
Editorial

The predominant vision of war, in the system of sovereign nation-
states that evolved in the aftermath of the Treaty of Westphalia, has
been one of violence used by nation-states, or alliances of nation-
states, against one another. Indeed, as Martin van Creveld in The Rise
and Decline of the State suggests, one of the principal functions of the
modern state was to wage war. War, in von Clausewitz’s famous for-
mulation, was an instrument of international statecraft that entailed the
‘continuation of politics by other means’. The great wars of the twen-
tieth century to a large extent took this form. It might even be said that
inter-state war came to be seen by some as a ‘natural’, if somewhat
episodic and terrifying, feature of the modern nation-state system.

The major wars of the twentieth century, especially the Second
World War, raised questions about the cost and wisdom of modern
wars. Two factors, in particular, were crucial. The first was that the
human toll, in the age of ‘total war’, had become very high. The ‘sep-
aration’ between civilian populations and military forces, as both
instruments and targets of violence, had become blurred. The produc-
tion of the instruments of violence themselves had been industrial-
ized. These very instruments, through practices such as aerial
bombardment, had rendered cities and their civilian populations as
vulnerable to death and injury as had been the soldiers on the battle-
field. The fates of Hamburg, Hiroshima and Nagasaki, among so
many other cities, speak to this point. The second was that, in the
post-Second World War context, the two principal adversaries con-
fronted one another with the prospect of mutual annihilation. This
great collision between the capitalist and state-socialist systems
took—at least in the geographical domain of the rich countries—a
form of rivalry that was economic, political and ideological. Military
confrontations between the two contending systems were ‘exported’
and confined to ‘proxy wars’ waged in poorer parts of the world.

The collapse of the state-socialist system in the period 1989-1991
appeared to mark the end not just of ‘great-system’ rivalry between
the state-socialist system and the western system of power, but the tri-
umph of liberal-democratic capitalism as the only properly viable
modern form of political and economic organization. Francis
Fukuyama’s popular neo-Hegelian ‘audit’ signalled this as the ‘End of
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History’. In a world of liberal democratic nation-states, the prospect
for ‘hot wars’ seemed limited. Liberal democracies tended not to
wage military conflicts against one another. Indeed, a reason for the
existence of the modern nation-state—namely the organization of
violence for the purpose of waging war—might, to some, have
seemed to disappear. A global order based on the universal embrace
of the organizing principles and norms of the liberal democratic state
appeared to be a realizable prospect. The institutional prerequisites
for the realization of some or another version of Kant’s vision of ‘Per-
petual Peace’ were, it seemed, finally being put in place.

Of course, no one thought that sectarian violence or civil wars
would cease, or that the less economically developed parts of the
world would not continue to be afflicted by violent conflicts of the
most terrible kind. But it seemed that capitalist economic growth and
the spread of liberal democratic ideals and practices in an era of
‘accelerated globalization’ would herald, on a global scale, the insti-
tutionalization of non-violent conflict management. The regional sta-
bility that had come to characterize the North Atlantic community
would prefigure a future, similar, stability of global reach. Certainly,
regionally localized wars such as those in the Balkans and in Africa
would continue to test global peacekeeping strategies and capacities,
and would put moral challenges to the defenders of contemporary
human rights conventions. But any serious return to the states of war
that had made the nineteenth and twentieth centuries so bloody
seemed improbable. So too did regression from the higher values of
tolerance, freedom and human rights that were the moral insignia of
a self-congratulatory liberal-democratic world. 

Momentous events in the first years of the twenty-first century,
however, shook such sanguine views and anodyne projections. 9/11
appeared to mark the beginning of a distinctive period in modern his-
tory. The President of the United States of America declared an ongo-
ing ‘war on terror’. Afghanistan was invaded, followed shortly
thereafter by the invasion of Iraq. The secular presuppositions that
underlay the march of capitalist modernization and of the liberal
democratic state seemed to be threatened by newly mobilizing, sacral
forces. The character of violent conflict appeared to have taken on new
guises. Samuel Huntington spoke of the ‘Age of Muslim Wars’. The
‘West’ was seen to be under siege in ways that had not been anticipated
in the immediate aftermath of Eastern Europe’s ‘Velvet Revolutions’. 

