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 Taken objectively, morality is in itself practical, being 
the totality of unconditionally mandatory laws ac-
cording to which we ought to act. It would obviously 
be absurd, after granting authority to the concept of 
duty, to pretend that we cannot do our duty, for in 
that case this concept would itself drop out of moral-
ity ( ultra posse nemo obligatur ). Consequently, there 
can be no conflict of politics, as a practical doctrine 

of right, with ethics, as a theoretical doctrine of right. 
That is to say, there is no conflict of practice with 
theory, unless by ethics we mean a general doctrine 
of prudence, which would be the same as a theory of 
the maxims for choosing the most fitting means to 
accomplish the purposes of self-interest. But to give 
this meaning to ethics is equivalent to denying that 
there is any such thing at all. 

OVERVIEW
 Writing from Königsberg in East Prussia, eighteenth-century philosopher Im-
manuel Kant (1724–1804) presents an argument for politics compatible with 
moral principle within a state and among states. He rejects classic notions that 
in politics might makes right or that one must compromise ethics for prudential 
reasons. Moral principle—not expediency—guides us in the ideal politics he pre-
scribes. He tells us that we “cannot compromise here and seek the middle course 
of a pragmatic conditional law between the morally right and the expedient.” 
Consistent with this idealism, he concludes that “all politics must bend its knee 
before the right” in a progressive effort “to reach the stage where it will shine with 
an immortal glory.”  

Questions to Keep in Mind 
   1.    How realistic is Kant? Are his critics fair in calling him utopian?   
   2.    If democracies or liberal republics around the world commit themselves to right conduct in 

their international relations, does peace become more likely?   
   3.    Do Kant’s observations about how politics are (or ought to be) have relevance in an increas-

ingly globalized world?   
   4.    To what extent do those who advance human rights and the rule of law draw inspiration from 

Kant?    
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 Politics say, “Be ye wise as serpents”; moral-
ity adds, as a limiting condition, “and guileless as 
doves.” If these two injunctions are incompatible 
in a single command, then politics and morality are 
really in conflict; but if these two qualities ought 
always to be united, the thought of contrariety is 
absurd, and the question as to how the conflict be-
tween morals and politics is to be resolved cannot 
even be posed as a problem. Although the prop-
ositions, “Honesty is the best policy,” implies a 
theory which practice unfortunately often refutes, 
the equally theoretical “Honesty is better than any 
policy” is beyond refutation and is indeed the indis-
pensable condition of policy. 

 The tutelary divinity of morality yields not to 
Jupiter, for this tutelary divinity of force still is sub-
ject to destiny. That is, reason is not yet sufficiently 
enlightened to survey the entire series of predeter-
mining causes, and such vision would be necessary 
for one to be able to foresee with certainty the happy 
or unhappy effects which follow human actions by 
the mechanism of nature (though we know enough 
to have hope that they will accord with our wishes). 
But what we have to do in order to remain in the 
path of duty (according to rules of wisdom) reason 
instructs us by her rules, and her teaching suffices 
for attaining the ultimate end. 

 Now the practical man, to whom morality is 
mere theory even though he concedes that it can and 
should be followed, ruthlessly renounces our fond 
hope [that it will be followed]. He does so because 
he pretends to have seen in advance that man, by his 
nature, will never will what is required for realizing 
the goal of perpetual peace. Certainly the will of 
each individual to live under a juridical constitution 
according to principles of freedom (i.e., the distribu-
tive unity of the will of all) is not sufficient to this 
end. That all together should will this condition (i.e., 
the collective unity of the united will)—the solution 
to this troublous problem—is also required. Thus a 
whole of civil society is formed. But since a uniting 
cause must supervene upon the variety of particular 
volitions in order to produce a common will from 
them, establishing this whole is something no one 
individual in the group can perform; hence in the 
practical execution of this idea we can count on 
nothing but force to establish the juridical condi-
tion, on the compulsion of which public law will 
later be established. We can scarcely hope to find in 
the legislator a moral intention sufficient to induce 
him to commit to the general will the establishment 

of a legal constitution after he has formed the nation 
from a horde of savages; therefore, we cannot but 
expect (in practice) to find in execution wide devia-
tions from this idea (in theory). 

 It will then be said that he who once has power 
in his hands will not allow the people to prescribe 
laws for him; a state which once is able to stand un-
der no external laws will not submit to the decision 
of other states how it should seek its rights against 
them; and one continent, which feels itself superior 
to another, even though the other does not interfere 
with it, will not neglect to increase its power by 
robbery or even conquest. Thus all theoretical plans 
of civil and international laws and laws of world 
citizenship vanish into empty and impractical ideas, 
while practice based on empirical principles of hu-
man nature, not blushing to draw its maxims from 
the usages of the world, can alone hope to find a 
sure ground for its political edifice. 

 If there is no freedom and no morality based on 
freedom, and everything which occurs or can occur 
happens by the mere mechanism of nature, certainly 
politics (which is the art of using this mechanism 
for ruling men) is the whole of practical wisdom, 
and the concept of right is an empty thought. But 
if we find it necessary to connect the latter with 
politics, and even to raise it to a limiting condition 
thereon, the possibility of their being united must be 
conceded. I can easily conceive of a moral politician, 
i.e., one who so chooses political principles that they 
are consistent with those of morality; but I cannot 
conceive of a political moralist, one who forges a 
morality in such a way that it conforms to the states-
man’s advantage. 

 When a remediable defect is found in the con-
stitution of the state or in its relations to others, the 
principle of the moral politician will be that it is a 
duty, especially of the rulers of the state, to inquire 
how it can be remedied as soon as possible in a way 
conforming to natural law as a model presented by 
reason; this he will do even if it costs self-sacrifice. 
But it would be absurd to demand that every defect 
be immediately and impetuously changed, since the 
disruption of the bonds of a civil society or a union 
of world citizens before a better constitution is ready 
to take its place is against all politics agreeing with 
morality. But it can be demanded that at least the 
maxim of the necessity of such a change should be 
taken to heart by those in power, so that they may 
continuously approach the goal of the constitution 
that is best under laws of right. A state may exercise a 
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republican rule, even though by its present constitu-
tion it has a despotic sovereignty, until gradually the 
people become susceptible to the influence simply 
of the idea of the authority of law (as if it possessed 
physical power) and thus is found fit to be its own 
legislator (as its own legislation is originally estab-
lished on law). If a violent revolution, engendered 
by a bad constitution, introduces by illegal means 
a more legal constitution, to lead the people back 
to the earlier constitution would not be permitted; 
but, while the revolution lasted, each person who 
openly or covertly shared in it would have justly 
incurred the punishment due to those who rebel. As 
to the external relations of states, a state cannot be 
expected to renounce its constitution even though it 
is a despotic one (which has the advantage of being 
stronger in relation to foreign enemies) so long as it 
is exposed to the danger of being swallowed up by 
other states. Thus even in the case of the intention to 
improve the constitution, postponement to a more 
propitious time may be permitted.  1   

 It may be that despotizing moralists, in practice 
blundering, often violate rules of political prudence 
through measures they adopt or propose too precip-
itately; but experience will gradually retrieve them 
from their infringement of nature and lead them on 
to a better course. But the moralizing politician, by 
glossing over principles of politics which are op-
posed to the right with the pretext that human na-
ture is not capable of the good as reason prescribes 
it, only makes reform impossible and perpetuates 
the violation of law. 

 Instead of possessing the  practical science  they 
boast of, these politicians have only  practices;  they 
flatter the power which is then ruling so as not 
to be remiss in their private advantage, and they 
sacrifice the nation and, possibly, the whole world. 
This is the way of all professional lawyers (not 
legislators) when they go into politics. Their task 
is not to reason too nicely about the legislation 
but to execute the momentary commands on the 
statute books; consequently, the legal constitution 
in force at any time is to them the best, but when 
it is amended from above, this amendment always 
seems best, too. Thus everything is preserved in its 
accustomed mechanical order. Their adroitness in 
fitting into all circumstances gives them the illu-
sion of being able to judge constitutional principles 
 according to concepts of right (not empirically, but 
a priori). They make a great show of understanding 
 men  (which is certainly something to be expected of 

them, since they have to deal with so many) without 
understanding  man  and what can be made of him, 
for they lack the higher point of view of anthropo-
logical observation which is needed for this. If with 
these ideas they go into civil and international law, 
as reason prescribes it, they take this step in a spirit 
of chicanery, for they still follow their accustomed 
mechanical routine of despotically imposed coer-
cive laws in a field where only concepts of reason 
can establish a legal compulsion according to the 
principles of freedom, under which alone a just 
and durable constitution is possible. In this field 
the pretended practical man thinks he can solve the 
problem of establishing such a constitution without 
the rational idea but solely from the experience he 
has had with what was previously the most lasting 
constitution—a constitution which in many cases 
was opposed to the right. 

 The maxims which he makes use of (though he 
does not divulge them) are, roughly speaking, the 
following sophisms: 

   1.   Fac et excusa.     Seize every favourable op-
portunity for usurping the right of the state over its 
own people or over a neighboring people; the justifi-
cation will be easier and more elegant  ex post facto,  
and the power can be more easily glossed over, 
especially when the supreme power in the state is 
also the legislative authority which must be obeyed 
without argument. It is much more difficult to do 
the violence when one has first to wait upon the 
consideration of convincing arguments and to meet 
them with counterarguments. Boldness itself gives 
the appearance of inner conviction of the legitimacy 
of the deed, and the god of success is afterward the 
best advocate.  

  2.   Si fecisti, nega.     What you have committed, 
deny that it was your fault—for instance, that you 
have brought your people to despair and hence to 
rebellion. Rather assert that it was due to the ob-
stinacy of your subjects; or, if you have conquered 
a neighboring nation, say that the fault lies in the 
nature of man, who, if not met by force, can be 
counted on to make use of it to conquer you.  

  3.   Divide et impera.     That is, if there are cer-
tain privileged persons in your nation who have 
chosen you as their chief ( primus inter pares ), set 
them at variance with one another and embroil them 
with the people. Show the latter visions of greater 
freedom, and all will soon depend on your untram-
meled will. Or if it is foreign states that concern you, 
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it is a pretty safe means to sow discord among them 
so that, by seeming to protect the weaker, you can 
conquer them one after another.   

