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Abstract

Does ‘gender’ as a category of analysis or as a central feature of a logic of explanation 
alter in signifi cant ways Kenneth Waltz’s famous ‘levels of analysis’ as developed in his 
classic, Man, the State, and War? One overriding claim of feminist international relations 
has been that ‘gender’ alters all levels of analysis; thus, changing ‘man’ to ‘woman’ in 
the formulation ‘man, the state, and war’ signifi cantly transforms our understanding of 
international relations. I evaluate this claim critically by assessing the adequacy of feminist 
formulations on each of Waltz’s levels of analysis and, further, by unpacking Waltz’s 
own understanding of these levels. I conclude that Waltz remains enormously helpful in 
deconstructing reductionist accounts, especially on the ‘fi rst level’ of analysis, but that his 
own account is problematic insofar as it insists on a ‘structural analysis’ sundered from 
his levels 1 and 2, namely, wars fl ow from human nature or, alternatively, from the domestic 
ordering of states. I point out that Waltz himself leaves some ‘wiggle room’ in his book 
that permits one to ‘plug in’ features of the fi rst two levels of analysis that are critical to 
understanding the structural level. In other words, all three levels must be in play if one is 
to craft a compelling explanatory framework.

Keywords: causes of war, feminist international relations, gender, human nature, levels of 
analysis, Man, the State, and War, reductionism, K. N. Waltz, women and war

In the late 1980s, a conference – the fi rst of its kind – was held at the University of 
Southern California under the rubric ‘Woman, the State, and War’, playing off the title 
of Kenneth Waltz’s enduring work in political and international relations theory.1  The 
premise guiding this conference was that questions of states and wars are substantially 
altered if viewed through the prism of the category gender. My book, Women and 
War, published in 1987, played a role in defi ning and generating this particular line 
of inquiry, and it was also in play at the conference.2

There was, however, a deep ambivalence at work in my book. I was never convinced 
that defi ning the state as a gendered category helped us to account for very much 
where statecraft and war were concerned. One needed to ask then, and needs to ask 
now: what new insights, theoretical advances, conceptual categories does ‘gendering’ 
the state offer? The burden of this paper is devoted to meditating on this question by 
deploying Waltz’s ‘levels of analysis’ as developed in his classic works.

Let us put several items on the table here at the outset. I am not going to be 
concerned, in this paper, with the empirical realities of women and political life, 
national and international. For example: there are women who wield offi cial political 
authority – and that is a more signifi cant number all the time – even as women are 
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players, sometimes inadvertently, in world politics in other ways. There is massive 
evidence that women in many parts of the globe are sexually exploited, often being 
taken across international borders for that purpose.3  Women are also victims of 
massive rape campaigns in situations of endemic violence. There are many such 
sites in sub-Saharan Africa at this moment. It should be noted that women are not 
exclusive victims of violence, of course, and in some situations men fare far worse. 
For example, in the Bosnian debacle in the 1990s an alarming number of women 
were raped, but Bosnian Muslim men and boys were murdered en masse. Women are 
also part of the shifting populations of guest workers, and women help to comprise 
the militaries of a number of countries, including the United States.

Too, as we have learned from the work of economist Amartya Sen, women, or 
unborn female fetuses more accurately, have been selectively aborted by the millions 
in societies in which the male baby is normatively preferable. So even in utero women 
are regarded are a lesser type of human being in societies where abortion based on the 
baby’s sex is rampant. The gender imbalance that results from this selective aborting 
of female babies will likely generate enormous problems in years to come. Finally, it 
should also be noted that, historically at least, assumptions about the ways in which 
women were the ‘same as’ or ‘different from’ men invited exploration along nearly 
every vector of political life, from domestic politics to war.4

All of these matters have been studied in some detail by now. Recognition of these 
sorts of gender questions and realities serves as backdrop to a consideration of the 
theoretical frameworks advanced by feminist analysts and how convincing or not they 
may be. I take a ‘feminist’ analysis to be one that pushes a feminist agenda of one 
sort or the other within the world of scholarship and without. Is gender a defi nitive or 
causal factor in international relations beyond those empirical considerations noted 
above, considerations that may increase problems and tensions within nation-states 
and in relations between them?

Let us begin with Waltz’s ‘levels of analysis’ as we move beyond the empirical 
data on abuses and conditions in which gender is a salient concern to concepts that 
expand our conceptual reach, asking whether a levels-of-analysis approach helps us 
to pull back the scrim on the ‘woman question’ in the world of international relations. 
If we substitute ‘woman’ for ‘man’ in Waltz’s title, do states and wars, as part of an 
overall explanatory framework, alter substantially?

