
Editorial

This issue is the first of a planned special series devoted to exploring
the broad political, social and economic implications of war in the
contemporary world. The politics of war raises fundamental ques-
tions about the changing nature of war, new conceptions of the utility
and effects of war, and prospects for justice and peace.

In this issue, the ongoing conflict in Iraq is revealed to be ‘a gen-
uinely new type of war’, one in which both the United States and its
opponents believe their own mistaken narratives of what they hope to
achieve. As a result, hopes of bringing this war to a speedy and con-
structive conclusion remain slight. In spite of this, however, it is clear
that since the end of the Cold War there has been a marked transfor-
mation in international political consciousness concerning the justifi-
ability of multilateral (rather than unilateral) and consequently
relatively more impartial humanitarian interventions under the aus-
pices of the United Nations. This trend stands in stark contrast to the
expectations of a dissident but influential minority within American
politics, who surmise that the future heralds much more irregular war
than regular peace, and promises not the anticipation of freedom but
a coming anarchy. Nevertheless, even within military establishments
directly engaged in today’s wars, such as the Israeli Defence Force,
ethical considerations continue to impel many to refuse to participate
in the domination and exploitation of others, and to appeal instead to
international conventions, human rights and justice.

Between the demagogues of war and the pragmatists of peace, how-
ever, a more intermediate path might be identified in the work of a theo-
rist such as Karl Polanyi. His concern was with why a long and relatively
stable nineteenth century gave way to world wars and economic crises in
the early twentieth. Polanyi’s concern might appear to enjoy contempo-
rary relevance, in that the (relatively fragile) stability and (largely one-
sided) prosperity of the initial post-Cold War period has been rapidly
unravelling, arguably under the impact of the politics of war.

Mary Kaldor takes issue with George Bush’s and Donald Rums-
feld’s ascription of the novelty of ‘The “New War” in Iraq’ simply to
a new form of information-technology-intensive warfare: quick, accu-
rate and with limited casualties. She argues that the war in Iraq is
better understood in terms of ‘the disintegration of states and the
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changes in social relations under the impact of globalisation’, rather
than in terms of the development and deployment of new technolo-
gies. Tracing some of the ‘new’ ideas and forms of war back to the
Cold War framework, she shows why the American view of the war
they are fighting could instead be described as a ‘technology-inten-
sive old war’, in which information technology is grafted onto tradi-
tional assumptions about the use of military forces. This kind of war
is a war between conventional armed forces that is in part carried out
at long distance using new communications technologies but still uses
a combination of aerial bombardment and rapid offensive manoeu-
vres. For Kaldor, the current situation in Iraq provides abundant evi-
dence that the nature of the war and the current insurgency provides
a true picture of ‘new war’: wars fought by states and non-state actors,
in which battles are rare and violence supported by extremist politics
and criminality is directed against civilians.

Kaldor thus develops two main arguments: that the American self-
description of their ‘victory’ in Iraq is overblown and incorrect; and
that the insurgency in Iraq is an instance of a new kind of war, one
that seems more like a social movement than the typical vertically
organized guerrilla insurgency of earlier wars. She suggests that the
purpose of the war was ‘to keep alive an idea of old war on which
American identity is based, to show that old war could be upgraded
and relatively pain free in the twenty first century’ and that it has
failed to achieve any of its stated goals. She maintains that the United
States is being drawn into a new type of war, but its unwavering
belief in its own narrative of ‘new war’ actually prevents any strategy
towards Iraq that might lead to stability. Amidst the myriad of actors
and forces on the ground in Iraq today and their effects on the lives
of ordinary citizens, the American forces are the single most effec-
tive and destructive part of this quagmire of violence. Kaldor ends
with an alternative to this combination of ‘old’ and ‘new’ war,
emphasising the role of independent thinkers and groups within Iraqi
civil society as opposed to the ideas and actions of an occupying
force. Arguably, the protection of spaces for independent political
expression, the improvement of public security and the provision of
assistance for local economic activities would be more effective
means of creating a legitimate political authority in Iraq with a
monopoly of legitimate violence.

A similarly integrated political, military and economic solution fig-
ures in Michael Doyle’s account of ‘The Ethics of Multilateral Interven-
tion’. Doyle, sketching a larger picture, asks whether the involvement of
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a multilateral authority such as the United Nations helps to justify, and
to make us more tolerant of, armed international interventions. Recently,
greater international commitment to humanitarian intervention has been
reflected in the expansion and multiplication of UN peacekeeping oper-
ations, coupled with a growing belief that human rights violations over-
ride domestic sovereignty and constitute legitimate grounds for
intervention. Where once intervention provoked condemnation, now
failures to intervene, as in Rwanda, are denounced. Examining various
traditional arguments for and against intervention, but particularly the
utilitarian ethics of John Stuart Mill, he notes that for Mill, as for Kant,
intervention prevents the citizens of a state from freely determining their
own way of life. Since true freedom can only be won by those who
actively desire it, the consequences of introducing freedom from the
outside could be renewed repression, civil dissension or imperialism.

On the other hand, for Mill as also for Michael Walzer, principles
of nonintervention might be deemed to be of only secondary impor-
tance, or even inapplicable, in cases where outside intervention to halt
a protracted civil war might make possible a negotiated solution, or
where intervention might achieve what nonintervention was designed
to uphold, such as countering another intervention, or imposing a kind
of benign trusteeship. Doyle acknowledges that multilateralism offers
no guarantee that interventions will not be exploitative or ideological,
but suggests that the process in itself forces interveners to publicly jus-
tify their decisions and obtain wider consent. He concludes that if, in
addition, multilateral peacebuilding can be built upon an inclusive
negotiated peace settlement, and supported by major international
military, political and economic investment, this new form of inter-
ventionism may yet have positive and sustainable effects.

