Notion du ‘Politique’ et la théorie
des différends internationaux (Paris: Librairie du Recueil Sirey, 1933), p. 32. My thanks to
Thomas Jorgensen for his help with elements of this translation. Both Scheuerman and
Koskenniemi have clearly demonstrated that many of Morgenthau’s early works bear the
clear marks of his extended engagement with Schmitt’s ideas. It has been argued that
Schmitt’s modification of his theory of the friend–enemy relation in the second edition of
The Concept of the Political to include the concept of ‘intensification’ was a direct (and, much
to Morgenthau’s irritation, unattributed) result of his engagement with Morgenthau’s
initial work on international law. See Scheuerman, Carl Schmitt, pp. 229–34, 258; Frei,
Hans Morgenthau, p. 161; and Koskenniemi, Gentle Civilizer of Nations, pp. 440–3. On the
broader legal context see David Dyzenhaus, Legality and Legitimacy: Carl Schmitt, Hans
Kelsen and Hermann Heller in Weimar (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997).
80 Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, trans. Talcott Parsons (New
York: Scribner’s, 1958).
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thinks in terms of interest defined as wealth; the lawyer of the confor-
mity of action with legal rules . . . the political realist asks “How does this
policy affect the power of the nation?” (Or of the federal government,
of Congress, of the party, of agriculture, as the case may be).’81

Part of the narrowness of the concept of politics is, therefore, an ana-
lytic device: an attempt to specify politics as an ideal-type as referring
particularly to structures of governance. Yet it is clear that this desig-
nation alone is not enough to account for the conceptual specificity of
politics or its delineation as an autonomous sphere. If the focus of the
political Realist is on how a particular policy increases, for example, the
‘power of agriculture’, there is no exclusive connection between this and
governmental structures. Nor is it clear why this ‘political’ sphere should
be separated from, for example, cultural spheres that support particular
interests: for instance, a belief in the importance of rural agriculture in
maintaining national identity. Once again, the defining concept of the
political Realist – interest defined in terms of power – seems strangely
amorphous and ill-defined. It seemingly applies to almost any actor, any
interest, any form of power, in any given sphere. It either depends on a
content that is smuggled in after the definition (interest as the ‘national’
interest, or power as ‘governmental’ power), or is completely lacking in
content.

Coming to terms fully with the specificity of ‘politics’ requires a fur-
ther appreciation of how the roots of this concept lie not in Weber’s
methodology, but in his political philosophy, and the Nietzschean roots
of that philosophy.82 Weber begins from the postulate of value pluralism:
there are no transcendental standards that can provide a ground for con-
duct, and in modernity individuals are left only with the choice between
warring ‘gods and demons’.83 In this disenchanted context, all value
choices and the actions that follow from them are inescapably ‘political’
in the sense that they involve claims about values that are irresolvable by
appeal to a transcendent authority, and thus inevitably carry with them
the possibility of contestation and conflict with competing visions. But

81 Morgenthau, Politics among Nations, p. 11.
82 The Nietzschean roots of Morgenthau’s thinking have been comprehensively docu-
mented in Frei, Hans Morgenthau. For a revealing analysis of the development of Morgen-
thau’s early ideas on human desires for power, see Koskenniemi, Gentle Civilizer of Nations,
pp. 442 and 448–52. The links between Nietzsche and Weber have been nicely outlined
by David Owen, Maturity and Modernity: Nietzsche, Weber, Foucault and the Ambiguity of
Reason (London: Routledge, 1994); see also Steven P. Turner and R. A. Factor, Max Weber
and the Dispute over Reason and Value (London: Routledge, 1984).
83 Or as Morgenthau phrased the theme in terms of international politics: ‘Nations meet
under an empty sky from which the Gods have departed.’ Politics among Nations, p. 249.
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as Mark Warren has insightfully argued, this does not mean that Weber
collapses into a facile relativism or into a vision of politics as pure vio-
lence. As he puts it:

Viewed negatively, politics is essentially ‘struggle’ (Weber 1978a, 1414),
the ‘striving to share power or striving to influence the distribution of
power, either among states or among groups within a state’ (Weber
1946, 78). Viewed positively, however, politics involves relating indi-
vidual value rationalities to group choices, implying that recognition
of persons together with processes of discussion, argumentation, and
consensus lie behind exercises of power. Political actions are a distinc-
tively human kind of social action: they combine instrumental and
value rationality, and thus develop and express what Weber conceives
as the human potential for teleological action and self-determination.84