Reading Man, the State, and War

I was fortunate to study international relations with Ken Waltz in the late 1960s. At 
the time, I was not particularly concerned with the ‘man’ portion of the title of Waltz’s 
lucid volume as I read it as gender-inclusive, although it was obvious that men had 
been the central players in war and diplomacy. I recall being much impressed with 
the crisp clarity of his conceptual scheme. And I found Waltz’s levels of analysis 
helpful in sorting out the hotly contested world of feminist theory. Going back over 
my dissertation, ‘Women and Politics: A Theoretical Analysis’, transformed several 
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times into my fi rst book, Public Man, Private Woman: Women in Social and Political 
Thought, I discovered anew several Waltzian formulations.5  In my introduction, for 
example, I fi nd:

Women and Politics: A Theoretical Analysis is a critique of much current feminist 
analysis because I have found that the solutions proposed to solve the problems 
of women in contemporary society often bear no logical relation to the area pin-
pointed as the source of the problem in the fi rst place.6

In the dissertation’s fi nal chapter, ‘Tactics, Strategies, Ends and Means: Foci for 
Change and their Implications’, I insist:

Solutions to the problem of women run the gamut from what R. D. Laing 
has termed the individual pirouette of change and repentance to take-over of 
the machinery of the state. The questions involved in examining the political 
strategies of the women’s movement and their foreseeable consequences are 
many. The analyst must relate proposals for change back to the causes assigned 
as the source of women’s dilemma. There should be a logical relation between 
the image of what precisely is wrong, and where, and the prescriptions put forth 
to alter the situation and implement desirable change. As Waltz puts it: ‘Is the 
imagine adequate, or has the analyst simply seized upon the most spectacular 
cause or the one he thinks most susceptible to manipulation and ignored other 
causes of equal or greater importance?’ Corollary questions suggested by Waltz 
include whether or not the fi nal proposals can be implemented and how attempts 
to implement them will affect other goals. I will relate these questions back to 
the four foci most commonly pinpointed as the source or sources of the problem 
of women in contemporary society, namely, (a) woman herself or man himself, 
(b) the relations between women and men, (c) various subsystems intermediary 
between the individual and macro-level structures, and (d) the macro-system itself 
or economic and political structures. In exploring the ways feminists have looked 
at the problem, I will attempt to determine whether their proposals for change 
bear a logical relation to the arena cited as the chief sources of the problem. It is 
obvious that one’s proposals for what is necessary to give women equality will 
differ depending upon whether one locates the trouble in capitalist society, the 
family, or male chauvinism.7

In ways I had forgotten, I had adopted Waltz’s structural analysis to my own purposes, 
with this difference: his structural analysis pitches itself to interstate relations and the 
presumption of an anarchic sphere within which those relations occur, with no fi nal 
arbiter to disputes between and among states save a resort to self-help on the part 
of states, whereas my structural approach ended, more or less, at the boundaries of 
states. When I talked about system I was referring to the domestic political arena. I 
concluded that women’s inequality was overdetermined, that cause and consequence, 
the political and the personal, percolated in and through the social system, thus ‘any 
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image for change frozen at a level of complexity beneath the system is perforce 
inadequate’.8  But it was also clear that one could not safely ignore levels beneath 
the level of the state.

Let us move to the present moment. As taken up by several generations of stu-
dents of international relations, the conceptual money is placed on the structural 
or systematic level. But not so fast – or so I shall argue. There is wiggle room in 
Waltz’s classic work. This wiggle room exists alongside rather air-tight formulations 
that privilege the systemic level. Sorting this out is an important task and it bears 
implications for a critique of feminist theories. Further, as the contributors to this 
volume display in full, there are many creatures with many names inhabiting the 
universe of international relations. This pertains as well to international relations 
feminism which is parasitic upon one or another of the theoretical frameworks now 
up for grabs.

On the theoretical level, various camps of feminism throughout the 1970s and 
1980s labored to force premature closure and to circle the wagons around orthodoxies 
of one sort or another. Radical feminism was a dominant orthodoxy in the academy 
in the 1970s and formed the basis for feminist theorizing alongside its cousin, 
Marxist feminism. It boiled women’s choices down to aligning with radical feminist 
separatism or remaining ‘collabos mouthing male texts’, with men represented, in 
a number of best-selling feminist texts, as vampires sucking women’s life energy. 
Variations on the radical feminist theme – that the problem lay in males themselves, 
in a distorted male nature – often swamped other approaches.9  Deformed ‘maleness’ 
not only explained domestic oppression of women but pertained in the world of 
states as well; thus, the author of a 1985 book proclaimed that ‘sexism and the war 
system are two interdependent manifestations of a common problem’, a problem 
that does not derive from structural causes so much as originating ‘in the very roots 
of the human psyche’.10

At present, feminists are divided on ‘human nature’ – to the extent that they accept 
that there is any such thing – even as they are at loggerheads on the question of 
universalism and cultural particularism, as it is often put. Currently, there are gender 
analyses with universalist aspirations, often speaking the language of human rights. 
Others insist vehemently that to reach for the universal is by defi nition to do damage 
to the culturally specifi c and to illegitimately seek to appropriate and to tame the 
‘post-colonial Other’, the silenced denizen of a realm of suppressed knowledges and 
the like. One way or the other, for most feminist scholars of academic international 
relations, all pre-feminist ‘IR theory’ is suspect because of a systematic ‘gender bias’ 
that can take a number of forms.11

