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Into a Global Age

“Whoever has not lived through the years around 1789 does not know
the sweetness of life] wrote Talleyrand in his memoirs. Paraphrasing
that citation, one might say today that whoever did not live through
the years preceding 1989 does not know what politics in the “age
of extremes” was like, with its ideological excesses, its dilated tem-
pos, and its rituals. As banal as it may seem to repeat it once again,
the fateful 1989 — two centuries after the French Revolution — was
not only the year of the fall of the Berlin Wall and the collapse of
the socialist bloc in Eastern Europe. By a singular convergence of
phenomena, that year marked our collective entry into what, right-
ly or wrongly, we have come to call “globalization.” Since the Iron
Curtain fell and, within just a few months, the bloc of “real social-
ism” unexpectedly collapsed, history has indeed begun to acceler-
ate. The web of global trade started to extend across every corner
of the planet. The communication revolution — coiled like a spring,
waiting for the right moment — suddenly exploded, sweeping across
our lives without pause, penetrating the fabric of our daily routines.
Technological change also began to reshape the logic of internation-
al politics, adding to the arsenal of traditional warfare more insidi-
ous tools, capable of crossing borders as freely as goods and infor-
mation. The neologism “globalization” soon emerged to label this
constellation of processes.

Yet not everyone was convinced at the time that something gen-
uinely new was unfolding. As often happens, some scholars warned
against excessive enthusiasm, pointing out that globalization was
hardly unprecedented — for after all, Europe had been weaving
the world into commercial networks for at least five centuries.
Nevertheless, others perceived in the events of the early 1990s a clear
break with the past. They saw globalization not merely as a techno-
logical or economic phenomenon, but as a wave of transformations
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destined to challenge the established structure of the social sciences
and the very ways in which they were taught.

The dissolution of the Soviet empire, the explosion of world
trade, and the technological revolution of the Internet spread the
conviction that the world had indeed changed, and that, as Thomas
Friedman would later write, it had become “flat.” Cultural and lin-
guistic differences, geographical distances, ideological barriers —
these all seemed shattered, even erased, by the global revolution, to
the point that the planet could now be imagined as a flat surface
across which anyone could move without impediment.

Undoubtedly, the most famous slogan — and, indisputably, the
most mocked (often by those who had not read the book) — was the
one proposed by Francis Fukuyama in 7he National Interest in 1989.
In the collapse of the Soviet bloc, one could indeed recognize some-
thing akin to the “end of history” that Hegel had proclaimed in the
aftermath of the Battle of Jena, when Napoleon’s army defeated the
anti-French coalition. If in 1806 the ideals of the French Revolution
triumphed over the old feudal world, in 1989 liberal-democratic
ideas had defeated their last great antagonists. Since liberal democ-
racy was regarded as “the end point of mankind’s ideological evo-
lution” and “the final form of human government,” 1989 had to be
interpreted as the “end of history.”

Critics have focused, then and now, precisely on this formula of
the “end of history,” detecting in it the traces of an almost caricatured
naiveté. Yet, however debatable its foundations (and however free its
use of the classics of political thought), Fukuyama’s operation was in
truth more subtle. And, for all its weaknesses, it grasped with some
effectiveness the plane on which the contemporary notion of de-
mocracy still rests. When he spoke of the “end of history,” Fukuyama
did not, of course, refer to the end of history understood as the suc-
cession of events, conflicts, crises, and discoveries. Rather, he meant
history a coherent process, taking into account the experience of all
peoples. Within such a vision, history moves according to its own
inner logic, not without diversions or bloody episodes, toward the
goal of a society capable of satisfying humanity’s deepest and most
fundamental desires. The end of history, therefore, was not to be un-
derstood as the end of events, but as the achievement of that condi-
tion in which the fundamental principles and institutions capable of
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solving humanity’s problems had at last been reached. It was within
this framework that Fukuyama could claim that history had effec-
tively “ended” in those few months when the bloc of socialist states
dissolved, removing the last great antagonist of the liberal-demo-
cratic project. It was, in any case, a political victory, demonstrated by
the steady growth in the number of democratic regimes during the
twentieth century, eventually outnumbering authoritarian or tradi-
tional regimes across the globe. But it was above all an ideological
victory, for it presented liberal democracy — consolidated through
Western experience — as the only conceivable and desirable horizon
for humanity’s future

In the debate of the years following 1989, Fukuyama’s thesis was
by no means an isolated one. Yet the unexpected success of The End
of History and the Last Man - a success no doubt owed in part to
the ambiguity of its title — lay in its ability to weave together a series
of motifs that would become clichés in the Western imagination.
The recognition of the triumph — ideological before political — of
liberal democracy fused with an optimistic vision of progress and a
faith in the power of a globalized economy to lead the planet into
an era of peace and prosperity, where authoritarian and totalitarian
regimes no longer posed a serious threat. At the same time, the “end
of history” also implied that with the defeat of every alternative ide-
ology, radical conflict — even within Western societies themselves —
would disappear, channeled instead into orderly electoral competi-
tion or utilitarian bargaining between interest groups. In this sense,
Fukuyama’s reading contained all the elements of a worldview that
imagined the contemporary world not merely as “post-historical,
but as “post-political”: a world in which “politics” itself dissolves
into the peaceful interplay of interests.

In the final pages of his controversial book, however, Fukuyama
considered a different possibility. He wondered how long the “last
man” would be content to seek recognition only in peaceful political
competition and economic exchange. Would not the victory of the
“last man” and his relativism ultimately undermine the very foun-
dations of democratic coexistence? Might one not fear the return
of those primal and brutal forms through which human beings had
once sought to assert their worth?
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How long megalothymia will be satisfied with metaphorical wars
and symbolic victories is an open question. One suspects that some
people will not be satisfied until they prove themselves by that very
act that constituted their humanness at the beginning of history:
they will want to risk their lives in a violent battle, and thereby
prove beyond any shadow of a doubt to themselves and to their
fellows that they are free (Fukuyama, 1989).

Fukuyama’s fear, as we know, proved correct. It is hardly surprising,
therefore, that in recent years many commentators on international
politics, invoking his thesis polemically, have insisted that history has
returned — and perhaps never truly ended at all. Nearly twenty years
ago, Robert Kagan had already done so, in an essay suffused with
his trademark provocations. The new millennium, he argued, had
shattered hopes of a freer, more peaceful world, restoring nationalist
demands and the logics of power politics. Though the United States
remained the world’s sole superpower, the ambitions of old and new
actors — Russia, China, India, Japan — were increasingly significant.
The rise of these new great powers, Kagan maintained, would in-
evitably reawaken international conflict. With China’s ascent and
Russia’s reemergence on the global stage, rivalry between liberalism
and autocracy was returning as well. “The order of today,” he wrote,
“reflects the rising influence of the great powers, including the great
power autocracies: a multipolar world in which the poles are Russia,
China, the United States, India, and Europe, would produce its own
kind of order, with different rules and norms reflecting the interests
of the powerful states that had a hand in shaping it”.

In the past fifteen years, the thesis of a “return of history” has
been revived in many variations. Alex Hochuli, George Hoare, and
Philip Cunliffe argue that, after the financial crisis of 2008 and the
rise of populist movements in the West — culminating in Donald
Trump’s victory — “the end of history” was over because the neo-
liberal project had lost much of its appeal. For others, the central
issue was the collapse of the “unipolar moment,” and with it the il-
lusion that Western values and a U.S.-led order might achieve global
hegemony. With the failure of that liberal dream, the “end of his-
tory” gave way to a siege mentality and the nightmare of perpetual
insecurity. Even Fukuyama himself, in his more recent works, has
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acknowledged that many of the convictions nurtured in the 1990s
proved illusory, and that the need for recognition now returns iden-
tity to center stage. The war in Ukraine, finally, marked the decisive
moment of a process that has restored to the forefront the logic of
Realpolitik against liberal illusions.

If the events of the past fifteen years confirm that we must rec-
ognize — indeed, more than simply concede — that “history has re-
turned,” it is also essential to ask how we ought to understand “his-
tory.” Should we imagine a return to nineteenth-century power pol-
itics? To the bipolar logic of the Cold War? To a premodern world
in which the West no longer holds the central role? Or should we in-
stead believe that globalization has ended, and that a new partition of
the globe into spheres of influence will shape future regional blocs?

We can only answer these questions in the years to come, in light
of the choices made by the international community, by states, and
by global civil society. Yet perhaps one answer can already be given
today. For all the talk of de-risking and reducing external dependence
after the shocks of the pandemic and the war in Ukraine, our world
remains — unavoidably — a global world. It will not be the peaceful
world imagined by the optimists of the 1990s. It will likely be far more
conflictual. But those conflicts will not be replicas of the past, nor will
tomorrow’s Machtpolitik reproduce that of the nineteenth century.
They will be conflicts of the global age — conflicts in which nothing
is ever truly “local” and in which inside and outside, domestic and
international, are never truly separate but constantly interconnected.

Thirty years ago, ASERI — the Graduate School of Economics
and International Relations — was founded in Milan, at Universita
Cattolica del Sacro Cuore, animated by the conviction that the
challenge of globalization required new kinds of knowledge, which
the Italian university system at the time did not yet provide to its
students. Officially established in June 1995, the project had be-
gun to take shape earlier, through the collaboration of Italian and
international scholars and, above all, thanks to practitioners with
the foresight to anticipate the changes that were coming. From the
beginning, the conviction was clear: to train the global profession-
als of the future, it was necessary to move laterally, stepping beyond
the boundaries set by traditional academic institutions. Alongside
master’s and doctoral programs, the global era called for new
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interdisciplinary skills — and thus the need emerged for a dedicat-
ed channel of advanced education. Over time, that vision became a
reality. In its three decades of activity, ASERI has remained faithful
to its founding mission — sometimes racing to keep pace with the
future, at other times anticipating it or responding swiftly to it.

In these thirty years, beyond training generations of students in
its master’s programs, ASERI has also been a place of discussion, re-
search, and encounter for scholars from various disciplines seeking
to contribute to the understanding of globalization’s many process-
es. Around the same years that ASERI was taking shape, thanks to
the initiative of Lorenzo Ornaghi, its first director, another ambi-
tious project began: the rethinking of the political vocabulary of the
West. That endeavor produced the dictionaries Politica (edited by
Ornaghi) and Societa internazionale (edited by Fabio Armao and
Vittorio Emanuele Parsi), along with a series of volumes dedicated
to key aspects of political and international studies (by Bonanate,
Cesa, Ornaghi, Panebianco and Parsi). From ASERI’s early experi-
ences also emerged two major teaching texts — Manuale di Relazioni
Internazionali and Teorie e Metodi delle Relazioni Internazionali —
edited by Vittorio Emanuele Parsi together with G. John Ikenberry.
In 2002, ASERI also launched its own series, Relazioni internazi-
onali e scienza politica, published by Vita e Pensiero and directed by
Parsi. To date, around seventy volumes have appeared in the series,
some the outcome of conferences and seminars held in Milan, others
the fruit of research by young scholars, and still other translations
of important works by international authors. Alongside these, one
should also recall research projects carried out by ASERI teams, par-
ticularly those coordinated by Simona Beretta and Roberto Zoboli,
as well as the scientific contributions of younger scholars trained at
ASERI who went on to continue their research in prestigious insti-
tutions around the world.

Today, a new chapter isadded to this thirty-year history. The jour-
nal Global Age. Journal of Political Studies and International Thought
is born with the ambition of making ASERI an even stronger point
of reference for political and international studies, especially — but
not only — for new generations. Preserving the inter- and multidisci-
plinary vocation that has always characterized it, the journal aspires
to be a forum for scholars of different disciplines and orientations.
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Above all, however, it intends to be a space for dialogue. For this
reason, alongside opening essays and substantial scholarly articles,
Global Age includes two special sections: review essays and book re-
views. We hope these will serve as channels of circulation and discus-
sion among scholars.

With Global Age, ASERI begins a new adventure, one that we
hope will take it far beyond Via San Vittore and Milan. We aspire to
host in these pages not only contributions from the School’s faculty
and alumni, but also articles and reviews from scholars who, for now,
have no connection with ASERI but who may find in our journal a
stimulating opportunity.

When a journey begins, it is difficult to imagine where it will
lead. This time, too, it can be no different. Yet we are confident that
— just like ASERTI’s first thirty years — this new adventure will be an
exciting one.

Damiano Palano

Damiano Palano is a Full Professor of Political Philosophy at Uni-
versita Cattolica del Sacro Cuore in Milan. He also serves as Direc-
tor of Polidemos, Center for the Study of Democracy and Political
Change, and as Director of ASERI, Graduate School of Economics
and International Relations. Palano is an active member of leading
editorial boards and academic associations. His research spans de-
mocracy, political realism, populism, and the effects of digital me-
dia on public discourse. Recent books: Politica. Un'introduzione.
Scholé-Morcelliana, 2024; Animale politico. Introduzione allo studio
dei fenomeni politici. Scholé—Morcelliana, 2023; Towards a Bubble
Democracy? Notes for a Theoretical Framework. EDUCatt, 2022.
Email: damiano.palano@unicatt.it
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“The Rise and Fall” revisited: Paul Kennedy
and the American Empire: 1987-2025

MicHAEL Cox

Abstract

The debate on American decline, first triggered in the 1970s by the collapse
of Bretton Woods and the defeat in Vietnam, gained momentum with Paul
Kennedy’s The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers (1987). Although part of
alonger intellectual tradition on the fate of empires, Kennedy’s book had a
remarkable impact by situating the United States within the historical cy-
cle of great powers and introducing the problem of “imperial overstretch.”
This article examines the reasons behind the book’s success, the economic
and political context of the 1980s, and the criticisms it provoked, while also
considering subsequent developments from the 1990s “unipolar moment”
to renewed declinist narratives after 2008. It argues that Kennedy’s work,
rather than offering deterministic predictions, reframed the debate on the
cyclical nature of power and the ability of the United States to face systemic
challenges in an increasingly multipolar order.

Abstract (Italiano)

Il dibattito sul declino degli Stati Uniti, avviato negli anni Settanta con
la crisi del sistema di Bretton Woods e la sconfitta in Vietnam, ha cono-
sciuto un punto di svolta con la pubblicazione di The Rise and Fall of the
Great Powers di Paul Kennedy (1987). Sebbene inserito in una tradizione
intellettuale di lungo periodo sul destino delle potenze, il volume ebbe un
impatto straordinario, in particolare negli Stati Uniti, per aver collocato la
superpotenza americana all’interno della traiettoria storica delle grandi po-
tenze e per aver sollevato il problema dell“imperial overstretch”. L’articolo
analizza le ragioni di tale successo editoriale ¢ intellettuale, il contesto po-
litico ed economico degli anni Ottanta, le critiche rivolte a Kennedy e gli
sviluppi successivi: dal “momento unipolare” degli anni Novanta al ritorno
delle narrazioni decliniste dopo il 2008 ¢ la crescente polarizzazione inter-
na. L’argomentazione mostra come Kennedy, pit‘1 che proporre predizioni
deterministiche, abbia contribuito a ridefinire la riflessione sulla ciclicita
del potere e sulla capacita degli Stati Uniti di affrontare sfide sistemiche in
un ordine internazionale sempre pitt multipolare.

©2025 The Author(s). This is an open access article distributed under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-
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Keywords: American decline, great powers, imperial overstretch, multipolar-

ity, Paul Kennedy, United States foreign policy

Introduction

Perhaps the central question I have asked and tried to answer in my
lectures at ASERI going back over many years is why great powers
emerge to become “great” and why in the end they “decline”. Much
of the debate in the West at least has been written in the shadow of
the rise and fall of the Roman Empire, a favourite topic amongst
British writers ever since Edward Gibbon published his History of
the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire in the late eighteenth cen-
tury. Two hundred years later another British writer, Paul Kennedy,
seemed to pick up where Gibbon had left off. But rather than deal-
ing with the Ancient world, in his 1987 classic — The Rise and Fall of
The Great Powers — Kennedy looked at how economic change and
military conflict had shaped the destiny of nations between 1500
and 2000. In this lengthy review I try to assess why Kennedy’s book
had the impact it did, and why it is still relevant today. I think all my
students at ASERI will see how much I (and they) owe to him.

One of the more enduring debates about the United States over the
past half-century is whether one of the most successful superpowers
in history will not one day go the way of all other great powers and
slip off the proverbial perch on which it has been balancing since the
end of the Second World War. The discussion first began in the early
1970s with the collapse of the Bretton Woods system in 1971. This
was then followed in short order by the OPEC oil embargo of 1972,
the apparent death of the imperial presidency with Nixon’s resig-
nation in 1974, and last but by no means least, ignominious defeat
in Vietnam one year later. A debate that began in unusually turbu-
lent times, then continued with adversaries on one side confidently
proclaiming the end of “Pax Americana’, and such stalwarts of IR as
Susan Strange of the LSE declaring the idea a “myth” (Strange, 1987)
and Bruce Russett arguing a little while later in an article whose
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intriguing title belied its serious nature, that if one bothered to dis-
tinguish between power base and control over outcomes — which few
so-called “declinists” did — then the American position had not de-
clined very much at all (Russett, 1985).

It was at this point that an historian threw a literal hand grenade
into the discussion. He probably did not intend to; indeed, as he
later confessed, he was rather taken aback by the furore which his
book on The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers (with a somewhat
clunky subtitle) caused at the time (Kennedy, 1987). In fact, it was
rather odd to say the least that a large volume dealing with the fate
of most European empires since the 15th and 16th centuries, and
only mentioning the United States and the Soviet Union towards
the end, would have the impact it did. Yet it did, transforming the
British-born, Yale-based Paul Kennedy from a very well respected
historian of Anglo-German relations into something of a superstar
of which the public - especially in the United States — simply could
not get enough. From all accounts, his phone never stopped ringing.
He was asked onto talk shows. He got bucket loads of mail. And
the book was reviewed and debated nearly everywhere. Meanwhile,
sales started to go through the roof. Clearly, this was not just any
old book. It was a publishing sensation. Even a copy was found
among Osama bin Laden’s books in his compound in Abbottabad
(Kennedy, 2023).

But how does one account for this success? The book was of
course a brilliant work of synthesis, something that even his critics
recognized. Even so, the main thesis — that great powers that had
once considered themselves to be “great” did not remain great for
ever — could hardly be considered entirely original. As Paul himself
later admitted, he “felt no great ownership of the central idea that all
empires lose their coherence over time” (Crace, 2008). Nor was the
idea of “imperial overstretch” completely novel either. It is implicit
in Thucydides’ explanation of why Athenian power finally fell (Kagg
and O’Hara, 2015). Others too had written about the dangers of
countries seeking security through expansion (Snyder, 2003). Yet it
was Kennedy’s name that started to appear in lights.

So why then did 7he Rise and Fall do so remarkably well, aside
from the not unimportant fact that its author was already a very
well known international historian with a stellar reputation, with
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an intimate knowledge of many archives and an equally great com-
mand of the English language? One very obvious reason was that he
entered into a debate that had already been going on for some time.
However, rather than taking sides, he laid out his argument with
scholarly precision. The fact that he drew deeply from history also
lent credibility to his overall thesis that even if modern great powers
like the US and the Soviet Union had their own unique features,
they were not immune from being undermined either by their own
success or being out-competed by other rising powers.

One also suspects that Kennedy touched an especially raw nerve
when it came to the United States by suggesting (albeit with great
care and with all sorts of qualification) that however powerful the
US was (and would remain for some time) this did not necessari-
ly guarantee it a dominant position in the international system for
ever. Raised on the idea that the United States was an exceptional
country with an enormous capacity for inventing and reinventing
itself, his argument that the United States might not be able to es-
cape one of the most basic laws of world history went down rath-
er badly in a nation that had become accustomed to being number
one. As one of his many admirers later pointed out, Kennedy’s case
was “provocative because it offended the very notion of American
singularity”. Nothing was for ever, argued Kennedy, “not even Pax
Americana”. This was something that many Americans did not like
hearing (Porter, 2015).

The book’s very great success also owed more than just a little to
growing concerns about the state of the US economy in the 1980s.
Republicans today may like to claim that Reagan saved a stagnating
American economy from Keynesianism. However, it came at a cost
with the national debt going up from $997 billion to $2.85 trillion
as the US tried to manage a burgeoning deficit running at about 4%
of GDP. Though a large part of this was the result of Reagan’s un-
funded tax cuts, much of it was also the consequence of his upping
the stakes militarily and increasing defence spending by at least 30%
(Miller, 1987). Achieving “peace through strength” might have been
a noble cause that may have made Americans feel safer. Nonetheless,
it came at a very high price, one which many economists (and not
just Kennedy) thought the US could ill afford over the longer term
(Thurrow, 1981).
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It also looked as if all this muscular activity was bearing little fruit
internationally. Reagan undoubtedly had a very special relationship
with Margaret Thatcher; but relations with the main European
powers remained tense and fraught. Nor by the end of his first term
did the US appear to be winning the Cold War. In fact, if anybody
was seen to be shaping the future, it was not Reagan but the Soviet
Union’s dynamic, “new thinking” President, Mikhail Gorbachev.
Meanwhile, the US looked to be getting bogged down in a number
of regional conflicts from Afghanistan to Central America. The so-
called Reagan Doctrine of roll back was not without its own logic.
But to some critics it looked as if it was drawing the US into a series
of unnecessary wars where the outcomes still seemed uncertain and
the costs (moral as much as strategic) looked to be increasingly high
(Layne, 1988).

All this when taken together certainly lent some credibility to
the Kennedy argument that the US was expending far too much
blood and treasure in trying to maintain its international position.
Of course, not everybody agreed (Luttwak, 1989), and not every-
body who went on to criticize Paul for being a “declinist” was on the
conservative right or a friend of the President (Nye, 1991). Yet his
analysis did present GOP critics with an intellectual weapon with
which to attack the White House. Here after all was a Yale professor
of great distinction making a better case than they ever could, and
doing so it would seem without even being conscious that he was
doing anything other than applying a general historical argument to
the modern world. But it must have been music to the ears of those
hostile to Reagan, especially coming into the presidential election of
1988. This in turn provoked a response by Republicans who it seems
responded in kind by declaring “open season on Kennedy”. Famously
(or infamously) Paul even ended up having to defend himself against
Jeane Kirkpatrick (Reagan’s former foreign policy adviser) in front
of the Senate foreign relations committee (Crace, 2008).

Furthermore, all this was happening when the balance of eco-
nomic power in the world looked to be shifting away from the old,
tired West — Europe in particular (Vitoussi and Phelps, 1986) — and
towards the new dynamic economies of Asia. Whether or not the
West was in such bad shape, or Asia in such rude health didn’t really
matter very much. Apparently the term “Asian Century” was first
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deployed in the late 1980s by the Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping,
though he warned that it was by no means certain that the next cen-
tury would be “the century of Asia and the Pacific”. The world it
seemed was not standing still. This was in part a result of the suc-
cess now being enjoyed by countries like South Korea, and in part
a result of the impact the economic reforms were already having in
China. But the most dramatic shift that was now taking place was
in Japan. Later of course it became fashionable to talk of Japan as a
“bubble economy” that was bound to crash and burn (Wood, 1992).
However, that is not how it appeared at the time. Indeed, quite a few
analysts (even serious ones) came to the radical conclusion that it
was only a matter of time before Japan would overtake the United
States. Moreover, if Japan was doing so well, was this not because it
was not burdened down by all the global responsibilities that the
United States had taken upon itself over the years. Clearly it was
time for a rethink (Vogel, 1979).

Finally, success in life — as in publishing — very much depends
on timing, and Kennedy was most fortunate that he published his
book in 1987 and not two or three, or even five years later when the
world was turning on its axis. Many in the US had never been entire-
ly comfortable with this “British scholar translated to New Haven”
drawingall sorts of misleading historical analogies between past em-
pires and the United States (Rostow, 1988). However, as the world
began to change once again one could almost hear the sighs of relief
going round Washington. First came the collapse of Soviet power
in Europe in 1989. A year or more later the US then mobilized a
not inconsiderable military coalition and drove Saddam’s forces out
of Kuwait. Then the Japanese economic bubble burst. And finally,
in late 1991, the other superpower walked off the stage of history.
When this in turn was followed by eight years of robust economic
growth in the United States in an international system where there
now only appeared to be one serious “great power” worthy of the
name, it very much looked as if the main thesis of The Rise and Fall
of the Great Powers (at least when applied to the United States) had
turned out to be seriously misleading. One of Paul’s growing army of
critics could not have put it more plainly in an article he published in
2001: Paul Kennedy, he opined, had just got it wrong (Nau, 2001).
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Yet Kennedy remained remarkably sanguine; and perhaps he
had something to be sanguine about. After all, he had never said the
US was about to implode like the empires after WW1 and WW?2.
Rather, like all great powers in the past, it faced challenges that would
not go away just because it had enjoyed victory in the Cold War.
Moreover, even if the US remained intact, one of the other great
powers about which he had written at equal length had not. One
well known international historian (a Norwegian, not an American)
even insisted that “events in the Soviet Union” fitted Paul’s theory
of imperial overstretch “almost perfectly” (Lundestad, 2000). And
to cap it all, no sooner had a whole host of pundits started to talk
about another American Century in the making — by the end of the
1990s it was even becoming fashionable to refer to America as a new
“Rome on the Potomac” — that cracks and fissures started appearing
in the edifice of the unipolar order. The world was continuing to
evolve, as Paul had always suggested it might.

Even the European Union was beginning to make its mark.
Though weak militarily and without much in the way of a coher-
ent world view, since the collapse of Soviet power it had navigated
the transition from Community to Union without too much going
wrong. Indeed, by the beginning of the 21st century it had in effect
become the largest single market in the world. Meanwhile the big
emerging economies were doing especially well in the age of glo-
balization, with China and India now predicted to become the first
and third largest economies in the world by 2050 (Goldman Sachs,
2003). Even Russia began to show signs of economic and foreign
policy life after the catastrophic 1990s. Meanwhile, many countries
which had formed part of the “Third World” during the Cold War
— now known collectively as the “Global South” — began to make it
clear that they were no longer prepared to buy into the existing rules-
based order because those rules in their view had been written by the
United States (Ganesh, 2023).

Nor was the United States coveringitselfin glory when it came to
foreign policy. There were it is true some successes. But interventions
in Iraq, Afghanistan and Libya did little to enhance Washington’s
reputation for statecraft. Meantime, the American mantra that glo-
balization would lift all boats started to sound distinctly hollow in
the wake of the 2008 crash and the Trump victory eight years later.
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And to cap it all, the United States itself started to come apart at the
seams. Even as carly as 2014 (two years before Trump entered the
White House) it was already becoming clear that the US was fast
becoming deeply polarized and that these divisions were only likely
to become deeper still as time went by (Pew Research Center, 2014).

The consequence of all this was once again to shift the debate
about the United States in a new direction. Little was now said
about the unipolar moment. Even less about the future of the world
being liberal. Instead, a much more downbeat narrative began to
appear in much of the western literature which spoke increasingly
of the world becoming post-American and the liberal order show-
ing signs of fatigue. Not everybody agreed that this amounted to
American decline. The US economy after all remained the biggest
and most productive in the world. The US dollar continued to dom-
inate amongst international currencies. And American popular cul-
ture still held poll position in the world. This is why many serious
writers from different theoretical perspectives continued to insist
that multipolarity was a “myth” and that American power would en-
dure (Ikenberry, 2022; Brooks and Wohlforth, 2023). Yet according
to many writers there was little doubt about the direction in which
history was moving,.

Nor should we have been so surprised by this. In fact, it had not
been Kennedy the historian, but a whole host of IR writers of a re-
alist bent who saw this as but the working out of one of the more
basic laws of world politics: namely that the international system
abhorred an imbalance in power almost as much as pacifists hated
war. Indeed, had not Kenneth Waltz argued many years earlier that
the US’s “unipolar moment” was likely to be fleeting because other
states would eventually balance against the United States and would
in the end push back (Desch, 2013). A more multipolar world with
many more actors in it beckoned. Kennedy agreed. The US may have
entered the 21st century as the “world’s number-one power’, as he
argued back in 1999 (Kennedy, 1999: 58). But within ten years, and
certainly twenty, the outlook was looking altogether more prob-
lematic. Some Americans may have liked to hold onto the idea that
having seen off the USSR, the United States had the capacity to
see off any other challenger as well. Others meanwhile could point
(and did) to America’s key role in maintaining a series of world-wide
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alliances. Yet none of this could hide the fact that the tectonic plates
of power were shifting, and doing so in ways that rendered America’s
ability to shape the world more difficult. Paul was not a determinist.
The past was not an exact guide to the future. Unforeseen events and
foreign policy miscalculations could easily change the direction in
which the world appeared to be moving. But as Kennedy continued
to insist, there was nothing to suggest that those “economic shifts”
which had affected the positions of great powers in the past were
not still operating. The “pattern of the rise and fall of great powers”
had not “ended”. History had not yet come to end (Kennedy, 2023).
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Introduction. In the Shadow of the World State

Opening a vein that science fiction would cultivate for a long time, in
1895 Herbert G. Wells began to sketch the unnerving scenario of an al-
ien invasion. In The War of the Worlds, the British writer imagined that

across the gulf of space, minds that are to our minds as ours are
to those of the beasts that perish, intellects vast and cool and
unsympathetic, regarded this earth with envious eyes, and slowly
and surely drew their plans against us (Wells, 1898: 2).