More generally, the then much heralded ‘new world order’
appeared, at least on the surface, to reflect a ‘new world disorder’.
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Certainly, the political self-confidence of the ‘West’ seems to have
been shaken; but have ‘new wars’ or ‘privatized wars’ really replaced
inter-state wars as the global norm? In ‘Privatized Wars and World
Order Conflicts’, Andreas Herberg-Rothe critically examines recent
arguments to this effect. The ending of the Cold War between 1989
and 1991 re-activated regional rivalries and lifted the restraints on
latent mercenary entrepreneurs, and forced participants in existing
low intensity, privatized or civil conflicts around the world to seek
new financial backers. The proliferation of such conflicts has
prompted many commentators, recognizing also that states have lost
their monopoly on military force, to discover a new type of war with
each ‘new war’. But, apart from it being too soon to tell if these new
wars are only a temporary phenomenon, or restricted to certain parts
of the world, what is much more important, argues Herberg-Rothe,
is the political and moral framework through which we interpret
these developments. 

Understood in terms of an antithesis between order and anarchy,
the new wars seem to represent an autonomization of violence and
global disorder from which perhaps only a liberal (American) empire
can save us. Understood as conflicts between different conceptions of
order, however, the new wars could be a transitional phase towards the
re-ideologization and re-politicization of warfare, and even towards
new and equally rational, if always contested, antitheses (such as rad-
ical Islam against the West, or the U.S. versus China or Russia). At the
very least, he suggests, even in the unlikely event that we have seen
the last of the inter-state wars, future conflicts could as well be supra-
state or ‘world order’ wars as sub-state or privatized ‘new wars’.

It might even be said that warfare, not excluding the new wars, has
never ceased being ideological and political (even if it is now also
much more than this), if one considers the efforts of the last remain-
ing superpower to fashion a new world order in its own image. Her-
berg-Rothe attributes the contradictory nature of the U.S.’s endeavour
to compel others to adopt freedom and human rights to an underlying
order/anarchy antithesis, and to the reduction of the concept of free-
dom to the idea of liberation from domination. Drawing on the work
of Hannah Arendt and others, he shows that liberation may be a pre-
condition for, but is nevertheless distinct from, freedom, while sug-
gesting that the tension between Arendt’s explicit separation of
morality from politics and her implicit use of moral categories can be
resolved by understanding morality as defining the space and the lim-
its of the political. Warning that democratization need not lead to
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liberal democratic states but can instead result in civil wars and total-
itarianisms, he emphasizes the value of analyzing conflict in terms of
different conceptions of world order over analyses centred on the par-
ticularized chaos of ‘new wars’.

In ‘War, Politics and Race: Reflections on Violence in the “War on
Terror”’ Saul Newman and Michael Levine argue that the ‘war on ter-
ror’ marks the ultimate convergence of war with politics, and the vir-
tual collapse of any meaningful distinction between them. Not only
does it signify the breakdown of international relations’ norms but
also the militarization of internal life and political discourse. The
authors explore the ‘genealogy’ of this situation; firstly, through the
notion of the ‘state of exception’, which has its origins in ‘the situa-
tion of war’ and in which sovereign violence becomes indistinct from
the law that is supposed to curtail it, and secondly, through Foucault’s
idea that politics, in a reversal of the terms in von Clausewitz’s
famous dictum, is essentially a form of warfare. Furthermore, they
suggest that these two ways of approaching the question of violence
can only be understood through a racist dimension, which forms the
hidden underside of the ‘war on terror’. In other words, our contem-
porary situation, as Newman and Levine define it, is characterized by
the mobilization not only of fundamentalist and conservative ideolo-
gies, but, increasingly, of racial antagonisms and prejudices directed
towards the Muslim other. Their article not only invites us to reflect
on the different perspectives of von Clausewitz and Foucault, but also
speaks eloquently to the dangerous prospects of political and ethical
‘regression’—referred to above—in the liberal democracies.