Feminists thinkers, with few exceptions, hold that either increasing the number of 
women in positions of power will alter the world of politics, domestic and foreign; 
or that states that have undergone what might be called a ‘feminist transformation’ 
will engage one another in ways that are visibly different from the ‘male dominant’ 
state; or, fi nally, that transformed states will then encounter one another in a different 
sort of global arena, one in which ‘soft power’, said to be favored overwhelmingly by 
women, pertains, and all ‘militarism’ has been eradicated. Thus, all three of Waltz’s 
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levels can be transformed. There are feminists who begin ‘at the top’, so to speak, 
arguing for change on the international level, something like ‘global governance’, 
that will compel other changes in turn. Others insist that nothing will change until 
the male psyche itself is remade – or, in extreme formulations, the numbers of men 
in the overall populations are reduced given that a poisoned ‘maleness’ can never 
be extirpated.12 Let us turn to the fi rst image, then, given its prevalence in feminist 
theorizing, past and present.

Is Waltz’s discussion of fi rst-image pessimism adequate?

With all this as back-drop, let us focus on Waltz on human nature. The dramatic 
declarations and interrogatories in Man, the State, and War begin at the beginning: 
‘Does man make society in his image or does society make him?’ and ‘Can man 
in society best be understood by studying man or studying society?’13 The answer, 
surely, is both/and, although Waltz’s way of posing the question, or questions, 
appears to require that we chose one or the other. Waltz makes short shrift of most 
‘fi rst-image’ analyses, especially those of the ‘optimists’ who hold to the malleability 
and transformability of human nature. We can ‘cure’ what ails us. But he also goes 
after those ‘pessimists’ who insist, Waltz declares, that wars result from aggressive 
impulses and ignorance. First-image optimists are naive and propose trivial ‘solutions’ 
to the human nature question, with reeducation often cast as a panacea to transform 
human psyches. The fi rst-image pessimists, by contrast, see little hope for an ultimate 
transformation or radical alteration, human nature being what it is. Reality itself is 
always going to be fl awed, they argue. Our social and political worlds are created by 
torn human beings, a large number of whom cannot resist the siren call of the libido 
dominandi, or lust to dominate, identifi ed by St Augustine.

Optimists are undeterred by such considerations, for they are Rousseauians 
at heart: man is naturally innocent and society corrupts him – and her. Optimists 
presuppose a preternatural state of harmony, stunned into division and confl ict by 
damaging developments that come to characterize what we call civilization. If we 
could but recall our original innocence, civilization might be recast. (That Rousseau 
did not believe this possible seems not to deter the optimists.)

Waltz fi nds the optimists a hapless and hopeless group, for the most part, and his 
often hilarious take-down of their pop psychology and social relations ‘solutions’ 
to the problem of war is an exercise in shooting fi sh in a barrel. But he cannot rid 
himself of the fi rst-image pessimists so quickly. He admires a number of them, 
including Sigmund Freud, Reinhold Niebuhr and St Augustine. He tells us that 
Niebuhr, himself indebted to St Augustine, said wiser things about war and peace than 
many an international relations and policy expert.14 Despite these encomiums, Waltz 
downgrades the salience of the ‘fi rst-image pessimists’ with whom he fi nds an affi nity, 
because, he argues: ‘The assumption of a fi xed human nature . . . itself helps to 
shift attention away from human nature – because human nature . . . cannot be changed, 
whereas social-political institutions can be.’15 But is this conclusion, or dismissal, 
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of the most challenging and nuanced of those he calls pessimists persuasive? Can 
human nature be bleached out entirely if one would understand the multi-faceted 
and multi-causal world of international confl ict? Has Waltz treated adequately the 
‘pessimists’ he takes up?

Taking up these questions, one becomes aware of the slippage in Waltz’s 
interpretation of St Augustine and Reinhold Niebuhr. How so? First, he reduces their 
arguments to ‘psychological factors’, terms that are anemic conceptually and, as such, 
are not up to the task of taking account of the gravity of their understanding of the 
human condition. Our fl aws go much, much deeper than ‘psychology’, involving, 
as they do, the entirety of the human being, torn between division and wholeness, 
between cupiditas and caritas, between tearing apart and holding together, between 
judgment and mercy. For Augustine, this human nature is coded into the interstices 
of our very being and is reborn with the birth of each new human being. Because 
Augustine does not separate body and psyche or body and soul – he is radically 
anti-dualist – it is not licit to separate out ‘psychological factors’ as the explanatory 
locus of his account of human nature.