 Certainly no one is now the dupe of these politi-
cal maxims, for they are already universally known. 
Nor are they blushed at, as if their injustice were 
too glaring, for great powers blush only at the judg-
ment of other great powers but not at that of the 
common masses. It is not that they are ashamed 
of revealing such principles (for all of them are in 
the same boat with respect to the morality of their 
maxims); they are ashamed only when these maxims 
fail, for they still have political honor which cannot 
be disputed—and this honor is the aggrandizement 
of their power by whatever means.  2   

 All these twistings and turnings of an immoral 
doctrine of prudence in leading men from their 
natural state of war to a state of peace prove at 
least that men in both their private and their public 
 relationships cannot reject the concept of right or 
trust themselves openly to establish politics merely 
on the artifices of prudence. Thus they do not refuse 
obedience to the concept of public law, which is 
especially manifest in international law; on the con-
trary, they give all due honor to it, even when they 
are inventing a hundred pretenses and subterfuges 
to escape from it in practice, imputing its authority 
as the source and union of all laws, to crafty force. 

 Let us put an end to this sophism, if not to the 
injustice it protects, and force the false representa-
tives of power to confess that they do not plead 
in favor of the right but in favor of might. This is 
revealed in the imperious tone they assume as if they 
themselves could command the right. Let us remove 
the delusion by which they and others are duped, 
and discover the supreme principle from which the 
intention to perpetual peace stems. Let us show that 
everything evil which stands in its way derives from 
the fact that the political moralist begins where the 
moral politician would correctly leave off, and that, 
since he thus subordinates principles to the end (put-
ting the cart before the horse), he vitiates his own 
purpose of bringing politics into agreement with 
morality. 

 To make practical philosophy self-consistent, 
it is necessary, first, to decide the question: In prob-
lems of practical reason, must we begin from its 
material principles, i.e., the end as the object of 
choice? Or should we begin from the formal prin-
ciples of pure reason, i.e., from the principle which 

is concerned solely with freedom in outer relations 
and which reads, “So act that you can will that your 
maxim could become a universal law regardless of 
the end”? 

 Without doubt it is the latter which has prece-
dence, for as a principle of law it has unconditional 
necessity. On the other hand, the former is obliga-
tory only if we presuppose the empirical conditions 
of the proposed end, i.e., its practicability. Thus if 
this end (in this case, perpetual peace) is a duty, it 
must be derived from the formal principle of the 
maxims of external actions. The first principle, that 
of the political moralist, pertaining to civil and in-
ternational law and the law of world citizenship, is 
merely a problem of technique ( problema techni-
cum ); the second, as the problem of the moral poli-
tician to whom it is an ethical problem ( problema 
morale ), is far removed from the other in its method 
of leading toward perpetual peace, which is wished 
not merely as a material good but also as a condition 
issuing from an acknowledgment of duty. 

 For the solution of the former, the problem of 
political prudence, much knowledge of nature is 
required so that its mechanism may be employed 
toward the desired end; yet all this is uncertain in its 
results for perpetual peace, with whatever sphere of 
public law we are concerned. It is uncertain, for ex-
ample, whether the people are better kept in obedi-
ence and maintained in prosperity by severity or by 
the charm of distinctions which flatter their vanity, 
by the power of one or the union of various chiefs, 
or perhaps merely by a serving nobility or by the 
power of the people. History furnishes us with con-
tradictory examples from all governments (with the 
exception of the truly republican, which can alone 
appeal to the mind of a moral politician). Still more 
uncertain is an international law allegedly erected 
on the statutes of ministries. It is, in fact, a word 
without meaning, resting as it does on compacts 
which, in the very act of being concluded, contain 
secret reservations for their violation. 

 On the other hand, the solution of the sec-
ond problem, that of political wisdom, presses itself 
upon us, as it were; it is clear to everyone and puts 
to shame all affectation. It leads directly to the end, 
but, remembering discretion, it does not precipi-
tately hasten to do so by force; rather, it continu-
ously approaches it under the conditions offered by 
favorable circumstances. 

 Then it may be said, “Seek ye first the kingdom 
of pure practical reason and its righteousness, and 
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your end (the blessing of perpetual peace) will nec-
essarily follow.” For it is the peculiarity of morals, 
especially with respect to its principles of public 
law and hence in relation to a politics known a 
priori, that the less it makes conduct depend on the 
proposed end, i.e., the intended material or moral 
advantage, the more it agrees with it in general. 
This is because it is the universal will given a priori 
(in a nation or in the relations among different na-
tions) which determines the law among men, and 
if practicing consistently follows it, this will can 
also, by the mechanism of nature, cause the desired 
result and make the concept of law effective. So, 
for instance, it is a principle of moral politics that 
a people should unite into a state according to ju-
ridical concepts of freedom and equality, and this 
principle is based not on prudence but on duty. 
Political moralists may argue as much as they wish 
about the natural mechanism of a mass of men 
forming a society, assuming a mechanism which 
would weaken those principles and vitiate their 
end; or they may seek to prove their assertions by 
examples of poorly organized constitutions of an-
cient and modern times (for instance, of democra-
cies without representative systems). They deserve 
no hearing, particularly as such a pernicious theory 
may itself occasion the evil which it prophesies, 
throwing human beings into one class with all other 
living machines, differing from them only in their 
consciousness that they are not free, which makes 
them, in their own judgment, the most miserable of 
all beings in the world. 

 The true but somewhat boastful sentence which 
has become proverbial,  Fiat iustitia, pereat mundus  
(“Let justice reign even if all the rascals in the world 
should perish from it”), is a stout principle of right 
which cuts asunder the whole tissue of artifice or 
force. But it should not be misunderstood as a per-
mission to use one’s own right with extreme rigor 
(which would conflict with ethical duty); it should 
be understood as the obligation of those in power 
not to limit or to extend anyone’s right through 
sympathy or disfavor. This requires, first, an inter-
nal constitution of the state erected on pure prin-
ciples of right, and, second, a convention of the state 
with other near or distant states (analogous to a uni-
versal state) for the legal settlement of their differ-
ences. This implies only that political maxims must 
not be derived from the welfare or happiness which 
a single state expects from obedience to them, and 
thus not from the end which one of them proposes 

for itself. That is, they must not be deduced from 
volition as the supreme yet empirical principle of 
political wisdom, but rather from the pure concept 
of the duty of right, from the  ought  whose principle 
is given a priori by pure reason, regardless of what 
the physical consequences may be. The world will 
by no means perish by a diminution in the number 
of evil men. Moral evil has the . . . property of be-
ing opposed to and destructive of its own purposes 
(especially in the relationships between evil men); 
thus it gives place to the moral principle of the good, 
though only through a slow progress. 

 Thus objectively, or in theory, there is no con-
flict between morals and politics. Subjectively, how-
ever, in the selfish propensity of men (which should 
not be called “practice,” as this would imply that it 
rested on rational maxims), this conflict will always 
remain. Indeed, it should remain, because it serves 
as a whetstone of virtue, whose true courage (by 
the principle,  tu ne cede malis, sed contra audentior 
ito )  3   in the present case does not so much consist 
in defying with strong resolve evils and sacrifices 
which must be undertaken along with the conflict, 
but rather in detecting and conquering the crafty 
and far more dangerously deceitful and treasonable 
principle of evil in ourselves, which puts forward the 
weakness of human nature as justification for every 
transgression. 

 In fact, the political moralist may say: The ruler 
and people, or nation and nation, do each other no 
injustice when by violence or fraud they make war 
on each other, although they do commit injustice in 
general in that they refuse to respect the concept of 
right, which alone could establish perpetual peace. 
For since the one does transgress his duty against 
the other, who is likewise lawlessly disposed toward 
him, each gets what he deserves when they destroy 
each other. But enough of the race still remains to let 
this game continue into the remotest ages in order 
that posterity, some day, might take these perpetra-
tors as a warning example. Hence providence is 
justified in the history of the world, for the moral 
principle in man is never extinguished, while with 
advancing civilization reason grows pragmatically 
in its capacity to realize ideas of law. But at the 
same time the culpability for the transgressions also 
grows. If we assume that humanity never will or can 
be improved, the only thing which a theodicy seems 
unable to justify is creation itself, the fact that a race 
of such corrupt beings ever was on earth. But the 
point of view necessary for such an assumption is far 



too high for us, and we cannot theoretically support 
our philosophical concepts of the supreme power 
which is inscrutable to us. 

 To such dubious consequences we are inevita-
bly driven if we do not assume that pure principles 
of right have objective reality, i.e., that they may be 
applied, and that the people in a state and, further, 
states themselves in their mutual relations should 
act according to them, whatever objections empiri-
cal politics may raise. Thus true politics can never 
take a step without rendering homage to morality. 
Though politics by itself is a difficult art, its union 
with morality is no art at all, for this union cuts 
the knot which politics could not untie when they 
were in conflict. The rights of men must be held 
sacred, however much sacrifice it may cost the rul-
ing power. One cannot compromise here and seek 
the middle course of a pragmatic conditional law 
between the morally right and the expedient. All 
politics must bend its knee before the right. But by 
this it can hope slowly to reach the stage where it 
will shine with an immortal glory. 