In ‘Democratic and perpetual peace: Kant and contemporary peace
politics’, Karel Mom analyzes the meaning and significance of Kant’s
famous essay, On Perpetual Peace, in the context of prospects for
peace today. He develops a reading of Kant’s essay that sheds new
light on issues such as the legitimacy of preventive unilateral military
actions, the dilemma of humanitarian intervention, and the role of the
United Nations. He maintains that many of these allegedly justified
contemporary practices are plainly inconsistent with the peace pro-
gramme Kant proposes in On Perpetual Peace. Common to these
practices is that they violate the principle of state sovereignty, which,
for Kant, is a necessary condition for political self-determination and
constitutive of the law of nations. The law of nations establishes an
international community as an interaction of free states and their cit-
izens, thereby realizing the idea of global federalism, which ulti-
mately leads to perpetual peace. Therefore, to justify a violation of
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another state’s sovereignty, even if it is intended as an instrument to
maintain or restore peace, or to prevent humanitarian catastrophes,
seems to challenge the conceptual framework in which Kant’s peace
programme is presented.

Despite this, in a number of readings, Kant’s essay, On Perpetual
Peace, has been transformed into the main theoretical justification for
practices that do violate other states’ sovereignty. Mom’s main focus
in this article is to identify how and why this is the case. He is critical
of two distinct but equally problematic readings of On Perpetual
Peace: a strictly empirical reading, and one that over-emphasizes
Kant’s broader philosophical position in the interpretation of the
essay. He then provides an alternative reading that focuses on the
peculiar oscillation between the philosophical and the political
aspects of the essay. Contrary to current attempts to update the con-
ceptual framework of On Perpetual Peace in order to rescue it from
becoming obsolete, he argues that the clue to understanding the essay
is to focus on the manner in which Kant uses irony to shift constantly
between the philosophical and political aspects of the question of per-
petual peace. If understood in these terms, Mom claims, the essay can
still be a source of inspiration for peace research today.

Tom Rockmore’s article considers the relation between war and
politics with respect to three instances arising in the wake of 9/11—
the war in Afghanistan, the war in Iraq and the ‘global war on terror’.
The three wars have seen significant breaks in the conventions gov-
erning warfare since the Treaty of Westphalia with the use of the
notion of preemption, and the idea that war can be declared against an
enemy that is not known and not tied to the nation-state. Furthermore,
within the ‘global war on terror’ particularly, the terms ‘war’ and ‘ter-
ror’ or ‘terrorism’ remain unclear and lead to a range of measures on
the domestic and international front that become part of the war.
These include restrictions on freedom and democracy in the very
name of freedom and democracy. Despite these changes, Rockmore
argues against viewing the post-9/11 period as a significant break
with the past. He argues that it is part of the extended conflict between
the Islamic world and the West that goes back to the foundation of
both religions. However, while the oppositional forces may be repre-
sented in religious, or secular vs. religious terms, the cause lies rather
with capitalism and the particular threats to culture and values that
accompany the expansion of capitalism on a global level. It is the par-
ticular neo-conservative conflation of capitalism with American val-
ues and democracy and ‘the good’ which bedevils current conflicts.
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While the neo-conservatives see the solution in the expansion of cap-
italism, Rockmore argues that this expansion is precisely the thrust
behind the conflict.