Politics is thus identified by its specific duality: an indeterminacy
that makes it at one and the same time a realm of power and inevitable
struggle, and a realm of openness and self-determination. For Weber, the
maximisation of the positive potential entailed by this value relativity
required a differentiation and separation of value spheres at both the
conceptual and the social levels. To quote Warren once more: ‘Weber does
not seek one set of value criteria to ground all others because he sees
cultural progress in the differentiation of value spheres, none of which
are primary and each of which has its own distinctive kind of rationality
and criteria or propriety. This is true for economics, aesthetics, erotic life,
language, intellectual life, social life, and so on. Each sphere is necessary
for a fully human life, and it would be inappropriate to universalize the
standards of one sphere to all others. One does not judge art by logical
consistency, love by utility, or righteousness by efficiency.’85 This is, as
he nicely summarises it, a ‘politicized neo-Kantian liberalism’:86 adopt-
ing Kant’s differentiation of spheres of knowledge (the empirical, the
aesthetic, the moral), but rather than grounding them transcendentally,
legitimates these categorical distinctions politically and ethically in
terms of the possibilities of human freedom, and consequentially in
terms of social differentiation that will allow the maximisation of that
freedom.

Seen in light of this Weberian heritage, the specificity of politics in
Morgenthau’s Realism becomes clearer. Power and struggle are intrinsic

84 Mark Warren, ‘Max Weber’s Liberalism for a Nietzschean World’, American Political
Science Review, 82:1 (1988), p. 35.
85 Warren, ‘Max Weber’s Liberalism’, p. 38.
86 Warren, ‘Max Weber’s Liberalism’, p. 31.
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to human life. Politics is the sphere of contest over the determination
of values and wills; an undetermined realm in which the struggle for
power and domination is pure (without content) and thus potentially
limitless. The specificity of the political sphere thus lies in power as
an interest in itself. Politics, as an autonomous sphere, has no intrinsic
object of interest; it is literally lacking in any concrete ‘interest’ except the
pursuit of power. This indeterminacy stands in contrast to other social
spheres that possess concrete interests, forms of power, and limits that
politics does not; for example, the economic sphere has a specific logic
of interest (material gain) and a dominant form of power (control over
material resources) that define its operation and give it a particular set of
limits. Paradoxically, it is the unlimited nature of politics that is the basis
of its conceptual specificity, and the basis of the distinction between the
political sphere and other social spheres.87

Politics, in principle, has no limits – it lacks defined objects of interest
or resources of power. Its limits lie only in the confrontation between
divergent wills, interests, and the forms of power they can wield. To
return to Morgenthau’s illustration of ‘non-political’ issues cited earlier,
both legal (extradition) and trade relations are not ‘political’ because
they are conducted within largely shared and settled structures of agree-
ment on the appropriate norms, rules, and procedures. The ‘political’
struggle for power – the struggle over foundational principles, values,
etc. – does not prevail in these relations (unless one actor is explicitly
using them to these ends). By contrast, since it has no specific object to
govern its interests or its potential forms of power, ‘politics’ is an almost
limitless field of struggle and domination. And as Morgenthau repeat-
edly makes clear, the conceptual specificity of ‘politics’ applies across all
political realms; at this level, there is no fundamental distinction between
domestic and international politics. The primary difference between the
two lies in the social resources – institutional and ideational – available
for the limitation of the negative logic of politics, and the exploitation of
its positive capacities. As he puts it, ‘The essence of international politics
is identical with its domestic counterpart’, a symmetry ‘modified only
by the different conditions under which this struggle takes place in the
domestic and the international spheres’.88

87 This point is also stressed by Frei, Hans Morgenthau, pp. 126–8 especially, and
Koskenniemi, Gentle Civilizer of Nations, pp. 453–4; see also John M. Hobson and Leonard
Seabrooke, ‘Reimagining Weber: Constructing International Society and the Social Balance
of Power’, European Journal of International Relations, 7:2 (2001), p. 269.
88 Morgenthau, Politics among Nations, p. 32.
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This recognition allows us to make sense of Morgenthau’s claim that
as an ideal-type purely ‘political’ man would be a ‘beast’: as a sphere
without content or limits, politics is potentially a remarkably destructive
dimension of human action.89 Yet at the same time, politics is the protean
centre of social life, and Morgenthau views the indeterminacy of politics
as a potentially positive phenomenon, representing the possibility of
change, and as a core principle of democracy. As he characterised this
ethic in direct contrast to that of Nazism: ‘The doctrine of democracy
starts with the assumption that all citizens are potentially capable of
arriving at the right political decision and that, consequently, nobody has
a monopoly of political wisdom to which, at least potentially, the others
would not have access . . . Philosophic relativism, political pluralism,
the protection of minorities of all kinds and with respect to all kinds of
activities are therefore the earmarks of democratic theory and practice.’90