In the tale, the invasion occurs at the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury and reveals the overwhelming superiority of the extraterrestrials,
before whom human military technology proves wholly inadequate.
With a final twist — when humankind seems destined either to be
pulverized or completely subjugated — the invasion stops, neutralized
by terrestrial bacteria to which the aliens lack immunity. Despite that
outcome, Wells stressed that the sense of security in which humanity
had lived up to that moment was forever undermined:

At any rate, whether we expect another invasion or not, our views
of the human future must be greatly modified by these events. We
have learned now that we cannot regard this planet as being fenced
in and a secure abiding place for Man; we can never anticipate the
unseen good or evil that may come upon us suddenly out of space.
It may be that in the larger design of the universe this invasion from
Mars is not without its ultimate benefit for men; it has robbed us
of that serene confidence in the future which is the most fruitful
source of decadence, the gifts to human science it has brought are
enormous, and it has done much to promote the conception of the
commonweal of mankind (Wells, 1898: 300-301).

In 2020, the irruption of the Covid-19 pandemic represented for
the world something akin to the alien invasion imagined by Wells.
Suddenly, our sense of security was struck, and we began to feel
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threatened by an invisible enemy able to cross borders, elude con-
trols, and bypass defensive measures. The discovery of that enemy
— so different from the hostis Carl Schmitt had in mind — brought
back to the fore the old question of the possibility (and desirabili-
ty) of a world state, also because the global health crisis exposed the
ineffectiveness of those very supranational institutions that should
have helped to control the spread of the virus and coordinate strate-
gies to mitigate its impact.

Hopes that the post-virus world might turn out to be politically
more united — at least in order to confront intrinsically global chal-
lenges such as climate change — soon crashed against the reality of a
world even more divided, torn by the weakening of the institutions
of the liberal international order. The prospect of global government
— precisely at the moment when we have become aware that vulner-
ability is truly a condition common to all humankind - thus seems
destined to recede further, beset by the return of suspicion, rivalries,
power politics, and nationalisms.

It is therefore no accident that the first issue of Global Age de-
votes a short forum precisely to the idea of a world state, with a focus
on three major thinkers — Arnold J. Toynbee, Alexandre Kojeve, and
Carl Schmitt — who, in different ways, engaged that scenario, defend-
ingeither its necessity or its impracticability. Though their arguments
vary widely, Toynbee, Kojeve, and Schmitt all perceived the trends
which, from the early twentieth century onward, began to challenge
the Western modern political order centered on the modern state
and on an international (but in fact European) system of states. The
roots of the image of a world government reach further back than the
twentieth century, for important foreshadowings can be found both
in the dreams of conquest cultivated by ancient empires and, later,
in projects for a universal federation capable of banning war from
the face of the earth. Yet it was precisely in the decades around the
turn of the nineteenth to the twentieth century that the silhouette
of a planetary government began to stand out in the imagination of
novelists, utopians, and political thinkers, taking on the profile of a
true world state — modeled on that state form forged by European
modernity and then progressively extended to the five continents.

In the intellectual history of the twentieth century, the world
state thus came to represent a kind of chimera to which not a few
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writers, politicians, and theorists tried to give more or less precise
contours. For some it is a utopia to be pursued resolutely, even an
unstoppable tendency. Before entering full-fledged theoretical and
political debate, however, the outline of a unitary planetary govern-
ment had already begun to cast a sinister shadow over the future as
imagined by some of the pioneers of dystopia. Giving literary form
to the nightmare of new despotisms (heterogencous among them-
selves), Evgeny Zamyatin and Aldous Huxley, in particular, prefig-
ured a tomorrow in which the humanity of the future would be
subjected to the more or less authoritarian control of a state capa-
ble of extending its reach over the entire globe. In 72 — written in
the years immediately following the Bolshevik Revolution but cen-
sored in Russia and published only in 1924 in England — Zamyatin
placed his protagonist within a system of capillary surveillance, in
which a “One State,” having established its control over the planet,
prepared to begin the conquest of outer space (Zamyatin, 1924).
In an even more elaborate key — and in a variant in which Schmitt
would surely have found more than a few confirmations of his con-
victions — Huxley’s Brave New World gave literary form to the allur-
ing and at once unsettling specter of a world state capable of “edu-
cating” its subjects to happiness (Huxley, 1932). From this stand-
point, Huxley’s novel diverged from the dominant line of dystopian
classics. Whereas in other great dystopias of the period — beyond
Orwell's Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949), for example in the novels
of Katharine Burdekin (1937), Karin Boye (1940), and Ayn Rand
(1937) - regimes often exploited fear of internal and external ene-
mies to secure citizens support, in Brave New World order seemed
(at least apparently) to reign uncontested.

The society described in Orwell’s fable is a society permanently at
war, and the aim of its rulers is first, of course, to exercise power for
its own delightful sake and, second, to keep their subjects in that
state of constant tension which a state of constant war demands of
those who wage it (Huxley, 1958: 26).

By contrast, the society of Brave New World “is a world-state, in which
war has been climinated and where the first aim of the rulers is at
all costs to keep their subjects from making trouble” (Huxley, 1958:
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26-27); and they reach that goal by “legalizing a degree of sexual free-
dom (made possible by the abolition of the family) that practically
guarantees the Brave New Worlders against any form of destructive (or
creative) emotional tension” (Huxley, 1958: 267). In Huxley’s novel,
the world state not only embraces the entire planet and puts an end to
war; it also manages, in effect, to carry through a complete depoliti-
cization of social life — that is, to neutralize (almost) entirely conflict
among human beings — albeit at the price of a totalizing hold over
citizens’ lives, subjected to an anesthetizing regimen.

Some of the major political thinkers of the twentieth century
also registered the attraction exerted by the figure of a new glob-
al Leviathan, though they offered very different — indeed radically
opposed — interpretations. A planetary form of government was
viewed positively by H. G. Wells himself, but also by intellectuals as
diverse as Jacques Maritain, Ernst Jinger, Hans Kelsen, Alexandre
Kojeve, and Hans ]. Morgenthau; one of its staunchest opponents
was probably Carl Schmitt, who for more than halfa century contin-
ued to regard that scenario as unrealistic or as the ideological cover
for imperial projects (Castellin, 2025; Castellin and Palano, 2025;
Cazzola, 2023; Consolati, 2023; Lanzillo, 2018, 2025; Rosenboim,
2023). After 1989, the face of the world state often took the far
less benevolent form of unipolarism, revealing precisely the limits
against which Schmitt had warned when he urged caution toward
those who brandished the banner of “humanity.” It is not surprising
that, in a period of crisis for international institutions and the return
of violence, the question of the possible future of something resem-
bling a world state should resurface.

The aim of this forum is not, of course, to propose new solutions
to the question of whether a world government would be desirable.
Our conviction, rather, is that revisiting the intense debates about
the world state — and even the critiques that insist on its very impos-
sibility — provides valuable elements for reconstructing the transfor-
mation in the conception of sovereignty in the “global age.” In its
various guises, the silhouette of the world state has, in fact, oriented
— perhaps even shaped — the ways of conceiving order, legitimacy,
and power in a world unified by technology.

Damiano Palano
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“All Mankind and yet nothing but Mankind”:
Arnold J. Toynbee and the World State

Luca G. CASTELLIN

Abstract

This article explores Arnold J. Toynbee’s contributions to international
thought, focusing on a less examined aspect of his work: the idea of a world
state. From the 1920s to the 1970s, Toynbee sought solutions to the crisis
of international politics capable of ensuring global stability and peace. In
the atomic age, he saw the voluntary unification of humanity as the sole
safeguard against nuclear catastrophe. The article traces the evolution of
his thought across three phases: a liberal vision rooted in British imperial
tradition (1920s-1930s); a cosmopolitan perspective marked by revolu-
tionary political imagination (1940s-1950s); and, in later years, a spiritual
and utopian approach.

Abstract (Italiano)

Questo articolo esplora il pensiero internazionale di Arnold J. Toynbee,
concentrandosi su un aspetto poco studiato della sua opera: vale a dire,
I'idea di Stato mondiale. Dal 1920 al 1970, Toynbee cercod di trovare una
soluzione alla crisi della politica internazionale in grado di garantire la sta-
bilitd e la pace globali. Nell’era atomica, vide nell’unificazione volontaria
dell’'umanita I'unica salvaguardia contro la catastrofe nucleare. L’articolo
ripercorre I'evoluzione del suo pensiero attraverso tre fasi: una visione li-
berale radicata nella tradizione imperiale britannica (anni Venti e Trenta);
una prospettiva cosmopolita caratterizzata da un’immaginazione politica
rivoluzionaria (anni Quaranta e Cinquanta); e, negli ultimi anni, un ap-
proccio spirituale e utopico.

Keywords: Arnold J. Toynbee, World state, World religion, International an-
archy, Political order
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1. Introduction: a “superhuman Civitas Dei"?

In the volume VI of A Study of History, Arnold J. Toynbee stressed
that the “only society that is capable of embracing the whole of
Mankind is a superhuman Civitas Dei; and the conception of a socie-
ty that embraces all Mankind and yet nothing but Mankind is an ac-
ademic chimaera” (Toynbee, 1939¢: 10). The English historian and
internationalist was constantly preoccupied with the idea of building
a society capable of unifying all mankind. However, this endeavour
took different forms. During the twentieth century, his intellectual
journey was characterised by a keen focus on the critical challenges
and looming dangers that shaped world politics. From his service at
the Foreign Office during the First World War, to his long tenure
as Director of Studies at Chatham House (1924-1954)", and later as
a global public intellectual, Toynbee examined the dynamics of the
international system, its transformations, and its possible futures.

In his works, he insisted that the modern state system had un-
dergone irreversible change, demanding radical reform. During the
Cold War, his sense of the instability inherent in international an-
archy, coupled with anxiety over the fragility of bipolar balance, led
him to advocate the unification of humankind - initially through
a “world state,” and later through a (new) “world religion.” As he
acknowledged in 1969, looking back on three decades of observa-
tion at the Royal Institute of International Affairs: “My study of the
World will have been barren and irresponsible if it has not equipped
me and spurred me to do what I can — infinitesimal though the effect
of my action may be — to help mankind to cure itself of some of the
evil that, in my lifetime, I have seen human beings inflict on each
other” (Toynbee, 1969: 81).

At the heart of Toynbee’s thought was the aspiration to politically
unify humankind. To understand this ambition, one must consider a
frequently overlooked theme in his work: the interplay of historical
and internationalist perspectives. While indebted to British liber-
alism?, Toynbee went beyond acknowledging irreversible economic

" On the importance of Chatham House in the development of British foreign
policy, cf. Bosco and Navari (1994).

2 On this argument, cf. Rich (2002), Morefield (2005; 2014), Sylvest (2009),
Chiantera-Stutte (2022).
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interdependence or advocating broader international cooperation.
He argued that the rise of nationalism — and the resulting erosion of
the international order — reflected a deeper, enduring phenomenon
in political history: the idolization of particular communities and
the veneration of the State.

In Nationality and the War — although the notion of idolatry was
not yet explicitly developed — he clearly regarded the nation-state as
obsolete (Toynbee, 1915: 7; 478-481) and identified mutual fear, aris-
ing from the anarchy of the international system, as the main cause of
war (Toynbee, 1915: 63). His criticism became even sharper in Zhe
Western Question in Greece and Turkey (1922), where he attributed
the instability of the Near and Middle East to the forced introduc-
tion of the state and nationalism, both distinctly modern and Western
constructs, into a context historically grounded in different forms of
legitimacy and organization (Toynbee, 1922: 15-17). This led him to
reflect on national self-determination, economic cooperation, and
federalist approaches in the Middle Eastern geopolitical arena’.

The “worship of Leviathan,” he emphasized in a 1939 article in
Foreign Affairs, “is the most dangerous, as well as the most perverse,
of the forms that idolatry can take.” (Toynbee, 1939a: 319). This
notion recurred throughout his work, especially in his analyses of
the international order. For Toynbee, the excessive veneration of
human power — whether individual or collective — took the form
of nationalism in the transition from the nineteenth to the twenti-
eth century, transforming the State from a cornerstone of modern
Western civilization into an obstacle to the further development of
international life.

Toynbee’s international thought evolved markedly over the
twentieth century, shifting from youthful liberal internationalism
to the spiritual utopianism of his later years (Castellin, 2010, 2011,
2016). His works represented a sustained effort to address the crisis
of the international order (Hall, 2013; Castellin, 2015; Maggioni,
2013) and to interpret Britain’s decline in both strategic and cultural
terms (Hall, 2012). Yet his methodology, rhetoric, and conclusions
made him a controversial figure: critics denounced the unscientific

3 Cf. Giannakopoulos (2021). On his interpretation of historical and interna-
tional dynamics in the Middle East, cf. Di Fiore (2015).
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character of his historiography (Sorokin, 1940; Trevor-Roper, 1957)
and described him as a visionary prophet (Geyl, 1955). For example,
José Ortega y Gasset (1973: 251-252) criticized Toynbee’s “ethical
attitude of the teacher and the preacher,” arguing that “in spite of
his abundant knowledge,” he was not “a man of reason, of science, of
theory; but rather “a man who believes with the faith of a coal miner
in certain philanthropic things which culminate in a strange mysti-
cism about history.” Proper of this reputation, Ray Bradbury later
satirized in a short story first published in Playboy (Bradbury, 1988).
This article, rather than delving — as has already been extensively
done - into the role of civilizations in the dynamics of world history
(Castellin, 2022), traces the evolution of Toynbee’s international po-
litical thought, focusing on his vision of a “world state” as a remedy for
the disorder of twentieth-century world politics. A close reading of his
writings shows how the foundations of his idea of human unification
shifted over time. In the 1920s and 1930s, he advanced a liberal ap-
proach rooted in British imperial tradition; from the 1940s onward,
he moved first toward a cosmopolitan vision informed by political
imagination and ultimately toward a spiritual and utopian solution.

2. Humana Respublica

Toynbee’s fear of a potential collapse of the global order, which first
emerged during the First World War, intensified in the 1920s and
1930s. In this period, his reflections attested not merely to a con-
tinuity with the British imperial thought of the preceding centu-
ry* — within which the empire was envisaged as a prototype for the
eventual reunification of humankind under a global “republic of hu-
manity” — but, more significantly, to a profound intellectual affinity
with the liberal idealism articulated by Alfred E. Zimmern (1911,
1918, 1926; cf. also Toynbee, 1967: 49-61) and Lionel Curtis (1916,
1935; cf. also Toynbee, 1967: 133-135). With both figures Toynbee
engaged in active collaboration, from whom he also derived substan-
tial inspiration, particularly with regard to conceptions of Britain’s

* Cf. Bell (2007, 2020) and Tagliaferri (2008, 2012).
> Seeley (1971).
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historical mission and global destiny. The idea — intimately paternal-
istic and subtly imperialistic — of a “republic of humanity;” built upon
Britain’s experience, not only shaped the principles and structure of
the League of Nations but was also deemed capable of successfully
resolving the crucial problems of coexistence among autonomous
communities, marked by differing levels of political and econom-
ic development. It was further considered capable of inspiring new
institutional frameworks for international security and cooperation
(Tagliaferri, 2002).

In particular, it is in his 1928 work, The Conduct of British
Empire Foreign Relations Since the Peace Settlement, that Toynbee
— occasionally adopting tones both exalted and almost prophetic —
expressed his conviction that the West could have ultimately achieve
the political, economic, and cultural unification of the world. From
this perspective, the Commonwealth stood out as an exemplary
model of free and peaceful coexistence among diverse civilizations
(Toynbee, 1928, 1934). As Teodoro Tagliaferri (2008: 36, 38) not-
ed, the Commonwealth appeared to the British historian and inter-
nationalist as “the only form of imperial unity” capable of surviv-
ing—through transformation—the centrifugal pressures of national
aspirations and of advancing toward a genuine “deterritorialized
statchood.” By envisaging the subordination of states to the author-
ity of a higher law, it anticipated, in Toynbee’s view, the prototype
of a global federation of states capable of addressing the problem of
war. The emergence of such an ecumenical society, institutionalized
within a framework of multiple affiliations, thus represented, ulti-
mately, an extension of the Western model to the whole humanity.
The British Commonwealth of Nations consistently functioned as
the principal — or, in many respects, the sole — point of reference for
the Great Society that Toynbee delineated throughout the interwar
period. For the author, despite the latent crisis of the international
system, the vision of a global world society represented a supra-hu-
man and post-historical goal, one that could and should have been a
new phase in humanity’s political and social development.

In the volume IV of A4 Study of History, Toynbee attributed excep-
tional importance to the experience of the British Commonwealth,
portraying it as a political and institutional laboratory capable of
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“transcending” national sovereignty and restraining the “idolatrous
worship” of statechood. In this context, he observed:

we may expect that our present Western problem of transcending
National Sovereignty will receive its solution — in so far as it
receives one at all — in some place or places where this institution
of National Sovereignty has not been erected into an object of
idolatrous worship. We shall not expect to see salvation come from
the historic national states of Western Europe — a France or a Spain
or a Hungary or a Sweden — where every political thought and
feeling and act is bound up with a Parochial Sovereignty which is
itself the recognized symbol of a glorious national past. It is not
in this Epimethean psychological environment that our society can
look forward to making the necessary discovery of some new form
of international association which will bring a Parochial Sovereignty
under the discipline of a higher law and so forestall the otherwise
inevitable calamity of its annihilation by a ‘knock-out blow”. If this
discovery is ever made, the laboratory of political experimentation
where we may expect to see it materialize will be some body politic
like the British Commonwealth of Nations, which has mated
the experience of one ancient European national state with the
plasticity of a number of ‘new countries’ overseas; or else it will be
some body politic like the Soviet Union, which is attempting to
organize a number of non-Western communities into an entirely
new kind of polity on the basis of a Western revolutionary idea. In
the Soviet Union we may perhaps discern the Seleucid Empire of
our world, and in the British Empire its Roman Commonwealth.
Will these and such like bodies politic, on the outskirts of our
modern Western cosmos of sovereign nations, eventually produce
some form of political structure that will enable us to give more
substance, before it is too late, to our inchoate League of Nations?
We cannot tell; but we can almost feel sure that, if these pioneers
fail, the work will never be done by the petrified devotees of the idol
of National Sovereignty (Toynbee, 1939b: 320).

Toynbee (1948a: 7) linked the crisis of the European system to the
intensification of particularism, which turned political pluralism
from a resource into a liability, pushing Europe toward collapse.
From the late 1930s, he viewed with alarm the expansionist ambi-
tions of Fascism and Nazism. For the English historian, the National
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Socialist state appeared as an actor capable of assuming the role of
a potential world super-state through the violent seizure of power.
Nazism, Toynbee observed in the 1933 Survey, was merely the lat-
est and most extreme expression of a political-religious movement
oriented toward pagan deification and the idolatry of a particular
community, giving rise to a “totalitarian’ national state” founded on
race and blood (Toynbee, 1934a: 121-122). In this light, his trench-
ant critique — developed in the two volumes of the 1935 Survey —
of Benito Mussolini’s colonial policy can also be understood. The
conquest of Abyssinia, carried out with the acquiescence of the
Western powers, represented a “tragic episode in international histo-
ry” that he described as a “tale of sin and nemesis.” (Toynbee, 1936:
1). Drawing a parallel with the Hellenic world, Toynbee argued that
the fall of Greek civilization and the violent rise of Rome were root-
ed in the idolization of local communities, the city-states. By 1939,
he feared that the interstate system faced the same fate. Just as Rome
restored order after a cycle of fratricidal wars (Toynbee, 1939b: 3), a
universal state could have emerged from the turbulence of the inter-
war crisis. But a Pax Hitleriana was, for him, politically and morally
intolerable (Toynbee, 1939b: 320). Hence his insistence on tran-
scending, or at least curbing, the sovereignty of the nation-state.

From Toynbee’s perspective, it thus became increasingly imper-
ative to move beyond an order grounded in international anarchy
and to recognize the possibility of transferring sovereignty to an in-
stitution capable of representing the entire international civil society
(Toynbee, 1931: 759-760). He stressed the need to establish a stable
supranational framework — a “world-wide system of law and order”
— endowed with a strong degree of “collective security” Guided by
the principles of liberal idealism, Toynbee accordingly supported
the League of Nations, initially regarded as a satisfactory means o
curbing state sovereignty. Within it, he saw the “first and last line of
defence” for embedding, in an international assembly, the ideals that
underpinned Britain’s now waning hegemony (Toynbee, 1938: 317-
318). Yet, over the years, Toynbee (1939a: 319) grew increasingly
sceptical of the League’s actual capacity to act effectively.



42 GLOBAL AGE 01/2025

3. Playing for time

The issue of world unification, which took on increasing urgency in
the aftermath of the Second World War, led many scholars to explore
the most effective means of securing enduring peace through the es-
tablishment of a world state — or aworld government — capable of con-
taining interstate conflict. From David Mitrany’s functionalism to the
federalist visions of Lord Lothian, Kenneth C. Wheare, and Emery
Reves, a wide spectrum of approaches emerged. Yet, while these per-
spectives shared certain affinities, they cannot be fully aligned with
the proposal set forth by the English historian, which integrated both
a political-institutional and a religious-spiritual dimension.

In “The International Outlook,” published in International
Affairs in 1947, Toynbee examined the global situation, highlight-
ing the immediate challenges and the uncertainties posed by the
emerging political order dominated by the United States and the
Soviet Union. The “big and really formidable political issue to-
day,” he wrote, “is not whether the world is soon going to be unified
politically,” but rather “in which of two alternative possible ways”
— coercive or voluntary — “this rapid unification is going to come
about” He warned that, in a clearly bipolar system, the outbreak of
another world war could have left “a solitary Great Power left to give
the world its political unity by the old-fashioned method of the con-
quest.” (Toynbee, 1947: 464). While Toynbee’s rejection of the co-
ercive option was to be expected, his early and consistent scepticism
about the role of the United Nations was more surprising, though
still coherent. (Toynbee, 1947: 468-469).

For Toynbee, the prospect of world unification was inevitable.
In an article, originally published in the New York Times on 21
September 1947, entitled “Does History Always Repeat Itself?,
he argued that humanity needed both “to establish a constitution-
al co-operative system of world government” and “to put the sec-
ular super-structure back onto religious foundations.” (Toynbee,
1948b: 39). Accordingly, he wrote, “if the United Nations organiza-
tion could grow into an effective system of world government, that

¢ Cf., for example, Mitrany (1946), Lothian (1935), Wheare (1946), Reves
(1945), and Schuman (1952).
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would be much the best solution of our political crux.” Yet he also
cautioned that it was necessary “we have to reckon with the possibil-
ity of this enterprise’s failing, and to be ready, should it fail, with an
alternative to fall back upon.” (Toynbee, 1948b: 40).

Some of Toynbee’s reflections from the 1950s can be situated
precisely in the quest for alternative solutions. On the one hand, he
contemplated a possible institutional architecture — drawing on the
precedents of the Respublica Christiana (Toynbee, 1954a: 403) and
the Ottoman millet system (Toynbee, 1954b: 313) — for a world
state capable of ensuring “multiplicity within unity” (Maggioni,
2016: 136-140). On the other hand, he considered the division of
the world into two spheres of influence as a strategy to mitigate ten-
sions between the United States and the Soviet Union. While his ref-
erences to the Respublica Christiana and the Ottoman millet system
were consistent with his research from the 1920s and 1930s’, the idea
of partitioning the oikoumene was a more direct response to the sense
of urgency he experienced during the early Cold War. In the volume
IX of 4 Study of History, for instance, Toynbee (1954c¢: 525) specu-

lated about dividing the globe into distinct areas of competence:

In these perilous circumstances the best hope for the future of
Mankind lies in the possibility that the governments and peoples of
the United States and the Soviet Union might have the imagination,
wisdom, tolerance, self-restraint, patience, and fortitude to seck and
ensue the one alternative to a third world war that, at this stage, was
practical politics: that is to say, a pacific partition of the Oikoumene
between these two surviving Powers for an indefinite time to come.

Toynbee regarded such a solution as essentially transitory rather
than definitive. In his view, dividing the international system into
spheres of influence was a practicable yet ultimately provisional
arrangement. Its primary function was to buy time in order to es-
tablish a world state, which remained his ultimate goal. This inter-
pretation is clearly reflected in a lecture that Toynbee delivered at
Columbia University in 1948. This lecture was later cited by Hans
J. Morgenthau to support his argument about the importance of a

7 Cf. Toynbee (1922: 122, 130, 135, 267-268; 1925, 1939: 351-352).
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spheres-of-influence policy. However, Morgenthau’s views did not
entirely align with those of the author of A Study of History. In In
Defence of the National Interest, Morgenthau (1951: 155-156) quot-
ed from Toynbee’s Columbia address, underscoring the distinctive
breadth of his historical vision:

I suppose that when two great powers face each other one possible
alternative is a partition of the world without another war. If you
look at the world now, as it has become since 1945, you can imagine
it, if things should go rather well, being partitioned by agreement
between the United States and the Soviet Union into two spheres.
[...] I think this is an important possibility to keep in mind and to
work for, because if it succeeded it might give us time; and, though
sometimes playing for time merely means putting off something
that we ought to settle now, I do not think that in our present
circumstances playing for time is a wrong or unreasonable thing to
attempt. [...] therefore I suggest a provisional partition of the world
into a Russian and an American sphere by agreements between the
two. If this could be brought about - if things are not too far gone
for that — it would be a very valuable thing for both those great
powers and for the world in general. It would give us time, among
other things, to try gradually to build these two spheres together
and eventually to unite them in a co-operative world government.

4. A World State

Toynbee sought precisely the interval required to deliberate on the
construction of human unity. Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, his
reflections on the necessity of establishing a world state deepened
considerably, resulting in an increasingly radical political imagination.

In Volume XII of A4 Study of History, Toynbee warned that the
“human race” has condemned itself to “choose between committing
universal genocide and learning to live as one family” The dilemma
stemmed from the “unprecedented advance in technology,” which
has shrunk military, political, and economic distances but failed to
bridge the “cultural differences” that kept people “divided from each
other” (Toynbee, 1961: 579). He observed that “all mankind seems
to be moving towards a future common cultural standing-ground,
yet two facts remained stark: “the pace of cultural change is much
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slower than the pace of technological change,” which appeared “to
know no limits to its capacity for acceleration,” and “the time-lag of
cultural change behind technological change, which has always been
greater, seems likely to grow greater” (Toynbee, 1961: 580).

At the beginning of the 1960s, as he was drafting these pages of
his magnum opus, a crucial theme resurfaced that had consistently
marked Toynbee’s thoughts on international affairs. He believed
that achieving some form of global unification was the only way to
preserve peace among nations and the survival of humankind in the
face of the possibility of mutual destruction between the two su-
perpowers in a thermonuclear conflict. In the atomic age, Toynbee
(1966: 138) emphasised once again that humankind was faced with
a stark choice: “political unification” or “mass-suicide.”

In Change and Habit, interrogating both the meaning and feasi-
bility of such a project, he defined the “world state” as a polity able to
“include the whole living generation of the human race among its cit-
izens” and to govern effectively over “the whole habitable and travers-
able surface of this planet, together with its air-envelope and the ad-
jacent reaches of outer space” He further underscored that such a
state “has never been established so far,” noting that, up to that point,
“there have only been would-be world-states” Throughout history,
Toynbee identified within various civilizations the rise of political
communities which — through culture or religion — were capable of
“uniting large parts of the Earth’s surface and of the human race, but
not yet ever the whole,” precisely because “most of these incomplete
world-states failed to perpetuate themselves” (Toynbee, 1966: 115).

