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Preface to Chinese Edition: A Cultural Theory

of International Relations

I am delighted to welcome Chinese readers to my book. It is undeniably Western in
the sense that my theory builds on Thucydides, Plato and Aristotle and all but one of my
cases are drawn from European history. The exception is Japanese imperialism in the
first half of the twentieth century, a matter of more than passing interest to China, I
contend that my theory has universal import and is equally useful in understanding past
and present Chinese foreign policy. This is a bold claim, so allow me to elaborate.

My theory builds on what classical Greek philosophers considered three universal
drives: appetite, spirit(zhumos) and reason. Appetite refers to a variety of desires, the
relevant one for politics being wealth. It is the foundation for the Marxist and liberal
paradigms of politics. The spirit gives rise to the desire for self-esteem which is satisfied
by excelling in activities valued by our peer group or society and by winning the
approbation of those count feeling good about ourselves. The drive for self-esteem is
extremely powerful and people and states alike can pursue it at the expense of wealth or
security. Drawing on Homer, Iliad, which offers an insightful depiction of a warrior-
based honor society, I construct a paradigm of politics based on the spirit.

Reason is not only an instrumentality, but a drive in its own right. It attempts to
discover what makes for the happy life and to constrain and then educate appetite and
spirit alike to cooperate with it toward this end. Reason never fully succeeds in
restraining and educating appetite or spirit, and may lose control over one or both. When
this happens, other actors fear for their ability to satisfy their appetite or spirit, and
possibly for their existence. Fear is thus a powerful secondary motive, and is, of course,
thought by realists, to be the dominant motive in international relations.

All three drives and fear are important motives for individuals and the social
collectivities to which they belong. States, unlike people, do not have emotions, but they

and their leaders are expected to act on behalf of their political elites or citizenry. People
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have emotions and practical needs and expect national leaders to provide for their security
and create conditions that enhance their wealth. They frequently project the need for
self-esteem on to their national states and feel empowered or humiliated in response to
their successes and failures. The relationship between self-esteem and foreign policy and
national standing is one that should resonate with a Chinese audience.

Each of my motives generates a distinct logic of cooperation of conflict. Each is
associated with a different kind of hierarchy, and all but fear rest on different principles
of justice. These motives give rise to ideal-type worlds, which I describe. Real worlds
always contain a mix of all three fundamental motives, and the secondary one of fear is
often present as well. In contrast to other theories, which emphasize one motive to the
exclusion of others and ignore, explain away or misinterpret behavior at odds with their
motive, my theory acknowledges and revels in this diversity and seeming contradiction.
It offers a more realistic account of politics at every level of aggregation.

As noted, my theory rests on a Greek foundation but is universal in its import, This
is because each motive finds expression in different ways depending on the culture and the
epoch. Different cultures also emphasize different motives. Take the case of imperial
China and its relations with its neighbors. Those with tribal groups were dominated by
the motives of appetite and fear. Chinese dynasties needed horses from these nomads,
hence a strong interest in trade, but also sought to protect themselves from repeated,
violent incursions from the steppes. Facing east and south, Chinese policy was motivated
primarily by the spirit. In return for acknowledging the cultural primacy of the Middle
Kingdom, China’s neighbors received practical security and economic benefits.

The spirit is associated with a clientalist hierarchy, in which each actor has a station
and must honor and support those with higher station while receiving honor and support
from those below. Such a system benefits both the weak and the powerful. The higher
the office, the more responsibilities and the greater the restraints. The independence of
the weak is preserved and at least some wealth shared—when the system functions
properly, At the same time, the strong receive honor., Such a clientalist hierarchy stands
in sharp contrast to the balance of power, a hierarchy common to a fear-based system in
which standing is achieved and maintained purely on the basis of power. If present day
China is seeking to establish a regional-based clientalist system—and I think there is good
reason to suppose this is the case—and the US approaches China’s rise in terms of the

balance of power, the two giants of the world will continue to talk and act in ways the
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other does not understand or think appropriate.

I situate it a broader theory of history that shows how different motives have proven
dominant at different stages of history and how the ways in which they find expression
have evolved. I argue that the current international system represents a kind of atavism in
that until very recently it had man characteristics of a warrior-based honor society; to
become a great power, a state had to demonstrate its prowess on the battlefield through
victory and conquest. The system is currently undergoing a change with honor becoming
more important and claims to it based on non-violent accomplishments. The use of force
without the approval of appropriate international now results in a loss of standing for
states. Awareness of these value shifts has the potential to facilitate the transformation
of the system.

As my undergraduate mentor and later, colleague and friend, Hans Morgenthau
observed, the purpose of international relations theory is not to justify power, regimes or
the status quo. It is to provide leaders with the vision necessary to transform the
international system to make it more peaceful, productive and environmentally
responsible. By rooting my theory of international relations in culture, and by
recognizing the different ways in which fundamental human drives find expression, I hope
to foster the kind of understanding that will facilitate meaningful dialogue but also more

meaningful choice of goals.

Richard Ned Lebow
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