The limitless nature of politics is thus the source of both its perils
and its possibilities.91 Morgenthau consistently argues for the delin-
eation (though not exclusion) of the realm of politics from other social
realms, particularly the economic and the moral. In particular, the idea
that the capacity for authoritative decision and the determination of
substantive values, and the ability ultimately to uphold that capacity
(both internally and externally) in a life and death struggle if neces-
sary, defines his understanding of political differentiation and thus of
relations between political orders.92 But decision does not necessarily
entail enmity, and politics is not exclusively defined and determined
by a violent and amoral logic of friendship and enmity.93 The essential

89 Morgenthau, Politics among Nations, p. 13.
90 Morgenthau, Scientific Man versus Power Politics, p. 144; see also Murray, ‘Moral
Politics’, p. 101.
91 Similarly, history is neither pure continuity, nor pure change. Rather, the enduringly
empty nature of politics – its radical indeterminacy that is part of its constant struggle for
power – represents both its unchanging nature and its capacity for change. The affinities
between Morgenthau’s views and Nietzsche’s conception of history as ‘eternal return’ are
striking here. For an insightful analogous discussion see James Der Derian, ‘Post-Theory:
The Eternal Return of Ethics in International Relations’, in New Thinking in International
Relations, ed. Michael Doyle and John Ikenberry (Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 1998).
92 It is tempting to use the more conventional International Relations phrasing here and
refer to this as the problem of sovereignty. But as a number of contemporary analyses
argue and as Morgenthau was well aware, to lump all forms of political delineation under
the rubric of sovereignty is to risk reifying political practice through the application of a
concept frequently overlain with all kinds of modern assumptions. For an excellent anal-
ysis of sovereignty, see Jens Bartelson, A Genealogy of Sovereignty (Cambridge University
Press, 1995).
93 This vision of politics also underlies Morgenthau’s oft-misunderstood conception of
history. Morgenthau is not guilty of the facile charge that he presents a view of history
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emptiness of politics also represents its promise and positive potential.
The quest for power without a fixed interest leaves those interests open
to transformation and revision, and is thus the condition of change and
progress. As a realm without a fixed interest, politics becomes the sphere
of activity uniquely concerned with the consideration, generation, and
transformation of common interests and understandings: the sphere
where the fundamental meanings and values of social life are contested
and determined. The lack of fixed understandings of the good and the
true is the condition of modern politics, and the basis of its distinctive-
ness as a realm of freedom, creativity, and change.

Politics is an extraordinarily dangerous sphere. By understanding its
essence – its narrow conceptual specificity – it is possible to see the logic
of political conflict, and the possibilities for its amelioration. ‘Political’
conflict cannot be reduced to conflicts of material interest and calcula-
tion.94 It is far more fundamental; indeed elemental. Rather than wishing
away this conflict, it is necessary to recognise its nature and attempt to
exploit its positive potential. And it is here that the importance of lim-
its in Realism becomes clearer. The process of conceptual limitation is
linked to political practices of limitation. Far from precluding a broad
analysis of political life, the narrow definition of politics becomes the
foundation of a sophisticated sociological and institutional analysis, in
which a limited conception of politics is deployed in an attempt to con-
strain the destructive capacities of the logic of ‘politics’, while retaining
its possibilities for creativity. This requires discerning the structures and
practices that support this goal, identifying those that are lacking, and
developing a strategy to maximise the promise of politics and limit its
perils.95

