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Foreword

The recent resurgence of interest in the political thought of Hans ]J.
Morgenthau has been striking. After decades of neglect or near
caricature by both his supporters and his critics, Morgenthau has
once again emerged as a serious figure within international politi-
cal theory. At one level, this revival clearly has its roots in political
events, particularly the ways that the “muscular Wilsonianism” of
American foreign policy in the early years of the new millennium
made political realism seem to many an attractive intellectual inspi-
ration, a powerful rhetorical resource, and even a compelling polit-
ical alternative. Yet the interest in Morgenthau and realism more
broadly clearly goes well beyond the response to a particular set of
political circumstances, and it should in no way be identified nar-
rowly with the advocacy of a return to power politics, or even with a
general injunction toward restraint and prudence in foreign policy.
For this interest also reflects a deeper desire to explore the ways that
a broader appreciation of “classical” realism can be used to reconnect
the field of International Relations to wider traditions of political
thought from which it has often become estranged, and to exam-
ine its relationship to contemporary developments in International
Relations theory. In these forms, the nuanced and sophisticated
visions of Morgenthau and realism that have appeared of late are
part of a broad and ambitious agenda that seeks in various ways to
revivify international political theory by reopening the stale and
often sterile narratives about its evolution, and by bringing past and
present thinking and traditional and critical theorizing into a fruit-
ful dialogue.

This translation of La notion du “politique” et la théorie des différends
internationaux is in this context both timely and significant. While
this text, with its overt focus on legal debates of the early twenti-
eth century, may sometimes seem far distant from many versions
of realism and much of International Relations theory today, it in
fact expresses concerns that are central to political realism. At the
heart of these concerns, as the title indicates, is the complex and con-
troversial “concept of the political” itself — a concept whose correct
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x Foreword

understanding Morgenthau, like many others before him, considered
essential for any cogent theory of political life. Indeed, Morgenthau's
rendering of this key concept was, as he clearly understood, at the
heart of his vision of politics. It provided not only the basis for the
assessment of the potential and limitations of international law
that was at the heart of his emerging theory of political realism: it
was also crucial in differentiating his theory of power politics both
from traditional understandings of realpolitik and from contending
political visions on the Left and the Right that also claimed to find
their foundation in a particular understanding of “the political”. For
all their apparent abstraction, the issues at stake in this conceptual
question were crucial — and they had direct implications for domes-
tic as well as international politics, and for the connection between
the two.

There is little doubt that Morgenthau’s thinking underwent sig-
nificant evolution in the years following the publication of La notion
du “politique”. International law came to play a less and less central
role in his writings. But there is equally little doubt that the con-
cern with fundamental questions of political life addressed in this
text and expressed in legal terms remained important parts of his
political vision, and that they comprised key - if often implicit (and
sometimes even hidden) — elements of his theory of international
politics. Indeed, any cogent appreciation of realism as a set of phil-
osophical and political claims, as a “tradition” of thought, as well
as of Morgenthau'’s particular version of it, needs to include a con-
sideration of the core conceptual questions that Morgenthau takes
up in these brief chapters. As such, their translation and republica-
tion, along with the extensive intellectual and historical contextual-
ization produced by the editors, provides a significant resource not
only for disciplinary historians, but also for anyone interested in the
nature of political realism and its vision of world politics.

Michael C. Williams
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1

Overview of Morgenthau'’s
Oeuvre and Worldview

The German-American political scientist Hans J. Morgenthau (1904—
1980) is widely considered to be the doyen of International Relations
(Hoffmann, 1977, p. 44; Kissinger, 1980, p. 14; Fromkin, 1993, p. 81;
Kindermann, 2004, p. 85). Due to the enormous success of his text-
book Politics Among Nations, which was first published in 1948, and to
being considered to be one of the leading figures of the realist school
of thought, Morgenthau’s name was already in his lifetime added
to the canon of International Relations and his thought is now of
recurrent concern in the sociology of knowledge of the discipline of
International Relations and in international political theory. Politics
Among Nations eventually became the most widely used textbook in
International Relations curricula in higher education institutions in
the United States and is now in its ninth edition.

Despite the undisputed importance of Morgenthau for the develop-
ment of International Relations as an academic discipline, he even-
tually became marginalized and his thought suffered intellectual
damage due to widespread misinterpretations. The reasons do not
have to concern us here, not least because they were elaborated else-
where (Bain, 2000; Behr, 2005; Behr and Heath, 2009), but, still, we
have to remark that Morgenthau was, although often cited, hardly
ever read (Williams, 2005, p. 82). References were primarily made to
the famous “Six Principles of Political Realism” which Morgenthau
added to the second edition of Politics Among Nations, after colleagues,
whose verdict Morgenthau considered highly, suggested that it be
adapted more with the requirements of a textbook in mind (HJM-
Archive Box 121). Apart from Politics Among Nations, Morgenthau'’s
oeuvre attracted little interest among scholars of International
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Relations. Particularly neglected were Morgenthau'’s writings inves-
tigating his ontological and epistemological framework, such as his
first American monograph Scientific Man vs Power Politics (1946) or
Science: Servant or Master? (1972). Equally, anthologies which covered
all aspects of his worldview, such as the three volumes of Politics in
the Twentieth Century (1962) or Truth and Power (1970), were hardly
ever consulted to assess Morgenthau’s contribution to the study of
international politics. Even less interest was given to Morgenthau’s
European writings. Only recently did scholarship develop an interest
in these works in the context of scholarly concern with the intellec-
tual history of the discipline (Frei, 2001; Tjalve, 2008; Scheuerman,
2009; Jiitersonke, 2010).

