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After the Enlightenment is the first attempt at understanding modern
political realism as a historical phenomenon. Realism is not an eternal
wisdom inherited from Thucydides, Machiavelli, or Hobbes, but
a twentieth-century phenomenon rooted in the interwar years, the
collapse of the Weimar republic, and the transfer of ideas between
continental Europe and the United States. This book provides the first
intellectual history of the rise of realism in America, as it informed
policy and academic circles after 1945. It breaks through the narrow
confines of the discipline of International Relations and resituates
realism within the crisis of American liberalism. Realism provided
a new framework for foreign policy thinking and transformed the
nature of American democracy. This book sheds light on the
emergence of “rational choice” as a new paradigm for political decision-
making and speaks to the current revival in realism in international
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Introduction

This book brings together in a revised, augmented, and updated form six
essays about political realism written in the course of the past ten years or
so. Although they have been written as discrete pieces, it became clear over
time that they told episodes of a single story. Their publication as a single
volume gives me the opportunity to spell out the larger argument that runs
through them, and to state why I believe that argument continues to
matter. The reason why the history of political realism is relevant to us
today becomes obvious when one reads what self-declared realists were
saying about their own predicament. Here is one of them:

We arestill . .. capable of great uprisings against a recognized threat or danger. But
we are so confused in our thoughts as to which positive goals should guide our
action that a general fear of what will happen after the merely negative task of
defense against danger has been performed paralyzes our planning and thinking in
terms of political ideas and ideals.

These words could have been written today, and yet they were written in
1951 by John Herz, a refugee scholar from Germany, in the introduction
to his book Political Realism and Political Idealism. More than sixty years
separate us from these remarks, which nonetheless resonate uncannily
with our present situation. Today, we too have become engulfed by our
own concern with security and confused about the more general meaning
and purpose of politics. Since 9/11, security has become the universal
framework of political thinking and the primary deliverable of any policy,
foreign or domestic, often overriding well-established constitutional
rights and provisions. It often seems to foreclose all alternative values
whose breadth, reach, and controversial implications once were central to
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political life. Facing and confronting “a recognized threat or danger” has
become the essence of government as well as a new source of legitimacy.
References to a permanent state of exception now sound like academic
platitudes glossing over the obvious.

The ideals that once seemed capable of mobilizing political energies
behind transformative projects seem now thoroughly discredited, or
watered down beyond recognition. Instead, security itself has become an
ideal — maybe the only ideal left. Increasingly, former “positive goals”
have been engulfed by the “negative tasks,” giving an appealing shine to
the latter, as the notion of security has expanded to become the all-
encompassing horizon of human experience. Even the spread of democ-
racy, humanitarian assistance, and human rights are now seen as the
functional components of a global security mix rather than ends valuable
in themselves. Human development, long discredited by the neoliberal
policies of the “Washington consensus” of the 1990s, has come back as
a fundamental security measure in the many counterinsurgencies in which
the West is currently engaged. And if there is anything new in contempor-
ary humanitarianism, it is indeed its discovery of political realism."

It is not a coincidence that political realism and indeed Herz himself are
coming back into fashion.* Herz thought that the search for security was

" See for instance Ruti G. Teitel, Humanity’s Law (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011);
David W Kennedy, The Dark Side of Virtue: Reassessing International Humanitarianism
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004); Peter Redfield and Erica Bornstein, eds.,
Forces of Compassion: Humanitarianism between Ethics and Politics (Santa Fe: SAR
Press, 2011).

* On Herz, see Casper Sylvest, “John H. Herz and the Resurrection of Classical Realism,”
International Relations 22, no. 4 (2008): 441—55; Peter M. R. Stirk, “John H. Herz and the
International Law of the Third Reich,” International Relations 22, no. 4 (2008): 427-40.
The literature on political realism is ballooning, but for a few examples, see Robert M.
A. Crawford, Idealism and Realism in International Relations: Beyond the Discipline
(London: Routledge, 2000); Jack Donnelly, Realism and International Relations
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000); Stefano Guzzini, “The Enduring
Dilemmas of Realism in International Relations,” European Journal of International
Relations 1o, no. 4 (2004): 533-68; Stefano Guzzini, Power, Realism and Constructivism
(Oxon: Routledge, 2013); Oliver Jutersonke, Morgenthau, Law and Realism (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2010); Alison McQueen, Political Realism in Apocalyptic
Times (New York: Cambridge University Press, forthcoming); Philip Mirowski, “Realism
and Neoliberalism: From Reactionary Modernism to Postwar Conservatism,” in
The Invention of International Relations Theory: The Rockefeller Foundation, Realism,
and the 1954 Conference on Theory, ed. Nicolas Guilhot (New York: Columbia University
Press, 2011); Sedn Molloy, The Hidden History of Realism: A Genealogy of Power Politics
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006); William Scheuerman, Hans Morgenthau: Realism
and Beyond (Cambridge: Polity, 2009); Brian C. Schmidt, “Realism as Tragedy,” Review of
International Studies 30, no. 3 (2004); Michael C. Williams, ed. Realism Reconsidered:
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a basic fact of human life. He also suggested that it was the reason why
conflicts and wars would remain an ever-present possibility, notwith-
standing the intentions of the parties to such conflicts: What defines
security for some may be perceived as a threat by others, and thus can
trigger an escalation that spirals into open conflict. He called this basic
condition of human life the “security dilemma” and thought it was
intractable. He named the fundamental type of political thinking that
took the security dilemma as its foundational premise “political realism.”
Today, this is still the intellectual foundation of the discipline that teaches
cohorts of students to think about international affairs.