that does not ‘change’. He is well aware of the historical variation of social and political
orders – and relations between them – over time. For him, it is this essence of the political
as decision, and its connection to violence in the last resort, that is historically consistent.
This is even more clearly illustrated by taking seriously one of his most overlooked claims:
that nuclear weapons have revolutionised International Relations. For Morgenthau, nuclear
weapons do not simply modify an eternal structure of anarchy: they challenge the political
at its most fundamental level because the classic Schmittian vision of the political as
residing ultimately in a life and death struggle no longer makes any sense in an age of
mutual annihilation. See, in particular, Hans Morgenthau, ‘Four Paradoxes of Nuclear
Strategy’, American Political Science Review, 58:1 (1964).
94 Contrast to the positions surveyed in Rosecrance that lead him to ask, ‘Has Realism
Become Cost-Benefit Analysis?’, International Security, 26:2 (2001).
95 As Scheuerman puts it: ‘Morgenthau argues that the “concept of the political” in the
proper sense of the term refers exclusively to “the degree of intensity with which an object
of interest to a state relates to the individuality of a state”. Political conflicts are those
exhibiting an especially intense or passionate character; for this reason, they are refractory
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A strategy of limits
Morgenthau’s Realist strategy of limitation develops along three dimen-
sions. First, he defines politics and political power as separate from other
forms of power, particularly physical violence. This provides the basis
for a limitation on the legitimate use of violence within the sphere of
domestic politics. Second, he seeks to foster the development of other
social spheres whose forms of interest and power can balance those of
politics, minimising the attraction of its violent potential and counteract-
ing its capacities. Third, he attempts to insulate these spheres from each
other. The spheres of morality, law, and economics must be insulated
against the intrusion of the logic of limitless domination characteristic
of politics, while the openness of the political sphere must be defended
against its subsumption within these other spheres. In actuality, these
structures and strategies of limitation will always be partial, and politi-
cal practice will always involve the interpenetration of different spheres
and the struggle between them. But this interpenetration must always
take place against the background of their basic separation, a separation
which is essential for the operation of an ethical and balanced political
order.

Morgenthau’s thinking clearly bears the marks of his engagement
with Schmitt: his understanding of politics as an undetermined realm
of pure will reflects a similar position (and Nietzschean–Weberian her-
itage) on the specificity of ‘politics’, and he shares the view that the
essence of sovereignty lies in the capacity for decision.96 However,
the most important element of this relationship lies in the way that
Schmitt’s concept of the political provides a key position against which
Morgenthau’s own understanding of a limited politics emerges.97 The
limited vision of politics can, in fact, be seen as a direct attempt to counter

to peaceful legal settlement. Within the sphere of interstate relations, “the specifically
political quality is to be seen in the particularly close relation that rulers assert from time
to time between the state and certain goods or values that they hold indispensable to
its security or greatness”. Conflicts concerning such goods and values, whose specific
characteristics obviously vary enormously, are political dynamite and thus unlikely to be
resolved satisfactorily by judicial devices. In this sense of the term, a dispute can be more
or less political (just as it can be more or less warm or cold); intensity is always a matter
of degree.’ Carl Schmitt, pp. 231–2.
96 Morgenthau, Politics among Nations, pp. 307–25.
97 My position here is indebted to Scheuerman, but differs somewhat from his focus on the
idea of intensification. Morgenthau’s early work was characterised by an extremely broad
conception of politics, whereas his ‘American’ writings advocate an extremely narrow
view. On the surface, this seems to mark either a contradiction or a fundamental transfor-
mation in his views. Seen in this perspective, however, it is less a shift in his views than evi-
dence of an increasing sophistication and political judgement. The undifferentiated vision
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the Schmittian logic of enmity at both the conceptual and the social lev-
els, and to avoid the radical realpolitik that is one potential outcome of
the specific concept of politics he adopts.

As noted earlier, Morgenthau views democracy as based on the claim
that there is no fixed idea of the right or the good, and that this openness
is, paradoxically, itself the principle of democracy. Democracy, he asserts
outright, is based on a ‘relativistic philosophy’ and a ‘relativistic ethos’
which is paradoxically protected by ‘certain absolute objective princi-
ples which legitimize majority rule but are not subject to change by it’.98

While decision may be the essence of sovereignty, the indeterminacy that
is the essence of politics is the principle of democratic sovereignty. This
indeterminacy itself must be a value to be defended if it is to survive,
and this may require the application of violence. But the only legitimate
exercise of violence is in support of the principled openness that is the
essence of politics.99 This is the paradoxical role of the state, and the
limit of its legitimate exercise of violence.100 The capacity for coercion
may be important (indeed essential) in upholding political structures,
but it is not their essence. Violence is only legitimate to the extent that it
insulates the ‘political’ sphere from forms of power derived from phys-
ical violence: the state’s capacity for violence balances all attempts to
bring violence into the political sphere, but this violence is limited to
the defence of that order, it is not the principle of its operation.