Interestingly, given Waltz’s many references to Augustine, there are but two 
footnotes to Augustine’s masterwork, The City of God.16 As well, Sigmund Freud is 
deployed for the purpose of a quote or two but not treated seriously at any point in 
Waltz’s text. Freud is surely a candidate for ‘fi rst-image pessimist’ but Waltz does 
not locate Freud precisely. He deploys Freud twice in footnotes to criticize simple-
minded behavioral scientists, then a third time for the words that frame Waltz’s 
treatment of the implications of his third image.17 That Freud hovers in Waltz’s text 
but alights nowhere within the three images surely has to do with the fact that Freud’s 
views do not mesh tidily with Waltz’s categories, no more than do St Augustine’s 
or Niebuhr’s.

Freud is too complex, too ambivalent, too aware of life’s messiness to offer a 
sure and certain riposte to the two dominating questions with which Waltz begins. 
Remember these are: Does man make society in his image or does his society make 
him? Can man in society best be understood by studying man or studying society?18 
For Freud, the answer, surely, is ‘both/and’. The same holds for St Augustine, whose 
powerful criticism of the performative implications of the civic theology of the late 
empire demonstrates in biting detail how the cultural representations people absorb 
yield alterations – not for the best, in this case – for how they act. Human nature 
makes possible such deformations in the fi rst instance; cultural forms and institutions 
then solidify some of the worst possibilities of human nature into what Augustine 
calls a ‘second nature’. Augustine avoids the reductionism of ‘all nature’ or ‘all 
nurture’ arguments.19

Augustine may be a ‘pessimist’ in Waltz’s terminology, although Augustine himself 
would prefer realism, given that his observations on human nature are empirical and 
historical as well as theological. Augustine fi nds room for hope – he would be an 
odd Christian if he did not – for the achievement of at least a measure of justice on 
this earth. It follows that Augustine’s position cannot be shoe-horned into Waltz’s 
‘fi rst-image pessimist’, as a rich treatment of Augustine demonstrates. We can safely 
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say that Waltz has not treated Augustine adequately if one compares what Waltz has 
to say with Augustine’s work. (Augustine wrote over fi ve million words. No single 
scholar could compass the whole. But within The City of God, the work Waltz cites, 
Augustine’s incisive, detailed, multi-layered account is on full display.)

A brief detour through Freud should help to clarify the ways in which he, another 
complex thinker, also slips through the grid set down by Waltz. Whether the fi rst image 
must fi gure into any comprehensive account of ‘why war’ depends, surely, on just how 
rich that image is. Waltz has given us leave to do this, I believe. In his concluding 
chapter we fi nd the wiggle room I noted earlier, as Waltz issues caveats and refers 
to tendencies, degrees, and emphases. He further suggests we put together bits and 
pieces of all three images. But the fl exibility we discover at the book’s conclusion is 
weeded out at the beginning when we are told that human nature cannot be the cause 
of both war and peace. Why not?

Freud’s analysis, like Augustine’s, is not reducible to individual psychology; 
and he transgresses Waltz’s three images as he takes up war and peace questions. To 
the question ‘why war?’ Freud’s replies include man (and woman), the state, and the 
international system – each and all at once rather than one or the other or one then 
the other. The texts that invite this claim are: ‘Thoughts for the Times on War and 
Death’ (written by Freud in March and April 1915, less than a year after the outbreak 
of World War I), and ‘Why War?’ (a 1932 exchange with Einstein).20 War, for Freud, is 
a specifi c instance of aggression, one of those circumstances favorable to its release. 
The human propensity to aggression does not so much cause war – as in Waltz’s 
fi rst-image pessimism – as take advantage of war’s occurrence to play out horror on 
a grand scale. All of social life, for Freud, is a struggle within the self and between 
the self and the constraints of community. War is that struggle projected outward 
in a deadly form.

Freud’s World War I essay shows him as one who shared liberal international 
hopes. But the war invited disillusionment in a way Freud decides is salutary in the 
fi nal analysis. ‘We’ – modern Europeans – thought we had created societies in 
which high norms of moral conduct might pertain indefi nitely, as one moved from 
transformed states to a pacifi c European community. (A variant on Waltz’s second 
image.) Instead, Freud continues, we are plunged into an implacable war that ignores 
the civilian/military distinction and tramples ‘in blind fury’ everything that stands in 
its way, cutting ‘all the common bonds’ and leaving such a legacy of bitterness that 
it all but precludes cultural renewal ‘for a long time to come’. The state monopolizes 
violence unto itself and then goes on to permit misdeeds and acts of violence that 
would disgrace the individual, treating its citizens ‘like children’ along the way.

When the moral ties ‘between the collective individuals of mankind’ (states) 
break down, there are ‘repercussions on the morality of individuals’. The collective 
superego says ‘Though shalt not kill’, and punishes those who do. Suddenly, it raises 
no objections to killing and rewards those who do. The upshot? ‘Evil passions’ are no 
longer suppressed as the low morality shown by states in their relations to one 
another is matched by the ‘brutality shown by individuals’. (One could take strong 
exception to Freud’s analogizing between murder – wrongful death – and war-time 
killing under legitimate authority, but we must leave that be for now.)