Herz thought that taking these “‘gladiatorial’ facts” into account was
the sine qua non for the pursuit of any ideal or value. He wanted to put
realism at the service of moral and political progress, to strike a balance
between the grim necessities of power and the striving for ideals, and to
reconcile security with the realization of collective values. Far from endor-
sing a pessimistic and limiting vision of human possibilities, often tied to
conservative or reactionary ideologies, Herz wanted to formulate what he
called interchangeably a “liberal realism” or “realist liberalism.”? And
yet, Herz’s attempt at reconciling realism with a progressive sense of
history and politics failed. Like many other realists, he ended up develop-
ing the same critique of liberalism, socialism, or internationalism.

Although he had been a student of Hans Kelsen, the great Viennese
representative of legal positivism, Herz had gradually drifted toward the
intellectual positions of Kelsen’s nemesis in Weimar, the arch-
conservative jurist Carl Schmitt. By the end of his life, Herz had become
a willing participant in the Schmitt-revival launched by the journal Telos.
He conceded that his “realist liberalism” was nothing more than an
attempt at preserving some of Schmitt’s fundamental insights.* Herz

The Legacy of Hans ]. Morgenthau in International Relations (Oxford: Oxford University

Press, 2007); Duncan Bell, “Introduction: Under an Empty Sky — Realism and Political

Theory,” in Political Thought and International Relations: Variations on a Realist Theme,

ed. Duncan Bell (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008).

See for instance John Herz, “Political Ideas and Political Reality,” The Western Political

Quarterly 3, no. 2 (1950): 161-78; John Herz, “Idealist Internationalism and the Security

Dilemma,” World Politics 2, no. 2 (1950): 157-80; John Herz, Political Realism and Political

Idealism: A Study in Theories and Realities (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1951).

+ He recounts the episode in his memoirs: John Herz, Vom Uberleben. Wie ein Weltbild
entstand Autobiographie (Diisseldorf: Droste Verlag, 1984). On how Schmitt influenced
his conception of realism, see John Herz, “Looking at Carl Schmitt from the Vantage Point
of the 1990s,” Interpretation 19, no. 3 (1992): 307-14. Herz’s correspondence with Telos
editors can be found in his papers, at the M.E. Grenander Department of Special
Collections & Archives at SUNY.

w
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found his own progressive hopes for his liberal realism blocked in the
political dead-end he had so clearly identified.

Herz’s example tells us something important about the nature of modern
realism as a political ideology. It suggests that realism places limits upon the
kind of political goals that one can pursue and indeed makes it difficult if
not impossible to pursue positive or transformative goals. It informs
a certain kind of political outlook, at the cost of excluding others. It also
suggests that when we talk about realism, we are really talking about two
different things that the rise of political realism in the mid-twentieth century
has sought to conflate in the process of establishing its historical legitimacy.

The first is realism as an ethical attitude, a reflexive relationship to one’s
actions that relies on prudential conduct in the pursuit of whatever ends
one has chosen. It is normatively neutral and does not preclude any
political or moral end. It is the realism of Machiavelli, for instance,
a realism that can perfectly accommodate a search for glory that any
contemporary realist would consider folly. It is a realism that does not
imply a pessimistic anthropology or a regressive social ontology. It is
naturalistic, pragmatic, and concrete.

The second is “realism” in the modern sense that is more familiar to us.
It goes beyond the practical wisdom known to philosophers as phronesis.
Above all, it is an “-ism,” an ideology. It involves a specific conception of
human nature and of historical time. It places limits upon what one can
hope to achieve. These limits are not dictated by a concrete situation; they
are metaphysical limits, constitutive of human nature and built into
a historical process that, in the last instance, is considered to be in the
hands of God - or at least not in those of men. This realism stifles the
capacity to elaborate any political project beyond the maintenance of
order — it is, by definition, a conservative realism. It developed essentially
as a reaction to conceptions of science, history, and politics that emerged
in the late eighteenth century and informed the great movements of
democratization of the nineteenth century. It developed against these
specific foes and could not have existed before the advent of modernity.
It is this realism with which we now must come to terms.