Notes
   1.   These are permissive laws of reason. Public law laden 
with injustice must be allowed to stand, either until ev-
erything is of itself ripe for complete reform or until this 
maturity has been brought about by peaceable means; for 
a legal constitution, even though it be right to only a low 
degree, is better than none at all, the anarchic condition 
which would result from precipitate reform. Political wis-
dom, therefore, will make it a duty to introduce reforms 
which accord with the ideal of public law. But even when 
nature herself produces revolutions, political wisdom will 

not employ them to legitimize still greater oppression. On 
the contrary, it will use them as a call of nature for funda-
mental reforms to produce a lawful constitution founded 
upon principles of freedom, for only such a constitution is 
durable.  
   2.   Even if we doubt a certain wickedness in the nature of 
men who live together in a state, and instead plausibly cite 
lack of civilization, which is not yet sufficiently advanced, 
i.e., regard barbarism as the cause of those anti-lawful 
manifestations of their character, this viciousness is clearly 
and incontestably shown in the foreign relations of states. 
Within each state it is veiled by the compulsion of civil 
laws, because the inclination to violence between the citi-
zens is fettered by the stronger power of the government. 
This relationship not only gives a moral veneer ( causae 
non causae ) to the whole but actually facilitates the devel-
opment of the moral disposition to a direct respect for the 
law by placing a barrier against the outbreak of unlawful 
inclinations. Each person believes that he himself would 
hold the concept of law sacred and faithfully follow it 
provided he were sure that he could expect the same from 
others, and the government does in part assure him of 
this. Thereby a great step (though not yet a moral step) is 
taken toward morality, which is attachment to this con-
cept of duty for its own sake and without regard to hope 
of a similar response from others. But since each one with 
his own good opinion of himself presupposes a malicious 
disposition on the part of all the others, they all pronounce 
the judgment that they in fact are all worth very little. We 
shall not discuss how this comes about, though it cannot 
be blamed on the nature of man as a free being. But since 
even respect for the concept of right (which man cannot 
absolutely refuse to respect) solemnly sanctions the theory 
that he has the capacity of conforming to it, everyone sees 
that he, for his part, must act according to it, however 
others may act.  
   3.   “Yield not to evils, but go against the stronger” 
( Aeneid  VI. 95).    
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The Nature of Politics 
E. H. CA R R

OVERVIEW
  The twentieth-century English writer, E. H. Carr (1892–1982), argues that the 
practice and study of politics require an appreciation of realism as well as uto-
pianism, power as well as morality: “It is as fatal in politics to ignore power as 
it is to ignore morality. . . .” He explores the resulting tension between realism 
with its focus on power and interest and utopian thought that seeks realization 
of ideals. Although Carr was never a member of the British Committee that 
preceded formation of the English School, his representation of the tension 
between realist and utopian thought and continuing search for the bases of 
international society clearly establish him as an intellectual precursor of the 
English School.  

Questions to Keep in Mind 
   1.    In what ways is Carr’s position similar to (or different from) Kant (see the previous reading) 

on the relation between politics and moral principle?   
   2.    To what extent is the use of force to advance national interests also subject to moral 

 restraints—the balance between power and morality identified by Carr?   
   3.    Following Carr’s understanding, can present-day, human-rights advocates expect success in 

advancing their global agenda without taking politics into account? As a practical matter, how 
do they balance their ideals with the political constraints that confront them without sacrific-
ing their moral commitment to advancing the human condition globally?   

   4.    To what extent are Carr’s understandings of power and moral principle reflected in the con-
duct of international relations and the foreign policies pursued by the leaders of present-day 
states?    

 From  The Twenty Years’ Crisis: 1919–1939,  by E. H. Carr and Professor Michael Cox, Copyright © 1960 Palgrave 
 Macmillan, reproduced with permission. 

 Man has always lived in groups. The smallest kind 
of human group, the family, has clearly been neces-
sary for the maintenance of the species. But so far as 
is known, men have always from the most primitive 
times formed semi-permanent groups larger than 
the single family; and one of the functions of such 
a group has been to regulate relations between its 
members. Politics deals with the behavior of men 
in such organised permanent or semi-permanent 

groups. All attempts to deduce the nature of society 
from the supposed behavior of man in isolation are 
purely theoretical, since there is no reason to assume 
that such a man ever existed. Aristotle laid the foun-
dation of all sound thinking about politics when he 
declared that man was by nature a political animal. 

 Man in society reacts to his fellow men in two 
opposite ways. Sometimes he displays egoism, or 
the will to assert himself at the expense of others. 
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At other times he displays sociability, or the desire 
to cooperate with others, to enter into reciprocal 
relations of good-will and friendship with them, and 
even to subordinate himself to them. In every society 
these two qualities can be seen at work. No soci-
ety can exist unless a substantial proportion of its 
members exhibits in some degree the desire for co-
operation and mutual good-will. But in every society 
some sanction is required to produce the measure 
of solidarity requisite for its maintenance; and this 
sanction is applied by a controlling group or indi-
vidual acting in the name of the society. Membership 
of most societies is voluntary, and the only ultimate 
sanction which can be applied is expulsion. But the 
peculiarity of political society, which in the modern 
world takes the form of the state, is that member-
ship is compulsory. The state, like other societies, 
must be based on some sense of common interests 
and obligations among its members. But coercion is 
regularly exercised by a governing group to enforce 
loyalty and obedience; and this coercion inevitably 
means that the governors control the governed and 
“exploit” them for their own purposes.  1   

 The dual character of political society is there-
fore strongly marked. Professor Laski tells us that 
“every state is built upon the consciences of men.”  2   
On the other hand, anthropology, as well as much 
recent history, teaches that “war seems to be the 
main agency in producing the state”; and Professor 
Laski himself, in another passage, declares that “our 
civilisation is held together by fear rather than by 
good-will.”  3   There is no contradiction between these 
apparently opposite views. When Tom Paine, in the 
 Rights of Man,  tries to confront Burke with the di-
lemma that “governments arise either  out  of the 
people or  over  the people,” the answer is that they 
do both. Coercion and conscience, enmity and good-
will, self-assertion and self-subordination, are pres-
ent in every political society. The state is built up out 
of these two conflicting aspects of human nature. 
Utopia and reality, the ideal and the institution, 
morality and power, are from the outset inextricably 
blended in it. In the making of the United States, 
as a modern American writer has said, “Hamilton 
stood for strength, wealth, and power, Jefferson, for 
the American dream”; and both the power and the 
dream were necessary ingredients.  4   

 If this be correct, we can draw one important 
conclusion. The utopian who dreams that it is pos-
sible to eliminate self-assertion from politics and 
to base a political system on morality alone is just 

as wide of the mark as the realist who believes 
that altruism is an illusion and that all political 
action is based on self-seeking. These errors have 
both left their mark on popular terminology. The 
phrase “power politics” is often used in an invidious 
sense, as if the element of power or self-assertion in 
politics were something abnormal and susceptible of 
elimination from a healthy political life. Conversely, 
there is a disposition, even among some writers who 
are not strictly speaking realists, to treat politics as 
the science of power and self-assertion and exclude 
from it by definition actions inspired by the moral 
consciousness. Professor Catlin describes the  homo 
politicus  as one who “seeks to bring into conformity 
with his own will the wills of others, so that he may 
the better attain his own ends.”  5   Such terminologi-
cal implications are misleading. Politics cannot be 
divorced from power. But the  homo politicus  who 
pursues nothing but power is as unreal a myth as the 
 homo economicus  who pursues nothing but gain. 
Political action must be based on a coordination of 
morality and power. 

 This truth is of practical as well as theoretical 
importance. It is as fatal in politics to ignore power 
as it is to ignore morality. The fate of China in the 
nineteenth century is an illustration of what happens 
to a country which is content to believe in the moral 
superiority of its own civilisation and to despise the 
ways of power. The Liberal Government of Great 
Britain nearly came to grief in the spring of 1914 
because it sought to pursue an Irish policy based on 
moral authority unsupported (or rather, directly op-
posed) by effective military power. In Germany, the 
Frankfort Assembly of 1848 is the classic example 
of the impotence of ideas divorced from power; and 
the Weimar Republic broke down because many of 
the policies it pursued—in fact, nearly all of them 
except its opposition to the communists—were un-
supported, or actively opposed, by effective military 
power.  6   The utopian, who believes that democracy 
is not based on force, refuses to look these unwel-
come facts in the face. 

 On the other hand, the realist, who believes 
that, if you look after the power, the moral author-
ity will look after itself, is equally in error. The 
most recent form of this doctrine is embodied in 
the much-quoted phrase: “The function of force is 
to give moral ideas time to take root.” Internation-
ally, this argument was used in 1919 by those who, 
unable to defend the Versailles Treaty on moral 
grounds, maintained that this initial act of power 
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would pave the way for subsequent moral appease-
ment. Experience has done little to confirm this 
comfortable belief. The same fallacy is implicit in 
the once popular view that the aim of British policy 
should be “to rebuild the League of Nations, to 
make it capable of holding a political aggressor in 
restraint by armed power, and thereafter to labour 
faithfully for the mitigation of just and real griev-
ances.”  7   Once the enemy has been crushed or the 
“aggressor” restrained by force, the “thereafter” 
fails to arrive. The illusion that priority can be given 
to power and that morality will follow, is just as 
dangerous as the illusion that priority can be given 
to moral authority and that power will follow. 

 Before proceeding, however, to consider the 
respective roles of power and morality in politics, 
we must take some note of the views of those who, 
though far from being realists, identify politics with 
power and believe that moral concepts must be alto-
gether excluded from its scope. There is, according 
to this view, an essential antinomy between politics 
and morality; and the moral man as such will there-
fore have nothing to do with politics. This thesis has 
many attractions, and reappears at different periods 
of history and in different contexts. It takes at least 
three forms. 

   1.   Its simplest form is the doctrine of nonre-
sistance. The moral man recognises the existence 
of political power as an evil, but regards the use of 
power to resist power as a still greater evil. This is 
the basis of such doctrines of non-resistance as those 
of Jesus or of Gandhi, or of modern pacifism. It 
amounts, in brief, to a boycott of politics.  

  2.   The second form of the antithesis between 
politics and morality is anarchism. The state, as 
the principal organ of political power, is “the most 
flagrant, most cynical and most complete negation 
of humanity.”  8   The anarchist will use power to 
overthrow the state. This revolutionary power is, 
however, not thought of as political power, but as 
the spontaneous revolt of the outraged individual 
conscience. It does not seek to create a new po-
litical society to take the place of the old one, but a 
moral society from which power, and consequently 
politics, are completely eliminated. “The principles 
of the Sermon on the Mount,” an English divine 
recently remarked, would mean “sudden death to 
civilised society.”  9   The anarchist sets out to destroy 
“civilised society” in the name of the Sermon on the 
Mount.  