296 INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS 23(2)

This arouses discontent and embitterment. But should it? Perhaps things are not so 
debased as they seem, because our view of what was possible constituted an illusion 
that war had been destroyed. Freud then moves into a reprise of his account of moral 
development as a fragile process that does not eradicate ‘the deepest essence of human 
nature’, those ‘instinctual impulses’ that are not so much evil as amoral, and require 
the shaping, constraint, condemnation and praise that are the stuff of moral education. 
Civilization is attained through renunciation of untrammeled individual satisfaction. 
For Freud, there is an upside to all of this. ‘In reality, our fellow-citizens have not 
sunk so low as we feared, because they had never risen so high as we believed.’ What 
counsel does Freud offer? Endurance, a tough kind of stoicism.

In his second major excursion into war and peace matters, Freud exchanges views 
with Einstein. Einstein queries Freud: ‘Is there any way of delivering mankind from 
the menace of war?’ Einstein has a few ideas of his own. As a universalist, Einstein 
would set up a judicial body to settle all national confl icts. Each nation would abide 
by the order issued. But what if there was insuffi cient force on the part of this impar-
tial body to enforce its verdicts? And where would one fi nd these paragons of impartial 
virtue, the members of the judicial body in question? A dilemma.

Freud is extremely polite but will have none, or little, of this. Instead, Freud tells 
Einstein to look at the complex relationship between right (Recht) and might (Macht) 
historically. The origin of settled civilization lies in an act of violence – parricide – 
that gives way to the rule of law over time. A complicated ‘scientifi c myth’ follows 
on how this all came about but, eventually, neither fear alone, nor self-interest alone, 
binds people together into a viable and enduring collective. What are required are 
communal feelings, the growth of emotional ties among members of the group. This 
is a complex process of identifi cation as Freud unpacks it.

The upshot is that the justice or might of the community is rife with inner 
tension and discontent – for each individual born into it and for civilization as a 
whole. There are endemic, indeed constitutive, sources of unrest. Freud’s account 
of the movement from brute force to the might/right of the group locates complex 
interconnections between the psychic transformations of individuals and the coming 
together of collectivities. Each evolves from a situation in which compulsion gives 
way to rule-governance. Justice comes at a price just as peace is often bought at a 
terrible price. War can be a vehicle to peace, to the creation of more universalistic 
orders. Suffi ce to say that Augustine and Freud are thinkers whose work defi es any 
bright lines between levels of analysis, for all levels are implicated if one seeks a 
comprehensive, coherent account of war.

What about feminist fi rst-image analysts? I know of no feminist fi rst-image 
analysis that approaches Freud, or Niebuhr, or Augustine in its comprehensiveness 
and coherence. I could point to many reductionist fi rst-image examples, from Helen 
Caldicott’s emphasis on wombs as the way to peace, to ardently argued pleas for a 
reduction of the numbers of males in the population to 15 percent or so – useful to 
acquire sperm for reproductive purposes until women perfect parthenogenesis. One 
dominant fi rst-image feminist account claims that ‘all men are rapists in situ’ and, 
further, that women must turn to a martial stance of their own to hold them at bay. 



 WOMAN, THE STATE, AND WAR 297

Let me repeat: these were not marginal arguments – they were at the heart of the 
dominant radical feminist position and theorizing in the 1970s/80s.

Given this sort of thing, it is unsurprising that serious students of gender and inter-
national relations often go to considerable pains to avoid fi rst image arguments – 
and yet, they were and are very hard to avoid. Each time a gender analyst suggests 
that should women take over the reins of government it would lead to a substantive 
alteration in how a state behaves, she laces together Waltz’s fi rst and third images 
in a construction that is less than persuasive. But the case has not been made that 
between ‘maleness’ and the international system there is a one-way line of absolute 
causation. Whatever the differences that pertain between men and women as embodied 
beings – and we know there are some – they are not decisive, fi nally, for how states 
behave, particularly in the international arena, Waltz’s central concern.

Waltz should not be interpreted as insisting on linear causation if it invites only 
trivially true claims. There is plenty of that sort of thing, within feminism and 
without, but there are other ways to think about what goes on inside human minds 
and beings and guides their action, including their participation as citizens in the 
wars of their countries. Waltz concludes his discussion of the human nature issue 
by assuming that nature is ‘fi xed’. This recognition directs our attention away from 
human nature because it cannot be changed but social and political institutions can. 
The conundrum here is that it is human beings, with their natures, who change 
institutions. It follows that human nature cannot be so fi xed that it disallows all 
fl exibility in social formations. Societies that fall into fi xity and rigidity, that are 
unable to adapt, well, fall.