Indeed, he argued, “all the would-be world-states of the past have
succumbed in the end to the habit of divisive feeling,” while “those
of them that have not broken up have preserved their existence at
the cost of abandoning their world-mindedness.” (Toynbee, 1966:
116). According to him, this was hardly surprising, since an oscil-
lating movement from multiplicity to unity (and back again) has
marked the whole trajectory of human history (Toynbee, 1966: 54-
87, 90-100; cf. also Castellin, 2010: 79-85).

It would be a mistake from the failure of past would-be world-states
to maintain themselves as such, that there is no prospect of our



46 GLOBAL AGE 01/2025

being able to establish a world-state that would not only be literally
world-wide but would also be permanent (Toynbee, 1966: 116).

Accordingly, he saw a voluntary and federal union of states as the
only alternative to an armed struggle for global dominance that
would inevitably lead to mutual nuclear destruction. Toynbee

(1966: 139-140) observed:

The functions of the world authorities tint arc urgently required
today will be, not maximal, but minimal, and tins for two good
reasons. The first reason is that the peoples of the World are going
to accept world government only reluctantly, and therefore the
statesmen arc not going to go out of their way to try to persuade
the people to swallow larger doses of world-government than are
strictly necessary at the moment. The second reason why world
government will be minimal, at least to start with, is that, in the
Atomic Age, world-government cannot be imposed by force,
which is the way in which the world-states of the past have all been
established. Force in the form of the atomic weapon could not be
used for any constructive purpose; the effect of its use would be
wholly destructive. Therefore, today, the only practicable way of
getting any world-authorities established is to win the consent and
co-operation of the powers that be. [...] We may therefore assume
that the world-state of the future will not have the structure of
the would-be world-states of the past, which have been imposed
by conquest It will have the structure of those states, past and
present, that have been brought into being by a voluntary union of
anumber of previously separate and independent smaller units, and
the structure of states that have originated in this peaceful way has
usually been, not unitary, but federal. This has been usual because
the first concern of any government is to keep itself in being, and a
government that has voluntarily surrendered part, or the whole, of
its sovereignty will not go to the length of surrendering its existence
as well, so long as it is a free agent. It will prefer to retain its identity
and its local autonomy and to limit the powers of the union
government to fields in which a unitary administration is patently
in the constituent states” own interest.

In order to realise a world state, Toynbee (1966: 156-157) em-
phasized the indispensable role of a “common culture” capable of
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reconciling and uniting political and social differences. He also em-
phasised the necessity of a “command effective power” capable of
imposing and enforcing decisions, even through the use of force if
necessary. Furthermore, he speculated on China’s potential histor-
ical involvement in the creation of such a world state. (Toynbee,
1966: 158).

In two posthumously published works, Choose Life and Mankind
and Mother Earth, both released in 1976, one year after his death,
the British historian reaffirmed his emphasis on the unification of
humankind through a voluntary act, which he considered both
possible and desirable. This perspective emerged particularly clear-
ly in the former, which presented a dialogue between Toynbee and
the Japanese intellectual Daisaku Ikeda. As he observed (Toynbee,
1976a: 191):

I hold that the local states ought to be deprived of their
sovereignty and subordinated to the sovereignty of a global world
government. Even then, national states would still have a useful,
and indeed indispensable, municipal role to play as units for local
administration - the role played in a federal state by its constituent
states. As the scale of all operations continues to increase, I expect
to see more of the former administrative powers of local states pass
into the hands of the world government, but there will probably be
an irreducible residue of functions for which it will be convenient
to retain administrative decentralization. The cumulative weight of
these considerations makes me agree that the world’s present 140
local states ought not to, and cannot, remain political units with the
sovereign right to make war and at the same time have the last word
in human affairs of nonmilitary kinds.

Preventing the outbreak of future conflicts was precisely the aim that
prompted Toynbee (1976a: 212) to emphasise the necessity of en-
dowing the world state with an “armed police force,” thereby render-
ing it impossible for the national states that comprise it to wage war.

In his second posthumous work, Mankind and Mother Earth,
Toynbee (1976b: 37) reaffirmed his prophetic conviction that “in
the next chapter of the Oikoumene’s history, the lead might pass
from America to Eastern Asia,” and restated the urgency of estab-
lishing a world government, conceived as a federation of regional or
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local constituent units. Once again, he regarded both anarchy and
the state as contingent features of the international order. Toynbee
(1976b: 593) remarked, albeit with a distinctly pessimistic ecologi-
cal undertone:

The present-day global set of local sovereign states is not capable of
keeping the peace, and it is also not capable of saving the biosphere
from man-made pollution or of conserving the biosphere’s non-
replaceable natural resources. This ecumenical anarchy on the
political planet cannot continue for much longer in an Oikoumene
that has already become a unity on the technological and economic
planes. What has been needed for the last 5,000 years, and has
been feasible technologically, though not yet politically, for the
last hundred years, is a global body politic composed of cells on the
scale of the Neolithic-Age village-community — a scale on which the
participants could be personally acquainted with each other, while
each of them would also be a citizen of a world-state. However,
the Oikoumene cannot be united politically by the barbarous
and ruinous traditional method of military conquest. In 1945 an
Oikoumene that was still un-unified politically was overtaken by
the invention of the nuclear weapon, and the Oikoumene could
never be united by the use of this deadly weapon; annihilation, not
unification, would be the inevitable outcome of a nuclear world war.

Yet, in Toynbece’s view, averting the destruction of the global system
required more than the federalist hypothesis, which he considered
inadequate in many respects. According to the English historian, the
only effective response to the international crisis of the twentieth
century could be found in religion, not politics. In Choose Life, he ar-
gued that, in the event of “a future voluntary unification of mankind
on a global scale,” a decisive role should be played by “the worldwide
spread of some kind of common religion” (Toynbee, 1976a: 265).

5. The wheels and the chariot

Religion has always played a crucial role in Toynbee’s personal
and public life. Throughout his life, he frequently expressed deep
spiritual anxiety (Castellin, 2010: 40-58). Although he was edu-
cated in the Anglican Church, he lost his faith at Balliol College,
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Oxford, proclaiming himself an agnostic. In the 1930s, different
circumstances prompted his temporary acceptance of Christianity.
However, he never converted to Roman Catholicism as his first wife,
Rosalind Murray, had wanted. In the 1940s, Toynbee began to alter
his historical perspective. A fundamental turning point was marked
by his Burge Memorial Lecture, Christianity and Civilisation, deliv-
ered in May 1940 at Oxford. For the first time, Toynbee overturned
his earlier work’s presentation of the relationship between civilisa-
tions and religions. He rejected the notion that religion was the so-
cial link between two civilisations. Instead, he asserted that civilisa-
tions were the chrysalises of religion and that they granted humanity
a deeper spiritual understanding of itself through their rise and fall.
As Toynbee (1948b: 235-236) noted:

If religion is a chariot, it looks as if the wheels on which it mounts
towards Heaven may be the periodic downfalls of civilizations on
Earth. It looks as if the movement of civilizations may be cyclic
and recurrent, while the movement of religion may be on a single
continuous upward line. The continuous upward movement of
religion may be served and promoted by the cyclic movement of
civilizations round the cycle of birth, death, birth.

Thus, Toynbee’s Weltanschauung reveals a gradual shift in perspec-
tive from viewing religion as subordinate to the reproduction of
secular civilisations to viewing the rise and fall of civilisations as po-
tentially subordinate to the growth of religion. This shift in perspec-
tive affected not only his historical work, but also his analysis of the
international order. Consequently, he envisaged the unification of
humankind under a single politico-religious institution.

For Toynbee (1948b: 245-252), the world and history had be-
come “a province of the Kingdom of God”, in which progress could
not be solely technical, social, or political because it had to be re-
ligious first and foremost. Thus, the possibility of avoiding immi-
nent nuclear annihilation, or “the future of mankind’, lay only in
the “higher religions”. (Toynbee, 1948b: 159). He believed that the
major higher religions — namely Christianity, Hinduism, Islam and
Mahayana Buddhism — were the only way to solve the international
crisis triggered by twentieth-century politics. As he had previously
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observed in Volume VII of A Study of History, the union of these
four religions was intended to establish a “new ‘commonwealths of
nations”, and provide “the statesmen and administrators required
for the government of secular polities” (Toynbee, 1954a: 403).

“The sickness of modern society,” Toynbee reiterated in Choose
Life, “can be cured only by a spiritual revolution in the hearts and
minds of human beings”: the “social maladies,” he insisted, “cannot
be remedied by organizational changes,” for “the only effective cures”
for them are “spiritual.” (Toynbee 1976a: 129). The principal disease
to be eradicated was, as he had written in Hellenism twenty years ear-
lier, “Man-worship,” that has always been “the characteristic religion
of man... at all times and places,” and above all it was “manifestly the
dominant religion, in fact though not avowedly, in Western World”
(Toynbee, 1959: 7). The veneration of human power, whether per-
sonal or collective, led to the worship of the Leviathan. This force
lay behind the breakdown of the international order in the twenti-
eth-century, prompting Toynbee to hypothesise and yearn for the es-
tablishment of a world state founded on religion. Consequently, he
entrusted the creation of a new world religion with the task of curbing
humanity’s natural tendency to idolise itself or its collective power.

Anticipating “a future voluntary unification of mankind on a
global scale”, he attributed a pivotal role to “the worldwide spread
of some kind of common religion”, whose fundamental tenet would
be to encourage individuals to “self-mastery”. “To master oneself,” he
emphasized, “is the essence of religion as I see it, and I think a future
religion that preaches this traditional religious precept will win the
allegiance of mankind, because this precept is, I believe, the only ef-
fective response to the challenge of human beings.” (Toynbee, 1976a:
265-266). Ultimately, humanity had to overcome egocentrism and
the cult of individual and collective power in order to dedicate itself
fully to loving others. (Toynbee, 1969: 154-158). For this reason, as
Jacques Maritain (1957: 176) critically observed, in Toynbee’s reflec-
tions “mankind’s unity — to be achieved in this world — were the es-
sential and primary aim of religion.”

The main limitation of Toynbee’s thinking lies not in the impor-
tance he attributed to religion, but in the conclusions that his per-
sonal spiritual quest ultimately led him to. Drawing on his Anglican
background, which at times leaned towards latitudinarianism,
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he developed a conception of religion that blended elements of
Gnosticism, Deism, and relativism, viewing it both as personal faith
and as reflection on the public role of the sacred. This conception
gradually acquired decisive weight, shaping a philosophy of history
in which religious development became the key to interpreting in-
ternational dynamics. From the mid-1950s onwards, Toynbee’s focus
shifted away from historical religions. Rejecting the exclusive truth
claims of any one tradition after the example of the Roman senator
Quintus Aurelius Symmachus, he advanced a personal, humanitari-
an religion based on an uncertain cosmopolitanism. Consequently,
his later writings replaced historical analysis with prophecy, adopt-
ing the utopian tones of pacifism.

In the mid-1950s, while reviewing the long-awaited final four
volumes of A Study of History, Hans ]. Morgenthau emphasised
the significant challenges they presented — and would continue to
present — to critics aiming to provide a thorough evaluation of the
work. At the same time, he identified religion as a significant depar-
ture from the earlier volumes (Morgenthau, 1962). The author of
Politics Among Nations noted the increasing importance of religion
in Toynbee’s worldview, not only due to the attention given to the
subject, but also because of the role assigned to religion in historical
dynamics. This repositioning of religion within Toynbee’s theoret-
ical and scientific framework gave rise to all subsequent modifica-
tions in his view of history and the methods appropriate to its study.
(Voegelin, 1961).

Morgenthau (1962: 60) argued that Toynbee did not call for a
“return to a particular established religion,” but instead proposed
“a kind of intellectual and aesthetic eclecticism which open-mind-
edly accepts and receives all that is congenial in the different his-
toric religions.” However, he argued that the main limitation of
Toynbee’s theoretical proposal lies precisely here, as this “new syn-
cretic religion” obscured the crucial distinction between “religion
and religiosity”:

Itcan well be argued — and I would support the argument — that most
of the failures of the modern age and many of its accomplishments
stem from one single source: the lack of religiosity. Modern man,
as he sees himself, has become a self-sufficient entity who knows



52 GLOBAL AGE 01/2025

what he sees and can do what he wills. He has lost the awareness
of his dependence upon a will and a power which are beyond his
understanding and control. To warn modem man against the
irreligious self-glorification, which in a sense is his self-mutilation,
for it deprives human experience of mystery, tragedy, and guilt,
is one thing; to advocate a kind of religious eclecticism is quite

another (Morgenthau, 1962: 60).

Accordingly, Morgenthau observed with disenchanted realism that
Toynbee’s utopian vision of religious unity as a remedy for instabili-
ty in the world order — a vision in which a unified humanity would
find salvation — was a personal failure:

Neither a teacher nor awhole civilization can by an act of will create
the symbolic and ritualistic expressions of religiosity thus restored;
least of all can they create them out of the fragments of religions,
whose decline has made the restoration of religiosity necessary in
the first place. What religions will grow from this new religiosity
man must leave to fate. He must be content to be ready, and to make
others ready, to see the signs and to read them aright when they
appear (Morgenthau, 1962: 62).

Within this historicist framework, the inversion of the relationship
between civilisation and religion signalled a significant shift, with
history yielding to the philosophy of history. Analysis, however
debatable, was replaced by prophecy, which placed itself beyond
critique. The “end of history”, in a Hegelian sense, was evident in
Toynbee’s acceptance of religious relativism with syncretic over-
tones, reminiscent of the latitudinarian Anglicanism of his early
years. The aspiration to a new world religion overshadowed the idea
of a political world state.

Conclusions: an “academic chimera”

In many respects, the idea of a world state is not only idealistic and
intellectually challenging, but also a political project and a way
of speculating about the future. Confronted with the threat of a
thermonuclear apocalypse, Toynbee believed that the only way to
avoid the collapse of the international order and the extinction of



“ALL MANKIND AND YET NOTHING BUT MANKIND” 53

humankind was through the voluntary unification of political com-
munities. Although the idea of world unification was not unusual
during the Cold War, even among proponents of the realist tradition
(Scheuerman, 2011), it was in the path first tentatively sketched out,
and then resolutely pursued, by the English historian that the main
dilemmas of his thinking emerged.

During the 1920s and 1930s, Toynbee’s outlook bore close affin-
ities, and perhaps even organic connections, to liberal international-
ism. Like its proponents, he emphasised the importance of fostering
economic and commercial interdependence, as well as strengthening
political and military cooperation. Throughout the interwar period,
the author of A Study of History — much like Alfred Zimmern, Gilbert
Murray, James Bryce and Lionel Curtis — openly expressed his desire
to revive and adapt aspects of nineteenth-century British imperial
thought. While this was often free from overt racism, it still had pa-
ternalistic undertones. During this initial period, Toynbee’s goal was
to establish a “republic of humanity” capable of uniting diversity.

Disillusionment following the failure of the League of Nations,
the devastation of the Second World War, and the terror of the Cold
War caused a paradigm shift in Toynbee’s vision of the international
community. This led him to consider two possible avenues: politics
and religion.

From the 1950s onwards, in the shadow of potential nuclear
annihilation and disillusioned by the United Nations™ limited ef-
fectiveness, Toynbee could see only one alternative to humanity’s
destruction: its voluntary unification. Demonstrating remarkable
political imagination — simultaneously cosmopolitan, idealistic and
admirable — he envisaged world unity as the foundation for survival.
Initially, he considered dividing the globe into spheres of influence as
a temporary measure that might allow humanity to establish a feder-
al “world state”. However, his confidence in political means, and thus
in the world state, eventually waned. Following a trajectory already
discernible in the late 1930s, he increasingly turned to religion.

In this spirit, Toynbee embraced a spiritual and utopian approach
to the crisis in world politics. Hoping for the union of the four great
world religions, he envisioned the creation of a new “world religion”,
rooted in mutual love and capable of eradicating the cult of personal
power and the worship of the collective Leviathan. Consequently,
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the political voluntarism that underpinned the liberal ideal of a “re-
public of humanity” and the cosmopolitan vision of a “world state”
was replaced by spiritual voluntarism — a blend of deism, relativism,
syncretism and gnosticism.

The daunting — and, in many respects, insurmountable — task of
addressing the international crises of the twentieth century in the
hope of securing peace and preserving human life left Toynbee torn
between the demands of politics and the call of religion. Once anal-
ysis (however debatable) was supplanted by prophecy (impervious
to critique), he entrusted the task of creating a “superhuman Civizas
Dei” to a distinctly human effort rather than divine intervention.
For this reason, he most likely only managed to imagine “a society
that embraces all Mankind and yet nothing but Mankind’, that is
“an academic chimera”
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Abstract

The essay analyzes Alexandre Kojeves thought on law, recognition,
and the universal and homogencous state, focusing on his Outline of a
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goal. Therefore, the essay explores tensions between utopia and realism,
sovereignty and depoliticization, placing Kojéve as a thinker-functionary
who sought to rethink Europe as a legal and political unity.
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Alexandre Kojeve’s reflections on law, recognition, and the univer-
sal State represent one of the most ambitious attempts to rethink
the foundations of political order within the horizon of modernity,
Kojeve conceives the justice as the space in which humanity seeks
reconciliation with itself, where the dialectic of recognition acquires
historical and institutional form. In his thought, the juridical replac-
es sovereignty as the medium through which universality is realized
and sustained. This perspective finds its most systematic articulation
in Outline of a Phenomenology of Right, where Kojeve grounds justice
in the structure of social relations and envisions the universal and ho-
mogeneous State as the concrete form of political and juridical unity.

1. From Recognition to Right

It is impossible to study human reality without sooner or later
coming up against the phenomenon of Droiz, particularly if one
considers the political aspect of this reality, and especially when
one is concerned with questions relative to the Constitution of the
State, since the notion of a Constitution is itself a notion just as
much political and it is juridical (Kojeve, 2000: 29).

Outline of a Phenomenology of Right is among the rare completed
works of Alexandre Kojéve, most likely written between 1942 and
1943, yet published only posthumously in 1981 (Filoni, 2024). The
typescript bears the note “Marseille 1943”; the publisher Gallimard’s
foreword states: “Alexandre Kojéve wrote these pages during the
summer of 1943, in Gramat (Lot), where he had gone to see the
family of Eric Weil” (Kojeve, 2000: IX). Gramat is a commune in
Occitania, Marseille lies in Provence. We know that Kojeve was
forced to leave Nazi-occupied Paris and crossed several regions of
France, staying with acquaintances and friends — such as Eric Weil,
then a leading figure in the French Resistance — until he reached
Marseille towards the end of 1943. There he remained until the end
of the war, continuing to maintain contacts with the Resistance,
particularly with the Combat group. During those years, Kojeve did
not abandon his work of reflection on political and juridical con-
cepts related to the form of the State, perhaps also stimulated by the
emerging prospect of embarking upon a career as a political adviser
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(Hassner, 2009; cf. also Filoni, 2025; Love, 2018). Yet it was not
only the possibility of a State career that led him to continue this re-
flection: he was confronted with a theoretical problem raised by the
tragedy of the Second World War, which also marked the historical
catastrophe of sovereign power. Claiming to be rational, that power
revealed instead its will to domination, its demonic face, its absolute
exceptionality unfounded in any norm. Kojéve was therefore com-
pelled to understand the reasons for such a tragic outcome, and pre-
cisely in those darkest years of the war he worked on two concepts
that the will to power seemed to have undermined: authority and
law. Two of his most significant politico-juridical works are devot-
ed to these themes: Outline of a Phenomenology of Right and The
Notion of Authority (1942, also long unpublished and first printed
only in 2004).

The possibility of a political appointment materialized in 1945,
when Robert Marjolin invited him to work at the Direction des rela-
tions économiques extérieures (DREE), thus beginning what may be
described as his “second life,” that of a senior official of the French
State. In this role Kojeve became, beyond his collaboration with
Marjolin, a much-needed and influential adviser to Raymond Barre
— staunch Gaullist, Vice President of the European Commission
in 1967, and later Prime Minister from 1976 to 1981-, to Olivier
Wormser — one of France’s most important ambassadors and
Governor of the Banque de France —, and to Bernard Clappier, also
Governor of the Banque de France. Through Marjolin, Kojéve was
also close to Jean Monnet while drafting the Treaty establishing the
European Economic Community, signed in Rome on 25 March
1957. Thus, during Europe’s political, institutional, and economic
reconstruction, he became one of the most important negotiators
and advisers within French diplomatic delegations at international
conferences, primarily on economic and trade agreements. His po-
litical work was consistently animated by the ideal of a final state of
human unity that would abolish political, economic, and social con-
flicts (Auffret, 1990). The testimonies and recollections of Kojéve’s
extraordinary political skills (Barre, 2007) and his writings of the
time show us a man who never lost sight of the complexity of histor-
ical reality. As we shall see in the following pages, he was fully aware

of all the difficulties that the post-1945 world posed, especially for
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European states (relations with the USSR, or, conversely, what he
called Britain’s “hesitant attitude” toward the European continent).
He was also aware of the impossibility of maintaining European im-
perialist colonialism, and of the need for Mediterranean European
states to pursue a policy of engagement with Arab countries (Kojeve,
1945; Kojeve, 1949). He was also a man who never lost sight of
the relation between theory and practice, and thus never ceased to
write and reflect — because, as he noted at the end of 1944, polit-
ical thought studies the present in view of the future: it becomes
conscious of what is given to set an end, and in this lies its “utopian
element” (Kojeve, 1944). Hence, “the social and political perspec-
tive always has priority” (Roth, 1988: 102) in Kojéve’s reading: it
appears in his lectures on the Phenomenology of Spirit, where he “be-
trays” Hegel in an original way by reading the fulfilment of Absolute
Spirit in the concreteness of Objective Spirit, that is, in history; in
his political works, such as The Notion of Authority, Outline of a
Phenomenology of Right, or the essay on the Latin Empire (Kojeve,
1945); but also in his important correspondences with Leo Strauss
(Strauss, 2013: 215-326) and Carl Schmitt (Kojeve and Schmitt,
2001). The question that traverses the works and political essays he
composed beginning in the 1940s always proceeds from the conclu-
sion of his Hegelian reading: what are the forms of the universal and
homogeneous State, the State of the time of post-history? This was
the question that Kojeve spent his life trying to answer; the answers
he gave to this question demonstrate a range of variations not always
univocal, given the continuous tension that manifests itself there-
in between the ideal — utopian element, ultimate end, demand for
completion — and political realism.

A first response, perhaps the most elaborate from the politi-
co-philosophical and legal-philosophical standpoint, is offered in
the work whose opening lines we have already cited, Outline of a
Phenomenology of Right. The anthropology underpinning this text
is the original anthropology he developed between 1933 and 1939
while lecturing at the Ecole pratique des Hautes Etudes on Hegel's
Phenomenology. It is constructed around the figure of the Mastery
and the Slavery, produced within the dialectic of recognition. For
Kojeve this means that there is no human self-prior to social inter-
action: the human is always a product of fight and work, and the
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social and political dimension is always constituted within a rela-
tion. On this point, Kojéve criticizes Marx’s anthropology in the
Phenomenology of Right: “Marx was wrong to simplify and truncate
the Hegelian conception [...] the act of work presupposes another
act, that of the fight for pure prestige, whose true value Marx does
notappreciate” (Kojeve, 2000: 177). As pointed out Bruno Karsenti,
the novelty of these Kojevian pages is the claim that the productive
activity of work must not be conceived in a strictly economic sense,
independent of all other determinations. Its original sense is social:
work is embedded in a social process essentially grounded on osten-
tatious, passionate, and non-utilitarian dissipation, during which
what is at stake, above all, is the prestige tied to the position of dom-
ination (Karsenti, 2011).

This anthropology leads Kojéve to think that there is no genu-
ine individual right in the strict sense, for the manifestation of right
likewise requires the relation between two individuals, which calls
for the disinterested intervention of a third.

The essence of “Droit” is the entity [...] which is realized as the
existence of “Droit” and is revealed as the phenomenon of “Droir”
in the event of an interaction between two hum an beings, A and B,
in and by the intervention of a third hum an being, C, impartial and
disinterested, this intervention being necessarily provoked by the
interaction in question and annulling B’s reaction which responds
to A’s action (Kojeve, 2000: 39).

Right, therefore, is an entirely human and social phenomenon, with-
out any transcendent or transcendental foundation, and every au-
thentic juridical situation necessarily presupposes the presence of a
third — that is, historically speaking, society or the State. Developing
further the dialectical paradigm of the Mastery and the Slavery from
his Hegel seminars, Kojéve argues that the politico-social dimension
cannot be reduced to the interaction of two individuals alone: it also
requires the intervention of the third. Droir may therefore be de-
fined as “the application of a certain idea of Justice to given social
interactions” (Kojeve, 2000: 180). Remaining faithful to “his” Hegel
and in opposition to juridical utilitarianism, Kojéve insists that man
aspires to the satisfaction made possible by the universal recognition
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of his personal worth, that is, of his individual personality. Thus, if
the political existence of man is determined by the desire to be rec-
ognized — that is, by a social relation — his political existence cannot
but be intimately connected to his juridical life, even if the idea of
justice is not reducible to a political phenomenon, as is thought by
all those who, in Kojéve’s view, belong to the tradition of legal utili-
tarianism (Kojéve, 2000: 181).

The juridical evolution of humanity is thus interpreted as the
evolution of the idea of justice, or rather as the dialectic between
two antithetical ideas of justice, which Kojéve takes as ideal types,
ultimately reaching their synthesis in a third form of justice — the
only form that is truly real and concrete. Here we are faced with the
application, to the phenomenon of law and to the idea of justice, of
the fundamental principles of the phenomenological anthropology
that Kojeve believed he had rediscovered in Hegel's pages. Just as,
in his lectures on Hegel, he had afirmed that “if the human being is
begotten only in and by the fight that ends in the relation between
Master and Slave, the progressive realization and revelation of this
being can themselves be effected only in terms of this fundamental
social relation” (Kojeve, 1980: 9); so now, in his work on law, he
perceives in the original constitution of this relation the manifesta-
tion of the idea of justice — since the anthropogenic conflict unfolds
between two adversaries in identical conditions and thus exhibits
those characteristics of consensus and reciprocity proper to justice.

Just as the anthropogenic fight gives rise both to the figure of
the Master and of the Slave, so too justice emerges in the dual form
of the justice of equality (the justice of the aristocratic right of the
masters, grounded in the equality of the risk undertaken in combat)
and the justice of equivalence (the justice of the bourgeois right of
the slave, grounded in the equivalence of the conditions produced
by the fight) (Kojeve, 2000: 224). And yet, unlike in the interpre-
tation of the Phenomenology, in this legal-philosophical work both
the Master and the Slave, as well as the justice of equality and the
justice of equivalence, lack historical concreteness: they are not as-
sumed in their historicity, but rather function as logical principles.
Consequently, in the Phenomenology of Right we do not find the
philosophy of history that Kojéve had developed in his reading of

Hegel. Historical justice is instead the synthetic justice of the citizen,
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which takes the name of justice of equity — that is, the justice that
manifests itself in the full satisfaction of the anthropogenic desire
for recognition, which belongs only to the citizen, the man who
overcomes the impasse of mastery and slavery because, as citizen, he
is recognized by the one who recognizes (Kojeve, 2000: 213).

The right of the citizen is the right of the State, which will under-
go historical development until the bourgeois tendency (the right of
the slaves) has eliminated all non-equivalences, and the aristocratic
tendency (the right of the masters) all inequalities. The final stage
of such development will be absolute Droiz, “the result of the jurid-
ical evolution, or — which is the same thing — the integration of this
evolution — that is, the synthesis of all the constitutive juridical ele-
ments, which are so many stages of the historical evolution of Droir
taken as a whole” (Kojeve, 2000: 268). Absolute right, which Kojeve
repeatedly designates in these pages as a limit-idea — since it has not
yet been fully realized in the concrete, and thus its positive content
remains unknown — is the right of the universal and homogeneous
State, with which it shares its unfolding in an a-historical tempo-
rality, that is, a temporality stripped of the succession of past-pres-
ent-future, and therefore of the possibility of evolution. “For as the
[universal and homogeneous] State — by definition — can neither
change nor perish (either external and civil wars being ruled out),
its Droit will not change either: it will be eternally and universally
valid” (Kojeve, 2000: 268)".