Following Carl Schmitt, Mikkel Thorup advances a critique of the
legitimating discourse of contemporary international politics which,
he argues, masks the particular interests and perspectives of the West
behind the universalisms of the ‘liberal globalist paradigm’. Thorup
argues that part of the project of modernity has been the elimination
of the ‘borderland’, and its supplanting with the ordered society. Ema-
nating from the West, and projected outwards, we first had a process
of conquest, colonization and decolonization which imposed a West-
ern standard of modernity—the nation-state—upon the world. Now,
argues Thorup, we are seeing a re-drawing of distinctions; a new turn-
ing of strangers into friends and enemies and a re-ordering of space.
This is manifest both in the ‘war on terror’ and even in certain human-
itarian interventions. Simply put, these practices are intertwined in a
post-sovereign, humanitarian-moralist discourse that takes the place
of political argument. In so doing, this discourse helps shape a new
inequality in the inter-state system based on the ability to invoke
humanist language, an ability that is systematically skewed in favour
of the Western states. Furthermore, this post-sovereign discourse
hides a new aggressive liberal anti-pluralism which acknowledges
only liberal-capitalist societies as legitimate and reserves the right of
the West to intervene and criticize globally. 

In ‘America’s Quest for Global Hegemony: Offensive Realism, the
Bush Doctrine, and the 2003 Iraq War’, Carlos L. Yordán advances a
neo-realist analysis of post-Cold War U.S. policy. Building on the
premise that the U.S. war in Iraq indicates a significant break with a
‘tradition’ of moderation and constraint in the interests of preserving
the international ‘status quo’—a policy that he says was exemplified
by Clinton—Yordán argues that the 9/11 attack on New York
prompted the crucial change in American public opinion required in
order for the U.S. to aggressively advance its global position of power. 

The starting point for this analysis is Mearsheimer’s theory of
offensive realism, which posits an essentially hostile and competitive
world in which rationally acting states are compelled to pursue strate-
gies advancing their quest for absolute power and international influ-
ence. Because today’s allies can quickly become tomorrow’s enemies,
great powers must try to shape the world according to their own
national interests and desires, their aims cynically shaped by aspira-
tions for regional, if not global, hegemony. Mearsheimer thought that
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the natural barrier of oceans inhibited the expansion of hegemony,
explaining why the U.S. and Britain did not pursue revisionist pro-
grammes which he thinks comparable to those of twentieth century
Japan, Germany, Italy and the Soviet Union. International relations
theorists have posited that non-democratic states are more likely to
advance such revisionist tactics, specifically because they are devoid
of the restraints of critical public opinion. Yordán argues, however,
that domestic factors, most crucially the transformation to a hawkish
desire for military action on the part of the public, will indeed enable
democratic powers to become revisionist in their orientation.

This, he says, is the best explanation for the Bush administration’s
post-9/11 offensive strategies, though he emphasizes that a revision-
ist approach, certainly a departure from Clinton’s multilateralism, was
envisioned when Bush took office in 2000. He shows that the Bush
administration’s foreign policy is aligned to Republican nationalist
fears of the altruistic uses of military strength and concerns that coop-
eration with international bodies weakens the prospect of a unipolar,
U.S.-run world. Rumsfeld’s plan to redirect the military’s mandate
from a responsive to a pre-emptive and ‘capabilities-based’ approach
is also in line with revisionist thinking, in which potential threats to
security count as much as actual threats. While critics and supporters
of the U.S. campaign have described its efforts as ‘imperialist’,
Yordán disagrees with this designation and claims that it misses the
point. The U.S. spent much more time planning the war than the post-
war occupation and has wanted to ensure not its actual administrative
control and running of Iraq but rather its unimpeded global influence. 

The revisionist approach may see continuing offensive strategies
coming from the U.S., but as Yordán points out (citing Mearsheimer)
such approaches to global hegemony usually fail. In this particular
case, the cost of mobilizing the nation’s resources and dwindling
support could well end U.S. hegemony sooner than its revisionist
proponents expect.

THE EDITORS

xii Editorial

The Editors of Theoria note with great sadness the passing 
of Professor Paul Nursey-Bray. Paul was both a highly 
valued contributor and an editorial consultant. We will 

miss his contributions to the journal.
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