These concerns are clearly expressed in Morgenthau’s distinction
between political power and military power. ‘When we speak of power’,
he argues, ‘we mean man’s control over the minds and actions of other
men. By political power we refer to the mutual relations of control among
the holders of public authority, and between the latter and the people at
large.’101 This is not merely an institutional distinction, it is a practical
and ethical one: politics is a relationship of obligation and identification,

of politics as ‘intensification’ (1933) is transformed into a practical judgement seeking to
limit the sphere of politics in full consciousness of its intrinsically unlimited (and, there-
fore, potentially destructive) nature, and yet to defend a political sphere of (democratic)
indeterminacy and limits. Similarly, my view here differs from Koskenniemi’s admirable
analysis, since I hold that Morgenthau’s turn away from law and toward ‘politics’ involved
precisely an engagement with the question of a democratic public sphere that Kosken-
niemi views Morgenthau as largely foreclosing.
98 Morgenthau, Truth and Power, pp. 40–1.
99 On at least some readings, this is Schmitt’s position as well. However, to enter into the
complex debates surrounding Schmitt and liberal democracy is beyond the scope of this
treatment.
100 Morgenthau, Politics among Nations, p. 490.
101 Morgenthau, Politics among Nations, p. 26.
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and properly political domination takes this form and is constrained by
these limits. By contrast ‘When violence becomes an actuality, it signifies
the abdication of political power in favour of military or pseudo-military
power.’102 The narrow conceptual definition of politics is here part of
an attempt to distinguish the exercise of legitimate political power and
domination, and particularly to insulate this sphere from the intrusion
of physical violence and domination.103

Seen in this light, the narrow definition of politics and its clear delin-
eation from other social spheres is not only analytically or method-
ologically driven, it is a part of a comprehensive political philosophy.
Equating political power with physical violence would violate the
autonomy of the political, reducing its logic solely to coercion and thus
destroying the autonomy of politics itself. By defining politics narrowly,
Morgenthau seeks to distinguish the forms of power appropriate to poli-
tics, to limit their legitimate exercise within the political sphere, to insu-
late the political sphere to the greatest degree possible from other forms
of power, interest, and domination, and to ensure that the openness and
capacity for change that is the promise of politics is not foreclosed by
the domination of the interests and power structures of other spheres.
The conceptual specificity – and thus narrowness – of ‘politics’ is part
of an attempt to justify a political practice in which the indeterminacy
of the political sphere is understood in both its positive and negative
dimensions.

However, the effectiveness of this strategy requires more than
just conceptual clarity concerning the specificity of the ‘political’. As
Morgenthau was well aware, ideas alone are rarely powerful enough to
prevail in social life.104 For the limited understanding of political power
itself to have power, it must possess viable social foundations and be
supported by competing interests. In pursuit of these foundations for
a politics of limits, Morgenthau invokes one of Realism’s most basic
concepts: the balance of power.

The idea of a balance of power and interest is justifiably recognised as
a key theme in Realism. In light of the argument above, however, it takes
on a significance much broader than the narrow focus on the interstate
balance of power that has so dominated discussions in International
Relations. For Morgenthau, the idea of a balance of power and interest

102 Morgenthau, Politics among Nations, p. 27; Frei, Hans Morgenthau, pp. 127–8. See also
Rosenthal, Righteous Realists, pp. 37–65 and pp. 40–1, especially.
103 The affinities to Arendt’s position in particular are very clearly illustrated here.
104 Morgenthau, Politics among Nations, p. 326.
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is as complex and vital at the domestic level as it is at the international.
Indeed the two are closely linked. A balance of power at the domestic
level supports a politics of limits that, in turn, supports a limited foreign
policy and provides a more solid basis for a balance of power at the
international level.

Here the conceptual distinctions central to Morgenthau’s vision of
politics have institutional and social implications, as part of a broadly
liberal vision of politics. Distinct social spheres (economic, legal, moral,
aesthetic) operating within their specific logics and forms of power can
act as limits on the logic of politics and on the reach of the political
sphere. While actors in these spheres may be tempted to further their
interests and power by dominating the political field, they will also
resist attempts by the political sphere to encroach upon their autonomy,
and vice versa. What results is a social balance of power and interests
in which the existence of ‘non-political’ spheres provides limits on an
interest in politics, and generates forms of interest and realms of power
with an interest in maintaining politics as a limited sphere. In short, the
idea of politics as a distinct sphere is linked to a strategy of balancing
social spheres and interests against one another in order to limit the
reach of politics while also limiting the influence of other spheres on the
political.105

Yet this strategy of balancing contains a crucial paradox, and a vitally
important corollary. In conditions of modernity, the processes of social
differentiation must be balanced against their anomic and alienating
consequences. In broad historical terms, the capacity for the individual
exercise of power through a faith in the ultimate power (and judgement)
of God that was a key plank in the moral economy of Christendom, and
that provided even the most oppressed with a feeling of power, is no
longer operative. The breakdown of this moral economy of interest,
along with the corresponding decline of cross-cutting and competing
aristocratic hierarchies, destroyed the internal balance of power (and
source of limitation) characteristic of feudal and early modern states.106