In ‘The New American Warriors’, Ian Roxborough examines the
ideas and discourse of a loose group of thinkers whom he dubs the
‘warrior theorists’. The warrior theorists can be distinguished from
the ‘neocons’ in that they are suspicious of the Washington elite and
believe that the rest of the world just aren’t ready for democracy;
they are united by a series of tropes and emotional stances that view
the future success of the U.S., and the west more generally, as lying
in the hands of ‘the good soldier’. Thus, while they share other
thinkers’ views that future warfare will be ‘dirty’ and localized, the
response that they advocate takes the form of a faith in the tough sol-
dier backed up by strong willed leadership. Spelling out the philosophy
of history underlying the radical right-wing populism of the new
warrior theorists, Roxborough deconstructs their discourse across a
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range of academic, military and popular writings: their near-mystical
elevation of the infantryman, their fear of ‘the enemy within’, their
focus on the political nature of insurgent warfare and their concern
with the dangers of global poverty, disease and tribal and religious
hatreds and savagery.

Claiming that the military is amongst the few saving graces of
some failed or failing states, and, ‘paradoxically, the only institution
capable of preserving democracy in the long term’, these anti-intel-
lectualist thinkers believe that most of the rest of the world fear and
envy America’s culture of individualism, freedom and tolerance. Rox-
borough specifically examines the conceptions of history and social
development that underpin the views of the ‘warrior theorists’, and
exposes the paucity of theoretical and empirical validity in their work.
He concludes that while their ideas are significantly flawed, they need
to be taken seriously in the context of a politics that is more concerned
with soundbites than reasoned and reasonable argument.

In ‘The Challenge of Selective Conscientious Objection in
Israel’, Randy Friedman reassesses just war theory from the per-
spective of lived experience. Rather than focusing on conscientious
objection in general, he examines a particular case of selective con-
scientious objection by a group of junior officers and NCOs who
petitioned the Israeli Supreme Court. Whereas the Israel military
accepts only religious or pacifist grounds for conscientious objec-
tion, the case of Ometz L’sarev (Courage to Refuse) brings to bear a
new tendency in just war theory which appeals not so much to the
laws of a single nation-state as to a more diffuse but gradually coa-
lescing transnational authority.

Drawing, like both Doyle’s and Akturk’s articles in this issue, on
Walzer’s seminal work, and also on legal precedent from the United
States and elsewhere, Friedman notes that while many of the objec-
tors’ arguments are neither new nor revolutionary, two features in par-
ticular stand out. First, does military action in Israel’s occupied
territories constitute a (just) war of self-defense or an (unjust) military
occupation? Second, might obligations to international conventions
and law temper or even cancel out obligations to national states?
Though the petition of the Israeli objectors was in itself unsuccessful,
the issues implicit within it are likely to prompt further debate, both
locally and further afield, as processes of globalisation increasingly
bring to the fore the relationship of individual citizens not only to
their own nation-states, and to their personal consciences, but also to
international society, and global human rights.
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Sener Akturk’s contribution to this issue seeks to clarify the notion of
moral economy as contained in Karl Polanyi’s The Great Transforma-
tion. In ‘Between Aristotle and the Welfare State’, his point of departure
is the charge, leveled by William Booth in 1994, that Polanyi’s work is
Aristotelian and anti-democratic. Locating Polanyi’s thinking in the
context of Austro-Hungarian intellectual history, with its realist, anti-
utopian strain of thought emerging from the post-war context, he shows
that, while Booth’s criticism focuses only on Polanyi’s analysis of
domestic society, Polanyi’s concern was also with the global. He thus
defends Polanyi’s work as at most quasi-Aristotelian, and much more in
sympathy with Roosevelt’s New Deal economics.

Akturk argues that the foundations of any economic system are
political, and change in this realm is initiated and enforced by politi-
cal authorities. ‘Once the political embeddedness of market
economies and their dependence on political enforcement are recog-
nized’, he writes, ‘it is possible to arrive at a superior organization of
economic activity based on principles established through democratic
deliberation. The political foundations of free markets imply that
these supposedly neutral arenas of exchange are also structured by a
concept of the good’. The dominant strain in Polanyi’s work is over-
whelmingly democratic, but it is his vagueness about the relationship
between the economic and the political that has left him open to cri-
tique. Akturk therefore attempts to develop and ‘complete’ Polanyi’s
line of thinking by offering a more direct reading of the economy as
politically embedded, and of the broader problem of arriving at, or
reconstructing, a global moral community.

New wars, new warriors, new interventions, new resistance, a
more humane social order: the twenty-first century has brought along
with it whole new possible worlds. If a general conclusion can be
drawn from the contributions to this issue on the politics of war, it
could at least be this: that the only way to avert the danger of a ‘global
new war’, as Kaldor warns, may be to acknowledge, as Akturk does,
the political embeddedness of world capitalism à la Polanyi, as well as
the inherently political nature of war (both old and new, and just and
unjust), as suggested by Roxborough and Friedman, and in so doing,
take a leaf from the work of J. S. Mill in order to recognize, along with
Doyle, that those much-admired ideals and alleged antidotes to war,
namely, freedom and democracy, can be neither exported nor
imported – they can only be practiced.
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