The operation underpinning the Phenomenology of Right is in
evident tension with Carl Schmitt: Kojeve, in fact, seeks to affirm
the original primacy of recognition over hostility — to thematize,
that is, the self-affirmation of the juridical, as the realization of a
determinate idea of justice affirmed as universal, over the political.
Kojeve explicitly refers to Schmitt in these pages: “Friend’ and ‘ene-
my’ mean: ‘political friend’ and ‘political enemy'’. [...] But I assume as
know these two fundamental, specifically political, categories” and
he makes an explicit mention in a note of Der Begriff des Politischen
(Kojeve, 2000: 134). In the Schmittian reading the political is the
figure of an irreducible primordial hostility, one that pertains to the

! Regarding the themes of Outline of Phenomenology of Right cf. at least Roth
(1983); Frost (1999); Nichols (2007: 63ft.); Palma (2012); Garofalo (2024).
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theological-political condition of man and from which one never
liberates oneself, but which can only be “restrained” (the theologi-
cal-political theme of the katechon). In contrast, Kojéve views both
hostility — the anthropogenic fight — and justice — the intervention
of the third - as equally primordial, and to overcome, in the con-
summation of history, the primordiality of the political, in a sort of
dialectical synthesis producinga realized, concrete pacification.

It would be just as wrong to want to reduce the juridical to the
political as it would be to deduce the political (in the proper sense)
from the juridical. The idea of Justice, which is at the base of Droir
as such, is a specifically juridical category, [or] in any case a category
irreducible to specifically political categories (Kojéve 2000: 182).2

Law thus appears to coincide with the historical dynamic of recogni-
tion culminating in synthesis.

In Kojeve’s juridic-political phenomenology, the primordial neg-
ative — manifest both in the dialectic of master and slave and in the
dialectic of aristocratic right and bourgeois right — is overcome in the
movement of history, which produces a synthesis that materializes in
the time of post-history (a time that is no longer historical, for it no
longer knows change, as he had already explained in Paris in his read-
ing of Hegel's Phenomenology). The political form of this new time is
the universal and homogeneous State — a State no longer requiring
the qualities of sovereignty, which Kojeve, together with Schmitt,
identifies with the capacity to designate external and internal enemies.

For there to be a State, the following two principal conditions must
be fulfilled: 1) there must be a Society, of which all the members
are all ‘friends, and which treats as an ‘enemy’ all non-members,
whoever they are; 2) inside this Society a group of ‘governors’ must
be clearly distinguished from the other members, who constitute
the group ‘governed’ Each of the two conditions is necessary

(Kojeve, 2000: 134).

? On this different reading of the relation between the juridical and the politi-
cal, cf. also the Schmitt-Kojéve correspondence (2001) and on this Altini (2003).
On Schmitt’s presence in Outline of a Phenomenology of Right cf. also Palma (2022).
For a Schmittian critique of Kojeve cf. Preterossi (2023).
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That means that the universal and homogeneous State no longer
relies on the political act of decision, but instead acts through the ju-
ridical act of “being the sanction of the political and social equality
and equivalence of its litigants” (Kojeve, 2000: 268).

More than against Schmitt — toward whom he would always main-
tain great attention, engaging in a long dialogue, because there was no
one else in Germany worth talking to, as he remarked to Jacob Taubes
when meeting him in Berlin in 1968 (Taubes, 2013) — Kojéve secks
to think beyond Schmitt: to Schmitt’s political theology he opposes
a philosophy of history, albeit in a work that, as we have already seen,
is not strictly speaking a philosophy of history: “this dialectic of uni-
versal history is also [...] the dialectic of Droit and the idea of Justice”
(Kojeve, 2000, 214). As for Schmitt, so too for Kojeve the time of the
political is a tragic time, in which concrete fights for recognition take
place, and a time marked by the risk of death and of war. Yet beyond
Schmitt, the necessary evolution of this tragic time can only lead to
the synthesis of a pacified world society, which represents the mean-
ing and the goal of the juridical evolution of humanity: the opening
of an inevitably post-political epoch, characterized by the primacy of
law over violence and power, and by the full satisfaction of the desire
for recognition.

These pages show that, beginning in the 1940s, Kojeve aligned
himself with that current of European thought that resisted the
mere identification of politics with sovereign power; pages which,
like those of the essay on authority, display striking resonances with
Hannah Arendts reflections on authority — unsurprising, since
Arendt herself attended some of Kojeve’s lectures (Tortorella, 2021-
2022; Ovcharuk, 2024). At the same time, in these pages Kojeve
also reiterates, as he had done in 1939 with the announcement of
the end of history, that the end of a certain way of conceiving poli-
tics as the clash between friend and enemy - sanctioned by the fact
that the State “is no longer supposed to vary, seeing that it will no
longer have, by definition, either external wars or internal revolu-
tions” (Kojeve, 2000: 126) — does not mean the end of man, the in-
dividual who fights and works, and thus his mere re-animalization,
but rather that “the Citizen will act in his capacity as Citizen, i.c.,
as any given member of the community, or according to his human
being” (Kojeve, 2000: 475).
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The universal and homogeneous State will result from the
interactions of national States (warlike or pacific) - that is, also
from the interactions of national Droit. [...] Juridical unification [of
humanity], therefore, must be backed up by a political unification.
Once again, Droit will only be real in actuality in the universal and
homogeneous State (Kojeve, 2000: 126).

The universal and homogeneous State thus becomes the institutional
form of a new “global” order governed by law. In the concluding pag-
es of Outline of a Phenomenology of Right, Kojéve explicitly identified
the concrete form of the universal and homogeneous State with the
socialist empire, noting, “let us not forget, moreover, that the socialist
Empire is a universal and homogencous State” (Kojéve, 2000: 474).
At the time, in 1943, the Soviet Union seemed a realistic political
prospect, given the collapse of the French State into a collaborationist
regime under Nazi totalitarianism. By the 1950s, as a senior official
of the French Republic actively engaged in building the European
Community, Kojeve would go on to explicitly use the term zomos in
a 1957 lecture on underdeveloped countries at the Rhein-Ruhr Club
in Diisseldorf. With this term — an explicit homage to Schmitt, who
had arranged for his invitation — he intended to designate precisely
the necessity of a new global political and juridical order, which was
no longer to be embodied by the Soviet Union but rather by Europe,
provided it could attain full consciousness of itself.

2. The Genesis of the Universal State

Universal history, therefore, is nothing but the history of the
dialectical - i.e., active — relation between Mastery and Slavery.
Hence, history will be completed at the moment when the synthesis
of the Master and the Slave is realized, that synthesis that is the
whole Man, the Citizen of the universal and homogeneous State,
created by Napoleon (Kojeve, 1980: 44).

But where did the concept of the universal and homogeneous State
originate? Before examining some of the variations on the theme
that Kojéve elaborated beginning in the second half of the 1940s, it



THE JURIDIFICATION OF THE WORLD 69

is useful to take a step back to understand the genesis of this idea that
has provoked so much debate.

During his Paris seminar, Kojéve first announced the advent of
the universal and homogeneous State. The universal and homoge-
neous State — synthesis of the dialectic of master and slave, politics
and philosophy — became the underlying thread of the Hegelian
pages. “It is from the Slave’s Work that Denken and Verstand,
Understanding and Thought — that is, conceptual understanding
of the World - are born. [...] Therefore, the Concept is Work, and
Work is the Concept” (Kojeve, 1980: 145). The substance of man,
who fights and works, is the Hegelian concept, which is identified
with the soldier-worker of the Napoleonic armies: “The Napoleonic
State has an essentially new character; in it is realized the synthetic
man, the authentic Biirger, the true Citizen — synthesis of the Master
and the Slave: the soldier who works and the worker who goes to
war” (Kojeve, 1979: 114, translation by the author). Once Concept
and Work are identified, Kojeve can also interpret accordingly the
final chapter of the Phenomenology, devoted to absolute knowledge:
the full comprehension of the Concept, absolute knowledge, coin-
cides with the full realization of man, the Citizen of the universal
and homogeneous State, who is at the same time the Sage — the one
who comprehends the entire movement of history and philosophy,
the fully satisfied man, who appears at the end of history. Wisdom
and the universal and homogeneous State thus mark the end of man
as historically understood, that is, of that being who, driven by the
desire for recognition, separated himself from his own nature and
became a historical subject — an entity that Kojeve defined as “fatal
disease of the animal” (Kojeve, 1979: 554, translation by the author)
or “the death that lives a human life” (Kojéve, 1979: 550, translation
by the author) - and who, through work and fight, the two modes
by which human action is concretized, attains full satisfaction as rec-
onciliation with himself. Only through the dialectic of master and
slave does one realise wisdom, for work enables man, as he comes
to consciousness of himself and the historical reality in which he
lives, to attain the final stage of complete self-consciousness and sat-
isfaction. This manifests in the figures of the Sage, the Citizen, the
Integral Man, who inhabit the universal and homogeneous State.
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Thus, during his lectures at the Ecole pratique, Kojéve proposed
a philosophy of history in whose movement there unfolds the pro-
gressive recognition that all men are free and equal - a recognition
that necessarily and definitively comes to completion in the univer-
sal and homogeneous State. The two adjectives qualifying the State
at the end of history mean that we are faced with an institutional
form that has overcome religious and national rivalries — the source
of both civil wars and international wars — that is, a “universal” State,
and one that no longer knows arbitrary distinctions of class or social
condition — that is, a “homogencous” State. Already in the Hegel
lectures, the principal characteristic of the universal and homoge-
neous State is that it no longer changes — a characteristic also of the
citizen who inhabits it, a subject finally “satisfied,” since he experi-
ences a condition in which both his personality and dignity are rec-
ognized by all (universally). He, in turn, recognizes the value of all.
Political-legal recognition becomes recognition of man as such, not
as a family, class, or nation member.

The Particular (the I) relates directly to the Universal (the State)
without any mediation by ‘specific differences’ (Besonderbeiten:
families, classes, nations). That is to say, in the post-revolutionary
world, Individuality is realized for the first time. Now, to be an
Individual - that is, truly Man - is to be ‘satisfied, to no longer wish
or be able to ‘transcend’ oneself: to become other than what one is

(Kojeve, 1979: 146, translation by the author).

The universal and homogeneous State is the image of a world in
which the collective quest for new orders or understandings of the
world has been overcome: the desire for recognition is satisfied, and
“History is ended” (Kojeve, 1979: 154, translation by the author).
With the end of history, historical action and philosophical re-
flection are finally filled with meaning, and the past can be judged
retrospectively; a criterion is thus offered to those who claim to
judge the world. As we saw, human history has been made through
man’s negative activity (the fight and the work); so, the man of the
end of history - the citizen — embodies the figure of one fully rec-
onciled with himself. Likewise, if the history of the States has been
the history of bloody wars among the states, the State at the end of
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history — the universal and homogeneous State — is the “State of the
Tun Aller und Jeder, in which each man exists only through and for
the whole, and the whole exists through and for each man” (Kojeve,
1980: 95): in short, the State that can no longer transform itself and
can no longer expand.

In 1939, a few months before the outbreak of the Second World
War, Kojéve presented to his audience, and to subsequent philo-
sophical-political reflection (including his own), the evidence that
the satisfaction of the anthropogenic desire for recognition is ful-
filled in the experience-understanding that the individual’s desire is
not satisfied by the subjugation of the other, but by the reciprocal
recognition of the other’s inviolability — by universal recognition.
As a reader of Hegel, he discerned in the aspiration to the universal
the meaning of the State itself, for “the State has no voice except as
the expression of the universal realization of free subjectivity, capa-
ble of confronting the other in accordance with its own irreducible
freedom” (Cacciari, 2004: 204). But was this outcome truly possi-
ble? Did the equality of citizens, which the State recognizes through
juridical forms, truly satisfy the requirements of the dialectic of rec-
ognition? Or did the concrete recognition of the State itself rather
sanction the impossibility of recognition as effective satisfaction?
(Cacciari, 2004: 204). These were the very questions that Kojéve
would seek to answer not only on the plane of speculation but also
through his work as a statesman and official.

3. Europe and the End of History

As we saw in the first section, in the pages of Outline of a Phenome-
nology of Right Kojéve attempts to solve the philosophical-political
— and politically concrete — questions opened by the announcement
of the universal and homogeneous State. In his lectures Kojéve ex-
plicitly identified Napoleon as the man of action who closes history,
but his Parisian audience was only too aware that Napoleon was the
name for Stalin — even if Kojeve never referred in his lectures to Sta-
lin or the Soviet Union. Kojéve himself admitted much later that this
had been his position in the 1930s. In particular, it is necessary to
confront the theoretical and material tension between the figure of
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the citizen — who, in order fully to satisfy the desire for recognition,
tends to identify with humankind as a whole, thereby exceeding the
state form — and the institutional form of the end of history, which
Kojeve nonetheless names “State,” that is, a bounded form that is (or
must be) universal, as if compelling the post-historical state form to
encompass all humanity. As Massimo Vegetti has emphasized,

citizenship thus expresses the impossibility of maintaining order
within a static and closed form such as that of the State, and
therefore unleashes an imperial vocation aimed at dissolving all
politico-social differences while preservingits epicentre in the State.
[...] The post-revolutionary State corresponds to an eschatological
temporality precisely because it inscribes its necessity in the interval
between the political and the humanitarian, in the drive to actualize
citizenship by ‘comprehending’ humanity, thereby overcoming its
own historical necessity (Vegetti, 2008: 517).

Kojéve devoted his political and philosophical work to resolving
this theoretical and practical problem from the 1940s until he died
in 1968, which occurred suddenly in Brussels while attending a
meeting of the Western Trade Group of the Common Market. On
the one hand, already in the pages of Qutline of a Phenomenology of
Right there begins to appear a new name for the political form of
post-history-Empire — a form that, by its very nature, is not bounded
but tends to expand with a quasi-global projection, and which — as
we have seen — he identifies with the socialist Empire. The Empire

on the one hand, that is no Enemy, does not make war; on the
other hand, because of its homogeneity, there is not in it an
exclusive political Group, i.c., relations between Governors and the
Governed (although there is a distinction between Administrators
and the Administered). In other words, the Empire will be deprived
of the two essential characteristics of the State. It will have, so to
speak, any political ‘interest. It will be ‘disinterested’ in respect
to its Citizens. This is why it will be able to continue to play the
role of the juridical Third in respect to them. [...] to be a Citizen,
therefore, will be nothing other than being a human being in the
full and strong sense of the term (Kojeve, 2000: 474).
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The universal and homogeneous State — or Empire — in its fulfil-
ment lacks the political characteristics of statchood which, we recall,
Kojeve had located in the capacity to discriminate between friend
and enemy and to distinguish between rulers and ruled. What dif-
ferentiates the modern State from this new State form — so new that
Kojeve lacks even a word to name it and must either resort to quali-
fying adjectives to signal its novelty or retrieve an ancient word from
Europe’s political lexicon, “Empire;” to underscore that we are deal-
ing with a distinct political form — is that “the activity of the univer-
sal and homogeneous State, therefore, will boil down to a juridical
activity” (Kojeve, 2000: 474). The total juridification enacted by the
universal and homogeneous State makes it possible to conceive a dy-
namic of recognition devoid of fight, that is, devoid of the political
element (Perulli, 2013). Wk are still dealing with a form of political
order — as evidenced by the fact that it is an organization of space
still designated with terms that identify political orders — but one
that claims to be governed entirely by law, because it can dispense
with the element of the political. It should also be noted that the
law described remains a law of the State; and Kojeve, an attentive
reader of Hegel and of the entire nineteenth- and twentieth-centu-
ry positivist legal tradition, knows well that it is no longer possible
to invoke a transcendent dimension or a substantive natural law
as its foundation. Rather, it has its roots in the historical-political
tradition of the jus publicum Europaeum. The long argument that
unfolds through the pages of Outline of a Phenomenology of Right
attests to this awareness. And yet it is a law he considers effective
precisely because it is completely de-politicized — that is, freed from
its origin, from the encumbrance of the political, from the friction
of materiality: recognition is no longer a political recognition, but a
juridical recognition of equality in humanity. In short, “the idea of
an impolitically global order speaking in the name of a truly univer-
sal Jus gentium” emerges (Vegetti, 2008: 636; cf. also Pullano, 2017).

We know that Kojeve did not regard the reflection conducted
in Outline of a Phenomenology of Right as definitive — in fact, the
original work’s subtitle reads Exposé provisoire — and he repeatedly
returned, in later writings as well as in exchanges with Strauss and
Schmitt, to the question of the universal and homogencous State,
prompted also by the observations of his correspondents. In the



74 GLOBAL AGE 01/2025

1940s he tried to resolve the tension at the heart of the concept by
naming it Empire not only in the work on law we have examined, but
also in the essay on the Latin Empire. In that text, Empire appears
as the form capable of realizing in Europe the concrete form of the
universal and homogeneous State both from a political standpoint
— since the imperial form would give a new impulse to democracy,
forcing it to abandon a traditional ideology still tied to a framework
of nations — and from an economic standpoint - since the Empire
is presented as an economic organization able to overcome both
liberalism and statism. Indeed, the political form of Empire must
correspond to a colonial economic union and a metropolitan eco-
nomic union (Kojeve, 1945). Yet even as Kojeve dwells at length on
the economic conditions that would allow the constitution of the
Latin Empire, he does not cease to insist that “the final and true goal
of imperial union is fundamentally political, and it is a specifically
political ideology which must create and inspire it. Now, the funda-
mental political category is that of independence or of autonomy”
(Kojeve, 1945). His reflection on this problem also continues in the
1950s and 1960s, becoming almost a kind of utopia against which
to measure the work carried out within the international communi-
ty — work that would make him one of the architects of the new tar-
iff system born of the Bretton Woods agreements and of the nascent
European Economic Community.

In the postwar years, continuing to inquire into the universal
and homogeneous State does not mean, therefore, envisaging the
disappearance of the State — as Strauss also notes, for example, in
the Reply on Xenophon's Hiero, written in response to Kojéve’s essay
Tyranny and Wisdom, the continuation of their long dialogue on the
relation between politics and philosophy (Strauss, 2013). Kojeve
himself; still in dialogue with Strauss, reaffirms the political charac-
ter of philosophy — its conflictuality, its being necessarily political
action — since the question now is that

if the Westerners remain capitalist (that is to say, also nationalist),
they will be defeated by Russia, and #har is how the End-State
will come about. If, however, they ‘integrate’ their economies and
policies (they are on the way to doing so), then they can defeat
Russia. And that is how the End-State will be reached (the same
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universal and homogeneous State). But in the first case it will be
spoken about in ‘Russian’ (with Lysenko, etc.), and in the second
case — in ‘European’ (Strauss, 2013: 256).

We are in 1950, and Kojeve now interprets the end of history
and the universal and homogeneous State not as the overcom-
ing-and-verification of the State, of Hegelian philosophy — in short,
of political modernity — as in the Paris lectures and still in Outline of
a Phenomenology of Right, but as the fulfilment and full realization
of modern politics and, in this sense, its outcome — an outcome that,
consequently, can only be administered in the diverse forms that the
universal and homogeneous State will come to assume.

This rethinking — or rather, re-elaboration — is certified by Kojeve
himself in a note he added in his own hand to the second edition,
published in 1968 again by Gallimard, of Introduction a la lecture de
Hegel, where he writes that already in 1948:

[I] understood that the Hegelian-Marxist end of History was not
yet to come, but was already a present, here and now. Observing
what was taking place around me and reflecting on what had
taken place in the world since the Battle of Jena, I understood that
Hegel was right to see in this battle the end of History properly
so called. In and by this battle the vanguard of humanity virtually
attained the limit and the aim, that is, the ezd of Man’s historical
evolution of Man. What has happened since then was but an
extension in space of the universal revolutionary force actualized
in France by Robespierre-Napoleon. From the authentically
historical point of view, the two world wars with their retinue
of large and small revolutions had only the effect of bringing the
backward civilizations of the peripheral provinces into line with
the most advanced (real or virtual) European historical positions.
[...] the Sino-Soviet actualization of Robespierrian Bonapartism
obliges post-Napoleonic Europe to speed up the elimination of the
numerous more or less anachronistic sequels of its pre-revolutionary

past (Kojeve, 1980: 160).

If the universal and homogeneous State is already present, then one
must work to complete the unification of the world. Considering
these reflections, I believe we should also read the lines that Kojeve
dedicates in the essay on the Latin Empire to relations between the
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two shores of the Mediterranean (Kojéve, 1945). While it is unde-
niable that in those pages, he still regards European colonialism as a
necessary economic base to avoid excessive economic dependence
on the United States, he already maintains that “an agreement be-
tween Latinité and Islam would render the presence of other impe-
rial forces in the Mediterranean basin curiously instable” (Kojeve,
1945). The Mediterranean is conceived not as a boundary that di-
vides, but as a political and economic space of relations among peo-
ples — an original position, albeit one that went unheard (Howse,
2004, 2006).

The same conviction returns in the pages of the lecture on “under-
developed countries,” in which Kojeve in effect discusses globaliza-
tion as the outcome of the Bretton Woods system — that is, Western
commercial globalization — against the backdrop of a world divided
in two. The original German text of the lecture delivered by Kojéve,
at Schmitt’s invitation, on 16 January 1957 at the Rhein-Ruhr Club
in Diusseldorf, was only published in 2001 by Peter Tommissen in
the sixth volume of the Schmittiana series (Kojéve, 2001a). A short-
ened French version was given by Kojéve to some friends, but this
was only published in the revue Commentaire in 1980.

In the lecture, Kojeve argues that colonialism must be trans-
formed from “appropriating” to “giving” by investing a share of sur-
plus value in the regions where it is produced to promote their devel-
opment and counter the imbalances between Western democracies
and the African and Asian world. From the mid-1950s onward, as
this lecture shows, Kojeve sided with the process of decolonization,
taking an active part in preparing the Evian Accords that would re-
solve the Algerian question. Once again, one cannot fail to under-
score Kojeve’s capacity to think the present beyond the present itself:
we are confronted with a text by an author who, already at the end of
the 1950s, secks to look beyond the world’s division into two blocs
and identifies colonialism as the problem of the twentieth century.

“The word ‘colonialism’ will designate the system where the sur-
plus value, as in ‘capitalism) is not invested by the state, but privately,
but where it is raised not inside but outside of the country” (Kojeve,
2001b: 119). For Kojéve, capitalism is the economic system of a uni-
fied world — here designated as the “Western world” — which, howev-
er, “is absolutely no longer just European or Euro-American. It is also,
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and perhaps even predominantly, at least in the long term, African and
Asian” (Kojeve, 2001b: 118). Kojéve understands the terms coloni-
alism and capitalism in the Marxist sense; in fact, he emphasizes that
“if one takes the real world as a whole, however, then one immediate-
ly sees a gigantic proletariat, precisely in the true Marxist sense of this
word” (Kojeve, 2001b: 119). If colonialism represents the contem-
porary modality of capitalism, then — to avoid a systemic crisis — co-
lonialism must assume the same stance Henry Ford took concerning
Marxian analyses. This means that “to prevent the collapse of coloni-
alism, this colonialism will have to be reconstructed in a radical way,
which is analogous to the way in which the capitalists before, around
and after Ford reconstructed the old capitalism under the impact of
Fordism” (Kojeve, 2001b: 120). To the German industrialists in his
audience Kojeéve, with the philosophically ironic tone that was his
hallmark, suggests acting as a new “collective Ford” (Kojéve, 2001b:
123). The global system of capital cannot tolerate massive imbalances
between advanced states and the so-called developing countries if it
wishes to avoid ever more dangerous disequilibria. This has now be-
come “a world problem and a mortal danger” (Kojeve, 2001b: 122),
a matter that Kojeéve is convinced Europe — in the embryonic form
of the Community that is about to be born — must assume in the
first person, because “if giving colonialism is not practiced as well, the
southern and eastern Mediterranean clients will remain, as before,
poor clients; and that also means: bad clients or even ‘dangerous’ cli-
ents” (Kojeve 2001b: 126-127). Kojéve, like Schmite, assimilates U.S.
technocratic capitalism (“the stronghold of ‘principled’ colonialism
is in Washington”) (Kojéve, 2001b: 122) and the planned economy
(the Soviet Union is engaged in reiterating a nationalized modality of
the “old, taking capitalism which gave the domestic masses as much
as possible”) (Kojeve, 2001b: 123). This interpretation — secking to
see beyond the Cold War — seems to him to constitute the favour-
able condition for Europe itself to propose a new zomos, one that,
alongside Schmitt’s triple root of appropriation-distribution-produc-
tion (Schmitt, 1993) — which Kojeve explicitly cites — adds a fourth
root, that of the gift, because “if everything has already taken, one can
naturally divide only if some give away the others receive” (Kojeve,
2001b: 123). So, it is no coincidence that Schmitt, in the second
edition of Appropriation/Distribution/Production (1958), added five
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glosses, and in the last one he explicitly criticizes Kojeve’s proposal.
Schmitt write that one must recall, however, that there cannot be any
man capable of giving what, in one way or another, he has not first
taken. But, Schmitt argue, only a God who creates the world out of
nothing can give without taking (Ruschi, 2004-2005; Palma, 2012).

The proposal of “giving colonialism” is undoubtedly the fruit of
Kojeve’s long work as a negotiator for the French State in the OEEC
and GAT'T talks, at the meetings of the European Common Market
in Brussels, in the Kennedy Round (Geneva, 1963-1967), and in the
early-1960s negotiations on tariff preferences for developing coun-
tries. It is no accident that the relationship between rich and poor
countries stands at the centre of Kojéve’s reflection and political ac-
tivity from the late 1950s onward: he understood well that much of
the future international political scene would unfold on that terrain.

Before the German industrialists, we see, in short, another figure
of the universal and homogencous State taking shape — a figure that
proposes to conceive the universal and homogeneous State “in the
European way, in polemic with another figure of the universal and
homogeneous State that Kojeve sees advancing and that, in the con-
tinuation of the 1968 note to Introduction to the Reading of Hegel
cited above, he names the American way of life:

Now, several voyages of comparison made (between 1948 and 1958)
to the United States and to the US.S.R., gave me the impression
that if the Americans give the appearance of rich Sino-Soviets, it
is because the Russians and the Chinese are only Americans who
are still poor but are rapidly proceeding to get richer. I was led to
conclude from this that the ‘American way of life’ was the type of
life specific to the post-historical period, the actual presence of the
United States in the World prefiguring the ‘eternal present’ future
of all of humanity (Kojeve, 1980: 161).

Full satisfaction — the condition of the end of history — thus seems
to be realized “in the form of the satisfaction of the masses brutal-
ized by the security of well-being” (Vegetti, 2008: 651). This reading
of the world asserts itself within a post-political and post-historical
horizon in which all desire the same thing: consumption.
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In Kojeve’s world of thought and action, the blocs still exist and
risk going to war; yet we are no longer faced with the modern form
of war triggered by the Hegelian fight for recognition. Rather, it is a
war of competition, because any horizon alternative to a history mod-
elled on capitalism has receded, leaving little room for alternatives.
In short, Kojéve — moving among negotiating tables for internation-
al trade agreements yet refusing to abandon philosophical reflection
on his present — signals the risk that no radical alternative remains
on the field, perhaps anticipating the self-projection of capitalism
as triumphant and victorious after the fall of the Berlin Wall. For a
time — especially in the first two decades after 1989 — this self-rep-
resentation did in fact take shape, informing the ideology of con-
temporary globalization and neoliberal economic policies. Yet faced
with a unification of the world that now appears to be driven more
by the economic than by the juridical utopia sketched in Outline of
a Phenomenology of Right, Kojeve does not adopt a stance of trag-
ic resignation. He continues to “fight” personally so that a different
way of administering politics and international relations might op-
pose the advancing post-historical Americanization. Europe —and in
particular Latin Europe, the product of a long cultural and spiritual
tradition, as he had argued in the essay on the Latin Empire — can be
the best interpreter of this different way: both by practicing “giving
colonialism” throughout the Mediterranean region (Kojeve, 2001b:
127) and by not limiting itself to an exclusively economic union,
but realizing “a real political entity” (Kojeve, 1945), whose ultimate
aim must be “the maintaining peace in the European West” (Kojeve,
1945). Some scholars, such as Nichols Jr (2007), have recognised
a suggestive capacity for foresight in the pages of the essay on the
Latin Empire. And Roberto Esposito (2018) has emphasized how
the Kojevian text already contains all the terms of a problem that re-
mains unresolved today and that is a decisive factor for understand-
ing the political and economic difficulties in which the European
Union continues to struggle (cf. also Moore, 2024).