Today, realism seems to offer something that looks to many like the
promise of better politics. A mixture of idealistic vision and realistic execution
has always characterized if not the truth of American foreign policy, at least of
the narcissistic self-image of the American foreign policy establishment.5 But

5 The point is perfectly captured in Perry Anderson, American Foreign Policy and Its
Thinkers (London and New York: Verso, 2015).
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the current intellectual revival of realism cuts deeper and points at an
exhaustion of alternatives. International relations theorists and intellec-
tual historians are going back to classical postwar realism and exhuming
an intellectual tradition that according to them has not lost any of its
relevance but remains a perennial source of wisdom for navigating the
politics of our times. This is not just a reaction against the impoverishment
of a discipline that since the 1960s has gradually severed its ties to history
and political theory as it became increasingly caught up with purely formal
methodologies.® In recovering the complexity and richness of mid-century
realist thought, historians and political theorists have contributed to
its contemporary resurgence and, more or less wittingly, to its re-
enchantment. Once considered a quietist ideology, skeptical if not critical
about the very possibility of reforming international politics, realism is
today being reclaimed as a potentially progressive intellectual project.”
It seems to many to be the only grand narrative we have left with which to
make sense of international politics. Interventions gone awry in the Middle
East and a dangerous stand-off with Russia are today not condemned on
the basis of anti-imperialist arguments or because they constitute breaches
of international law. They are criticized because they ignore the basic
precepts and wisdom of political realism. The degeneration of the soft-
power policies of “democracy promotion” of the 1980s into the militar-
ized democracy promotion of the G. W. Bush administration have made
global transformative agendas an easy target of realist critique.
Increasingly, realism seems to be the only language left if one is to impugn
imperial adventurism and its moral contradictions while being taken
seriously within policy-making and opinion circles. Very tellingly, realism
seems to have captured the imagination of some on the Left, for whom it

© The literature is growing at a fast pace. See for instance Michael C. Williams, The Realist
Tradition and the Limits of International Relations (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2005); Williams, Realism Reconsidered; Duncan Bell, ed. Political Thought and
International Relations: Variations on a Realist Theme (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2008); Michael Cox, “Hans J. Morgenthau, Realism, and the Rise and Fall of the Cold
War,” in Realism Reconsidered, ed. Michael C. Williams (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2007); Donnelly, Realism and International Relations; Stefano Guzzini, Realism in
International Relations and International Political Economy (London: Routledge, 1998);
Guzzini, “The Enduring Dilemmas of Realism in International Relations”; Molloy,
The Hidden History of Realism: A Genealogy of Power Politics; Scheuerman, Hans
Morgenthau.

See William Scheuerman, The Realist Case for Global Reform (Cambridge: Polity Press,
2011); Vibeke Schou Tjalve, Realist Strategies of Republican Peace: Niebubr,
Morgenthau, and the Politics of Patriotic Dissent (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008).
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represents the only possible counterpoint to depoliticized visions of
a neoliberal world order.®

The contemporary attraction to realism as perhaps the last genuinely
“political” form of thinking with which to oppose neoliberal depoliticization
fundamentally misunderstands realism and ignores how much it has in
common with neoliberalism. There is no doubt that postwar realism was
a reaction against the economic understanding of history inherited from
nineteenth-century liberalism and its utopian pretense to eventually displace
politics.” But this opposition between realism and economics remains super-
ficial and obscures a deeper convergence, for neoliberalism too was a reaction
against its nineteenth-century predecessor ideology. In After Utopia, her
brilliant and still unsurpassed description of the liberal-conservative postwar
moment, Judith Shklar touches upon this convergence. She bundles together
economists such as Wilhelm Ropke, political theorists such as Bertrand de
Jouvenel, and historians such as Jacob Talmon as exponents of a backlash
against a form of liberalism that traced its roots to the Enlightenment. She
may as well have added international relations intellectuals such as Hans
Morgenthau, John Herz, Kenneth Thompson, George Kennan, and
Reinhold Niebuhr. A few years earlier, in one of the first articles ever
published on neoliberalism, her mentor Carl Friedrich had characterized
this intellectual movement as a form of political realism: The distinction,
for him, was almost non-existent.'® Neoliberalism too was a defensive move-
ment. Like many realists, neoliberals thought that “European society has
been deteriorating steadily since the French Revolution,” resulting in twen-
tieth-century totalitarianism."" The movement emerged as a reaction against
administered rationality, planning, and its alleged authoritarianism.
The neoliberals also embraced a neo-Burkean vision of social development
that was pitted against any form of Enlightenment rationalism. For them,
“‘human nature’ or the interdependence of human factors provide[d]
insuperable barriers to the best intentioned reforms.”'* These were exactly
the views of political realists. In individualized exchanges in the market as in

8 Scheuerman, The Realist Case for Global Reform; Danilo Zolo, Cosmopolis: Prospects
for World Government (Cambridge, MA: Polity Press, 1997).

? Judith N. Shklar, Legalism: Law, Morals, and Political Trials (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1964), 123.

*® Carl ]. Friedrich, “The Political Thought of Neo-Liberalism,” The American Political
Science Review 49, no. 2 (1955): 509-25.

™ Judith N. Shklar, After Utopia: The Decline of Political Faith (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1957), 36.

'* Shklar, After Utopia, 237-38.