  3.   A third school of thought starts from the 
same premise of the essential antithesis between mo-
rality and politics, but arrives at a totally different 
conclusion. The injunction of Jesus to “render unto 
Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and unto God 
the things that are God’s,” implies the coexistence 
of two separate spheres: the political and the moral. 
But the moral man is under an obligation to assist—
or at any rate not to obstruct—the politician in the 
discharge of his non-moral functions. “Let every 
soul be subject to the higher powers. The powers 
that be are ordained of God.” We thus recognise 
politics as necessary but non-moral. This tradition, 
which remained dormant throughout the Middle 
Ages, when the ecclesiastical and the secular author-
ity was theoretically one, was revived by Luther in 
order to effect his compromise between reformed 
church and state. Luther “turned on the peasants 
of his day in holy horror when they attempted to 
transmute the ‘spiritual’ kingdom into an ‘earthly’ 
one by suggesting that the principles of the gospel 
had social significance.”  10   The division of functions 
between Caesar and God is implicit in the very con-
ception of an “established” church. But the tradi-
tion has been more persistent and more effective in 
Lutheran Germany than anywhere else. “We do not 
consult Jesus,” wrote a German liberal nineteenth 
century pastor, “when we are concerned with things 
which belong to the domain of the construction of 
the state and political economy”  11   and Bernhardi 
declared that “Christian morality is personal and 
social, and in its nature cannot be political.”  12   The 
same attitude is inherent in the modern theology 
of Karl Barth, which insists that political and so-
cial evils are the necessary product of man’s sinful 
nature and that human effort to eradicate them is 
therefore futile; and the doctrine that Christian mo-
rality has nothing to do with politics is vigorously 
upheld by the Nazi régime. This view is basically 
different from that of the realist who makes moral-
ity a function of politics. But in the field of politics 
it tends to become indistinguishable from realism.   

 The theory of the divorce between the spheres 
of politics and morality is superficially attractive, if 
only because it evades the insoluble problem of find-
ing a moral justification for the use of force.  13   But it 
is not ultimately satisfying. Both non- resistance and 
anarchism are counsels of despair, which appear 
to find widespread acceptance only where men feel 
hopeless of achieving anything by political  action; 



and the attempt to keep God and Caesar in wa-
tertight compartments runs too much athwart the 
deepseated desire of the human mind to reduce its 
view of the world to some kind of moral order. We 
are not in the long run satisfied to believe that what 
is politically good is morally bad; and since we 
can neither moralise power nor expel power from 
politics, we are faced with a dilemma which can-
not be completely resolved.  14   The planes of utopia 
and of reality never coincide. The ideal cannot be 
institutionalised, nor the institution idealised. “Poli-
tics,” writes Dr. Niebuhr, “will, to the end of his-
tory, be an area where conscience and power meet, 
where the ethical and coercive factors of human 
life will interpenetrate and work out their tentative 
and uneasy compromises.”  15   The compromises, like 
solutions of other human problems, will remain 
uneasy and tentative. But it is an essential part of 
any compromise that both factors shall be taken 
into account. 

 We have now therefore to analyse the part 
played in international politics by these two cardinal 
factors: power and morality.  
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The Law of Peoples 
JO H N RA W L S

OVERVIEW
  In his earlier  Theory of Justice  (1971), social-contract theorist John Rawls 
(1921–2002) addressed the choices human beings would make constituting rules 
for society behind a “veil of ignorance,” not knowing in advance how they indi-
vidually would fare—whether born rich or poor, advantaged or disadvantaged. 
His focus in that volume was on the bases for constituting rules to assure justice 
or fairness within a society, not across societies. Rawls takes up in this article the 
problem of extending a common law of peoples across diverse societies—some 
liberal and others hierarchical or authoritarian. Regardless of how they are con-
stituted, behind a veil of ignorance societies would seek equal treatment, which 
allows “a liberal conception of justice” developed domestically “to be extended 
to yield a more general law of peoples without prejudging the case against non-
liberal societies.” It is in an effort by Rawls to construct a universal approach to 
justice among the world’s peoples, taking into account their cultural, political, 
and other differences.   

Questions to Keep in Mind 
   1.    How likely will the world’s “peoples” agree on principles to guide their conduct in interna-

tional relations? Is the understanding of the Law of Peoples Rawls advances realistic or is it 
merely another utopian scheme not likely to succeed?   

   2.    Why is “moral learning” so essential to achieving the “realistc utopia” Rawls anticipates?   
   3.    In what ways is thinking by Rawls similar to (or different from) Kant? From Carr? (See the 

readings by Kant and Carr also included in this chapter.)   
   4.    Why do you think Rawls refers to a Society of “Peoples” rather than to an international 

society of states (or one composed of both state and non-state actors)?    

 Reprinted by permission of the publisher from  The Laws of Peoples  by John Rawls, pp. 35–37, 41, 44 – 46, 124 –128, 
 Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, Copyright © 1999 by the President and Fellows of Harvard College. 

§4. The Principles of the Law of Peoples 

  4.1. Statement of the Principles.  Initially, we may 
assume that the outcome of working out the Law 
of Peoples only for liberal democratic societies will 
be the adoption of certain familiar principles of 
equality among peoples. These principles will also, I 
 assume, make room for various forms of cooperative 
associations and federations among peoples, but will 

not affirm a world-state. Here I follow Kant’s lead 
in  Perpetual Peace  (1795) in thinking that a world 
government—by which I mean a unified political 
regime with the legal powers normally exercised by 
central governments—would either be a global des-
potism or else would rule over a fragile empire torn 
by frequent civil strife as various regions and peoples 
tried to gain their political freedom and autonomy.  1   
As I discuss below, it may turn out that there will be 
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many different kinds of organizations subject to the 
judgment of the Law of Peoples and charged with 
regulating cooperation among them and meeting 
certain recognized duties. Some of these organiza-
tions (such as the United Nations ideally conceived) 
may have the authority to express for the society of 
well-ordered peoples their condemnation of unjust 
domestic institutions in other countries and clear 
cases of the violation of human rights. In grave cases 
they may try to correct them by economic sanctions, 
or even by military intervention. The scope of these 
powers covers all peoples and reaches their domestic 
affairs. 

 These large conclusions call for some discus-
sion. Proceeding in a way analogous to the pro-
cedure in  A Theory of Justice,   2   let’s look first at 
familiar and traditional principles of justice among 
free and democratic peoples:  3   

    1.   Peoples are free and independent, and their 
freedom and independence are to be respected 
by other peoples.  

   2.   Peoples are to observe treaties and 
undertakings.  

   3.   Peoples are equal and are parties to the 
agreements that bind them.  

   4.   Peoples are to observe a duty of non-
intervention.  

   5.   Peoples have the right of self-defense but no 
right to instigate war for reasons other than 
self-defense.  

   6.   Peoples are to honor human rights.  
   7.   Peoples are to observe certain specified 

restrictions in the conduct of war.  
   8.   Peoples have a duty to assist other peoples 

living under unfavorable conditions that 
prevent their having a just or decent political 
and social regime.   

  4.2. Comments and Qualifications.  This statement 
of principles is, admittedly, incomplete. Other prin-
ciples need to be added, and the principles listed 
require much explanation and interpretation. Some 
are superfluous in a society of well-ordered peoples, 
for example, the seventh regarding the conduct of 
war and the sixth regarding human rights. Yet the 
main point is that free and independent well-ordered 
peoples are ready to recognize certain basic prin-
ciples of political justice as governing their conduct. 
These principles constitute the basic charter of the 
Law of Peoples. . . . 

 I contend that the eight principles of the Law 
of Peoples (see §4.1) are superior to any others. 
Much as in examining the distributive principles 
in justice as fairness, we begin with the baseline 
of  equality—in the case of justice as fairness the 
equality of social and economic primary goods, 
in this case the equality of and the equal rights of 
all peoples. In the first case we asked whether any 
departure from the baseline of equality would be 
agreed to provided that it is to the benefit of all 
citizens of society and, in particular, the least ad-
vantaged. (I only hint here at the reasoning.) With 
the Law of Peoples, however, persons are not under 
one but many governments, and the representatives 
of peoples will want to preserve the equality and 
independence of their own society. In the work-
ing of organizations and loose  4   confederations of 
peoples, inequalities are designed to serve the many 
ends that peoples share. In this case the larger and 
smaller peoples will be ready to make larger and 
smaller contributions and to accept proportionately 
larger and smaller returns. 

 Thus, in the argument in the original position 
at the second level I consider the merits of only the 
eight principles of the Law of Peoples listed in §4.1. 
These familiar and largely traditional principles I 
take from the history and usages of international 
law and practice. The parties are not given a menu 
of alternative principles and ideals from which to 
select, as they are in  Political Liberalism,  or in  A 
Theory of Justice.  Rather, the representatives of 
well-ordered peoples simply reflect on the advan-
tages of these principles of equality among peoples 
and see no reason to depart from them or to propose 
alternatives. These principles must, of course, satisfy 
the criterion of reciprocity, since this criterion holds 
at both levels—both between citizens as citizens and 
peoples as peoples. . . .  

§5. Democratic Peace and Its Stability 

  5.1. Two Kinds of Stability.  To complete this over-
view of the Law of Peoples for well-ordered liberal 
societies, I must do two things. One is to distinguish 
two kinds of stability: stability for the right reasons 
and stability as a balance of forces. The other is to 
offer a reply to political realism as a theory of inter-
national politics, and to those who say that the idea 
of a realistic utopia among peoples is quixotic. I do 
so by sketching a view of democratic peace, from 
which follows a different view of war. 
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 Consider first the two kinds of stability. In the 
domestic case, [there is] a process whereby citizens 
develop a sense of justice as they grow up and take 
part in their just social would. As a realistically uto-
pian idea, the Law of Peoples must have a parallel 
process that leads peoples, including both liberal 
and decent societies, to accept willingly and to act 
upon the legal norms embodied in a just Law of 
Peoples. This process is similar to that in the domes-
tic case. Thus, when the Law of Peoples is honored 
by peoples over a certain period of time, with the 
evident intention to comply, and these intentions are 
mutually recognized, these peoples tend to develop 
mutual trust and confidence in one another. More-
over, peoples see those norms as advantageous for 
themselves and for those they care for, and therefore 
as time goes on they tend to accept that law as an 
ideal of conduct.  5   Without such a psychological 
process, which I shall call moral learning, the idea 
of realistic utopia for the Law of Peoples lacks an 
essential element. 