The present translation of Morgenthau’s study The Concept of the
Political (La notion du “politique” et la théorie des différends internation-
aux) from 1933 is, therefore, the first endeavor to make his European
writings more accessible to students of International Relations, par-
ticularly of the English-speaking academia, by presenting a transla-
tion of his original French text. The Concept of the Political seems at
first not well suited for this undertaking since it is a little-known,
rather short study Morgenthau published between his doctoral thesis
Die internationale Rechtspflege, ihr Wesen und ihre Grenzen (International
Judicature, Its Nature and Limits') from 1929 and his Habilitation (post-
doctoral degree) La Réalité des normes. En particulier des normes du droit
international. Fondement d’une théorie des normes (The Reality of Norms
in International Law: On the Foundations of a Theory or Norms) from
1934. Even those scholars who cite European works of Morgenthau
do not usually refer to this study. Still, The Concept of the Political
was chosen because, unlike his jurisprudential writings, this study
was Morgenthau'’s first political elaboration and marks his transition
from jurisprudence toward political science. It is, furthermore, fun-
damental for students of Morgenthau’s thought and of international
politics because it is his most extensive elaboration of the concept
of the political as the central factor of any human sociation and the
study of politics.

To avoid further misinterpretations of Morgenthau’s work and
to introduce his writing The Concept of the Political, the following
introduction will provide, first, an overview of the development of
Morgenthau’s worldview and will contextualize this writing within
it. We will then provide a contextualization of this work in the legal
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and political debates of his time as well as in the current debates
of International Relations. In a third step we will introduce more
specifically the major ontological and epistemological aspects of
Morgenthau’s political theory before, in a final step, elaborating his
twofold concept of power, consisting of an empirical and a normative
notion.

The particular insight offered by a translation of The Concept of
the Political lies in the fact that Morgenthau’s worldview rested fun-
damentally on the personal and intellectual experiences he had as a
young scholar in Germany, Switzerland, and Spain during the latter
half of the 1920s and the early 30s. Certainly, later on Morgenthau
had experiences that led to alterations and amendments of his
thoughts like the US wars in Korea and Vietnam, nuclear armament
and his assessment of the United Nations or the European Coal
and Steel Community. Nevertheless, there were no fundamental
changes to his worldview with regard to ontological and epistemo-
logical commitments during his lifetime. In the 1950s, Morgenthau
was still under the impression left by the downfall of the League
of Nations and the final collapse of the Weimar Republic which he
had experienced while in Geneva in the 1930s. Therefore, he was
skeptical about the promises of international institutions and mass
democracy. In the 1960s, however, Morgenthau’s opinion of the
United Nations changed since he realized that it would offer, despite
its organizational shortcomings, an international forum in which
divergent national politics could be negotiated and a viable compro-
mise eventually reached. Similarly, the development of weapons of
mass destruction led Morgenthau to an even firmer belief that the
nation-state as a form of human sociation would become outdated,
due to its destructive power, and would have to be replaced by a
world community (Morgenthau, 1952b, p. 131; 1954, pp. 81-2; 1962a,
pp. 75-6). None of these experiences, however, were fundamental
enough to completely alter his worldview and Morgenthau'’s polit-
ical thought remained within the cosmos of continental European
humanities and social sciences. This is evidenced in the Preface to
Science: Servant or Master? in which he acknowledged that part of this
last monograph was based on his unpublished manuscript “Uber
den Sinn der Wissenschaft in dieser Zeit und tiber die Bestimmung
des Menschen” (“On the Meaning of Humanities and the Nature of
Men”) from 1934 (Morgenthau, 1934b, p. XXI).
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Morgenthau, the son of a liberal Jewish physician from the then
Ernestine town of Cobourg in southern Germany, studied law at
the University of Munich, but also attended lectures by the his-
torian Hermann Oncken and the art historian Heinrich Wolfflin
(Morgenthau, 1984, p. 5). In 1928 he transferred to the University
of Frankfurt to finish his doctoral thesis. In Frankfurt, Morgenthau
also worked as a clerk at the chambers of the well-known labor law-
yer Hugo Sinzheimer which allowed him to experience an unprec-
edented intellectual atmosphere. Morgenthau not only got to
know various members of the Institute for Social Research, such as
Theodor W. Adorno, Max Horkheimer, Herbert Marcuse, and Erich
Fromm, but also Karl Mannheim whose office was in the same
building as his own at the time (Frei, 2001, pp. 38-9; Postscript,
1984, pp. 348-9; Lebow, 2003, p. 253); among his colleagues were
also leading intellectuals like Ernst Fraenkel and Franz Neumann
who became prominent representatives of post-Second World War
political science. In this intellectual environment Morgenthau
developed three concepts that remained the fundaments of his
worldview: the disenchantment of the world; pariah; and the power
of dissent.

The disenchantment of the world

With the disenchantment of the world, to use a term by Max Weber
(2004, p. 30), Morgenthau’s anti-ideological stance is emphasized
(Molloy, 2004, p. 8). The cultural crisis of the Weimar Republic fos-
tered the development of ideologies. Life in its totality went out of
joint due to dramatic changes and, consequently, seemed incom-
prehensible. Ideologies had filled a metaphysical void, forming
“political religions” (Eric Voegelin). They seemed able to serve the
needs of the masses providing shelter from their yearning for the
meaning of life. Although Morgenthau at times argued the need
to acknowledge the urgency of re-establishing a metaphysical sys-
tem (Morgenthau, 1937, pp. 8-11) because it would enable humans
to find a meaning in life again (Morgenthau, 1930a, p. 42), he
still remained critical toward the promises of ideologies. A meta-
physical system would have to guarantee empirical and normative
objectivity? (Morgenthau, 1937, pp. 97-100); ideologies, however,
would not be able to provide that kind of objectivity because they