The loss of belief in the power of the divine, and of an interest in

105 See also the excellent treatment of this theme in Hobson and Seabrooke, ‘Reimagining
Weber’, pp. 262–4. Indeed Morgenthau even allows that should these other forces become
dominant, they can cause a nation to cease to act ‘politically’, and a nation’s engagement
in international ‘politics’ may wane thereby ‘under the impact of cultural transformations,
which may make a nation prefer other pursuits, for instance commerce, to those of power’.
Politics among Nations, p. 26.
106 These (Nietzschean and Tocquevillian, respectively) themes are of considerable impor-
tance to Morgenthau’s explanation of the classical balance of power and its breakdown.
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religion, has left individuals in the anomic condition of modernity, and
societal rationalisation has increased this feeling of powerlessness. The
progressive disempowerment created by bureaucratic political parties,
conformist pressures of modern citizenship, and the alienating impact
of large-scale industrial societies and capitalist production has led to a
paradoxical rise in the mobilising power of the state and an increase in
the collective interest in, and power of, ‘political’ logic. As Morgenthau
puts it: ‘The growing insecurity of the individual in Western societies,
especially in the lower strata, and the atomization of Western society in
general have magnified enormously the frustration of individual power
drives. This, in turn, has given rise to an increased desire for compen-
satory identification with the collective national aspiration for power.’107

For Morgenthau, this process was at the core of the rise of fascism.
As a philosophy which rejected a politics of limits, which identified the
essence of the political with violence, conflict, and the casting of Others
as enemies, and which sought to inject this logic as broadly as possible in
a process of social mobilisation, fascism represented the ultimate social
expression of an unbounded politics. In a passage worth quoting at
length, he argues:

Thus National Socialism was able to identify in a truly totalitarian fash-
ion the aspirations of the individual German with the power objectives
of the German nation. Nowhere in modern history has that identi-
fication been more complete. Nowhere has that sphere in which the
individual pursues his aspirations for power for their own sake been
smaller. Nor has the force of the emotional impetus with which that
identification transformed itself into aggressiveness on the interna-
tional scene been equaled in modern civilization.108

While the existence of separate spheres and diverse forms of power
and interest blunts the possibility of unified social expression of the will to
power within the political sphere, it can also be the source of an (unlim-
ited) ‘political’ logic, giving rise to an international system of endemic
and almost irreconcilable conflict. The logic of politics becomes merged
with patterns of violence and enmity and extended destructively to all
aspects of life, becoming the dominant logic of society as a whole and
making its foreign policy wholly one of domination and conflict: a reflec-
tion of the domination of the logic of politics within the society.

They are most clearly expressed in Scientific Man versus Power Politics; the Nietzschean
elements are explored in Frei, Hans Morgenthau, pp. 112–20.
107 Morgenthau, Politics among Nations, p. 100.
108 Morgenthau, Politics among Nations, p. 104.
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Morgenthau’s concern with social balances, with playing off compet-
ing interests and limiting the political sphere, has clear affinities with
liberal theories of the state, and he makes no attempt to conceal his
admiration for liberal and republican systems of checks and balances
at both the domestic and the international level.109 But what marks
Morgenthau’s Realism off from classical liberalism – and represents an
underrecognised aspect of his critique of liberalism – is his insistence
that a system of checks and balances, and of autonomous spheres, must
continue to recognise the centrality of ‘politics’, and that balancing as
a social strategy will only be effective if it is understood as a princi-
pled strategy, not a mechanistic process.110 A failure to recognise these
issues was at the heart of classical liberalism’s inability to understand
the nature of political relations, and its inability to cope with the rise of
a ‘new nationalism’ that reflected a shift in the structures of power and
interest under conditions of modernity.111 In reducing the principle of
social differentiation to a mechanistic process of material self-interest,
and allowing the political sphere to be dominated continuously by the
holders of economic power, liberalism not only lost the sense of conflict
and power central to politics, it also lost the sense of indeterminacy and
reform that is the positive potential of political conflict. Indeed, it even
lost the ability to see that change was necessary and possible. As a result,
it gave rise to movements (both domestically and internationally) that
rebelled against this order.112 When this occurred, liberalism was inca-
pable of mobilising purely self-interested actors in defence of the liberal
system itself.113 In the reduction of politics to the pursuit of material