 As I have said, peoples (as opposed to states) 
have a definite moral nature. This nature includes a 
certain proper pride and sense of honor; they may be 
proud of their history and achievements, as a  proper 
patriotism  allows. Yet the due respect they ask for is a 
due respect consistent with the equality of all peoples. 
Peoples must have interests— otherwise they would 
be either inert and passive, or likely to be swayed by 
unreasonable and sometimes blind passions and im-
pulses. The interests which move peoples (and which 
distinguish them from states) are reasonable interests 
guided by and congruent with a fair equality and a 
due respect for all peoples. It is these reasonable in-
terests that make democratic peace possible, and the 
lack thereof causes peace between states to be at best a 
 modus vivendi,  a stable balance of forces only for the 
time being. 

  5.2. Reply to Realist Theory.  I reply to the realist 
theory that international relations have not changed 
since Thucydides’ day and that they continue to be 
an ongoing struggle for wealth and power by recall-
ing a familiar view of peace for a society of liberal 
peoples. It leads to a different view of war than the 
hegemonic theory of the realist. 

 The idea of a liberal democratic peace unites 
at least two ideas. One is the idea that between 
the unalterable miseries of life such as plagues and 
epidemics, on the one hand, and remote unchange-
able causes such as fate and the will of God, on 

the other, there are political and social institutions 
that can be changed by the people. This idea led to 
the movement toward democracy in the eighteenth 
century. As Saint-Just said, “The idea of happiness is 
new in Europe.”  6   What he meant was that the social 
order was no longer viewed as fixed: political and 
social institutions could be revised and reformed for 
the purpose of making peoples happier and more 
satisfied. 

 The other idea is that of the  Moeurs douces  of 
Montesquieu,  7   the idea that a commercial  society 
tends to fashion in its citizens certain virtues such 
as assiduity, industriousness, punctuality, and pro-
bity; and that commerce tends to lead to peace. 
Putting these two ideas together—that social 
 institutions can be revised to make people more 
satisfied and happy (through democracy), and that 
commerce tends to lead to peace—we might sur-
mise that democratic peoples engaged in commerce 
would tend not to have occasion to go to war with 
one another. Among other reasons, this is because 
what they lacked in commodities they could acquire 
more easily and cheaply by trade; and because, 
being liberal constitutional democracies, they 
would not be moved to try to convert other peoples 
to a state religion or other ruling comprehensive 
doctrine. . . . 

  18.1. Society of Peoples Is Possible.  Political phi-
losophy is realistically utopian when it extends what 
are ordinarily thought of as the limits of practical 
political possibility. Our hope for the future rests 
on the belief that the possibilities of our social world 
allow a reasonably just constitutional democratic 
society living as a member of a reasonably just Soci-
ety of Peoples. An essential step to being reconciled 
to our social world is to see that such a Society of 
Peoples is indeed possible. 

 Recall four basic facts to which I have often 
referred. These facts can be confirmed by reflecting 
on history and political experience. They were not 
discovered by social theory; nor should they be in 
dispute, as they are virtually truisms. 

   (a)   The Fact of Reasonable Pluralism: A basic 
feature of liberal democracy is the fact of reason-
able pluralism—the fact that a plurality of con-
flicting reasonable comprehensive doctrines, both 
religious and nonreligious (or secular), is the normal 
result of the culture of its free institutions. Different 
and irreconcilable comprehensive doctrines will be 
united in supporting the idea of equal liberty for all 
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 doctrines and the idea of the separation of church 
and state. Even if each might prefer that the others 
not exist, the plurality of sects is the greatest assur-
ance each has of its own equal liberty.  8    

  (b)   The Fact of Democratic Unity in Diversity: 
This is the fact that in a constitutional democratic 
society, political and social unity does not require 
that its citizens be unified by one comprehensive 
doctrine, religious or nonreligious. Until the end 
of the seventeenth century, or later, that was not 
a common view. Religious division was seen as a 
disaster for a civil polity. It took the experience of 
actual history to show this view to be false. While 
it is necessary that there be a public basis of under-
standing, this is provided in a liberal democratic 
society by the reasonableness and rationality of its 
political and social institutions, the merits of which 
can be debated in terms of public reason.  

  (c)   The Fact of Public Reason: This is the fact 
that citizens in a pluralist liberal democratic society 
realize that they cannot reach agreement, or even 
approach mutual understanding, on the basis of 
their irreconcilable comprehensive doctrines. Thus, 
when citizens are discussing fundamental political 
questions, they appeal not to those doctrines, but 
to a reasonable family of political conceptions of 
right and justice, and so to the idea of the politically 
reasonable addressed to citizens as citizens. This 
does not mean that doctrines of faith or nonreligious 
(secular) doctrines cannot be introduced into politi-
cal discussion, but rather that citizens introducing 
them should also provide sufficient grounds in pub-
lic reason for the political policies that religious or 
nonreligious doctrines support.  

  (d)   The Fact of Liberal Democratic Peace: This 
is the fact discussed in §5 that, ideally, well-ordered 
constitutional democratic societies do not go to war 
against one another, and they engage in war only in 
self-defense, or in an alliance defending other liberal 
or decent peoples. This is principle (5) of the Law of 
Peoples.  9     

 These four facts provide an explanation of why 
a reasonably just Society of Peoples is possible. I 
believe that in a society of liberal and decent peoples 
the Law of Peoples would be honored, if not all the 
time, then most of the time, so that it would be rec-
ognized as governing the relations among them. To 
show this, one proceeds through the eight principles 
that would be agreed to (§4.1) and notes that none 
of them is likely to be violated. Liberal democratic 

and decent peoples are likely to follow the Law of 
Peoples among themselves, since that law suits their 
fundamental interests, and each wishes to honor 
its agreements with the others and to be known 
as trustworthy. The principles most likely to be 
violated are the norms for the just conduct of war 
against aggressive outlaw states, and the duty of as-
sistance owed to burdened societies. This is because 
the reasons supporting these principles call for great 
foresight and often have powerful passions working 
against them. But it is the duty of the statesman to 
convince the public of the enormous importance of 
these principles. 

 To see this, recall the discussion of the role of 
the statesman in the conduct of war against an en-
emy state, and the emotions and hatreds the states-
man must be prepared to resist. Similarly with the 
duty of assistance: there may be many aspects of 
the culture and people of a foreign society living 
under unfavorable conditions that interfere with 
the natural sympathy of other societies, or that lead 
them to underestimate, or fail to recognize, the great 
extent to which human rights are being violated 
in the foreign society. A sense of social distance 
and anxiety about the unknown make these feelings 
stronger. A statesman may find it difficult to con-
vince public opinion in his or her own people of the 
enormous importance to them of enabling other so-
cieties to establish at least decent political and social 
institutions. 

  18.2. Limits of Reconciliation.  I noted [in the In-
troduction] that two ideas motivate the Law of 
Peoples. The first is that the great evils of human 
 history—unjust war, oppression, religious persecu-
tion, slavery, and the rest—result from political 
 injustice, with its cruelties and callousness. The 
second is that once political injustice has been elim-
inated by following just (or at least decent) social 
policies and establishing just (or at least decent) 
basic institutions, these great evils will eventually 
disappear. I call a world in which these great evils 
have been eliminated and just (or at least decent) 
basic institutions established by both liberal and 
decent peoples who honor the Law of Peoples a 
“realistic utopia.” This account of realistic utopia 
shows us, in the tradition of the late writings of 
Kant, the social conditions under which we can 
reasonably hope that all liberal and decent peoples 
may belong, as members in good standing, to a 
reasonable Society of Peoples. 
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 There are, however, important limits to recon-
ciliation. I mention two. Many persons—call them 
“fundamentalists” of various religious or secular 
doctrines which have been historically dominant—
could not be reconciled to a social world such as I 
have described. For them the social world envisaged 
by political liberalism is a nightmare of social frag-
mentation and false doctrines, if not positively evil. 
To be reconciled to a social world, one must be able 
to see it as both reasonable and rational. Reconcili-
ation requires acknowledging the fact of reasonable 
pluralism both within liberal and decent societies 
and in their relations with one another. Moreover, 
one must also recognize this pluralism as consis-
tent with reasonable comprehensive doctrines, both 
 religious and secular.  10   Yet this last idea is precisely 
what fundamentalism denies and political liberalism 
asserts. 

 A second limitation to reconciliation to a social 
world that realizes the idea of a realistic utopia is 
that it may be a social world many of whose mem-
bers may suffer considerable misfortune and an-
guish, and may be distraught by spiritual emptiness. 
(This is the belief of many fundamentalists.) Politi-
cal liberalism is a liberalism of freedom—in this it 
stands with Kant, Hegel, and J. S. Mill. It upholds 
the equal freedom both of liberal and decent peoples 
and of liberal peoples’ free and equal citizens; and it 
looks to ensure these citizens adequate all-purpose 
means (primary goods) so that they can make intel-
ligent use of their freedoms. Their spiritual well-
being, though, is not guaranteed. Political liberalism 
does not dismiss spiritual questions as unimportant, 
but to the contrary, because of their importance, it 
leaves them for each citizen to decide for himself or 
herself. This is not to say that religion is somehow 
“privatized”; instead, it is not “politicized” (that is, 
perverted and diminished for ideological ends). The 
division of labor between political and social insti-
tutions, on the one hand, and civic society with its 
many and diverse associations (religious and secu-
lar), on the other, is fully maintained. 

  18.3. Concluding Reflection.  The idea of  realistic 
utopia reconciles us to our social world by showing 
us that a reasonably just constitutional democracy 
existing as a member of a reasonably just Society of 
Peoples is  possible.  It establishes that such a world 
can exist somewhere and at some time, but not that 
it must be, or will be. Still, one might feel that the 
possibility of such a liberal and decent political and 

social order is quite irrelevant, so long as this pos-
sibility is also not realized. 