To conclude - provisionally, as Kojeve preferred — his philosophi-
cal-juridical-political analyses, developed from the 1940s onward,
undoubtedly display elements of difficulty and critical tension. It
must indeed be noted that in discussing the forms of the universal
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and homogeneous State, Kojéve undertakes a reflection on the figure
of the democratic social State, which played a major political role in
postwar Europe; nor, for that matter, does he deal much with democ-
racy, or reflect on the relation between Keynesianism and democracy,
or on fights for the recognition of social rights conducted within capi-
talist systems, considering, as we have seen, only Fordism as a factor in
the reform of capitalism. Likewise, one should underline that the pic-
ture of the European context he proposes is strongly Franco-centric.
At the same time, the solutions he envisages raise legal and political
problems that Kojeve does not fully resolve. Nevertheless, the interest
aroused by so eccentric an intellectual figure — the “Sunday philoso-
pher,” as Raymond Queneau dubbed him — endures, as the renewed
editions of his works, both in Europe and across the Atlantic, attest.
This interest can be accounted for by the lucidity with which he dis-
cerned the challenges inherent in the time of post-history. Although
more than half a century separates us from this singular thinker-offi-
cial, and although historical circumstances have profoundly changed,
those very challenges continue to assert their relevance today — at a
moment when war has once again returned to the world stage and
Europe exposes the political fragility of a system that either would
not, or could not, respond to the call to constitute a genuine politi-
cal union capable of meeting the demands of the post-historical age®.
Kojeve’s legacy thus lies in his effort to reconcile law and history,
utopia and realism, in a vision of Europe as the juridical form of a
post-historical world.
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Abstract

This article examines the shifting strands of Carl Schmitt’s critique of the
project of a “political unity of the world.” I show that Schmitt’s polem-
ic against both the feasibility and the desirability of global political uni-
fication wove together distinct — and in part ambivalent — elements. On
the one hand, Schmitt was acutely aware of the “despatializing” thrust of
modern technology, its capacity to dissolve the spatial order of modernity
and, at least potentially, to propel a movement toward worldwide political
unification. On the other hand, he remained attached - perhaps even nos-
talgically — to the framework of the jus publicum Europacum: to the image
of the modern state and to the idea of conflict juridically “formed” by inter-
national law. His opposition to a future world state thus rested not only on
his concept of the political but also on a backward-looking attachment to a
lost order, which led him to look more to the past than to acknowledge the
tull scope of transformations he had himself early identified.

Abstract (Italiano)

Questo articolo esamina le diverse sfumature della critica di Carl Schmitt
al progetto di una “unita politica del mondo”. L’autore mostra come la po-
lemica di Schmitt contro la fattibilita e la desiderabilita di una unificazione
politica globale intrecci elementi distinti — e in parte ambivalenti. Da un
lato, Schmitt era profondamente consapevole della spinta “despazializzan-
te” della tecnologia moderna, della sua capacita di dissolvere ordine spa-
ziale della modernita e, almeno potenzialmente, di favorire un movimento
verso un’unificazione politica mondiale. Dall’altro, egli rimase legato — for-
se persino in modo nostalgico — al quadro del jus publicum Europacum:
all’immagine dello Stato moderno ¢ all’idea di un conflitto “formato”
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Stato mondiale si fondava dunque non solo sul suo concetto di politico, ma
anche su un attaccamento retrospettivo a un ordine perduto, che lo porto
a guardare pit al passato che a riconoscere pienamente la portata delle tra-
sformazioni che egli stesso aveva individuato in anticipo.
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Introduction

In his autobiographical memoirs, Julien Freund wrote that the
Jesuit Leo Naphta, one of the characters in Thomas Mann’s The
Magic Mountain, “physically represented Lukdcs and intellectual-
ly Carl Schmitt” (Freund, 1996: 123). It is certainly very difficult
to establish whether Mann really drew inspiration from those two
renowned intellectuals when shaping the figure of Naphta. Yet in
the Weltanschauung of the “ascetic and violent Jesuit, communist
and dogmatist, denier of progressive humanism” ( Tronti, 2024: 18),
one can indeed find something of Schmitt’s conception — at least
regarding the foreshadowing of the universal republic. In Mann’s
novel, the elderly Lodovico Settembrini, Naphta’s opponent in
endless dialectical disputes, was a supporter of Enlightenment op-
timism, cosmopolitan ideals, and something resembling a Kantian-
style world federation. By contrast, Naphta fiercely criticized every
variant of progressive ideology, including the idea that perpetual
peace and a unitary government of the world could ever be achieved.
Settembrini, for example, celebrated the “principle of motion and
of rebellion,” destined to lead to pacification and to the “universal
republic;” whereas Naphta emphasized the contradictions in which
such reasoning inevitably became ensnared:

And then the world-republic! I refrain from asking what becomes
of the principle of revolt when peace and prosperity have once been
brought about. For it is plain that from that moment rebellion
becomes a crime (Mann, 1924: 382).

Carl Schmitt likewise reserved for the scenario of the world state the
same mistrust (or rather, the same aversion) as Naphta. For roughly
halfa century - from the early remarks in The Concept of the Political
through to his reflections in The Legal World Revolution, published
in 1978 — he articulated his reservations regarding the various hy-
potheses of political unification of the world. This article examines
the different criticisms that Schmitt, over the course of his thought,



THE IMPOSSIBLE UNITY 87

directed against the hypothesis of the “political unity of the world.”
Although he addressed the subject only fragmentarily, he rejected
both the idea that political unity might be forged in response to an
external threat, and the belief that a future world state could achieve a
depoliticization of human relations and bring about perpetual peace.

As the following pages will show, Schmitt’s polemic against the
feasibility and desirability of world political unity wove together dis-
tinct — and in some respects ambivalent — components. On the one
hand, Schmitt was acutely aware of the “despatializing” impetus of
technology, its ability to break apart the political order of moderni-
ty, and thus, at least potentially, its drive toward worldwide political
unification. On the other hand, he remained bound — perhaps even
nostalgically — to the structure of the jus publicum Europaeum: both
to the image of the modern state and to the idea of conflict “shaped”
by international law. Thus, he opposed the prospect of a future world
state not only on the basis of his concept of the political, but also
out of a kind of nostalgia that led him to look back toward the lost
order, rather than to recognize the full scope of the transformations
that he himself had so early identified — almost recoiling from the
consequences suggested by his own.

1. Against the World State

The hypothesis of the world state was already considered by Carl
Schmitt in the first edition — and in subsequent editions — of the
Begriff des Politischen (The Concept of the Political) (Kervégan,
1999, 2004; Petito, 2007; Resta, 1999). In this case, the outline of
the Weltstaar was evoked by Schmitt to clarify certain aspects of his
theoretical proposal, concerning both the way in which political re-
lations between communities had to be understood and the implica-
tions that logically followed from his view of the political world as a
pluriverse. In section 6 of the essay, after setting out his definition of
the political, he emphasized that, in his view, the world had always to
be conceived as a pluriversum, that is, as a reality inevitably marked
by a plurality of groups potentially in conflict with one another:
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The political entity presupposes the real existence of an enemy
and therefore coexistence with another political entity. As long as
a state exists, there will thus always be in the world more than just
one state. A world state which embraces the entire globe and all
of humanity cannot exist. The political world is a pluriverse, not a

universe (Schmitt, 1932: 53).

For Schmitt, such a conviction derived from the definition of the
specifically political criterion. Since politics had to be reduced to
the opposition between friend and enemy, a world with only one
community and without conflicts would be, for Schmitt, a world
without politics — with the consequence that such a unity could no
longer be defined as political unity. In such a context, disagreements
and divergences of various kinds might exist, but genuinely politi-
cal conflicts could never occur. On this basis, after recognizing the
plural character of the political world of human beings, he therefore
denied that a world state could take shape (although he did not ab-

solutely rule it out in the more distant future):

The political entity cannot by its very nature be universal in the
sense of embracing all of humanity and the entire world. If the
different states, religions, classes, and other human groupings on
earth should be so unified that a conflict among them is impossible
and even inconceivable and if civil war should forever be foreclosed
in a realm which embraces the globe, then the distinction of friend
and enemy would also cease. What remains is neither politics
nor state, but culture, civilization, economics, morality, law, art,
entertainment, etc. If and when this condition will appear, I do not
know. At the moment, this is not the case. And it is self-deluding to
believe that the termination of a modern war would lead to world
peace — thus setting forth the idyllic goal of complete and final
depoliticalization — simply because a war between the great powers
today may easily turn into a world war (Schmitt, 1932: 53-54).

Within this objection, two different yet closely intertwined compo-
nents can be discerned. The first advances a theoretical critique, re-
calling the anthropological roots of Schmitt’s conception and focus-
ing on the conceptual definition of the political. The second develops
instead a political critique, directed at the instrumental use of the idea
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of a world state (or more generally the political unity of humanity):
namely, a critique aimed at demystifying the apparent neutrality of
the notion of political unity of the world as a guarantor of humanity’s
peaceful existence, and thus contesting the prospect of depoliticiza-
tion that the world state would entail. Although these arguments are
tightly interwoven, and not contradictory, each has a specific autono-
my. For this reason, they deserve to be examined separately.

The first line of argument with which Schmitt contests the hy-
pothesis of world political unification stems from the anthropolog-
ical foundations of his conception of the political. When he affirms
that the world is a pluriversum and not a universum, he draws the
consequences of a view of human beings as “unproblematic but a
dangerous and dynamic being” (Schmitt, 1932: 61), characteristic of
the tradition of political realism. Although the jurist did not explic-
itly declare adherence to realist anthropology, it is evident that his
view of politics rests upon such foundations: only by acknowledging
the constitutive tendency toward conflict inherent in human beings
could one, in his view, conceive the political in its specific config-
uration. “Because the sphere of the political is in the final analysis
determined by the real possibility of enmity,” he observes, “political
conceptions and ideas cannot very well start with an anthropologi-
cal optimism,” because in this way one would eliminate “the possi-
bility of enmity and, thereby, every specific political consequence”
(Schmitt, 1932: 64). On this basis, then, one could imagine a world
state capable of eradicating war from the planet and unifying it un-
der a single government only by assuming the possibility of a radical
transformation of human beings and the overcoming of all potential
conflicts between groups. Schmitt, however, excluded such a possi-
bility, and therefore the world state appeared to him unrealizable,
precisely because of the irreducible plurality of human communities.

Although connected to the first, the second line of argument
with which Schmitt criticizes the hypothesis of the world state is
guided by a more overtly political intent. In this case, the world
state, rather than being seen as an unrealizable entity, is interpreted
as the ideological expression of the imperialist ambitions of certain
powers. In this second critique, Schmitt’s attacks against the League
of Nations clearly come to the fore, particularly his accusation that
France and Britain used a supranational institution — which in
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theory ought to have aimed at preserving world peace — as an instru-
ment to legitimize imperialist politics and, above all, to delegitimize
states contesting the existing international order (Schmitt, 1932,
1936, 1937, 1938). His attack on the supposed “universality” of the
League of Nations thus provides the basis for his theoretical critique
of the instrumental use of the notion of “humanity” elaborated in
the Begriff. Despite its claim to universality, the League is instead
seen as the political tool of a group of states fighting against oth-
ers. In full coherence with this position, a war waged in the name
of “humanity” appears to Schmitt only as a war in which one state
attempts to seize a universal concept in order to identify itself with
it, to the disadvantage of its enemy. He writes:

When a state fights its political enemy in the name of humanity, it
is not a war for the sake of humanity, but a war wherein a particular
state seeks to usurp a universal conceptagainstits military opponent.
At the expense of its opponent, it tries to identify itself with
humanity in the same way as one can misuse peace, justice, progress,
and civilization in order to claim these as one’s own and to deny the
same to the enemy. The concept of humanity is an especially useful
ideological instrument of imperialist expansion, and in its ethical-
humanitarian form it is a specific vehicle of economic imperialism.
[...] To confiscate the word humanity, to invoke and monopolize
such a term probably has certain incalculable effects, such as
denying the enemy the quality of being human and declaring him
to be an outlaw of humanity; and a war can thereby be driven to the
most extreme inhumanity (Schmitt, 1932: 54).

In this context, Schmitt entertains the theoretical hypothesis of
a truly universal league of nations that would materially withdraw
the jus belli from all “the still existing human groupings,” while “si-
multaneously not assuming the jus belli itself” (Schmitt, 1932: 59).
However, he rejects this possibility. To his eyes, only two options are
conceivable: if wars continue to exist, the concept of humanity — like
the idea of a world state — remains merely an instrument to legitimize
hegemonic powers and to delegitimize their adversaries as criminals;
if, on the other hand, wars were genuinely to disappear, then the state
in the proper sense — that is, as a genuinely political entity — would
also disappear. “Were a world state to embrace the entire globe and
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humanity,” he observes, “then it would be no political entity and
could only be loosely called a state” (Schmitt, 1932: 57).

After the end of the Second World War, faced with the bipolar
opposition between the USA and the USSR, Schmitt once again
turned to the hypothesis of world unity, albeit only in a series of
rather fragmentary writings. In a short text from 1952, he asked first
whether the earth was “already ripe for a single center of political
power” (Schmitt, 1952: 496). The idea that there was a trend toward
political unification was, according to Schmitt, the reflection of the
“technico-industrial vision of the world now dominant,” according
to which technological development led “inevitably to new forms
of organization and centralization.” It was therefore mainly a myth
cultivated by technocrats, for whom “the establishment of world
unity would be a trifle, opposed today only by a handful of nostalgic
reactionaries” (Schmitt, 1952: 497). For Schmitt, however, such an
outcome remained improbable, since it was equally plausible that
the two contenders might become three. In any case, it seemed likely
to him that “the present duality” was “closer to such a plurality than
to a definitive unity, and that most of the combinations of one world
were therefore reckless” (Schmitt, 1952: 503).

A few years later, in The Nomos of the Earth, Schmitt once again
revisited the question of the future political configuration of the
planet. Here he evoked three scenarios. First, he again entertained
the possibility that the East—West dualism could give rise to “a defin-
itive, closed unity of the world,” in which the victor would become
“the sole master of the world”: a master capable of seizing possession
of “the entire globe — land, sea, air,” and of dividing and exploiting
it according to his plans and ideas (Schmitt, 1955: 514). But such
an evolution remained, for Schmitt, highly problematic: “however
immense the effects of modern technical means,” he observed, “they
cannot annihilate either the nature of man or the power of earth
and sea without at the same time annihilating themselves” (Schmitt,
1955: 514). The other two scenarios he envisaged were, on the one
hand, the extension of American hegemony — combining the mari-
time dominance of the old British Empire with aerial supremacy —
and, on the other, the formation of several Great Spaces, “capable
of realizing among themselves a balance, and with it an order of the

earth” (Schmitt, 1955: 515).
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Beyond predictions about the future structure of world politics,
Schmitt’s position on the “unity of the world” did not change over
time. In the famous essay The Legal World Revolution, published in
the late 1970s, Schmitt, by then in his nineties, once more reflected
on the goal of political unity of the world, sought in various strands
of progressive thought. Noting the transformations brought about
by industrialization, Schmitt asked whether technical development
might permit the “seizure of world space” by a single power, and in
this sense he reconsidered the possibility of the political unification
of the planet. In reality, however, he emphasized that the drive to
create supra-state spaces of industrial development had not yet led
to political unity of the world, but only to the constitution of three
Great Spaces — namely the USA, the USSR, and China — while an-
other space remained represented by contested areas between the
superpowers. To realize a genuine “political unity of humanity,” he
specified, something like a “patriotism of humankind” would be re-
quired. Yet it had also to be acknowledged that technology, howev-
er formidable a tool it might offer to a potential global hegemon,
would also provide dangerous weapons to its adversaries. The attain-
ment of that goal would presumably require a long “civil war.” At the
end of this reasoning, Schmitt thus reiterated — in terms consistent
with those of the 1920s - his position on the political use of the
notion of humanity:

Humanity as such and as a whole has no enemies. Everyone belongs
to humanity. Even the murderer, at least as long as he lives, must
be treated as a human being. If he is as dead as his victim, then he
no longer exists. However, until then he remains, good or evil, a
human being, ie., a bearer of human rights. “Humanity” thus
becomes an asymmetrical counter-concept. If one discriminates
within humanity and thereby denies the quality of being human to
a disturber or destroyer, then the negatively-valued person becomes
an unperson and his life is no longer the highest value: it becomes
worthless and must be destroyed. Concepts such as “human being”
thus contain the possibility of the deepest inequality and thereby
become “asymmetrical” (Schmitt, 1978: 88).

Even in these reflections, undertaken after the Second World
War, the structure of Schmitt’s critique of the world state retained
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elements analogous to those deployed since the first edition of the
Begriff des Politischen. As has been seen, from the 1920s onwards two
distinct objections were interwoven in Schmitt’s reflection on the
world state. The first rested on Schmitt’s anthropology, according to
which the world could only ever be a pluriversum and never a univer-
sum — so that a political unification guaranteeing complete pacifica-
tion of the planet was an unattainable goal, unless a radical transfor-
mation were to alter humanity’s constitutive “dangerousness.” The
second was based on his polemic against states that employed the
notion of humanity to legitimize their own interests and thus waged
wars against “enemies of humanity,” who could be denied any rec-
ognition and against whom any instrument of annihilation could
be used. Moreover, as we have seen, these two objections entailed
very different critiques of liberalism: the first reproached liberal-
ism for its incomprehension of the political (and thus its inability
to recognize that every political unity requires a sovereign able to
decide on the state of exception); the second instead accused liber-
alism not of misunderstanding the political but of a duplicitous use
of notions that seemed neutral and depoliticized - such as “peace,”
“humanity,” and “international police” — to wage war and present
enemies as criminals stripped of any legitimate right to use force. On
the basis of these objections, Schmitt distrusted the idea that a hypo-
thetical world state could truly “overcome” the political and achieve
perpetual peace. Without abandoning these grounds for suspicion,
however, Schmitt gradually added a further critical dimension to the
hypothesis of the world state and thus developed a third type of cri-
tique, one that would become central in his later writings.

2. Revolutions of Space

The hostility toward the hypothesis of the world’s unity that emerg-
es especially in Schmitt’s post—Second World War writings did not
concern only a “realist” analysis of the balance of power among the
great powers — which made a transition to a unipolar order or to a
universal empire unlikely. Its roots also lay in a further critique of
the world-state hypothesis: a critique closely tied, in this case, to an-
other objection Schmitt directed at liberalism in the “geopolitical”
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writings in which he characterized the Second World War as a global
civil war (Antoniol and Palano, 2024; Campi, 1994, 1996; Colombo,
1999; Elden, 2010; Galli, 2008; Hooker, 2009; Pietropaoli, 2022).

In the second half of the 1930s Schmitt began to devote inten-
sive attention to issues of international law, noting that in the face
of “total war” not only did the distinctions between combatants
and non-combatants disappear, but so too did a clear line separating
peace from war (Schmitt, 1936, 1937). In a series of writings with
an evident ideological charge, Schmitt also elaborated — between
the 1930s and 1940s — the idea of the Groffraum, understood as the
political configuration adequate to an order in which the territorial
conception of the modern state was rendered increasingly obsolete
by technical development (Schmitt, 1939). In these texts — clearly
aimed at legitimizing Hitler’s Germany’s power ambitions on the
European continent — Schmitt did not explicitly consider the world-
state hypothesis, but conceived an order of Great Spaces as the alter-
native to the universalist design pursued by the United States and
based less on direct political domination than on an economic he-
gemony guaranteed by control of commercial networks. To contest
Washington’s universalist ambitions, the jurist did not invoke the
anthropological roots of the political but rather the technical impos-
sibility of global economic planning. The ongoing war itself demon-
strated such impracticability, since Schmitt portrayed it as a kind of
resistance by the Old Continent to the American ambition to secure
global hegemony. “There can be no world-level planned economy,”
he wrote, and only Great Spaces are “suited to the intrinsic measure
of human control and planning” (Schmitt, 1942).

In the article ‘Strukturwandel des Internationalen Rechts”
(“Change of Structure in International Law”), he also defined
the ongoing armed conflict as a “world civil war” It was, in fact,
a boundless war in spatial terms and at the same time a total one,
because the United States addressed itself directly to the citizens
of other states in order to incite them to rise up against their gov-
ernments. In obviously strained terms, Schmitt thus went so far as
to depict the Old Continent — of which Germany was taken as the
principal representative — as fighting against American and Sovi-
et universalism, allied against the alternative of an order founded
on Great Spaces: “the discriminatory world war of American style,”
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he wrote, “turns into a world civil war of a total and global stamp”
(Schmitt, 1943: 294-295).

The reflection on Great Spaces, in addition to seeking to legit-
imize German expansionism, was grounded in the conviction that
the revolution of technique had a “despatializing” reach with respect
to established political arrangements. Like other thinkers of his
time, Schmitt recognized very early the revolutionary role of tech-
nology and, in particular, understood that, by virtue of this transfor-
mation, the form of state erected by modernity was bound to retreat
(Kervégan, 2016: 56). In effect taking leave of constitutional law
and venturing ever more decisively into the terrain of internation-
al law, from the mid-1930s Schmitt began to reread the history of
European modernity from a new vantage point organized around
the notion of “spatial revolution,” central especially to Land and Sea.
And within this idea he placed the core of his “political material-
ism”: a view according to which the appropriation of a new space
— conquered also thanks to a new technique — not only produces a
new political equilibrium, but is accompanied, in a specific sense, by
the rise of a transformed perception of space and of new concepts
(Schmitt, 1942). The emergence on the world stage of England and
later the unstoppable irruption of the United States were not, for
Schmitt, merely a simple change in the cast of great-power actors;
the appearance of these new actors reflected a radical transforma-
tion whose roots were to be sought in the spatial revolution inaugu-
rated by modernity. Over the nineteenth century, coinciding with
the industrial revolution, a further development also began to take
shape — one destined once again to disrupt the balance among the
elements and set in motion an even more radical spatial revolution.
In the jurist’s eyes, the two world wars obviously constituted the ex-
treme consequence of this process: in the final pages of his recon-
struction Schmitt also hinted at the scope of a new spatial revolu-
tion, stemming from the appropriation of the air.

In The Nomos of the Earth, the analysis initiated in the 1940s was
developed far more extensively through a precise reconstruction of
the stages that first led to the birth of the jus publicum Europaeum
and then to its slow dissolution. Schmitt concentrated in particular
on transformations in the technologies of war and, for the twentieth
century, on the implications of submarine and aerial warfare. These
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very transformations required a legitimation of the resort to force
that broke with the logic of international law in the Westphalian
era and prompted a kind of revival of the medieval doctrine of just
war (albeit without the religious anchoring it possessed in the order
of the Respublica Christiana). The emphasis thus fell on the tech-
nical change introduced by air power on the battlefield and by the
resort to bombing enemy territory, while the doctrinal shift in the
legitimation of violence appeared as a consequence set in motion by
the overwhelming technological revolution. According to Schmitt,
it was precisely the innovation of aerial war that made annihilation
— not territorial conquest or the seizure of booty — the principal
objective of military action, with the result that both the distinc-
tion between civilians and soldiers and the traditional connection
between protection and obedience fell away. “With air bombard-
ment, the lack of relation between military personnel in the air and
the earth below, as well as with inhabitants thereon, is absolute”
(Schmitt, 1950: 320), with the result that every trace of the relation
between protection and obedience disappears. Although Schmitt
does not explicitly posit a deterministic connection between techni-
cal change and the new doctrine of discriminatory war, his analysis
largely proceeds in that direction.

Thediscriminatory conceptof enemyasacriminal and the attendant
implication of justa causa run parallel to the intensification of
the means of destruction and the disorientation of theaters of
war, he writes, adding: “Intensification of the technical means
of destruction opens the abyss of an equally destructive legal and
moral discrimination” (Schmitt, 1950: 321).

Despite the importance he assigns to technology — and in particular
to spatial revolutions — Schmitt nonetheless holds that ideology also
plays a major role in transformations of enmity. And it was precisely in
relation to the implications of a certain kind of ideology — universalist
ideology — that he came to formulate a third kind of critique of liberal-
ism and of the world-state hypothesis itself. This critique has nothing
to do either with a misunderstanding of the political or merely with
the accusation of instrumentalizing the notion of humanity. Rather,
it concerns Schmitt’s “post-decisionist” turn, which led him to locate
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the new fulcrum of his vision of politics and law in the concept of
nomos. And although in this way the thinker of Plettenberg undoubt-
edly puts forward a highly suggestive hypothesis, with that revision he
introduces into his theoretical system an element that tends to clash
with the framework outlined in the Begriff — an element destined to
have consequences as well for his critique of the world state.

3. “Real” Enemies

When, in the 1920s, he lashed out at the League of Nations or at the
doctrine of discriminatory war, Schmitt — as we have seen — never de-
nied the political character of the appeal to the notion of humanity
that was made in those cases: the very revival of the just-war doctrine,
transferred into the ideological apparatus of humanitarian law, and
the consequent reappearance — under altered guises — of the “enemy
of the human race” constituted, in his eyes, yet another confirma-
tion of the ineliminable character of the political, even though the
enemy was morally disqualified as a kind of monster to be banished
from humanity. In other words, although Schmitt repeatedly con-
demned the return of the just-war doctrine and the use of the idea of
humanity as instruments for legitimating war, he clearly recognized
their political character. Nevertheless, in Schmitt’s thought an aspect
that had previously been (almost entirely) absent would gradually
be emphasized. At first, he had maintained that the political has to
do with the friend/enemy distinction and had expressed the convic-
tion that the political is originally bound up with human experience.
After clarifying that liberalism’s limit lies in failing to recognize the
irreducible nature of the friend/enemy opposition, Schmitt, in a sec-
ond moment, introduced a differentiation among types of political
enmity: this differentiation did not concern the “intensity” of the
clash, but the fact that some forms of enmity were “virtuous,” while
others were “distorted,” “degenerate,” “impure” forms of the political.

In light of this new theoretical element, Schmitt could criticize
the world state with a further argument: the world state could be
criticized not because it would pacify the world and thus “de-hu-
manize” the human being, nor simply because it would fly the flag
of humanity to legitimize the imperial projects of a single power; it
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could be criticized because it would champion absolute enmity — a
kind of conflict different from the “virtuous” enmity that the old jus
publicum Europaeum had guaranteed. A relevant aspect of this fur-
ther operation, however, concerns the cause of this transformation.
Schmitt did not attribute such absolutization to technology, but to
ideology — or rather, to the universalism of certain ideologies, of
which liberalism, alongside Marxism, remained the principal model.

Revising his original decisionist stance, in the 1930s Schmitt be-
gan to bend his view of the “concrete order” in an institutionalist
direction, and above all he began to elaborate a theory that assigned
to nomos the role of foundational pivot of political order. This the-
ory would be fully spelled out only in the 1950s, in Zhe Nomos of
the Earth and other shorter essays, but in many respects it provided
the premise for the entire “geopolitical” phase of his reflection. If,
in Land and Sea, he grasped the reach of technique as the lever of
successive spatial revolutions, that reading nonetheless contained
an implication that would introduce (or further accentuate) a val-
ue-laden component destined to suggest precisely a distinction be-
tween “virtuous” and “degenerate” forms of the political and thus a
distinction among different expressions of enmity. Instead of recog-
nizing in extreme conflict the “pure” manifestation of the political,
Schmitt began — more or less implicitly — to portray it as a “degen-
erate” form. On this basis, he would address to the world-state hy-
pothesis a third type of objection.

Reconstructing the path of the ancient Greek term nomos,
Schmitt argued that it derived from nemein, a verb indicating both
an act of taking possession and an original division: events that sanc-
tioned the possibility of initiating settled productive activities such
as agriculture and pastoralism.

Nomos is the immediate form in which the political and social
order of a people becomes spatially visible — the initial measure
and division of pasture-land, i.c., the land-appropriation as well as
the concrete order contained in it and following from it (Schmitt,
1950: 70).

In Schmitt’s reconstruction, historical priority is thus assigned to
land-appropriation, because in this historical fact the 7om0s becomes
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visible through which a tribe or a people becomes settled, “becomes
visible in the appropriation of land in the founding of a city or a col-
ony” (Schmitt, 1950: 70). Secondly, 7omos indicates the act of the
original division: an act that requires — and at the same time fixes — a
given criterion for measuring the fields to be allotted and, implicitly, a
criterion of justice. The link between nehmen (to take), Nahme (tak-
ing/appropriation), and Nomos therefore confirmed, for Schmitt, not
only the hypothesis of the inextricable connection between Ortung
(localization) and Ordnung (order), but also the idea that any con-
crete order must rest on the possibility of inscribing into the land the
boundaries indispensable to the constitution of the community.