To be sure, there is a salutary warning in Waltz that needs to be put on the table 
before we move to the second image with the ‘woman’ question in mind, namely, 
Waltz’s dismantling of the claims of social engineers who have often turned issues of 
confl ict into questions of misunderstanding, confusion, and mental health. It follows 
that there are ‘cures’ that will sweep away the glitches in human nature and solutions 
to confl ict will follow. This way of thinking is pervasive in our therapeutic, Oprahfi ed 
society. Many in the world of religion also embrace simplistic formulations about 
changes of heart and go on to advance naive, if well-meaning, proposals for dragging 
us all to the altar of perpetual peace.

Home sweet state

Let us turn to Waltz’s treatment of the second-image view, whether liberal, socialist, 
or some other, holding that the internal structure of the state determines whether, how, 
and when a state goes to war. If, as I have argued, you cannot seal off the human nature 
question from considerations of interstate violence, does it follow that what happens 
inside states also fi gures in their foreign policy behavior? If the second image is not 
‘dominant’, is it nonetheless necessary? States create strategic cultures, draw upon 
similar or vastly different cultural repertoires, as they interact with each other.

One does not have to declare that ‘defects in states cause war tout court’ in order 
to argue that internal state structure plays a determinative role, if not a linearly causal 
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role, in why states go to war. One does not have to be a Kantian – and I am not – to 
agree that there is such a thing as an identifi able ‘liberal peace’ of sorts and that there 
is an affi nity between tyrannical and authoritarian states: witness today’s unholy 
alliances of Iran, Cuba, Venezuela, and the like. One could also point historically 
to the Hitler–Stalin pact, which came a cropper, to be sure, but that it was agreed to 
with such initial alacrity tells us about this affi nity.

Early feminist theorizing was woefully inadequate in its consideration of state 
systems because the overriding assumption was that all states are patriarchal, ergo 
oppressive of women, and liberal democratic states might be the worst of all because 
they somehow disguise this fact. Taking a leaf from a hard-core Marxist notebook, 
we were subjected to lots of talk about ‘bourgeois rights’ as bogus, a way to fool 
folks caught in the coils of false consciousness – all that sort of thing.

This led to a reductionist series of moral equivalence arguments (for example, 
all states are patriarchal, hence oppressive). In some cases, the Soviet system was 
declared better that liberal constitutional societies because a larger percentage 
of women were doctors than in the United States, for example. (No discussion, of 
course, about what those doctors were paid, what happened to women physicians 
with children, although there was already massive evidence of the horrifi c situations 
pertaining in Soviet day-care with rampant disease, high illness and death rates, even 
malnutrition as ‘care takers’ stole food and milk from toddlers.) To sum up: feminist 
theory faltered at the level of ‘capitalist patriarchy’ with scarcely any consideration of 
democratic citizenship and of all the huge gains women had made through democratic 
contestation – all that was rather looked down upon in radical and Marxist feminism. 
Liberal feminism was very much a minority position.

An earlier generation of women activists had also taken the internal structure of 
the state seriously, but they pushed in a different direction, extolling the ‘bourgeois 
rights’ condemned by radical and Marxist feminists. For them, the state was a locus 
of reform and, once reformed, the state pushed the international arena to transform 
itself in a more pacifi c direction. Prominent woman activists of the Progressive/
World War I era held that only when women predominated in legislatures and bested 
militarism would the internal structure of states change for the better, as ‘womanist’ 
states – although the term was not in use then – would not fi ght one another. (One 
can see this as a variant on Kant’s scheme for perpetual peace.)

Cast in second-image terms, the argument was not so much about the transfor-
mative power of some female essence as insisting that the activities in which the 
overwhelming majority of women engaged, like mothering, afforded access to an 
epistemology, a way of thinking and a form of knowledge, that stressed arbitration 
and the pacifi c virtues. If men engaged in similar activities, they too could acquire 
the pacifi c virtues. At some point, hopefully, this way of viewing the world would 
win out should a ‘critical mass’ of women control states and lead them to democracy 
and against autocracy.

A far more sophisticated ‘second image paving the way for structural transfor-
mation’, if that is the best way to put it, emerged from the fertile mind and productive 
pen of the great American social reformer Jane Addams. Addams averred repeatedly 
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that hers was no ‘goody-goody’ understanding of peace. The goody-goodies 
would include naive, absolute pacifi sts. Addams, on her own account, was a hard-
headed pacifi st internationalist. Today she would probably be called a ‘liberal 
internationalist’.21

Can the ties and feelings Addams extolled, and that the ‘long road of women’s 
memory’ exemplifi ed, be extended to encompass cities, states, the international 
sphere? That, for Addams, was the question and the challenge as she developed a 
conceptual frame intended to challenge the infl uence of social Darwinism applied 
both to states internally and to the relation of states to one another in the international 
arena. To this end, mothers, Addams insisted, must play an active role. Leaders 
of states must learn the art that women understand so well – how to make peace 
through hard-won negotiation, arbitration, and compromise. When force, violence, 
confl ict – including the industrial strike – are in evidence, this suggests a cultural 
atavism – an imperfect evolution from a martial to a non-violent modality within 
the internal structure of states as well as without. At one point such anomalies will 
no longer be sustainable and regressive social forms will be abandoned. The way 
in which Addams assigns institutions to carry this vision consists of an analogy: as 
immigrants are to the new American city, so states are to the international arena. A 
bewildering mix of nationalities – some 22 distinct languages and dialects could 
be heard in Chicago’s nineteenth ward where Addams located her pioneer social 
settlement – interacted daily.