 While realization is, of course, not unimport-
ant, I believe that the very possibility of such a social 
order can itself reconcile us to the social world. The 
possibility is not a mere logical possibility, but one 
that connects with the deep tendencies and inclina-
tions of the social world. For so long as we believe 
for good reasons that a self-sustaining and reason-
ably just political and social order both at home and 
abroad is possible, we can reasonably hope that we or 
others will someday, somewhere, achieve it; and we 
can then do something toward this achievement. This 
alone, quite apart from our success or failure, suffices 
to banish the dangers of resignation and cynicism. By 
showing how the social world may realize the features 
of a realistic utopia, political philosophy provides a 
long-term goal of political endeavor, and in working 
toward it gives meaning to what we can do today. 

 Thus, our answer to the question of whether a 
reasonably just Society of Peoples is possible affects 
our attitudes toward the world as a whole. Our 
answer affects us before we come to actual politics, 
and limits or inspires how we take part in it. Reject-
ing the idea of a just and well-ordered Society of 
Peoples as impossible will affect the quality and tone 
of those attitudes and will determine our politics in a 
significant way. In  A Theory of Justice  and  Political 
Liberalism  I sketched the more reasonable concep-
tions of justice for a liberal democratic regime and 
presented a candidate for the most reasonable. In 
this monograph on the Law of Peoples I have tried 
to extend these ideas in order to set out the guide-
lines for a liberal society’s foreign policy in a reason-
ably just Society of Peoples. 

 If a reasonably just Society of Peoples whose 
members subordinate their power to reasonable 
aims is not possible, and human beings are largely 
amoral, if not incurably cynical and self-centered, 
one might ask, with Kant, whether it is worthwhile 
for human beings to live on the earth.  11    

Notes
   1.   Kant says in Ak:VIII:367: “The idea of international 
law presupposes the separate existence of independent 
neighboring states. Although this condition is itself a state 
of war (unless federative union prevents the outbreak of 
hostilities), this is rationally preferable to the amalgama-
tion of states under one superior power, as this would end 
in one universal monarchy, and laws always lose in vigor 
what government gains in extent; hence a  condition of 
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soulless despotism falls into anarchy after stifling seeds of 
good.” Kant’s attitude to universal monarchy was shared 
by other writers of the eighteenth century. See, for ex-
ample, Hume’s “Of the Balance of Power” (1752), in 
 Political Essays,  ed. K. Haakonssen (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1994). F. H. Hinsley,  Power and 
the Pursuit of Peace  (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1966), also mentions Montesquieu, Voltaire, and 
Gibbon, pp. 162ff., and he has an instructive discussion 
of Kant’s ideas in  Chapter   4   . See also Patrick Riley,  Kant’s 
Political Philosophy  (Totowa, N.J.: Rowman and Little-
field, 1983),  chaps.   5    and    6   .  
   2.   See  A Theory of Justice,  where  Chapter   2    discusses 
the principles of justice and  Chapter   3    gives the reason-
ing from the original position concerning the selection of 
principles. All references to  A Theory of Justice  are to the 
original edition (Harvard University Press, 1971).  
   3.   See J. L. Brierly,  The Law of Nations: An Introduc-
tion to the Law of Peace,  6 th  ed. (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1963), and Terry Nardin,  Law, Morality, and the 
Relations of States  (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1983). Both Brierly and Nardin give similar lists as prin-
ciples of international law.  
   4.   I use this adjective to emphasize that confederations 
are much less tight than federations and do not involve the 
powers of federal governments.  
   5.   The process here is similar to the gradual, if at first 
reluctant, acceptance of a principle of toleration.  

   6.   See Albert Hirschman’s  Rival Views of Market Soci-
ety  (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1992), 
pp. 105ff.  
   7.   See Hirschman,  Rival Views,  pp. 107ff. The phrase 
 moeurs douces  (gentle manners) is in Montesquieu’s  The 
Spirit of Laws,  trans. and ed. Anne Cohler, Basia Miller, 
and Harold Stone (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1989), book 20, p. 338. In  Chapter   2    of that 
book, Montesquieu argues that commerce tends to lead 
to peace.  
   8.   See James Madison: “Where there is such a variety of 
sects, there cannot be a majority of any one sect to oppress 
and persecute the rest. . . . The United States abound in 
such a variety of sects, that it is a strong security against re-
ligious persecution.” Virginia Convention, June 12, 1788. 
 Papers of James Madison,  ed. William T. Hutchinson and 
William M. E. Rachal (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1962), vol. 11, p. 130.  
   9.   Montesquieu defines it as “the principle that the vari-
ous nations should do to one another in times of peace the 
most good possible, in times of war the least ill possible, 
without harming their true interests.”  The Spirit of Laws,  
book 1, chap. 3.  
   10.   Catholicism since Vatican II, and some forms of Prot-
estantism, Judaism, and Islam are examples of this.  
   11.   “If justice perishes, then it is no longer worthwhile 
for men to live upon the earth.” Kant,  Rechtslehre,  in 
Remark E following §49, Ak:VI:332.    

On War and Peace—The Nobel Peace 
Prize Speech 

BA R A C K OB A M A

OVERVIEW
 This speech reflects understandings found in IR theory on war and peace. Draw-
ing from normative theory      , President Obama lays out classic tenets of just war 
theory—that “war is justified only when it . . . is waged as a last resort or in self-
defense; if the force used is proportional, and if, whenever possible, civilians are 
spared from violence.” Invoking the liberal internationalism of Woodrow Wilson, 
he also advances the democratic peace hypothesis (see  Chapter   3   ), commenting, for 
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example, that “America has never fought a war against a democracy.” Moreover, 
“agreements among nations, strong institutions, support for human rights, and 
investments in development” constitute an international agenda consistent with 
the global-governance focus of many IR theorists of using liberal lenses to guide 
their work.  

Questions to Keep in Mind 
   1.    Although there are ample references to liberal theory, is there also a realist undercurrent in 

this speech?   
   2.    Is there a tension between Obama’s comments on moral and legal principles and what Max 

Weber called the “ethics of responsibility” that go with being a head of state or head of gov-
ernment concerned with national security?   

   3.    How or to what extent does Obama’s speech reflect the tension E. H. Carr observed between 
ideals and the realities that confound policymakers (see the reading by Carr in  this chapter     )?   

   4.    What is the relation between the work of IR theorists and policymakers—or do the two oper-

ate in what, for the most part, are separate domains?    

Remarks by the President at the Acceptance 
of the Nobel Peace Prize 
 Oslo City Hall 
 Oslo, Norway 
 December 10, 2009 

 THE PRESIDENT: Your Majesties, Your Royal 
Highnesses, distinguished members of the Norwe-
gian Nobel Committee, citizens of America, and 
citizens of the world: 

 I receive this honor with deep gratitude and great 
humility. It is an award that speaks to our highest as-
pirations—that for all the cruelty and hardship of our 
world, we are not mere prisoners of fate. Our actions 
matter, and can bend history in the direction of justice. 

 And yet I would be remiss if I did not ac-
knowledge the considerable controversy that your 
 generous decision has generated. (Laughter.) In part, 
this is because I am at the beginning, and not the end, 
of my labors on the world stage. Compared to 
some of the giants of history who’ve received 
this prize—Schweitzer and King; Marshall and 
 Mandela—my accomplishments are slight. And then 
there are the men and women around the world who 
have been jailed and beaten in the pursuit of justice; 
those who toil in humanitarian organizations to 
relieve suffering; the unrecognized millions whose 
quiet acts of courage and compassion inspire even 
the most hardened cynics. I cannot argue with those 
who find these men and women—some known, 
some obscure to all but those they help—to be far 
more deserving of this honor than I. 

 But perhaps the most profound issue surround-
ing my receipt of this prize is the fact that I am the 
Commander-in-Chief of the military of a nation in 
the midst of two wars. One of these wars is wind-
ing down. The other is a conflict that America did 
not seek; one in which we are joined by 42 other 
countries—including Norway—in an effort to de-
fend ourselves and all nations from further attacks. 

 Still, we are at war, and I’m responsible for the 
deployment of thousands of young Americans to 
battle in a distant land. Some will kill, and some will 
be killed. And so I come here with an acute sense 
of the costs of armed conflict—filled with difficult 
questions about the relationship between war and 
peace, and our effort to replace one with the other. 

 Now these questions are not new. War, in one 
form or another, appeared with the first man. At the 
dawn of history, its morality was not questioned; 
it was simply a fact, like drought or disease—the 
manner in which tribes and then civilizations sought 
power and settled their differences. 

 And over time, as codes of law sought to con-
trol violence within groups, so did philosophers and 
clerics and statesmen seek to regulate the destructive 
power of war. The concept of a “just war” emerged, 
suggesting that war is justified only when certain con-
ditions were met: if it is waged as a last resort or in 
self-defense; if the force used is proportional; and if, 
whenever possible, civilians are spared from violence. 

 Of course, we know that for most of history, 
this concept of “just war” was rarely observed. The 
capacity of human beings to think up new ways to 
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kill one another proved inexhaustible, as did our 
capacity to exempt from mercy those who look 
different or pray to a different God. Wars between 
armies gave way to wars between nations—total 
wars in which the distinction between combatant 
and civilian became blurred. In the span of 30 years, 
such camage would twice engulf this continent. And 
while it’s hard to conceive of a cause more just than 
the defeat of the Third Reich and the Axis powers, 
World War II was a conflict in which the total num-
ber of civilians who died exceeded the number of 
soldiers who perished. 

 In the wake of such destruction, and with the 
advent of the nuclear age, it became clear to victor and 
vanquished alike that the world needed institutions to 
prevent another world war. And so, a quarter century 
after the United States Senate rejected the League of 
Nations—an idea for which Woodrow Wilson re-
ceived this prize—America led the world in construct-
ing an architecture to keep the peace: a Marshall Plan 
and a United Nations, mechanisms to govern the wag-
ing of war, treaties to protect human rights, prevent 
genocide, restrict the most dangerous weapons. 