Schmitt’s hypothesis has elements of undoubted originality and
certainly manages to offer at least fascinating explanations of the mil-
lennial process of transformation of international law. Nonetheless,
the interpretation of the original nexus between Ordnung and
Ortung raises more than a few problems and, above all, clearly re-
flects the jurist’s value orientations — beyond the purely ideological
support for the Nazi regime (which, to be sure, clearly surfaced in
some of those texts). If the writings on the Great Space and on the
idea of empire display their political intent quite openly, evident
traces of a value orientation can also be recognized in the interpreta-
tion centered on localization as the founding moment of order. On
the eve of the Second World War, the opposition between land and
sea obviously alluded to the contrast between the Anglo-Saxon de-
mocracies, Great Britain and the United States, while land referred
to continental Europe, which Germany aspired to make its pivot
and on whose soil many states had already embarked on the path
of authoritarianism. The conviction that the Old Continent is the
bulwark of the terrestrial rooting of politics, against the despatial-
izing thrust of technology, is not, however, tied only to the political
conjuncture, nor is it abandoned after the tragic collapse of Hitler’s
expansionist ambitions. That idea was in fact destined to far outlast
the ephemeral political season in which the Great Space proposal
was formulated, and above all to imprint on Schmitt’s path a dura-
ble trajectory, different (if not outright contradictory) from the one
inaugurated with the Begriff des Politischen.

The political thesis underpinning Land and Sea and the other
writings of the period is that the technical conditions of the old
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divergence between land and sea — which had handed England the
keys to dominion — had faded. Schmitt held that air war had di-
minished the importance of sea power and thus the old balance had
collapsed, fueling American pan-interventionism. Washington’s am-
bition to global hegemony, however, collided with the resistance of
the Great Spaces. In “Change of Structure of International Law,” as
we have seen, Schmitt indeed presented the conflict as a global civil
war because the two universalist powers — the USA and the USSR -
aimed to extend their rule over the entire planet (Schmitt, 1943).
The “global’ imperialisms, without limits or space, postulated by
capitalist West and Bolshevik East” are, for the jurist, “abstract and
superficial,” unlike the “substance of Europe, which cannot be treat-
ed as a surface.” The spatial revolutions of modernity are thus inter-
preted by Schmitt as a progressive “uprooting” of politics, because
technical development unhinges the original connection between
Ortung and Ordnung.

If in the 1930s and 1940s the doctrine of Great Spaces served to
defend a politics rooted in the soil against the despatializing power
of technology and of the United States’ universalist ideology (and of
course also as an attempt to legitimize Nazi Germany’s expansionist
policy), after the Second World War — hen two universalisms con-
fronted one another on the world stage — Schmitt did not renounce
the idea that a Great-Space order might still be pursued, even if the
project could only rely on a generic aspiration that called for a re-
turn to a politics rooted in the land. A politics rooted in places thus
remained, for him, the bulwark against the onrush of technical de-
velopment. Schmitt therefore continued to trust in the restraining
power that those new Great Spaces might have — spaces that, as he
observed, received

a content not only from technique, but also from the spiritual
substance of the men who collaborated in their development, from
their religion and their race, from their culture, language, and the
living force of their national heritage (Schmitt, 1962: 343).

In precisely this sense he celebrated the partisan theorized by Mao
as “one of the last sentinels of the earth, an element of world history

not yet completely destroyed” (Schmitt, 1963: 99).
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Although the idea that politics is originally tied to the land
resolves the problem of indeterminacy in the historical-political
substrate of sovereign decision that had marked much of Schmitt’s
1920s reflection, it also set his thought on a trajectory not only in-
novative but also tending to conflict with the positions laid out in
the Begriff. By positing a structural and genetic link between Orzung
and Ordnung, Schmitt suggests (not even very implicitly) that an au-
thentically political community is constituted not so much in rela-
tion to the (real or potential) danger of an bostis as in the presence of
aland-appropriation; and that, by fixing a line of separation between
inside and outside, it also establishes who are friends and who are
enemies. Any grouping that does not rest on such rootedness would
thus be, tendentially, less political — or even non-political.

The theoretical centrality assigned to Ortung thus brings to the
surface a value orientation hitherto marginal in Schmitt’s reason-
ing: the conviction that the “true” substance of politics is found in
groups rooted in places and in the land; in other words, for him,
groups anchored to the soil are the most authentic manifestations
of political unity. This very premise guides his rereading of the his-
torical arc of the jus publicum Europaeum and suggests a partly my-
thologized interpretation of the “bracketed” war of the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries — an interpretation that overlooks cer-
tain real aspects of relations among European states (Koskenniemi,
2004: 495). A particularly significant theoretical innovation linked
to this general revision concerns enmity itself — the crucial aspect of
Schmitt’s vision of the political.

Indeed, whereas in the Begriff the centrality of the friend/enemy
opposition — as the qualifying presupposition of the political — had
let show through a kind of “sympathy” with which Schmitt regard-
ed all the forms in which “dangerousness” could manifest itself, in
his later thought this sympathy would be scaled back — or, at least,
directed only toward certain forms of enmity deemed “virtuous,”
clearly distinguished from the “pathological” forms in which en-
mity appears as absolute. Following the “post-decisionist” turn of
the late 1930s, Schmitt drew a sharp line between a conflict to be
viewed with admiration and a conflict to be regarded with dismay.
The striking example of absolute enmity was, naturally, discrimina-
tory war. Whereas war in the jus publicum Europaeum was “a peer
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relation between sovereign states in which justi et aequales hostes face
each other without discriminations of international law;” in the dis-
criminatory conception of war “the distinction between justice and
injustice of war consists precisely in this: that the enemy is no longer
considered a justus hostis, but a criminal,” and thus war in the proper
sense disappeared, replaced by a kind of police action: “Since, on
the one side, war becomes a punitive action in the sense of modern
criminal law, on the other, the opponent no longer can be a justus
hostis] he wrote (Schmitt, 1950: 124). “War is thus abolished,” he
concludes, “but only because enemies no longer recognize one an-
other as equals, morally and juridically” (Schmitt, 1950: 124).

The distinction between “bracketed” war and war as “penal ac-
tion,” and thus between justus hostis and criminal, captured a histor-
ical process of transformation in international law that 7he Nomos
of the Earth reconstructs with care. In this way Schmitt not only
recorded a change but also sought to establish a difference in the
very mode of expressing conflict. In a sense, he distinguished two
different expressions of enmity, insofar as discriminatory war was
presented as the manifestation of a “total” war whose aim was the an-
nihilation of the enemy and not simply his defeat. In the essay on the
discriminatory concept of war, with reference to the transformation
of the League of Nations in a federal direction, he maintained, for
example, that the result was an “ever deeper and sharper, ever more
‘total; distinction between friends and enemies,” and that, prior to
the achievement of peace, one might therefore imagine “a ‘final, ulti-
mate war of humanity’: a ‘total’ war rendered thereby still more deep
and intense” (Schmitt, 1938: 78).

A highly significant aspect of this operation is that Schmitt — who
had assigned such importance to technological development — attrib-
uted the absolutization of the enemy, i.c., the shift toward forms of
armed conflict in which the adversary is portrayed as a criminal or as
an hostis generis humani, to ideology, and in particular to universalist
ideologies. And it is precisely here that he located his third critique of
the world state and of liberalism. Having criticized liberalism for its
inability to understand the political and for its capacity to manipulate
the notion of humanity for partial ends, Schmitt now charged liber-
alism — understood as the principal universalist ideology, alongside
Marxism — with responsibility for absolutizing enmity. His insistence
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on recognizing the nexus between universalism and absolute enmi-
ty was undoubtedly an inheritance of the old polemic against the
League of Nations; but, instead of merely pointing out the political
use of the non-political concept of humanity, the jurist increasingly
broadened the scope of his critique, attributing to the universalism
of Anglo-Saxon liberalism the very tendency to absolutize enmity
and thus the recourse to the doctrine of discriminatory war, which
transformed the enemy into a criminal, or even into an enemy of the
human race. Despite the importance he accords to the despatializing
role of technology, in this case the principal responsibility for the ab-
solutization of enmity is laid at the door of ideology and its ambition
to politically unify humankind. It is precisely the claim to “be the true
humanity” that would trigger an absolute vision of enmity, by virtue
of which those who obstruct the path to the full realization of human-
ity’s interests must be opposed by every means — not only as enemies
of humankind but as essentially alien to it.

Schmitt illustrated the connection between universalist ideolo-
gy and the absolutization of enmity with particular clarity in Theory
of the Partisan. In particular, he defined the “real enemy” as the ad-
versary who, though the target of armed struggle, must be defeated
but not eliminated (Schmitt, 1963: 85). The Spanish partisan “who
defended the national soil against the foreign invader, became the
hero, who actually fought against a real enemy” (Schmitt, 1963:
124). What made the enemy against whom the partisan fought “real,”
however, was the defensive character of the battle: the fact that the
partisan was defending the soil of his homeland from the invader.
The defensive character made his war one of expelling the invader,
not exterminating the enemy. “The partisan,” he wrote, “has a real,
but not an absolute enemy”; he “defends a piece of land with which
he has an autochthonous relation,” and his position “remains defen-
sive, despite the intensive mobility of his tactics” (Schmitt, 1963:
92). By virtue of these elements, the partisan’s enmity remained lim-
ited: “the real enemy will not be declared to be an absolute enemy,
also not the last enemy of mankind” (Schmitt, 1963: 92).

In Schmitt’s reading, the role of architect of the transforma-
tion of the enemy into an absolute enemy was assigned instead to
Lenin, the “professional revolutionary of global civil war.” The jurist
drew on a 1906 text by Lenin, when — after the failure of the 1905



104 GLOBAL AGE 01/2025

revolution — the Bolshevik leader considered the need to resort to
partisan warfare. Forcing the reading, Schmitt discerned there a the-
orization of the use of illegal means to sustain world revolution. “If
partisans are controlled by the Communist Central Committee,”
he commented, “they are freedom fighters and glorious heroes”; “if
they shun this control, they are anarchistic riffraff and enemies of
humanity” (Schmitt, 1963: 50). Only revolutionary war was, for
Lenin, “true war,” because it sprang from “absolute enmity”: “The
war of absolute enmity knows no bracketing. The consistent fulfill-
ment of absolute enmity provides its own meaning and justification”
(Schmitt, 1963: 52).

Despite the centrality he ascribed to technology, Schmitt’s at-
tribution to Lenin of responsibility for theorizing absolute enmity
and absolute war to be fought in every country was closely tied to
Marxism’s universalist projection. In this sense, Marxism was placed
alongside liberalism, because both — albeit in different ways — aspired
to realize the unification and pacification of the world. Schmitt’s
charge that these two ideologies absolutized the enemy was thus con-
nected to their characteristics: as they reached out to unify humanity
— through the triumph of socialism or through the commercial paci-
fication of the world by the growth of trade — both ideologies under-
mined the original connection between Ortung and Ordnung that, in
his view, underpinned “true” politics (and thus true enmity). Here,
the fault to be found with liberalism and Marxism was therefore nei-
ther a misunderstanding of the political nor merely the capacity to
use the idea of a world revolution to discriminate against enemies.
The point was to show that a hypothetical world government, sus-
tained by a universalist ideology and detached from any rootedness
in the soil, would have to abandon antagonism toward any real enemy
and turn instead toward total wars against absolute enemies, against
whom every possible instrument of annihilation would be deployed.

The distinction between the “real enemy” and the “absolute en-
emy” thus corresponded, in many respects, to a distinction between
“virtuous” and “pathological” forms of enmity, and it derived nei-
ther from the anthropological premises of Schmitt’s discourse nor
from his epistemological critique of liberalism, but rather from the
conviction — emerging in the theoretical phase of the concrete order
and in the geopolitical writings — that there exists an original link
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between Ortung and Ordnung; that localization — with the subse-
quent operations of occupying a territory, delimiting it, and dividing
it internally — is the founding act of legal order and of a political
community. By virtue of the structural connection between localiza-
tion and order, any ideological form that sought to unhinge rooted-
ness in the land would inevitably produce disorder. Universalist ide-
ologies that, by different routes, aimed to unify humankind under a
unitary government thus became, in Schmitt’s eyes, forms of conflict
inherently incompatible with the existence of an order. The absolute
enmity they supported could trigger only a total war directed at the
extermination of the other side and — unlike the war fought between
real enemies, i.e., between peoples whose roots sank into soil and
history, as in the jus publicum Europaeum — could not lead to any
stable order at the international level.

The turn carried out by Schmitt produced a series of far-from-sec-
ondary consequences that have often gone unnoticed — and some of
these were directly connected with the kinds of objections addressed
to the world-state hypothesis. A first consequence concerned the
evaluation of universalist ideologies, to which he attributed the
ambition to bring about a centralized and technicized humanity, as
well as the adoption of an absolute conception of enmity that drove
total wars against enemies perceived as alien to humanity itself. The
theory of the concrete order in fact invited one to locate precisely in
the earthly foundation of a community the deepest root not only of
political existence but of the very existence of a people. At the same
time, universalist ideologies — which sought to unify humanity and
thus dissolve the bond with the land — became pathological forms
of conflict, because they were incompatible with the construction
of an order.

The distinction between the real enemy — the “virtuous” enmity
attributed to the arrangement of the jus publicum Europaeum — and
the absolute enemy - the “immoral” enmity carried by universalist
ideologies — found its justification less in history than in the “sym-
pathy” with which Schmitt looked at communities whose histori-
cal-cultural roots were sunk into the land. Despite his own defi-
nition of the political, Schmitt did not seem willing to abandon a
conception of political communities as groups rooted in a place (and
“political” precisely insofar as they are localized on a territory). It
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was indeed by virtue of this value distortion that he ascribed to uni-
versalist ideologies an absolute vision of enmity, while overlooking
the many forms of absolute enmity linked to particularist ideologies
or traditions. And it was for this reason that, paradoxically, he had to
set aside the idea — advanced in the third edition of the Begriff — that
a universal empire might become the theater of a global civil war.

Although Schmitt polemicized almost constantly against the
idea that a world state could realize a complete depoliticization, his
arguments — especially those of the Begriff period — had not (at least
not entirely) ruled out the possibility that a global empire capable of
extending its control over the entire planet might take shape; they
ruled out that such a unification could overcome the friend/enemy
opposition. Without entirely discarding the possibility that unifi-
cation might actually come about, after the Second World War he
therefore underscored the implications of that hypothetical outcome,
albeit in problematic terms. Considering the scenario of planetary
unification, in his last writing he observed that, were such an arrange-
ment truly achieved, world politics would then be transformed into
a “world police.” Although Schmitt doubted the contribution this
transformation would make to moral progress, his argument here —
by linearly developing the schema of spatial revolution — arrived at
recognizing the concrete “feasibility” of political unification, while
emphasizing that such a unity would be fatally torn by internal con-
flict, by a war between the universal empire and its enemies — who
would inevitably be regarded as criminals, by virtue of the transfor-
mation of politics into police. In reaching its “end,” world politics —
by becoming police — would instrumentalize the notion of humanity
to legitimize recourse to weapons of mass destruction.

Conclusions

As shown in the preceding pages, Schmitt articulated three distinct
objections to the idea of a political unification of humankind: the
first grounded in a conception of politics more or less directly in-
spired by the anthropology of political realism; the second centered
on the claim that any political use of concepts such as “humanity”
can only ever be partial; the third focused on the idea of an original
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connection between land and politics — one that technological devel-
opment has progressively dismantled. These three lines of argument
were, of course, tightly interwoven, but they were not fully coherent
with one another; it is therefore possible to discern, even in Schmitt’s
polemic against the world state, the traces of certain ambivalences.
The first two objections were in many respects complementary: if
the goal of pacifying the world is impracticable — by virtue of the
structurally plural character of human communities — then the po-
litical use of the concept of humanity to legitimize a state or plan-
etary empire can only be marked by irreducible partiality, beneath
which conflict persists and which serves to legitimize one’s own side
as morally superior to its enemies. Schmitt’s polemic against liberal-
ism, however, unfolded in two directions that could even appear to
diverge. On the one hand, he reproached liberalism for its inability to
grasp the political, owing to its original individualist stamp, and thus
attributed to it a fundamental ineffectiveness, especially with respect
to internal instability (of which the Weimar Republic, in his view,
offered the glaring example). On the other hand, he recognized in
liberalism a duplicitous logic: while the transfer of conflict to an eth-
ical and economic register at the domestic level had deleterious con-
sequences, at the international level it furnished hegemonic powers
with a formidable instrument for legitimizing the status quo, insofar
as it transformed the enemy into a criminal and thus deprived him of
any legitimate right to resort to the jus belli.

As we have seen, it was above all the third critique of the world-
state hypothesis — shaped in the late 1930s, during the post-decision-
ist phase of the “concrete order” — that pushed Schmitt toward a re-
vision with significant consequences. Although for decades he dwelt
on the despatializing reach of technological development and was
well aware of the forces propelling the technical and economic uni-
fication of the world, he did not merely reject the idea of a pacified
world, incompatible with his conception of the political. Despite
fleetingly evoking that scenario, he also tended to exclude the idea
that the universal empire made possible by technique could become
the theater of a global civil war even more extreme than those he had
discussed since the 1940s. The reason for this resistance had nothing
to do with obstacles to political unification or with the anthropo-
logical premises of his view of the political (since, as we have seen,
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civil war within a global empire would be anything but a peaceful
situation). Rather, it stemmed from his polemic against universal-
ist ideologies, of which liberalism — alongside socialism — was the
principal example. This critique differed from the earlier ones: it
was neither about liberalism’s failure to understand the political nor
merely an accusation of instrumentalizing the notion of humanity
to justify partisan interests. It was the consequence of the theoretical
turn Schmitt undertook in the works composed during the Second
World War (and throughout his subsequent reflection), which, by
focusing on the nexus of Ortung and Ordnung, located an original
connection between politics and territory, to the point of defining as
“true” enmity only that which referred to a bond with the soil and to
the defense of terrestrial rootedness.

Despite having spoken, as early as 1943, of a “world civil war,
and despite the fact that all his inquiries into the transformations
of international law rested on the conviction that technology was
breaking the spatial equilibria of modernity, Schmitt hesitated to
recognize in the scenario of the world state the genuine theater in
which Welthiirgerkrieg could fully manifest itself and in which enmi-
ty could assume the truly absolute form of a confrontation between
foes who mutually deny each other any legitimacy. In such a frame-
work, obviously, any distinction between hostis and inimicus would
collapse, as would any distinction between enemy and criminal.
There could be nothing resembling a “war in form,” and both sides
would see themselves as enemies of the human race. Such a world
state would not entail the suppression or overcoming of the political
but only the extreme radicalization of conflict. Yet Schmitt did not
go so far as to consider seriously a world state destined to discover
the enemies of humankind not on another planet or in the depths of
space, but precisely on Earth — and thus to give conflict the form of
humanity’s last war against its enemies. Confronted with the most
extreme implications of his own hypothesis about the despatializ-
ing reach of technique, he ultimately halted and recoiled before the
specter of a truly global civil war.

For all his insights, Schmitt never really came to conceive global
space as an arena of conflict capable of producing order, nor a hypo-
thetical world state as the theater of an extreme war between absolute
enemies. World civil war remained for him a nightmare destined to



THE IMPOSSIBLE UNITY 109

produce disorder, simply because “true” order — like “true” politics
and “true” war — could only be rooted in the land. The world state,
therefore, remained for him nothing other than a kind of new Tower
of Babel, and any attempt to erect it could only generate new disorder.
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Abstract

Founded in 1995 as a pioneering response to the challenges of globalization,
the Graduate School of Economics and International Relations (ASERI)
of Universita Cattolica del Sacro Cuore has evolved over three decades into
a leading center for advanced education, research, and international dia-
logue. Conceived as a bridge between academic reflection and institutional
practice, ASERI has combined interdisciplinary training, high-level fac-
ulty, and strategic partnerships with international organizations and busi-
nesses. From its early programs and the involvement of world-renowned
scholars, through the launch of innovative master’s degrees and the creation
of influential research series, the School has built a distinctive identity at
the intersection of politics, economics, and global governance. Today, with
five specialized master’s programs, a vibrant network of alumni from more
than 80 countries, and strong connections to institutions and enterprises
worldwide, ASERI continues to fulfill its founding mission: to provide the
analytical tools, professional skills, and ethical grounding required to un-
derstand and shape the complexities of an interconnected world.

Abstract (Italiano)

Fondata nel 1995 come risposta pionieristica alle sfide della globalizzazio-
ne, la Graduate School of Economics and International Relations (ASERI)
dell’ Universita Cattolica del Sacro Cuore si ¢ affermata, in tre decenni,
come un centro di riferimento per la formazione avanzata, la ricerca e il
dialogo internazionale. Concepite come un ponte tra la riflessione acca-
demica e la prassi istituzionale, le attivith di ASERI hanno combinato for-
mazione interdisciplinare, docenti di alto livello e partnership strategiche
con organizzazioni internazionali e realtd del mondo economico. Dai pri-
mi programmi ¢ dal coinvolgimento di studiosi di fama mondiale, fino al
lancio di innovativi percorsi di master e alla creazione di collane di ricerca
influenti, la Scuola ha costruito un’identita distintiva all’incrocio tra poli-
tica, economia e governance globale. Oggi, con cinque master specialistici,
una rete vivace di alumni provenienti da oltre 80 Paesi e solidi legami con
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istituzioni e imprese in tutto il mondo, ASERI continua a perseguire la sua
missione originaria: fornire strumenti analitici, competenze professionali e
fondamenta etiche per comprendere ¢ orientare le complessita di un mon-
do interconnesso.

Keywords: ASERI, globalization, international relations, postgraduate edu-
cation, Universita Cattolica del Sacro Cuore

Introduction

Retracing the history of ASERI means revisiting the evolution of a
visionary project that, since the mid-1990s, has sought to combine
academic rigor, international openness, and a deep commitment to
understanding global transformations. Established within the intel-
lectual and institutional framework of Universita Cattolica del Sacro
Cuore, ASERI quickly emerged as a bold and pioneering response
to the challenges of globalization — an interdisciplinary school
dedicated to training professionals able to navigate an increasingly
complex world. This article offers a structured overview of ASERT’s
thirty-year journey, and is articulated in three: “Envisioning
ASERI (1995-1996)”, “Building the Institution (1996-2000)",
and “Expanding Horizons (2001-2025)” Each section highlights
key milestones in the School’s development: the initial vision and
foundational choices, the design and consolidation of its academ-
ic programmes, the expansion of its international presence, and its
contribution to the advancement of international studies in Italy

and beyond.

1. Envisioning ASERI (1995-1996)

In the mid-1990s, the concept of globalization remained ambigu-
ous, surrounded by an “aura of abstraction” (Fumagalli, 2025: 22).
Few fully grasped its scope, and even fewer anticipated its capaci-
ty to reshape the economic, political, and social structures of the
contemporary world. As Piero Bassetti would later note, “its mean-
ing was unclear, and there was certainly no perception that it was
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a phenomenon that would radically change the world” (Bassetti,
2006: 11-13).

It was precisely in this climate of uncertainty that the idea took
shape to create a forum where academic communities — universities,
scholars, research institutes — could engage with institutional actors
such as chambers of commerce, businesses, and political bodies. The
intention was to establish a bridge between intellectual reflection
and decision-making power, between theoretical elaboration and
practical governance, so as to decode the transformations already
underway and provide tools to guide them.

What at first appeared as an ambitious experiment soon proved
essential: globalization quickly revealed itself as an unstoppable
force, capable of undermining long-established equilibria and open-
ing entirely new scenarios. The collapse of the bipolar order at the
end of the Cold War added urgency to this vision. The fall of the
Berlin Wall and the dissolution of the Soviet Union produced a
phase of deep transition, in which power balances, institutions, and
global economic relations were redefined.

It was within this new context that globalization — long present
in the vocabulary of academics — began to be recognized as a mul-
tidimensional and structural phenomenon, marked by the intensi-
fication of transnational networks and the growing interdepend-
ence between states and non-state actors. From its earliest steps, the
Graduate School of Economics and International Relations (ASERI)
presented itself as a pioneering institution, committed to educating
professionals capable of critically interpreting the emerging order.
Its vocation was to adopt an interdisciplinary approach, combining
political science, economics, and the social sciences, while offering
students not only theoretical frameworks but also methodological
rigor and practical skills for operating in a rapidly changing world.
At Universita Cattolica del Sacro Cuore, the Faculty of Political
Science had already developed a strong tradition of international
studies. The scholarship of Gianfranco Miglio — student of Giorgio
Balladore Pallieri and Dean for three decades — had kept constant
attention on the evolution of global politics and international insti-
tutions, providing analytical depth and a rigorous method. Already
in the 1980s, the idea of creating a postgraduate school dedicated
to economics and international relations had circulated. However,
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it was only in the changed atmosphere of the post-Cold War years
that the need for such an institution became pressing. As recalled
by Professor Lorenzo Ornaghi, the objective was to establish an
“authentic” and “innovative” schola, designed to combine academ-
ic rigor with professional preparation suited to the new challeng-
es of global governance, and to move beyond the boundaries of a
purely political science perspective (Ornaghi, 2006, 7-8). Outside
the university, Piero Bassetti, President of the Milan Chamber of
Commerce, clearly perceived the demand for new professional fig-
ures able to operate in an increasingly interconnected environment.
Alongside him stood Alberto Quadrio Curzio, an internationally
respected economist and Dean of the Faculty since 1989, who en-
couraged the integration of economics and politics within a single
framework. Together with Ornaghi, who from the early 1990s be-
came the main architect of the project, they laid the intellectual and
institutional groundwork for what would become ASERL

A preliminary step was taken in the 1991-92 academic year,
when Bassetti promoted a seminar series on globalization and the
transformations of the state. Organized over three years, the semi-
nars offered one of the first systematic explorations of globalization’s
economic and institutional dimensions, anticipating an educational
model capable of linking theoretical insight with empirical analy-
sis. The real turning point came on 21 June 1995, when Universita
Cattolica — represented by Rector Adriano Bausola — and the Milan
Chamber of Commerce — represented by Bassetti — signed an agree-
ment formally establishing the Graduate School of Economics and
International Relations. Important contributions were provided
by Pier Daniele Melegari, Secretary General of the Chamber of
Commerce, and Giuseppino Molinari, Administrative Director
of Universita Cattolica. Leadership was entrusted to Lorenzo
Ornaghi, with operational direction by Tina Giordano, formerly
of the Institut Théseus in Sophia Antipolis, Nice. Located in Via
San Vittore 18, close to the main university campus, the School was
conceived as “an interdisciplinary and international space designed
to foster interaction between theoretical education and practical ex-
perience” (Avaro, Brambilla and Ferrari, 2006).

ASERI began its academic activities in 1995-96 with two
postgraduate programmes: a two-year Specialization School in
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Economics and International Relations and a one-year Advanced
Programme-Master in the same field. Both were inspired by the
model of the French Grandes Ecoles and by the leading Anglo-
American postgraduate institutions, aiming to combine rigorous
academic training with professional preparation. Teaching integrat-
ed traditional lectures with seminars held by international experts
and internships at major institutions and companies. This structure
provided students with solid interdisciplinary foundations and ad-
vanced analytical skills, enabling them to engage effectively with the
challenges of global governance.

As Ornaghi underlined in 2006, ASERI was “conceived, envi-
sioned, and jointly built step by step,” and from the outset established
itself as a significant reference point in the education of specialists in
economics and international relations (Ornaghi, 2006, 7-8).

2. Building the Institution (1996-2000)

From the outset, the creation of ASERI was accompanied by com-
plex challenges, among them the need to design a curriculum that
broke away from conventional models and to select a student body
aligned with the institution’s ambitious goals. The intention was
not merely to replicate the teaching of international relations but to
establish an authentic and interdisciplinary schola, able to confront
globalization with an advanced and multidimensional methodolo-
gy. As Piero Bassetti remarked, “the real question was to understand
to what extent changes were taking place, and just how vast they
were, underlining that globalization could not be explained sole-
ly through the categories of classical political science but required
broader analytical tools from economics, law, and the social sciences
(Bassetti, 2006: 11-13).