Rather than contending violently – for some of the immigrant ‘nations’ in the 
Chicago in the late nineteenth century had warred for centuries in the Old World – 
they found a way to get along and to compete peacefully in the New World. The 
immigrant city, for Addams, provided evidence of moral evolution as a new world 
offered in microcosm what international life bids to become.22 Unfortunately, one sees 
readily how the analogy breaks down: where is the international sphere’s ‘Chicago’, 
its ‘Illinois’, or its ‘United States’? Immigrants in Chicago were nestled within a 
rule-governed city – although corruption in Chicago was and is legendary – that is, in 
turn, located within a larger constitutional framework – the state of Illinois – which 
was, in turn, part of yet another thick law-governed entity, the constitutional republic 
of the United States. To criticize Addams’ analogizing from the second image, as 
the causal vector moved from individual states to the international sphere, does not 
mean one must dismiss the determinative role the internal structure of states plays 
in their external relations altogether.

Addams spent her life trying to will a thickly law-governed international entity into 
being with the internal structure of decent states fl owing out, so to speak, to constitute 
that international arena. If the city is the realm of civil society, then an international 
civil society can surely be brought into being. To this end, Addams promoted the 
League of Nations, extolled in salvifi c terms by many of her contemporaries, even as 
she rejected naive ‘solutions’ such as the Kellogg–Briand Pact ‘outlawing’ war.

Addams does not break down her possibilities depending on male or female 
natures. She assumes a universally shared social ontology. But she does believe that 
certain practices women engage in are essential to forming the sort of state that will 
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refrain from war. Hers is one of the more sophisticated attempts hoping to connect 
directly the internal ordering of states with prospects for world peace. Unfortunately, 
it breaks down given the fl awed analogy that drives it.

Yet we know – it is a lesson history teaches us – that tyrannies are more provocative 
and, in general, more aggressive than well-ordered constitutional states. We know that 
despotic and dictatorial states are more likely to prey upon the weak and vulnerable. 
It follows that the second image cannot be dispensed with altogether. What role 
gender plays in this analysis will depend upon one’s orientation, one’s embrace of 
a particular theory or agenda or ideology, and whether gender fi gures in a robust 
way where the internal structure of the state is concerned. It defi es common sense 
to argue that the internal structure of states plays no role in helping to determine 
their external relations. The case for a ‘democratic peace’ is rather persuasive in this 
sense: internally stable, relatively long-lived, constitutional democracies tend not to 
fi ght each other.

So a comprehensive coherent account of ‘why war?’ must incorporate features 
pertaining to the domestic ordering of the state. Although Waltz insists that ‘no 
prescription for international relations written entirely in terms of the second image 
can be valid’, he also adds that ‘there is a large and important sense in which this’ – the 
reference point is to bad states leading to war – ‘is true. The obverse of this statement, 
that good states mean peace in the world, is an extremely doubtful proposition.’23 
But surely one can nuance the argument by insisting that ‘good states’ are less likely 
to war with one another, thus reducing the fl ashpoints that erupt into violence. There 
is no compelling evidence of the gender determination of any of this.

War happens

Let us move to Waltz’s third level, the level where Waltz puts his explanatory money. 
I have already indicated that Waltz leaves some questions hanging, some thinkers 
stranded, because he does not quite know where to put them. He privileges the third 
image, to be sure, but he cannot seal off this systemic level from any ‘contamination’ 
by the other levels of analysis. Can war happen without consideration of the other two 
levels? I do not think so. There are other questions. Might not structural realism invite 
a kind of moral equivalence: a state is a state is a state – as one shuns consideration 
of the issue of justice, liberty, and equality within states and what impact that has 
on foreign policy outcomes.

Women the world over want states; they are bound up with collectivities and with 
their particular communities. When I interviewed Palestinian women on the West 
Bank some years ago, I encountered nary a one who emphasized individual rights 
over the communal right, as they construed it, to a state of their own. So on the level 
of the state as an actor in an allegedly ‘anarchic’ realm, what does ‘putting gender 
in’ do, if anything?

I noted at the outset that ‘putting gender in’ helps us to focus on all sorts of empir-
ical data and to look at issues ‘on the ground’ in a way we might not otherwise do. 
But this is not the same as calling the state ‘gendered’ or assuming that somehow we 
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can de-gender it or womanize it and it will behave differently. I cannot even imagine 
what on earth that would mean. Here Waltz’s hard-headed arguments about the need 
for a coherent and plausible relationship between the alleged cause of disorder and 
the prescription posed remains helpful. Perhaps he is right, namely, that one must 
emphasize one image necessarily in any logic of explanation. But I do not take him 
to be saying that one must limit one’s logic of explanation exclusively to one level.