 In many ways, these efforts succeeded. Yes, ter-
rible wars have been fought, and atrocities committed. 
But there has been no Third World War. The Cold 
War ended with jubilant crowds dismantling a wall. 
Commerce has stitched much of the world together. 
Billions have been lifted from poverty. The ideals of 
liberty and self-determination, equality and the rule of 
law have haltingly advanced. We are the heirs of the 
fortitude and foresight of generations past, and it is a 
legacy for which my own country is rightfully proud. 

 And yet, a decade into a new century, this old 
architecture is buckling under the weight of new 
threats. The world may no longer shudder at the 
prospect of war between two nuclear superpowers, 
but proliferation may increase the risk of catastro-
phe. Terrorism has long been a tactic, but modern 
technology allows a few small men with outsized 
rage to murder innocents on a horrific scale. 

 Moreover, wars between nations have increas-
ingly given way to wars within nations. The resur-
gence of ethnic or sectarian conflicts; the growth 
of secessionist movements, insurgencies, and failed 
states—all these things have increasingly trapped 
civilians in unending chaos. In today’s wars, many 
more civilians are killed than soldiers; the seeds of 
future conflict are sown, economies are wrecked, 
civil societies torn asunder, refugees amassed, chil-
dren scarred. 

 I do not bring with me today a definitive solu-
tion to the problems of war. What I do know is 
that meeting these challenges will require the same 
vision, hard work, and persistence of those men and 
women who acted so boldly decades ago. And it will 
require us to think in new ways about the notions of 
just war and the imperatives of a just peace. 

 We must begin by acknowledging the hard 
truth: We will not eradicate violent conflict in our 
lifetimes. There will be times when nations—acting 
individually or in concert—will find the use of force 
not only necessary but morally justified. 

 I make this statement mindful of what Martin 
Luther King Jr. said in this same ceremony years ago: 
“Violence never brings permanent peace. It solves 
no social problem: it merely creates new and more 
complicated ones.” As someone who stands here as a 
 direct consequence of Dr. King’s life work, I am living 
testimony to the moral force of non-violence. I know 
there’s nothing weak—nothing passive— nothing 
 naïve—in the creed and lives of Gandhi and King. 

 But as a head of state sworn to protect and 
 defend my nation, I cannot be guided by their 
 examples alone. I face the world as it is, and can-
not stand idle in the face of threats to the  American 
people. For make no mistake: Evil does exist in 
the world. A non-violent movement could not have 
halted Hitler’s armies. Negotiations cannot con-
vince al Qaeda’s leaders to lay down their arms. To 
say that force may sometimes be necessary is not a 
call to cynicism—it is a recognition of history, the 
imperfections of man and the limits of reason. 

 I raise this point, I begin with this point because 
in many countries there is a deep ambivalence about 
military action today, no matter what the cause. 
And at times, this is joined by a reflexive suspicion 
of America, the world’s sole military superpower. 

 But the world must remember that it was not 
simply international institutions—not just treaties 
and declarations—that brought stability to a post–
World War II world. Whatever mistakes we have 
made, the plain fact is this: The United States of 
America has helped underwrite global security for 
more than six decades with the blood of our citizens 
and the strength of our arms. The service and sacrifice 
of our men and women in uniform has promoted 
peace and prosperity from Germany to Korea, and 
enabled democracy to take hold in places like the 
 Balkans. We have borne this burden not because 
we seek to impose our will. We have done so out of 
enlightened self-interest—because we seek a better 
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future for our children and grandchildren, and we 
believe that their lives will be better if others’ children 
and grandchildren can live in freedom and prosperity. 

 So yes, the instruments of war do have a role to 
play in preserving the peace. And yet this truth must 
coexist with another—that no matter how justified, 
war promises human tragedy. The soldier’s courage 
and sacrifice is full of glory, expressing devotion 
to country, to cause, to comrades in arms. But war 
itself is never glorious, and we must never trumpet 
it as such. 

 So part of our challenge is reconciling these two 
seemingly inreconcilable truths—that war is some-
times necessary, and war at some level is an expres-
sion of human folly. Concretely, we must direct our 
effort to the task that President Kennedy called for 
long ago. “Let us focus,” he said, “on a more prac-
tical, more attainable peace, based not on a sudden 
revolution in human nature but on a gradual evolu-
tion in human institutions.” A gradual evolution of 
human institutions. 

 What might this evolution look like? What 
might these practical steps be? 

 To begin with, I believe that all nations—strong 
and weak alike—must adhere to standards that gov-
ern the use of force. I—like any head of state—
reserve the right to act unilaterally if necessary to 
defend my nation. Nevertheless, I am convinced 
that adhering to standards, international standards, 
strengthens those who do, and isolates and weakens 
those who don’t. 

 The world rallied around America after the 
9/11 attacks, and continues to support our efforts in 
Afghanistan, because of the horror of those senseless 
attacks and the recognized principle of self-defense. 
Likewise, the world recognized the need to confront 
Saddam Hussein when he invaded Kuwait—a con-
sensus that sent a clear message to all about the cost 
of aggression. 

 Furthermore, America—in fact, no nation—can 
insist that others follow the rules of the road if we re-
fuse to follow them ourselves. For when we don’t, our 
actions appear arbitrary and undercut the  legitimacy 
of future interventions, no matter how justified. 

 And this becomes particularly important when 
the purpose of military action extends beyond self-
defense or the defense of one nation against an aggres-
sor. More and more, we all confront difficult questions 
about how to prevent the slaughter of civilians by their 
own government, or to stop a civil war whose violence 
and suffering can engulf an entire region. 

 I believe that force can be justified on human-
itarian grounds, as it was in the Balkans, or in 
other places that have been scarred by war. Inac-
tion tears at our conscience and can lead to more 
costly  intervention later. That’s why all responsible 
 nations must embrace the role that militaries with a 
clear mandate can play to keep the peace. 

 America’s commitment to global security will 
never waver. But in a world in which threats are 
more diffuse, and missions more complex, America 
cannot act alone. America alone cannot secure the 
peace. This is true in Afghanistan. This is true in 
failed states like Somalia, where terrorism and pi-
racy is joined by famine and human suffering. And 
sadly, it will continue to be true in unstable regions 
for years to come. 

 The leaders and soldiers of NATO countries, 
and other friends and allies, demonstrate this truth 
through the capacity and courage they’ve shown 
in Afghanistan. But in many countries, there is a 
disconnect between the efforts of those who serve 
and the ambivalence of the broader public. I under-
stand why war is not popular, but I also know this: 
The belief that peace is desirable is rarely enough 
to achieve it. Peace requires responsibility. Peace 
entails sacrifice. That’s why NATO continues to 
be indispensable. That’s why we must strengthen 
U.N. and regional peacekeeping, and not leave the 
task to a few countries. That’s why we honor those 
who return home from peacekeeping and training 
abroad: to Oslo and Rome; to Ottawa and Sydney; 
to Dhaka and Kigali. We honor them not as makers 
of war, but as wagers of peace. 

 Let me make one final point about the use of 
force. Even as we make difficult decisions about 
going to war, we must also think clearly about how 
we fight it. The Nobel Committee recognized this 
truth in awarding its first prize for peace to Henry 
Dunant—the founder of the Red Cross, and a driv-
ing force behind the Geneva Conventions. 

 Where force is necessary, we have a moral and 
strategic interest in binding ourselves to certain rules 
of conduct. And even as we confront a vicious ad-
versary that abides by no rules, I believe the United 
States of America must remain a standard bearer in 
the conduct of war. That is what makes us differ-
ent from those whom we fight. That is a source of 
our strength. That is why I prohibited torture. That 
is why I ordered the prison at Guantanamo Bay 
closed. And that is why I have reaffirmed America’s 
commitment to abide by the Geneva Conventions. 
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We lose ourselves when we compromise the very 
ideals that we fight to defend. (Applause.) And we 
honor—we honor those ideals by upholding them 
not when it’s easy, but when it is hard. 

 I have spoken at some length to the question 
that must weigh on our minds and our hearts as 
we choose to wage war. But let me now turn to our 
 effort to avoid such tragic choices, and speak of 
three ways that we can build a just and lasting peace. 

 First, in dealing with those nations that break 
rules and laws, I believe that we must develop alter-
natives to violence that are tough enough to actually 
change behavior—for if we want a lasting peace, 
then the words of the international community must 
mean something. Those regimes that break the rules 
must be held accountable. Sanctions must exact a 
real price. Intransigence must be met with increased 
pressure—and such pressure exists only when the 
world stands together as one. 

 One urgent example is the effort to prevent the 
spread of nuclear weapons, and to seek a world 
without them. In the middle of the last century, na-
tions agreed to be bound by a treaty whose bargain 
is clear. All will have access to peaceful nuclear 
power, those without nuclear weapons will forsake 
them; and those with nuclear weapons will work 
towards disarmament. I am committed to uphold-
ing this treaty. It is a centerpiece of my foreign 
policy. And I’m working with President Medvedev 
to  reduce America’s and Russia’s nuclear stockpiles. 

 But it is also incumbent upon all of us to insist 
that nations like Iran and North Korea do not game 
the system. Those who claim to respect international 
law cannot avert their eyes when those laws are 
flouted. Those who care for their own security can-
not ignore the danger of an arms race in the Middle 
East or East Asia. Those who seek peace cannot stand 
idly by as nations arm themselves for nuclear war. 

 The same principle applies to those who violate 
international laws by brutalizing their own people. 
When there is genocide in Darfur, systematic rape 
in Congo, repression in Burma—there must be con-
sequences. Yes, there will be engagement: yes, there 
will be diplomacy—but there must be consequences 
when those things fail. And the closer we stand 
together, the less likely we will be faced with the 
choice between armed intervention and complicity 
in oppression. 

 This brings me to a second point—the nature of 
the peace that we seek. For peace is not merely the 
absence of visible conflict. Only a just peace based 

on the inherent rights and dignity of every individual 
can truly be lasting. 

 It was this insight that drove drafters of the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights after the 
Second World War. In the wake of devastation, they 
recognized that if human rights are not protected, 
peace is a hollow promise. 