One of the initial hurdles was linguistic. As Bassetti himself re-
called, “the presence of both Italian and English represented an ob-
stacle to the full ‘globalization’ of the first student cohorts” (Bassetti,
2006: 11-13),

Nevertheless, ASERI rapidly distinguished itself through the
quality of its faculty. Internationally renowned scholars such as
Richard Baldwin (University of Geneva), Michael Cox (London
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School of Economics), Joseph Grieco (Duke University), John
Ikenberry (then University of Pennsylvania), Robert Keohane
(Duke University), Stephen Krasner (Stanford University),
Wilhelm Krelle (University of Bonn), and Ludger Kithnhardt
(University of Bonn) were among the first professors to teach at the
School. This network of collaborations gave ASERI a decidedly in-
ternational profile and exposed students to the most current debates
on global transformations. The capacity to involve faculty of such
standing played a decisive role in consolidating ASERI’s reputation
as a centre of excellence in postgraduate education. The enthusi-
asm of these scholars, combined with their readiness to engage in
an innovative educational experiment, translated into a program of
study that combined high academic standards with practical skills,
preparing students to operate in increasingly complex international
contexts. From its earliest years, ASERI attracted a diverse student
population, reinforcing its role as a forward-looking institution at
the forefront of the study of globalization.

Curriculum design soon became another crucial field of experi-
mentation. In the 1998-99 academic year, ASERI launched a new
program that anticipated the principles of the university reform lat-
er introduced in the early 2000s, with its focus on credits and intern-
ships: the “Master in Markets and Institutions of the Global System”.
This program represented a turning point, reinforcing the School’s
international vocation and strengthening its ties with institutions
and businesses. Structured as a three-year seminar cycle, it explored
the implications of globalization for enterprises and state structures,
laying the epistemological and methodological groundwork for a
new approach to international studies. The program’s emphasis on
“globalized enterprises” and on the long-term impact of economic
globalization on political and legal institutions reflected ASERT’s
commitment to innovation.

By 1999, the School had reached an unprecedented level of rec-
ognition, establishing partnerships with leading international insti-
tutions such as the European Parliament, the European Investment
Bank, NATO, the International Monetary Fund, and the World
Bank. This dynamic and outward-looking environment also at-
tracted major Italian and multinational companies — among them
Kraft, Pirelli, HP, Fiera Milano, and Mediaset — that became active
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partners in student training through internships and applied re-
search projects. Such cooperation benefited not only the institution
but also its students, many of whom were able to launch professional
careers within these organizations. The School’s growing reputation
was confirmed in the 2003-2004 academic year, when the “Master
in European Studies and Global Affairs” enrolled students from
twelve countries, including the United States, Hungary, Germany,
France, and Spain.

3. Expanding Horizons (2001-2025)

A decade after its foundation, ASERI had already secured a promi-
nent place within the international academic landscape. Reflecting
on that achievement, Professor Lorenzo Ornaghi captured the spirit

of the School:

If, in the brief span of ten years, a farsighted intuition and a bold idea
have succeeded in taking shape and becoming a well-defined and
authoritative academic institution, if today the fruits of a formative
and scientific endeavor that once seemed like a daring and almost
revolutionary gamble are so evident and widely recognized, this is
thanks to the many individuals who, united by their enthusiasm
and the desire to create a truly new space for knowledge, both
for themselves and for those who would follow, contributed with
commitment and intelligence to the daily life of ASERI and to the
many large and small activities that have secured its national and
international prestige (Ornaghi, 2006).

The years that followed were characterized by the consolidation of
ASERT’s educational model and by the steady expansion of its pro-
grams and partnerships. The interplay between Universitas studio-
rum and Universitas mercatorum, as Bassetti described in Scenari e
visioni per il XXI secolo (2006), was not simply a stroke of intuition,
but the very key to educating professionals able to confront the new
global environment with both awareness and agility. This integra-
tion of theory and practice found concrete form in initiatives such
as the “Leading Scholars Program”, which brought distinguished
academics and policy experts to Milan for lectures on geopolitics,
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security, and global governance, and the “ASERI Events” series, de-
signed to connect students directly with executives, diplomats, and
representatives of international organizations.

ASERT’s mission was not confined to teaching and training. It
soon became a producer of original scholarship, with the creation
of the book series Relazioni Internazionali e Scienza Politica, direct-
ed by Professor Vittorio Emanuele Parsi and published by Vita e
Pensiero. The first volume, Che differenza puo fare un giorno. Guerra,
pace e sicurezza dopo ['11 settembre (2003), edited by Parsi, brought
together leading voices such as Luigi Bonanate, Robert Gilpin, G.
John Ikenberry, and Matthew Evangelista. The collection reflected
both intellectual rigor and a clear interdisciplinary vision, while the
translations of works by John Ikenberry, Charles Kupchan, Hedley
Bull, and Michael Ignatieff signaled the School’s determination to
connect Italian debate with the wider international conversation.

Parallel to these academic initiatives, a vibrant network of stu-
dents and alumni began to shape ASERI’s identity. The ASERI
Students’ Association (ASA), founded in the Schools early years,
quickly became a hub for dialogue and collaboration, strength-
ening ties between graduates and institutions across the globe.
Internationalization also advanced rapidly through academic agree-
ments, including the 2003 double-degree program with Pazmany
Péter Catholic University in Budapest, which further reinforced
ASERT’s European and international orientation.

As the first decade drew to a close, ASERI was not only con-
solidating its programs but also reflecting critically on the broader
trajectory of world politics. For Alberto Quadrio Curzio, writing in
2006, the future of international relations seemed torn between two
paths: the consolidation of an oligopolistic globalization dominated
by the United States, Russia, and China, and the emergence of new
global challenges — environmental crises, migration, and institution-
al transformations — that called for rethinking the very foundations
of governance. For ASERI, this meant that education could not
limit itself to analytical tools; it had to prepare students to inter-
pret and respond to scenarios in constant evolution. By 2006, the
School could already boast more than three hundred graduates from
thirty-five countries and hundreds of internships in twenty-four na-
tions. The following years only amplified that trajectory.



BUILDING GLOBAL PERSPECTIVES: THIRTY YEARS OF ASERI 123

Today, thirty years after its foundation, ASERI counts more than
one hundred faculty members and professionals: fifty-one based in
Italian universities, twenty-four visiting professors from leading in-
ternational institutions, and thirty-five senior practitioners drawn
from business, government, and international organizations. The
network of partners and collaborators has grown exponentially, re-
flecting the success of an original vision that sought, from the begin-
ning, to combine academic rigor with practical engagement — offer-
ing students not only the tools to interpret the world, but also the
capacity to shape it.

This mission is embodied today in five specialized master’s
programs. The Master in Economics and International Policies
(MEPIN), developed in partnership with Universita della Svizzera
italiana and now in its XXII edition, combines training in eco-
nomics, law, and politics with practical experience, including place-
ments at European Organization for Nuclear Research (CERN),
The Royal Institute of International Affairs (Chatham House), the
European Commission, ONU, Banque Nationale de Paris Paribas
(BNP Paribas), Ernst & Young (EY), and the Italian Department
for European Policies. The Master in Advanced Global Studies
(MAGS), now in its XX edition, provides multidisciplinary train-
ing in international relations, human security, sustainable develop-
ment, and regional dynamics, with internships at United Nations
Childrens Fund Iraly (UNICEF), the Court of Justice of the
European Union (EU), the Office of the EU Special Representative
in Bosnia, Italian humanitarian organization “Emergency’,
Trinomics, and WeWorld Onlus. The Master in International
Cooperation and Development (MICAD), also in its XX edition,
focuses on poverty reduction, food security, women’s empower-
ment, resilience, and innovative finance, with placements at United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), Food and
Agriculture Organization (FAO), United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP), United Nations Educational, Scientific
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), Rainforest Alliance, and
Amnesty International. The Master in Middle Eastern Studies
(MIMES), now in its XII edition, offers comparative and multi-
disciplinary analysis of the Middle East, complemented by project
work, internships, and intensive language training in Arabic, Persian,
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or Turkish. Finally, the Master in Advanced Public and Cultural
Diplomacy for International Relations (MAPCD), based in Rome
and currently in its VIII edition, stands out as the first program in
Europe to integrate public diplomacy, cultural diplomacy, commu-
nication, and business diplomacy, with internships at UNESCO,
FAO, United Nations Industrial Development Organization
(UNIDO), the Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA), Intesa
Sanpaolo, Ente Nazionale Idrocarburi (ENI), Radiotelevisione
Italiana (RAI), European Council on Foreign Relations (ECFR),
Teatro dellOpera di Roma, and the Renewable Energy Solutions
for Africa Foundation (Res4Africa). Marking its thirtieth anniver-
sary, the Graduate School of Economics and International Relations
(ASERI) stands as a testimony to the vitality of a project born out of
the transformations of the early 1990s. Its interdisciplinary training,
strong international orientation, and constant dialogue with insti-
tutions and businesses have made it a unique laboratory of research
and advanced education.

What began as a bold intuition has become a consolidated reali-
ty: a community of more than 1,400 students from over eighty coun-
tries, an academic crossroads where knowledge and practice meet,
and a school that has remained faithful to its mission of providing
the analytical and ethical tools to engage with a globalized world.

In the words of Piero Bassetti, the enduring aspiration remains
that “the quality and clarity of analysis cultivated at ASERI may
always secure the primacy of thought over circumstances” (Bassetti
2006). Thirty years on, ASERI reaffirms its founding spirit: combin-
ing rigor with creativity, knowledge with responsibility, and analysis
with vision.
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Cognitive Warfare and Human Domain.
Considerations from Francois du Cluze
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Abstract

This paper critically examines the evolving concept of cognitive warfare
through the works of Francois du Cluzel, a former French military officer
and project manager at NATO’s Innovation Hub. Drawing on his key pub-
lications, the study reconstructs du Cluzel’s central thesis: that emerging
forms of non-kinetic conflict increasingly target the human mind as both a
battlefield and a strategic objective. The paper situates his thinking within
the institutional context of Allied Command Transformation and evalu-
ates his conceptualization of cognitive warfare as distinct from - but over-
lapping with — information, cyber and psychological warfare. Particular
attention is given to his articulation of the “human domain” as a potential
sixth domain of operations, the role of neuroscience and neurotechnolo-
gies in modern conflict, and the strategic implications of cognitive supe-
riority. Beyond assessing the internal coherence of du Cluzel’s framework,
the paper interrogates the normative and political dimensions of NATO’s
cognitive warfare discourse, including its possible performative function in
shaping public opinion and securitizing internal dissent.

Abstract (Italiano)

Questo articolo esamina criticamente I'evoluzione del concetto di guerra
cognitiva attraverso le opere di Francois du Cluzel, ex ufficiale militare
francese ¢ project manager presso I'Innovation Hub della NATO. Sulla
base delle sue principali pubblicazioni, lo studio ricostruisce la tesi centrale
di du Cluzel: le nuove forme di conflitto non cinetico prendono di mira
in misura crescente la mente umana, considerata al tempo stesso campo
di battaglia e obiettivo strategico. Il contributo colloca il suo pensiero nel
contesto istituzionale dell’Allied Command Transformation e valuta la
sua concettualizzazione della guerra cognitiva come distinta — ma in par-
te sovrapposta — rispetto alla guerra informativa, cibernetica e psicologica.
Particolare attenzione ¢ rivolta alla sua formulazione del “dominio umano”
come potenziale sesto dominio delle operazioni, al ruolo delle neuroscien-
ze ¢ delle neurotecnologie nei conflitti contemporanei e alle implicazioni
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strategiche della superiorita cognitiva. Oltre ad analizzare la coerenza in-
terna della cornice teorica di du Cluzel, l'articolo indaga le dimensioni
normative e politiche del discorso NATO sulla guerra cognitiva, incluse le
sue possibili funzioni performative nel plasmare l'opinione pubblica e nel
securitizzare il dissenso interno.

Keywords: cognitive warfare, human domain, hybrid warfare, NATO Allied
Command Transformation, neurotechnology, strategic communication

1. Sightings on the East Coast

Norfolk, Virginia, summer 2020. While the entire world struggles
to discuss anything unrelated to COVID-19, on the Atlantic coast
of the United States, a former French army officer gazes anxiously
toward the future. A few months later, in January 2021 - amid on-
going controversies surrounding the US. presidential election and
the management of the health crisis — a controversial report begins
circulating online, quickly drawing the attention of those interest-
ed in strategic and geopolitical affairs. Titled Cognitive Warfare,
the report is authored by Francois du Cluzel. On the cover, a bionic
soldier in camouflage and helmet is depicted: his brain is exposed,
reminiscent of a computer’s hardware. He appears to be targeted,
or perhaps meticulously analyzed. Possibly both. From the very first
lines, the report provokes and unsettles in equal measure.

The nature of warfare has changed. Most current conflicts remain
below the threshold of the traditionally accepted definition of
warfare, but new forms of warfare have emerged such as Cognitive
Warfare (CW), while the human mind is now being considered as
a new domain of war (Du Cluzel, 2021: 4).

The tone appears futuristic, yet plausible, especially within that
specific historical context. Du Cluzel warns of a new generation of
non-conventional warfare, one that is not fought on traditional bat-
tlefields but rather within the minds of individuals: a war without
borders, neither temporal nor spatial, invisible and therefore even
more dangerous. By leveraging advances in neuroscience and mak-
ing extensive use of digital technologies, NATO’s adversaries are
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allegedly waging a mental war — one that spills no blood but aims to
erode the very fabric of Western societies.

The forty-page report outlining this vision is the result of a study
conducted between June and November 2020 for the Innovation
Hub, an entity operating under the Allied Command Transformation
(ACT): two institutions, particularly the former, that are little known
outside the circle of scholars focused on transatlantic relations. Before
delving further into the subject, it is essential to provide at least a
minimal framework, without which the meaning and implications of
Cognitive Warfare, as well as du Cluzel’s broader reflections, would
remain difficult to grasp.

ACT is based in Norfolk, Virginia, home to major US. mili-
tary installations, including the world’s largest naval base. Together
with the Allied Command Operations, headquartered in Mons,
Belgium, ACT represents a key structure within NATO. In the
alliance’s internal hierarchy, both commands report to the North
Atlantic Council, the highest political authority, and to the Military
Comnmittee, its highest military body. While the Mons command
focuses on present-day tactical and operational management of
NATO forces, the Norfolk command plays a strategic role, oriented
toward forecasting future threats and modernizing military capabili-
ties. There is significant synergy between the two commands, despite
their functional differentiation; both assumed their current form in
2002, following a reorganization of NATO’s command structure. In
2012, ACT established the Innovation Branch, a division specifi-
cally dedicated to defense innovation. The Innovation Hub — where
Francois du Cluzel served as project manager at the time of the re-
port’s publication — emerged as a spin-off of the Innovation Branch:
a think tank that bridges the civilian and military spheres, aimed
at fostering innovative solutions for the Alliance. Though closely
linked to ACT, the Hub is physically located on the campus of Old
Dominion University in Norfolk. The report published by du Cluzel
in January 2021 thus emerges from this specific context — a context
in which the French hold key leadership positions. Since 2009,
following France’s full reintegration into NATO’s command struc-
ture, ACT has consistently been led by a French officer (cf. Allied
Command Transformation; Weaver, 2021). Now, although the
third page of Cognitive Warfare states that “this is Allied Command
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Transformation (ACT) sponsored study but the views and opinions
expressed in this publication strictly reflect the discussions held on
the Innovation Hub forums,” it is at least plausible to assume that
the report reflects a broader sensibility present within certain sectors
of Western armed forces, and specifically within NATO’s leadership
structures — especially when considered in light of various Alliance
communiqués issued over recent years (cf. Deppe and Schaal, 2024).

Building on these initial observations and clarifications, this pa-
per aims to critically reconstruct Frangois du Cluzel’s thinking on
cognitive warfare, drawing primarily on the 2021 report, though
occasionally referencing his other contributions as well — most of
which largely overlap with the more comprehensive and elaborated
Cognitive Warfare. As will become evident, this reconstruction also
serves to highlight some of the more intriguing and problematic as-
pects of the concept, in view of future investigations into the subject
from both historical and theoretical perspectives. The conclusion
will offer some preliminary hypotheses concerning the origins, func-
tions, and implications of du Cluzel’s theorization, which is here
considered, in its broad outlines, representative of NATO’s rhetoric
on cognitive warfare.

2. The Future Has an Ancient Heart

The concept of cognitive warfare evokes in the mind of the specialist
arather broad network of related terms, including information, cyber,
psychological, cultural, political, and hybrid warfare: labels that often
overlap, making precise definition elusive. While each term carries its
own specificity — and regardless of whether some may be seen as sub-
sets of others — they all share a vision of warfare that extends beyond
the kinetic dimension alone. In an already crowded semantic field,
was a new concept necessary? According to du Cluzel, yes: “there are
key distinctions that make cognitive warfare unique enough to be ad-
dressed under its own jurisdiction” (Du Cluzel, 2021: 6).

At a macro level, this form of conflict may fall under the broader
category of cultural or political warfare. More specifically, and with
a view to strategic debates of recent decades (cf. Pietrobon, 2022;
Stefanachi, 2024), du Cluzel argues that it is “a form of hybrid
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warfare” (Du Cluzel, 2020: 2) - though he mentions this in pass-
ing, showing more interest in distinguishing cognitive warfare from
more clearly delineated notions such as information, cyber and psy-
chological warfare.

Whereas information warfare typically plays a supporting role in
kinetic operations, cognitive warfare can operate independently. It
does not target the infrastructure that carries information but rather
the ultimate recipient of the message: the human mind. Its projectiles
-ever-expanding in nature — include newspaper articles and memes,
partisan historical narratives, manipulated or strategically exploited
algorithms, pseudo-institutional videos and statements, and targeted
disinformation campaigns. It can be waged indefinitely and is, in fact,
difficult to halt due to its self-replicating and “participatory” nature
(Du Cluzel, 2021: 8): the target of cognitive operations often ends up
amplifying their impact, allowing them to potentially threaten “the
whole of a nation’s human capital” (Du Cluzel, 2021: 6). For similar
reasons, it should not be confused with cyber warfare either. While
cognitive warfare is largely conducted through the digital technolo-
gies central to cyber warfare, its core does not lie in infrastructure or
logic systems (Du Cluzel, 2020). The distinction from psychological
warfare is subtler and more problematic. While the latter aims to elic-
it emotions or disseminate beliefs aligned with a strategic objective,
cognitive warfare specifically targets the mental faculties that allow
individuals to orient themselves and act in the world (Claverie and
Du Cluzel, 2022). It undermines memory, concentration, reasoning
and decision-making; it exploits cognitive biases to mislead, confuse,
or paralyze its victims (cf. Cheatham et al., 2024).

In broader terms, du Cluzel concludes that

cognitive warfare is at the interface of two operational fields
that have been managed separately until now: on the one hand,
psychological operations (PsyOps) and influence operations (soft
power), and on the other hand, cyber operations (cyber defense
technologies) that aim to compromise the integrity of physical
means of information or to destroy them [...] The main principle is
not only to follow a strategy and win without fighting (a principle
dear to Sun Tzu), it is also a war against what an opposing target
thinks, likes or believes by modifying its representations of reality.
It is therefore a war against its ways of thinking, its mental logics,
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its spontancous representations and its conceptual processes. The
goal is to alter the representation of the world, but this has the
consequence of undermining the whole-of-society in a very likely
durable way (Du Cluzel, 2020: 3).

This is not exactly a crystal-clear definition. While emphasizing
its novelty, du Cluzel seems to struggle in pinpointing the specific
features of cognitive warfare. Throughout his reports, he oscillates
between overly rigid definitions and ones so loose they serve more
rhetorical than analytical purposes. Nonetheless, the final quote de-
serves further exploration. Despite its similarities with information,
psychological, and cyber warfare, cognitive warfare is neither fully
congruent with any of them nor reducible to their sum. It may be
likened to a borderland where multiple languages are spoken, but
whose inhabitants, over time, develop a distinct dialect that sets
them apart from their inland compatriots. In the case of cognitive
warfare, continuing the analogy, what enabled its emergence as an
autonomous field were advances in neuroscience and the global dif-
fusion of ubiquitous communication technologies.

Despite the ambiguities noted in du Cluzel’s discourse, the thesis
worth considering is not so much the absolute novelty of this form
of conflict, but rather that today’s hybrid actors possess tools and
knowledge capable of manipulating human beings in historically un-
precedented ways (Lizza, 2024). Never has humanity had such deep
insights into the brain, nor — through data extracted from digital
platforms — such detailed knowledge of individuals’ inner lives and
the habits of social groups (Lemov, 2025). And this is only the be-
ginning. To highlight the radical nature of the ongoing process and
grasp its strategic implications, one may thus agree with the author
on the need to introduce a new concept: that of cognitive warfare.

3. The Mind at 361 Degrees

Overcoming one conceptual difficulty reveals another. Having es-
tablished that cognitive warfare aims to target mental faculties —
whether those of a group of soldiers on the front line or an electoral
district — through the strategic use of communication technologies,
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du Cluzel then opens a chapter on the militarization of neurosci-
ence, thereby expanding the scope of his discussion. Firstly, he refers
to the enhancement of physical and cognitive capabilities through
pharmaceuticals or neurotechnologies, and the hybridization of
humans with computers and artificial intelligence — developments
that open the door to transhumanism, a field already under active
investigation and experimentation by major geopolitical actors (cf.
Balestrieri and Balestrieri, 2024). Secondly, he highlights a more
disturbing aspect: the deployment of neuro-weapons capable of
directly targeting the human brain using chemical, biological, or
directed energy weapons (cf. Farahany, 2024; Pietrobon, 2024).
On this point, du Cluzel cites a leading authority on the strategic
application of neurotechnologies, James Giordano of Georgetown
University, who asserts that “the brain will be the battlefield of the
twenty-first century” (United States Military Academy West Point,
2018). According to du Cluzel, this awareness - still relatively lim-
ited in the West — seems to be more deeply embedded in the upper
echelons of the People’s Republic of China, which has identified the
cognitive domain as a strategic priority and is investing heavily in
brain research not only for health and commercial purposes but also
for strategic ends.

Are these developments entirely unprecedented? Du Cluzel
himself acknowledges that such activities are not entirely novel. As
early as 1953, CIA Director Allen Dulles, speaking to an audience of
Princeton alumni, warned of a “brain warfare” waged by the Soviets,
whose objective, he claimed, was “to condition the mind so that it no
longer reacts on a free will or rational basis but responds to impulses
implanted from outside” (CIA), on both individual and collective
levels. Ironically, this ambition was not foreign to Dulles himself,
as it is well documented (cf. Farahany, 2024; Lemov, 2025; Lisle,
2025). This example, among many others, illustrates that today’s in-
novations do not emerge in a vacuum. At the same time, while it
is wise to avoid futuristic overreach, it is equally important not to
underestimate the implications of the scientific and technological
advances identified by du Cluzel.

However, the conceptual difficulty alluded to at the beginning
of the paragraph lies elsewhere: if neurological weapons can bypass
the communicative ecosystem and strike the brain directly, does
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defining cognitive warfare merely as a border zone between informa-
tion, cyber and psychological warfare become reductive? With this
additional element, the scope of the concept seems to expand to the
point of undermining its already fragile definition. Put differently,
to what extent can a neurological attack still be considered “below
the threshold” of armed conflict?

Du Cluzel does not address this issue directly. He merely juxta-
poses the neurological dimension with his earlier arguments to rein-
force his core thesis: that the mind occupies a central place in today’s
strategic landscape. He does not attempt to draw conceptual con-
sequences from this new frontier of conflict. Fully doing so could
significantly shift the notion of cognitive warfare toward the realm
of hard power. Alternatively, to preserve the original definition, one
could exclude the neurological dimension from the strictly cognitive
sphere, which remains more closely aligned with information, psy-
chological and cyber warfare.

This productive terminological ambiguity should not distract
from du Cluzel’s central argument: that — however one chooses to
conceptualize hybrid threats — neuroscientific discoveries carry sig-
nificant strategic implications and could be exploited by revision-
ist powers such as Russia and China to destabilize Western forces.
While du Cluzel points a finger at Moscow and Beijing, his pages
also indirectly suggest that NATO itself is investing in human en-
hancement and the military application of neurotechnologies: a
topic with profound social implications yet largely absent from pub-
lic debate (cf. Farahany, 2024).

Within this broadened conception of cognitive warfare, du
Cluzel also gestures — albeit briefly — toward yet another layer of
conflict, beyond the communicative, psychological, and even neu-
rological realms. In his report, he notes NATO’s interest in main-
taining “cognitive superiority” (Du Cluzel, 2021: 35; cf. NATO
Warfighting Capstone Concept) — that is, the ability to access more
information than adversaries, to process it faster, and to make de-
cisions more swiftly. Again, this is not historically unprecedented:
the imperative to know more than one’s enemy and to interpret the
context more accurately has been central to strategic thinking since
ancient times (cf. Freedman, 2013). What is new, however, is the
centrality this aspect has assumed in the current era, marked by the
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diffusion of artificial intelligence and the geopolitical competition
surrounding the technologies and knowledge required to imple-
ment it (Kissinger, Schmidt and Huttenlocher, 2022). Within this
context, cognitive warfare emerges as a struggle between intelligenc-
es — a technological and scientific race to out-know the adversary
across all domains, a condition necessary to retain a dominant posi-
tion in the global hierarchy. This is a line of inquiry that du Cluzel
does not pursue, but which surely warrants further investigation.

4. The Human Domain Has Its Limits

Trained as a military officer, du Cluzel hopes that his discourse will
have doctrinal consequences.

IfNATO decides to adopt a very broad definition of CW, including
all the elements mentioned above — the classical elements coming
from information warfare, cyberwarfare and PSYOPS but also
the elements coming from the convergence of NBICs and the
militarization of Neuroscience and Technology, it will become
necessary if not urgent to think about a new domain of operations

(Du Cluzel, 2020: 9).

This is because, in addition to the physical and informational di-
mensions of the past, a cognitive dimension has now emerged — even
more intangible than the informational one, yet no less decisive.
As the author explains, introducing here the concept of “domain,”
which is more specific than “dimension”: we are in front of “a new
space of competition, beyond the land, maritime, air, cybernetic and
spatial domains, which adversaries have already integrated” (Du
Cluzel, 2021: 25). This is the “sixth domain.” But how should it
be defined? Rather than speaking of a cognitive domain, du Cluzel
suggests it would be more appropriate to refer to it as the “human
domain” (Du Cluzel, 2021: 25). Since the brain is the operational
center of the body, targeting the brain means attacking the human
being in their entirety.

To what extent, however, can the human domain be considered
an autonomous domain, separate from the others? The author does
not make things easier when he writes that “actions undertaken in
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the five domains - air, land, sea, space and cyber — are all executed
in order to have an effect on the human domain” (Du Cluzel, 2021:
4). To untangle this knot, it is useful to follow his reasoning more
closely. Victory, du Cluzel argues, is not a purely technical matter:
kinetic action, in the strictly military sense, always aims to bend the
enemy’s will, to force them to acknowledge a different status quo.
The growing interest in the brain — in other words, in the human
factor — merely brings this ancient awareness back to the center of
strategic discourse.

Within the context of multi-domain operations, the human
domain is arguably the most important domain, but it is often the
most overlooked. Recent wars have shown the inability to achieve
the strategic goals (e.g., in Afghanistan) but also to understand
foreign and complex human environments (Du Cluzel, 2021: 32).

Such an argument might suggest that, since the human domain is
intrinsic to all others, it should not deserve separate recognition (cf.
Hofstetter and Jossen, 2023). A valid objection, but one to which
the author could respond by saying that access to the mental domain
does not necessarily require passage through the other five domains
of conflict. As already explained in the previous paragraphs, cog-
nitive warfare can target the mind directly, translating a cognitive
advantage into success in the other domains; or it can bypass them
entirely, undermining the adversary’s psychological defenses — weak-
ening trust in institutions and the sense of belonging or responsi-
bility — to the point that no resistance is encountered in the other
domains. A victory without fighting, in line with Sun Tzu’s famous
maxim (2002: 14).

From a philosophical and strategic perspective, the issue of the
human domain is undoubtedly stimulating (cf. Bafos, 2020). But
it is no less thorny, since before convincingly arguing for or against
the recognition of a domain — especially one as broad and inextrica-
bly linked to the others as the human domain - it would be useful
to preliminarily define the concept of domain, or at least refer to
a precise definition, which the author does not do. If one wanted
to justify du Cluzel’s impressionistic approach, however, it could
be emphasized that his contributions are not intended as doctrinal
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reference texts, but as ideas pointing toward the development of a
more complete doctrine on cognitive warfare (Du Cluzel, 2021: 34-
35). In this direction, it should be noted that du Cluzel’s normative
proposal fits into a broader trend that has seen NATO, in recent
years, recognize first the cyber domain (in 2016) and then the space
domain (in 2019) at the doctrinal level. Writing in 2021, du Cluzel
hopes that this process might culminate in the recognition of the
human domain. Recognition by Allied Command Transformation
could in turn prompt a similar acknowledgment by NATO member
states, potentially giving rise to forms of cooperation and new struc-
tures dedicated to cognitive defense, as well as targeted policies and
exercises (Du Cluzel, 2021: 33).