What Waltz might have made more of is this: to have settled life of any kind you 
need civil laws and enforcement. It is this sort of settlement that continues to elude 
us on the systemic level. Still and all, states are not unitary actors, even though many 
seem to think foreign policies are articulations of some general will. The question, 
again, is one of degrees and emphases. So where does this leave ‘woman’ in relation 
to state and war? Here we need a deeper exploration of the identity of citizen, of 
women in their civic capacities – something omitted from radical feminist analysis 
and Marxism, for the most part, because citizenship was considered as delusional 
as ‘bourgeois freedom’.

Because Waltz admits that there is ‘considerable interdependence’ between his 
levels, it behooves us to consider that interdependence more systematically.24 To 
speak of human nature and identities in a rich socio-culture or collective sense is 
to transgress the classical levels of analysis or three images in Waltz’s model. The 
constructions of identities – not construed as mono-groups of sexual identity, race, 
ethnicity, but a far richer understanding, historical and socio-cultural – helps us to 
see how such identities cut across all three levels.

These ‘identities’ are both individual and collective, implicating entire societies. 
For example: in my discussion of just war theorizing in Women and War, I argue that, 
rather than obedience or disobedience to an abstract set of stipulative requirements, in 
times of war what really matters to how a nation-state as a collective identity ‘behaves’ 
is the structure of that nation’s history and experience, its strategic culture, if you 
will. The latter is far more salient in assessing how ‘decision-makers’ act than fi nely 
honed deontological argumentation or theoretical assumptions about international 
anarchy and the pursuit of self-interest narrowly defi ned. One assays the repertoire 
of possibilities available in particular societies at particular points in time. What 
dominates the political rhetoric? How do the citizens of this society by contrast to 
some other construe themselves domestically when it comes to relations between 
their state and others, and so on.

Waltz is surely correct that those who push a ‘single-cause’ explanation ride rough 
cycles of optimism and despair. One can see this despair played out in deadly ways 
when ideologists take over the state promising a ‘new socialist man’ or some such. 
When recalcitrant human material fails to conform automatically to the ideological 
utopianism, whole categories of human beings must be destroyed. In a less deadly 
way, one can see such cycles operating in democratic politics as well: wild optimistic 
expectations followed by sour cynicism because the world did not change overnight. 
Such warnings are always salutary. Surely one must add that if the ‘third image’ is 
pushed in a mono-causal or even mono-maniacal way, and other levels are ignored 
utterly, that, too, invites unreasonable expectation and despair: it is either world 
government or it is hell – that sort of thing.
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Aware of what Waltz calls the ‘conditioning effects’ of the state system, states 
are invited to act with a combination of prudence, alertness, tough-mindedness, yet 
openness to negotiation and compromise when possible. Whether states act in this 
way will be determined not only by the conditioning effect of systemic factors but 
by the determinative limits set by that state’s internal structure – or absence of limits, 
one should add.

That there is a ‘constant possibility of war’ does not really tell us very much. 
Indeed, being a constant it cannot explain change, if I understand Waltz correctly on 
these matters.25 So our attention is appropriately directed to that which can be altered 
over time, namely, the internal ordering of states, and that, in turn, helps to determine 
which aspects of our human nature are given free rein or are curbed. Perhaps we 
cannot alter human nature but we know enough to know that context is hugely 
important in opening up or foreclosing certain possibilities. Ironically, then, the fact 
that ‘war happens’ requires that we give appropriate weight to all three levels Waltz 
has identifi ed rather than to rest our explanatory framework on one level alone.

A permissive environment within which ‘war happens’ is not the same as one 
within which ‘war will always occur’. What accounts for the difference? To this 
point, feminist analysts who argue gender is determinative in a causal sense in ‘why 
war?’ have failed to make their case, even as studies of gender internationally and 
domestically have enhanced our knowledge and understanding in salutary ways.

One reason Waltz’s work is so enduring lies in the fact that he forces us to reason 
historically as well as politically, to ask the right sorts of questions, and to be clear-
headed throughout. The criticisms one makes of his ‘levels of analysis’ show just 
how indebted one is to his work in the fi rst place. As a critical tool helping us to weed 
out all sorts of nonsense, Waltz remains enormously relevant. Where he falters – 
where we all falter – is in our constructive agenda, our arguments for how and why 
the world might be different. Waltz reminds us that in that search it is dangerous to 
oscillate between optimism and despair. A measured, tough-minded realism of 
the sort he exemplifi es does not foreclose change altogether; rather, it persistently 
alerts us to how diffi cult it is. I count myself among the fortunate to have been Ken 
Waltz’s student and I hope that at least a bit of the clarity and cogency of his thought 
has rubbed off.
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