109 Morgenthau, Politics among Nations, pp. 164–7.
110 A point of considerable relevance to contemporary theories of the ‘democratic peace’
that focus on the importance of institutional checks and balances.
111 The nation of the ‘new nationalism’, he argues, has dissolved the tension between
morality and power by subsuming both under its own universalising desires: the ‘nation,
deeming itself intellectually and morally self-sufficient, threatens civilization and the
human race with extinction’. Hans J. Morgenthau, Politics in the Twentieth Century,
vol. I: The Decline of Democratic Politics (University of Chicago Press, 1962), p. 60. I return
to these issues in chapter five.
112 A position Morgenthau shared with E. H. Carr.
113 This is also true of the technologisation of politics that would lead to a loss of belief
and commitment in politics in itself. In this, Morgenthau agrees with Schmitt that the
economic realm as one of material calculation and technical manipulation is not the same
as the unlimited creative realm of the political. But unlike Schmitt, he does not ascribe
to a vitalism in which all other spheres are devalued in contrast to this indeterminacy.
Morgenthau’s views on the technologisation of politics are most clearly found in his first
(Scientific Man versus Power Politics, 1946) and last (Science: Servant or Master?, 1972) books
in English. On Schmitt’s critique of politics as technology, see especially McCormick, Carl
Schmitt’s Critique of Liberalism.
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self-interest, classical liberalism failed to understand that liberal-
democratic institutions required a commitment to the defence of the
autonomy and value of the political sphere that could not be reduced
to, or produced by, pure self-interest. It was thus doubly and disas-
trously naı̈ve, giving rise to a paradoxical and destructive synthesis of
disenchantment and theology embodied in fascism, and consequently
to the equation of politics with physical violence and total domination
at both the domestic and international levels.

Morgenthau’s conception of ‘politics’ is not, therefore, just an ana-
lytic device: it is a moral and political project. Long-standing claims that
his Realism eschews morality, reduces freedom to determinacy, ignores
domestic politics, and denies the possibility of progress are badly mis-
taken. This is not to say that his thinking is without difficulties. Taken
in purely analytic terms, his theory of distinct social spheres is certainly
susceptible to many of the criticisms commonly levelled at Weberian-
inspired methodologies. In particular, his presentation of separate social
spheres as defined by specific logics – of economics solely with material
gain, or eroticism as wholly with romantic love – risks obscuring rather
than clarifying concrete practices. The economic and the ‘romantic’, for
instance, were rarely far apart in the dynamics of dynastic marriage,
and the play of power across different social spheres continues to be
central to the operation of actual practices and forms of domination.114

To present social reality in such clear-cut terms is to risk both analytic
distortion and political naı̈veté. It is also to court the charge that in their
replication of, for example, the distinction between politics and eco-
nomics underpinning classical liberal economics, these categories are
by no means politically innocent.

Yet it is also important to note that Morgenthau does not assume that
these categories and social spheres are natural or given. As we saw ear-
lier, he is well aware that they have evolved as separate spheres through
a series of historical struggles and conflicts. The autonomy of religion,
for example, developed as a consequence of the political–religious con-
flicts of the Thirty Years War, while the division between politics and
economics reflects the class struggle in which the rising bourgeoisie
came to supplant the aristocracy. He also well recognises that the polit-
ical sphere (like all others) is in reality never pure, and that all spheres
interpenetrate in ways that reflect the structures of power and interest
operating in different manners at different times and places.

114 My thanks to Vibeke Schou Pedersen for stressing the need to be clear on this point.
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Morgenthau’s refusal to accept an exclusive delineation of the polit-
ical allows him to examine the ways in which political reality is struc-
tured according to the interpenetration of different social spheres, while
still maintaining that politics has a distinctive core that must not be
reduced to other spheres.115 Even more importantly, this emphasis
on the multiplicity and interrelationship of different spheres of life
in the constitution of political reality, and his idea of the political as
linked to processes of ‘intensification’, allow Morgenthau not simply
a broader analytic purview and greater sociological sophistication than
Schmitt, but also provide a means by which Morgenthau can think about
the practical construction and evaluation of orders in terms of how these
spheres are related, and link moral and political practice.116 For while
he feels that ‘there is a great and neglected truth in Hobbes’ extreme
dictum that the state creates morality’,117 he does not feel that this leads
to a wholly decisionist resolution. Rather, the core of moral judgement
and practical wisdom lies in the capacity of individuals to recognise
their condition, to see themselves and others in the context of mutual
moral and epistemic diversity and limitation, as well as their desires for
power, and to construct social and political relations that – within this
difficult and limiting context – maximise the degree of moral recogni-
tion and autonomy granted to each individual, while minimising the
degree of violence within and between polities.