 And yet too often, these words are ignored. 
For some countries, the failure to uphold human 
rights is excused by the false suggestion that these 
are somehow Western principles, foreign to local 
cultures or stages of a nation’s development. And 
within America, there has long been a tension be-
tween those who describe themselves as realists or 
idealists—a tension that suggests a stark choice be-
tween the narrow pursuit of interests or an endless 
campaign to impose our values around the world. 

 I reject these choices. I believe that peace is un-
stable where citizens are denied the right to speak freely 
or worship as they please, choose their own leaders or 
assemble without fear. Pent-up grievances fester, and 
the suppression of tribal and religious identity can lead 
to violence. We also know that the opposite is true. 
Only when Europe became free did it finally find peace. 
America has never fought a war against a democracy, 
and our closest friends are governments that protect 
the rights of their citizens. No matter how callously de-
fined, neither America’s interests—nor the world’s—are 
served by the denial of human aspirations. 

 So even as we respect the unique culture and tradi-
tions of different countries, America will  always be a 
voice for those aspirations that are universal. We will 
bear witness to the quiet dignity of reformers like Aung 
Sang Suu Kyi; to the bravery of Zimbabweans who 
cast their ballots in the face of beatings; to the hun-
dreds of thousands who have marched silently through 
the streets of Iran. It is telling that the leaders of these 
governments fear the aspirations of their own people 
more than the power of any other nation. And it is 
the responsibility of all free people and free nations to 
make clear that these movements—these movements 
of hope and history—they have us on their side. 

 Let me also say this: The promotion of human 
rights cannot be about exhortation alone. At times, it 
must be coupled with painstaking diplomacy. I know 
that engagement with repressive regimes lacks the 
satisfying purity of indignation. But I also know that 
sanctions without outreach—condemnation without 
discussion—can carry forward only a  crippling sta-
tus quo. No repressive regime can move down a new 
path unless it has the choice of an open door. 
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 In light of the Cultural Revolution’s horrors, Nix-
on’s meeting with Mao appeared inexcusable—and 
yet it surely helped set China on a path where millions 
of its citizens have been lifted from poverty and con-
nected to open societies. Pope John Paul’s engagement 
with Poland created space not just for the Catholic 
Church, but for labor leaders like Lech Walesa. Ron-
ald Reagan’s efforts on arms control and embrace 
of perestroika not only improved relations with the 
Soviet Union, but empowered dissidents throughout 
Eastern Europe. There’s no simple formula here. But 
we must try as best we can to balance isolation and 
engagement, pressure and incentives, so that human 
rights and dignity are advanced over time. 

 Third, a just peace includes not only civil 
and political rights—it must encompass economic 
 security and opportunity. For true peace is not just 
freedom from fear, but freedom from want. 

 It is undoubtedly true that development rarely 
takes root without security, it is also true that secu-
rity does not exist where human beings do not have 
access to enough food, or clean water, or the medi-
cine and shelter they need to survive. It does not ex-
ist where children can’t aspire to a decent education 
or a job that supports a family. The absence of hope 
can rot a society from within. 

 And that’s why helping farmers feed their own 
people—or nations educate their children and care 
for the sick—is not mere charity. It’s also why the 
world must come together to confront climate 
change. There is little scientific dispute that if we 
do nothing, we will face more drought, more fam-
ine, more mass displacement—all of which will fuel 
more conflict for decades. For this reason, it is not 
merely scientists and environmental activists who 
call for swift and forceful action—it’s military lead-
ers in my own country and others who understand 
our common security hangs in the balance. 

 Agreements among nations. Strong institutions. 
Support for human rights. Investments in develop-
ment. All these are vital ingredients in bringing about 
the evolution that President Kennedy spoke about. 
And yet, I do not believe that we will have the will, 
the determination, the staying power, to complete this 
work without something more—and that’s the contin-
ued expansion of our moral imagination; an insistence 
that there’s something irreducible that we all share. 

 As the world grows smaller, you might think it 
would be easier for human beings to recognize how 
similar we are; to understand that we’re all basically 
seeking the same things; that we all hope for the 

chance to live out our lives with some measure of hap-
piness and fulfillment for ourselves and our families. 

 And yet somehow, given the dizzying pace of glo-
balization, the cultural leveling of modernity, it per-
haps comes as no surprise that people fear the loss of 
what they cherish in their particular  identities—their 
race, their tribe, and perhaps most powerfully their 
religion. In some places, this fear has led to conflict. 
At times, it even feels like we’re moving backwards. 
We see it in the Middle East, as the conflict between 
Arabs and Jews seems to harden. We see it in nations 
that are tom asunder by tribal lines. 

 And most dangerously, we see it in the way that 
religion is used to justify the murder of innocents 
by those who have distorted and defiled the great 
religion of Islam, and who attacked my country 
from Afghanistan. These extremists are not the first 
to kill in the name of God; the cruelties of the Cru-
sades are amply recorded. But they remind us that 
no Holy War can ever be a just war. For if you truly 
believe that you are carrying out divine will, then 
there is no need for restraint—no need to spare the 
pregnant mother, or the medic, or the Red Cross 
worker, or even a person of one’s own faith. Such 
a warped view of religion is not just incompatible 
with the concept of peace, but I believe it’s incom-
patible with the very purpose of faith—for the one 
rule that lies at the heart of every major religion is 
that we do unto others as we would have them do 
unto us. 

 Adhering to this law of love has always been the 
core struggle of human nature. For we are fallible. 
We make mistakes, and fall victim to the tempta-
tions of pride, and power, and sometimes evil. Even 
those of us with the best of intentions will at times 
fail to right the wrongs before us. 

 But we do not have to think that human nature 
is perfect for us to still believe that the human condi-
tion can be perfected. We do not have to live in an 
idealized world to still reach for those ideals that will 
make it a better place. The non-violence  practiced 
by men like Gandhi and King may not have been 
practical or possible in every circumstance, but the 
love that they preached—their fundamental faith in 
human progress—that must always be the North 
Star that guides us on our journey. 

 For if we lose that faith—if we dismiss it as silly 
or naïve; if we divorce it from the decisions that 
we make on issues of war and peace—then we lose 
what’s best about humanity. We lose our sense of 
possibility. We lose our moral compass. 
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  In addition to normative theory understood as philo-
sophical and moral argument, we also include in this 
list more recent writings about how and why norms, 
values, or ideas matter in international relations and 
world politics. We have arranged these selections cat-
egorically—a broad, general category followed by the 
idealism-realism debate, human rights, war and peace, 
and humanitarian intervention.  
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 Adler, Emanuel, and Beverly Crawford, eds.  Progress 

in Postwar International Relations.  New York: Co-
lumbia University Press, 1991. 

 Albin, Cecilia.  Justice and Fairness in International 
Organization.  New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2001. 

 Altman, Andrew, and Christopher Heath Wellman.  
A Liberal Theory of International Justice.  New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2009. 

 Arendt, Hannah.  Lectures on Kant’s Political Philoso-
phy.  Ed. Ronald Beiner. Chicago: University of Chi-
cago Press, 1982. 

 Beck, Robert J., Anthony Clark Arend, and Robert D. 
Vander Lugt, eds.  International Rules.  New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1996. 

 Behr, Hartmut.  A History of International Politics 
Theory: Ontologies of the International . New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2010. 

 Beitz, Charles R.  Political Theory and International 
Relations.  Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 1979. 

 Björkdahl, Annika. “Norms in International Relations: 
Some Conceptual and Methodological Reflections,” 
 Cambridge Review of International Affairs.  15, 1 
(April 2002): 9–23. 

 Brown, Chris.  Practical Judgement in International 
Politics Theory: Selected Essays . New York: 
 Routledge, 2010. 

 Booth, Ken, Tim Dunne, and Michael Cox. “Special 
Issue: How Might We Live? Global Ethics in a New 
Century.”  Review of International Politics.  26, 5 
(December 2000): 1–234. 

 Brandt, Richard B.  Ethical Theory: The Problems of 
Normative and Critical Ethics.  Englewood Cliffs, 
NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1959. 

 Caney, Simon.  Justice Beyond Borders.  New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2006. 

 Clark, Ian.  Legitimacy in International Society.  New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2005. 

 Cochran, Molly.  Normative Theory in International 
Relations: A Pragmatic Approach.  Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1999. 

 Cooley, Alexander, and Hendrik Spruyt.  Contracting 
States: Sovereign Transfers in International Relations.  
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2009. 

 Covell, Charles.  The Law of Nations in Political 
Thought: A Critical Survey From Vitoria to Hegel.  
New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010. 

 Diehl, Paul F., Charlotte Ku, and Daniel Zamora. “The 
Dynamics of International Law: The Interaction of 
Normative and Operating Systems.”  International 
Organization  57, 1 (Winter 2003): 43–75. 

 Like generations have before us, we must reject 
that future. As Dr. King said at this occasion so many 
years ago, “I refuse to accept despair as the final 
response to the ambiguities of history. I refuse to ac-
cept the idea that the ‘isness’ of man’s present condi-
tion makes him morally incapable of reaching up for 
the eternal ‘oughtness’ that forever confronts him.” 

 Let us reach for the world that ought to be—
that spark of the divine that still stirs within each of 
our souls. (Applause.) 

 Somewhere today, in the here and now, in the 
world as it is, a soldier sees he’s outgunned, but 
stands firm to keep the peace. Somewhere today, in 
this world, a young protestor awaits the brutality 
of her government, but has the courage to march 

on. Somewhere today, a mother facing punishing 
poverty still takes the time to teach her child, scrapes 
together what few coins she has to send that child to 
school—because she believes that a cruel world still 
has a place for that child’s dreams. 

 Let us live by their example. We can acknowl-
edge that oppression will always be with us, and still 
strive for justice. We can admit the intractability of 
depravation, and still strive for dignity. Clear-eyed, 
we can understand that there will be war, and still 
strive for peace. We can do that—for that is the 
story of human progress; that’s the hope of all the 
world; and at this moment of challenge, that must 
be our work here on Earth. 

 Thank you very much. (Applause.)  
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