In this context, it is particularly revealing to note the affinities between
Morgenthau and Hobbes. Hobbes, it will be recalled, sought to use
a combination of reason and rhetoric to effect a ‘politics of cultural

115 Morgenthau, Politics among Nations, p. 12. Or as he put it concerning the relationship
between the political and the moral, morality cannot be ‘substituted’ for politics, for ‘In
truth, this substitution is possible only as the price of political failure and, hence, is neither
possible nor desirable on rational grounds’ yet morality must be ‘superimposed’ upon
other spheres, ‘limiting the choice of ends and means and delineating the legitimate sphere
of a particular branch of action altogether. This latter function is particularly important
for the political sphere. For the actor is peculiarly tempted to blind himself to the limits
of his power and thereby to overstep the boundaries of both prudence and morality.’
Morgenthau, ‘The Moral Dilemmas of Political Action’, in Politics in the Twentieth Century,
vol. I., pp. 325–6.
116 One of Morgenthau’s most interesting analytic conclusions on this basis is that the pure
power politics and supposed ‘realism’ of fascism were weak and unsuccessful precisely
because of their too-narrow understanding of the constitution of political order in pre-
cisely these terms; see Scientific Man versus Power Politics, pp. 8–9 and pp. 175–8; see also
Scheuerman, Carl Schmitt, p. 249 for similar observations.
117 Hans J. Morgenthau, In Defense of the National Interest (New York: Knopf, 1951), p. 34.
For a sharp criticism of Morgenthau’s restricted use of Hobbes here, which ignores the cen-
tral role of the Laws of Nature, see Malcolm, ‘Hobbes’s Theory of International Relations’,
p. 437.
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transformation’.118 Morgenthau attempts a similar feat, building upon
two strands in American political culture. The rationalist language of
interest common within American social science, and the appeal to mate-
rial self-interest of American liberalism and capitalism, provide concep-
tual resources to be mobilised in support of a politics of limits.119 Yet
at the same time, Morgenthau’s mobilisation of liberal themes takes
place within a clear understanding of their limits. In this sense, the
‘Machiavellian’ goal he pursues resembles most closely the influence
of Machiavelli upon the tradition of ‘Atlantic republicanism’ famously
traced by J. G. Pocock.120 Morgenthau’s unalloyed admiration for the
founders of the American republic (and his rhetorical mobilisation of
their legacy) is not just a result of their clear-eyed view of the ubiquity
of power in politics and the unreliability of human virtue as a basis for
political order. It is also a result of their attempt to develop a series of
republican institutions – checks and balances, and a political culture of
civic virtue – that not only combated these negative characteristics, but
that turned them into resources for facilitating the productive possibili-
ties of politics. The appeal to interest is an attempt to structure a politics
of liberty through an institutional balance of powers. But to function
effectively, as Machiavelli well recognised, it was necessary that this
structure of institutional balance be grounded within a deeper commit-
ment to the institutions themselves. Morgenthau’s consistent appeal to
the wisdom of the Founders is more than a search for intellectual legit-
imation – it is a part of a sophisticated strategy in which the Founders
are mobilised as culturally powerful symbols, as rhetorical allies in an
attempt to foster reflection upon the values these institutions embodied,
and, as I shall argue in chapter five, to support an understanding of the
national interest constructed in light of them.

Morgenthau fits few of the roles conventionally scripted for him
in International Relations. He resembles neither a straightforward

118 For a different reading, see Benjamin Wong, ‘Hans Morgenthau’s Anti-Machiavellian
Machiavellianism’, Millennium: Journal of International Studies, 29:2 (2000).
119 The liberal element of Morgenthau’s ‘domestic’ politics has been noted, if somewhat
confusingly analysed, by George Liska, In Search of Poetry in the Politics of Power (Lanham,
Md: Lexington Books, 1998), pp. 71–2 especially. For a reading of Morgenthau’s rhetoric
see G. Thomas Goodnight, ‘Hans J. Morgenthau In Defense of the National Interest: On
Rhetoric, Realism, and the Public Sphere’, in Post-Realism: The Rhetorical Turn in Interna-
tional Relations, ed. Francis A. Beer and Robert Harriman (East Lansing: Michigan State
University Press, 1996).
120 Pocock, The Machiavellian Moment. This argument is developed in greater detail in
Vibeke Schou Pedersen and Michael C. Williams, ‘Between Europe and America: Hans
Morgenthau and the Rhetoric of a Republican Peace’ (forthcoming).
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