5. Cognitive Warfare. Reading between the lines

After having outlined the key points of du Cluzel’s reflection on
cognitive warfare, in conclusion it may be worthwhile posing the
following question: what objective did the author pursue between
the spring and summer of 2021 in writing the report Cognitive
Warfare? A question that perhaps ought to be reformulated in these
terms: what purpose did Allied Command Transformation have in
commissioning the report and subsequently choosing to publish it
openly, for all to read? At this point, it is important to recall that,
although the 2021 report is the most frequently cited and argua-
bly the most striking document on cognitive warfare, it is not du
Cluzel’s only contribution — as the citations in the preceding pages
indicate — and that, since 2020-2021, there have been numerous in-
terventions on cognitive warfare by experts in various ways affiliated
with the Alliance. This leads to a more general question: what ef-
fect did NATO officials hope to achieve in recent years by fostering
a public debate on cognitive warfare? It is, in essence, the question
that contains all the others.

According to the 2021 report, the Innovation Hub had been
tasked by Allied Command Transformation with conducting a
detailed study on cognitive warfare, exploring the potential recog-
nition of the cognitive domain as a sixth domain of conflict (Du
Cluzel, 2021: 5). In this sense, the report’s initial purpose appears
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to have been internal to the Alliance, serving primarily to enrich
strategic and doctrinal debate within ACT in Norfolk — hence the
choice of du Cluzel, as an external expert, to provide a specialist per-
spective. With the hope, perhaps, that such reflection would even-
tually extend beyond the internal deliberations of ACT to involve
researchers and analysts from broader academic and policy commu-
nities. But this explanation seems insufficient.

A second, broader objective may have been to influence NATO’s
military and political leadership, including that of its member states.
Through the Innovation Hub report signed by du Cluzel, Allied
Command Transformation may have sought to stimulate internal
debate on cognitive warfare and on the most appropriate counter-
measures, including the need to accelerate recognition of the human
domain. In fact, the hybrid nature of the Innovation Hub facilitates
the circulation of such exploratory reports, whose content can be
rapidly leveraged to influence advisory and decision-making pro-
cesses within the Alliance.

But there is a third, more indirect and controversial aim that
deserves consideration. The 2021 report — and much of NATO’s
discourse on cognitive warfare — might be understood as part of a
broader strategic communication campaign aimed at Western pub-
lic opinion. More precisely, it could be interpreted as a textbook
example of cognitive warfare itself. A paradox of sorts: “cognitive
warfare” enacted as cognitive warfare. From this perspective, it is
plausible to argue that NATO’s studies, documents and statements
not only call attention to a real dimension of contemporary con-
flict — specifically the threat posed by Russia and China — but also
contribute to the narrative construction of the enemy, with all the
political implications that entails (cf. Togel, 2023). Beginning with
the portrayal of Western liberal democracies as victims — less famil-
iar with cognitive operations and thus needing to close the gap with
their rivals and go on the offensive.

The NATO rhetoric — and not only NATO’s — on cognitive
warfare, insofar as it implies that every individual is already, know-
ingly or not, a cognitive soldier, theoretically opens the door to an
increasing militarization of public discourse, with all the associat-
ed risks. Chief among them: the risk that legitimate criticism of
Western policies may be dismissed as the result of foreign cognitive
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operations (cf. Colon, 2023). This may thus be the further, implic-
it aim of NATO’s cognitive warfare literature: to contribute to the
“securitization” (Giusti, 2023) of information and internal political
competition at a historical moment in which large segments of the
population have lost confidence in traditional media and public in-
stitutions — to the benefit of the West’s adversaries. A dynamic not
unlike that produced by twentieth-century discourses on psycholog-
ical warfare.

As Jeffrey White writes in a recent book on the subject, such dis-
courses imply that

individuals are compelled to understand themselves not as political
subjects engaged in forms of democratic deliberation, but as
subjects of war engaged in a form of continuous conflict in which
the individual must comport the contents of their inner life to meet
the prerogatives of national security. Psychological warfare thus
produces obligations for individuals not only to know particular
facts about the world and world politics, but to cultivate a certain
kind of self-knowledge, a mode of thinking about oneself in the
context of an intractable and ubiquitous form of ideological
conflict. More than just “what” we must know, psychological
warfare tells us “who we must be (Whyte, 2023: 4-5).

And cognitive warfare does the same when it seeks to explain what citi-
zens should expect from, tolerate, or even demand of public authorities.
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The Arctic in Transition:

How the Russo-Ukrainian War Challenged
Exceptionalism and Reshaped
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Abstract

Long perceived as a zone of pragmatic Russia-West cooperation, the Arctic
has increasingly become entangled in the broader dynamics of geopolitical
rivalry following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine on 24 February 2022. This
rupture has profoundly unsettled the region’s delicate balance, leading to
the suspension of the Arctic Council’s activities and the interruption of
long-standing diplomatic and scientific engagements. Concurrently, the ac-
cession of Finland and Sweden to NATO has reshaped the regional security
architecture, further marginalizing Russia and accelerating an ongoing pro-
cess of militarization. The conflict has also amplified hybrid threats and ex-
panded the strategic ambitions of non-Arctic actors — most notably China —
introducing new sources of volatility into an already complex environment.
Against this backdrop, this article contends that the Arctic constitutes not
merely a region affected by the war, but a critical observatory for assess-
ing the resilience of institutional cooperation under conditions of systemic
fragmentation. It analyzes how the deterioration of trust, the instrumen-
talization of science, and the securitization of governance are transforming
the Arctic’s geopolitical configuration. More broadly, it explores whether
pragmatic forms of engagement can be preserved in an era marked by po-
larization, deterrence logics, and the blurring of civil-military boundaries.
As such, the Arctic emerges as a revealing microcosm of the shifting inter-
national order — and a testbed for the future of multilateralism.

Abstract (Italiano)

A lungo percepito come uno spazio di cooperazione pragmatica tra Russia
e Occidente, 'Artico ¢ sempre piu coinvolto nelle dinamiche di rivali-
td geopolitica seguite all’invasione russa dell’Ucraina del 24 febbraio
2022. Questa frattura ha profondamente destabilizzato I'equilibrio deli-
cato della regione, portando alla sospensione delle attivita del Consiglio
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Artico e all’interruzione di rapporti diplomatici e scientifici di lunga data.
Parallelamente, I’adesione di Finlandia e Svezia alla NATO ha ridisegnato
I'architettura di sicurezza regionale, emarginando ulteriormente la Russia
e accelerando un processo gia in corso di militarizzazione. Il conflitto ha
inoltre amplificato le minacce ibride ed esteso le ambizioni strategiche
di attori non artici — in particolare la Cina — introducendo nuove fonti
di instabilitd in un contesto gia complesso. In questo scenario, I’articolo
sostiene che I’Artico non rappresenti soltanto una regione colpita dalla
guerra, ma un osservatorio cruciale per valutare la resilienza della coopera-
zione istituzionale in condizioni di frammentazione sistemica. Si analizza
come il deterioramento della fiducia, la scrumentalizzazione della scienza e
la securitizzazione della governance stiano trasformando la configurazio-
ne geopolitica artica. Piti in generale, si esplora se forme pragmatiche di
collaborazione possano sopravvivere in un’epoca segnata da polarizzazio-
ne, logiche di deterrenza e crescente sovrapposizione tra dimensioni civili
e militari. In tal senso, ’Artico emerge come un microcosmo rivelatore del
mutamento dell’ordine internazionale — e come banco di prova per il futu-
ro del multilateralismo.

Keywords: Arctic Council, Arctic security, governance, NATO enlargement,
Russia—Ukraine war, science diplomacy

1. Introduction

Once regarded as a stronghold of pragmatic cooperation between
Russia and the West, the Arctic region is now increasingly exposed
to the disruptive consequences of intensifying global tensions. For
over three decades, it sustained a distinctive model of governance
grounded in dialogue, multilateralism, and scientific collaboration —
despite enduring geopolitical frictions and the gradual deterioration
of relations between Russia and Western states. This peculiar abili-
ty to compartmentalize cooperation fostered the notion of “Arctic
exceptionalism”: the belief that the region could remain insulated
from external political conflicts due to shared challenges and its in-
stitutional architecture.

However, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 laid bare
the inherent fragility of this paradigm, clearly exposing the limita-
tions of the exceptionalist framework. Three and a half years into the
conflict, even as Arctic states continue to reiterate the importance
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of dialogue and collective responsibility, the war has triggered a cas-
cade of effects that have gradually reshaped previously stable region-
al dynamics. From the suspension of cooperation within the Arctic
Council to the hardening of national security postures, the institu-
tional and strategic foundations of Arctic governance have come
under mounting pressure. Furthermore, the crisis has cast doubt on
the legitimacy of key regional institutions — most notably the Arctic
Council - not in terms of their legal underpinnings, but in their
ability to respond to external geopolitical shocks and to inclusively
and effectively represent all regional stakeholders.

The Arctic, moreover, has not merely reacted to the immediate
disruptions provoked by the conflict, but has also absorbed deeper
structural consequences. These include the erosion of trust, the re-
configuration of alliances, the growing entanglement of science, se-
curity, and power politics, and an increasingly pronounced tension
between multilateralism and national security imperatives.

In light of these dynamics, the Arctic region constitutes a par-
ticularly relevant case for analyzing the systemic ramifications of
the Russia-Ukraine conflict. It emerges as a revealing laboratory of
ongoing transformations in the international order, offering a priv-
ileged lens through which to examine both the potential and the
limits of multilateral mechanisms in the management of instability.

To develop this argument, the article is structured into five sec-
tions: the first provides a theoretical premise necessary for a more
nuanced understanding of Arctic regional dynamics; the subsequent
four examine, respectively, the impact of the Russia-Ukraine war on
the Arctic Council, on scientific cooperation, on the strategic recon-
figuration of the region, and on its remilitarization.

2. A necessary theoretical premise

The analysis of the repercussions of the Russian-Ukrainian conflict

on the dynamics of the Arctic region raises a fundamental method-
. e :

ological question: “which theoretical framework offers the most

effective lens through which to interpret the evolving landscape of

Arctic security and governance?”
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The Arctic presents distinctive features that challenge its incorpo-
ration into conventional analytical paradigms within International
Relations theory. A primary theoretical reference point is Neorealism,
which, in its classical formulation, underscores the role of states as ra-
tional actors driven by the pursuit of power maximization within an
anarchic international system. According to Kenneth Waltz, anarchy
compels states to compete for security, shaping their strategic behav-
ior according to the distribution of material capabilities and the logic
of the balance of power (Waltz, 1979). Within this perspective, co-
operation is viewed as subordinate to power interests and ultimately
constrained by interstate competition.

The relevance of this approach to the Arctic becomes particular-
ly evident in analyses of the region’s increasing militarization and the
shifting strategic balance between Russia and NATO member states
following the outbreak of the conflict. Nonetheless, the rigid appli-
cation of the neorealist paradigm presents considerable limitations,
often oversimplifying the complex dynamics of the region. For over
three decades, the Arctic has been marked by a significant degree of
institutionalized cooperation, which has effectively moderated pow-
er-based rivalries among its actors. The Arctic Council exemplifies
this trend: despite lacking a formal security mandate, it has played
a pivotal role in fostering diplomatic collaboration and facilitating
agreements on the governance of natural resources and environmen-
tal protection since its establishment. Unlike other global strategic
arenas, the Arctic has traditionally eschewed open conflict, favoring
instead a pragmatic model based on shared resource management
and the regulation of maritime sovereignty (Byers, 2017). Another
aspect that exposes the limits of a neorealist approach concerns the
structure of regional polarity. While neorealism classifies interna-
tional systems as unipolar, bipolar, or multipolar, the Arctic displays
a dual polarity. At the systemic level, the confrontation between
Russia and NATO aligns with a broader bloc-based antagonism
reminiscent of bipolarity. However, at the regional level, the con-
figuration is far more nuanced: the eight Arctic states have histori-
cally upheld a cooperative model that resists binary categorization.
Particularly noteworthy is the position of the United States, which
— despite being the predominant global power — does not exert un-
contested dominance in the Arctic. This is partly attributable to the
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U.S. Senate’s failure to ratify the United Nations Convention on the
Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), which constrains its capacity to assert
territorial claims in the North Sea. Furthermore, the geopolitical ri-
valry between Russia and the United States does not translate into a
clear-cut bipolar structure, as regional dynamics involve a plurality
of actors with heterogeneous interests — an arrangement more accu-
rately described as multipolar (Padrtov4, 2020). In sum, Arctic gov-
ernance unfolds across two distinct levels: on the one hand, at the
systemic level, a growing confrontation between NATO and Russia
is discernible; on the other, a dense web of regional interdependence
endures, complicating any attempt at linear classification.

An alternative theoretical approach that seeks to transcend the
rigidities of Neorealism is offered by the Copenhagen School, par-
ticularly through the Regional Security Complex Theory (RSCT)
developed by Barry Buzan and Ole Waver (Buzan & Wever, 2003).
This framework broadens the conceptual scope of security beyond
the military domain, encompassing economic, environmental, and
identity-related dimensions that shape regional dynamics. The
RSCT posits that, even within an anarchic international system,
states tend to form Regional Security Complexes (RSCs) — clusters
of states bound by high levels of interdependence and relative auton-
omy from global-level dynamics. The Arctic, however, represents a
theoretical anomaly: it has traditionally been excluded from the cat-
alogue of recognized RSCs, having long been regarded as peripheral
to global strategic competition.

In light of these considerations, it becomes evident that neither
theoretical framework, taken in isolation, offers a comprehensive
interpretive tool for understanding Arctic dynamics. Neorealism
illuminates the intensification of strategic competition and the re-
gion’s mounting militarization but tends to overlook the enduring
role of institutional mechanisms and interstate cooperation that
have historically shaped Arctic governance. RSCT, by contrast, pro-
vides a conceptual apparatus better suited to capturing the region’s
specificities, yet requires adaptation to reflect the Arctic’s current
status as an area of escalating strategic, economic, and geopolitical
salience. Accordingly, the study of Arctic security and governance
necessitates an integrated and flexible theoretical approach, capable
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of bridging classical paradigms of International Relations with the
region’s evolving realities and intrinsic complexities.

3. The impact of the Russian-Ukrainian conflict
on the Arctic Council

An ancient Inuit proverb states: “Once one has been bitten by a bear,
life is never again so sweet”.

Such a traumatic experience — one capable of fundamentally
altering perspectives and leaving an enduring mark on those who
endure it — inevitably transforms an initially innocent and “sweet”
outlook into one of caution and mistrust, which rarely reverts to
its original state. Setting aside the evocative coincidence that the
bear also serves as a national symbol of Russia, the metaphor aptly
captures the profound impact of the Russian-Ukrainian war on the
Arctic Region and, more specifically, on the Arctic Council (AC),
the regional institution most immediately and significantly affected
by the outbreak of the conflict.

As the principal intergovernmental forum in the High North,
the Arctic Council was established in 1996 under the Ottawa
Declaration and built upon the Arctic Environmental Protection
Strategy (AEPS) of 1991. Since its inception, the Council has played
apivotal role in fostering cooperation, coordination, and interaction
among Arctic states and Indigenous peoples.

The Council is composed of the eight Arctic states — Canada,
Denmark (including the Kingdom of Greenland and the Faroe
Islands), Finland, Iceland, Norway, Russia, Sweden, and the United
States. These countries, which hold territorial sovereignty in the
Arctic, are vested with full decision-making authority and bear pri-
mary responsibility for shaping cooperation policies and strategies.
Notably, all decisions are adopted exclusively by consensus, under-
scoring the importance of mutual agreement in Arctic governance.

The Council’s multidimensional governance structure also in-
cludes the Permanent Participants — six organizations representing
Indigenous peoples: the Arctic Athabaskan Council, the Gwich’in
Council International, the Inuit Circumpolar Council, the Russian
Association of Indigenous Peoples of the North, the Saami Council,
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and the Aleut International Association. Although these actors lack
formal voting rights, they are indispensable to the Council’s agen-
da-setting and policy-shaping processes.

Another distinctive feature of the Council lies in its inclusion
of non-Arctic states, intergovernmental organizations, NGOs, and
research institutions as Observers'. While lacking decision-mak-
ing authority, Observers are permitted to contribute scientific and
technical expertise and to collaborate with the Council’s working
groups. These working groups — comprising government represent-
atives, Indigenous organizations, and domain experts — are tasked
with addressing the region’s principal environmental, social, and
economic challenges. Their activities aim to advance scientific coop-
eration and support national governments in developing sustainable
development strategies tailored to the Arctic context.

Although the Council’s decisions are advisory and non-bind-
ing, they nonetheless carry considerable weight, particularly at the
domestic policy level. Indeed, the outputs of the working groups,
especially their reports and recommendations, exert a strong influ-
ence on national agendas regarding cooperation and environmental
stewardship®. The absence of binding legal force reflects two core
principles of the Council: first, that decisions should emerge solely
through the full consent of all the parties involved; and second, that
the institution should eschew disputes over contentious issues in or-
der to maintain focus on its foundational objectives (Andreeva and
Rottem, 2024).

" The current permanent observer states are China, South Korea, Japan,
India, Italy, and Singapore. Non-permanent observers include France, Germany,
the Netherlands, Poland, the United Kingdom, Spain, and the European Union.
Notably, Italy has held permanent observer status since 2013 due to the presence of
the National Research Council (CNR) in the Svalbard Islands, operating the Arctic
Station “Dirigibile Italia”. For further information, cf.: INTERACT, CNR Arctic
Station “Dirigibile Italia”, INTERACT, 25 February 2021. https://cu-interact.
org/field-sites/cnr-arctic-station-dirigibile-italia/ (Accessed: August 2025).

* Reference is made here to the three agreements signed under the Arctic
Council framework: Agreement on Cooperation on Aeronautical and Maritime
Search and Rescue in the Arctic (2011); Agreement on Cooperation on Marine Oil
Pollution Preparedness and Response in the Arctic (2013); Agreement on Enhancing
International Arctic Scientific Cooperation (2017).
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The Arctic Council’s core mission — supporting regional peaceful
cooperation, promoting sustainable development, and safeguarding
Arctic populations — is firmly anchored in the Ottawa Declaration.
Significantly, in accordance with the Arctic Environmental Protection
Strategy, a footnote to the Declaration explicitly states that the
Council possesses no mandate in the realm of military security and
will refrain from addressing matters related to armed conflict or de-
fense. While this stipulation may now appear outdated in light of con-
temporary geopolitical realities, the principle underpinning it — the
establishment of a peaceful, multipolar governance framework — was,
until 2022, the cornerstone of the Council’s effectiveness. It enabled
the Council to maintain its institutional integrity and operational
continuity even in periods of significant international tension.

Atthis point, a first key question arises: “How has the Russian invasion
of Ukraine concretely impacted the dynamics of the Arctic Council?”

To address this inquiry, it is first necessary to present, in chrono-
logical order, the main events that have shaped the past three years.
On 3 March 2022, just nine days after Russia’s full-scale invasion of
Ukraine, the seven Western member states of the Arctic Council
issued a joint statement unanimously condemning Russian aggres-
sion, reaffirming the core principles of sovereignty and territorial
integrity, and announcing the temporary suspension of all activities
of the Arctic Council and its subsidiary bodies.

Unsurprisingly, this disruption of regional governance and sus-
pension of dialogue with Moscow quickly extended to other re-
gional for a: in the ensuing months, Russia formalized its perma-
nent withdrawal from the Council of the Baltic Sea States (17 May
2022) and the Barents Euro-Arctic Council (18 September 2023),
justifying these decisions by citing the growing politicization of both
bodies and agendas perceived as hostile to Russian national interests.

However, such a rupture did not occur within the framework of
the Arctic Council. On 4 March 2022, Nikolay Korchunov, then-
Chair of the Senior Arctic Officials (SAOs), speaking on behalf of
the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, firmly condemned the de-
cision of the other seven Arctic states to suspend Council activities.
Nonetheless, he reiterated Moscow’s intention to maintain its mem-
bership in the forum and to preserve a constructive stance towards
regional cooperation.
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This posture was presumably shaped by two key factors: first, the
strategic relevance of the Arctic in Russia’s foreign policy, particu-
larly in the domains of energy, economics, and national security;
second, the fact that, at the time of the suspension, Russia held the
rotating chairmanship of the Arctic Council for the 2021-2023 bi-
ennium. In light of this institutional role, and notwithstanding the
interruption of formal meetings, Russia announced its intention to
proceed with all previously planned initiatives — excluding formal
convenings — according to the pre-established timeline.

Within this context, a noticeable shift in Russia’s Arctic rhetoric
towards more overtly nationalist positions became apparent. This
evolution was further underscored in Korchunov’s statement of 20
May 2022, in which he argued that the future of Arctic cooperation
would be heavily influenced by the potential accession of Sweden
and Finland to the North Atlantic Alliance, a process still under de-
liberation at that time®. Meanwhile, on the Western front, although
official statements remained scarce, a substantive debate unfolded
regarding the future of the Arctic Council and the broader prospects
for Russia-West cooperation in the region’.

Speculation over a potential reconfiguration of the Council’s gov-
ernance was significantly tempered on 10 May 2022, when Norway
officially confirmed its intention to proceed with preparations for
assuming the Council’s chairmanship the following year. Several
weeks later, on 8 June 2022 — more than three months after the ini-
tial joint communiqué — the seven Western Arctic states issued a new
statement announcing the partial resumption of Council activities.
This declaration emphasized the importance of reinitiating scientif-
ic cooperation and ensuring continuity in projects already under-
way prior to the outbreak of hostilities. Although Russia formally

? Finland officially became a NATO member on 4 April 2023, while Sweden
formally joined the Alliance on 7 March 2024. Both countries had submitted their
applications for membership on 18 May 2022.

* For a deeper analysis, cf.: Eilis Q (2022) Senior Arctic Officials Working on
Plan Forward Amidst Arctic Council Pause. The Barents Observer, 10 May; Holm
A (2022) Aretic Council Without Russia: A Spearbead for Democracy and Freedom of
Expression? High North News, 10 June; Paul M (2022) Arctic Repercussions of Russia’s
Invasion. SWP — German Institute for International and Security Affairs, June.
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retained the chairmanship until the end of its mandate, it was now
effectively excluded from participating in Council operations.

This second statement reignited speculation about Russia’s po-
tential withdrawal from the Arctic Council and became a central
point of discussion at the Arctic Circle Assembly held in Reykjavik
in October 2022. As per institutional protocol, in November 2022,
Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov formally extended an invita-
tion to Norway to attend the upcoming ministerial meeting for the
transfer of the chairmanship.

On 11 May 2023, during a virtual session connecting Salekhard
(Russia) and Tromse (Norway), the Russian Federation formally
handed over the Arctic Council chairmanship to Norway. The meet-
ing — preceded by complex negotiations between Moscow and Oslo
and largely facilitated by the Arctic Council Secretariat — adhered
strictly to the institutional procedures and principles set forth in the
Ottawa Declaration. In line with the agreed arrangements, however,
the meeting was attended not by ministers themselves, but by their
official representatives. For the first time in the Council’s history, the
ministerial summit concluded without the issuance of a formal min-
isterial declaration. Instead, a consensual statement was adopted, re-
quiring only the approval of the participants.

This document made explicit reference to the Report of the
Arctic Council’s Senior Arctic Officials to Ministers (adopted in
Reykjavik in May 2021), the Reykjavik Ministerial Declaration, and
the Strategic Plan of the Arctic Council (2021-2030). Accordingly,
the resumption of the Council’s activities and the work of its subsid-
iary bodies was to proceed on the basis of these pre-war consensus
documents, previously endorsed by all eight Arctic states. Notably,
the only reference to Russia’s chairmanship appeared at the very end
of the statement, which merely acknowledged “the conclusion of the
second Chairmanship of the Russian Federation”.

During a press conference held in conjunction with the hando-
ver, SAO Chair Nikolay Korchunov, when asked to speculate on a
scenario in which all Arctic Council members except Russia were to
join NATO, voiced concern. He warned that a predominant role for
the Atlantic Alliance within the Arctic Council could pose challeng-
es and hamper the restoration of meaningful regional collaboration.
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Shortly after Norway assumed the chairmanship, the message an-
nouncing the suspension of Council activities was quietly removed
from the Arctic Council’s official website and few months later, in
June 2023, the Council outlined its agenda for the 2023-2025 bien-
nium, including new guidelines for the gradual reactivation of scien-
tific Finally, on 28 February 2024, the Arctic Council Secretariat an-
nounced that a unanimous consensus had been reached among the
eight Arctic States and the Indigenous Permanent Participants to
gradually resume official meetings of the Working Groups in digital
format. Since August 2023, these activities had been conducted ex-
clusively via written procedure. The reintroduction of virtual meet-
ings thus represented a significant step forward, marking the first
meaningful return to operational cooperation since March 2022.
Notably, these digital Working Group meetings were once again
open to the full participation of Observers and external experts.

On 24 January 2025, nearly a year after the virtual resumption
of the Arctic Council’s Working Groups, the spokesperson for the
Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Maria Zakharova, granted an
official interview — subsequently published on the Ministry’s web-
site — in which she addressed several critical issues concerning the
Arctic Council. Zakharova emphasized that, since the beginning
of the Norwegian chairmanship, the Russian Federation has main-
tained an active dialogue with both Oslo and the Arctic Council
Secretariat in Tromse, with the dual objective of safeguarding na-
tional interests and fostering regional cooperation. Nonetheless,
she underscored that the resumption of activities via virtual work-
ing groups remains an insufficient substitute for the full restoration
of political dialogue, noting that the Committee of Senior Arctic
Officials continues to be suspended. In response to speculation re-
garding a possible rapprochement between Russia and Western
states through the Arctic Council framework, Zakharova confirmed
that, as of the second half of 2024, Moscow had indeed resumed
— albeit on a limited basis — its participation in the Council’s ac-
tivities. This re-engagement included contributions to the six the-
matic working groups addressing sustainable development, climate
change, environmental protection, and emergency management.
Concerning Russia’s prospective role within the Council, the spokes-
person reaffirmed Moscow’s commitment to regional stability and
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cooperation, expressing optimism about a potential full resumption
of institutional activities. At the same time, echoing prior state-
ments by Foreign Minister Lavrov, she clarified that Russia’s future
engagement within the Arctic Council will be contingent upon the
evolution of the broader geopolitical landscape and the alignment
of such engagement with Russian strategic interests in the region.
Finally, when questioned about the possibility of reestablishing di-
rect dialogue among the five Arctic coastal states (Russia, Denmark,
Canada, Norway, and the United States), Zakharova responded
that, under the current geopolitical conditions, the prospects for
constructive engagement remain remote. She asserted that only the
abandonment of adversarial policies and the explicit recognition of
Russian interests could pave the way for meaningful cooperation.

In light of the foregoing, a new central question arises: How has
the Arctic Council managed to withstand the repercussions of the
Russian-Ukrainian conflict?

A full response to this question would require a detailed and
wide-ranging analysis that goes beyond the scope of this article.
However, based on the institutional features of the Arctic Council
and the key developments of the past three years, some preliminary
considerations can be offered to inform a tentative answer.

As previously noted, the Councils institutional architecture
constitutes a foundational element of its resilience. Designed as a
privileged forum for regional cooperation on environmental, scien-
tific, and sustainable development issues, the Council has deliber-
ately excluded security and defence matters from its agenda. This in-
stitutional configuration has helped to mitigate the risks of political
polarization within its Working Groups, which are predominantly
composed of scientists and researchers. Consequently, even during
the formal suspension of Russia’s participation, member states were
able to preserve a limited, yet functional, form of interaction.

This was particularly evident during the period immediately fol-
lowing the formal suspension of activities on 4 March 2022, when
Russia independently announced its intention to continue all initia-
tives related to environmental research and management. Similarly,
Norway’s formal preparations for assuming the Council’s rotat-
ing chairmanship (13 May 2022), and the joint declaration of the
seven other Arctic states on 8 June 2022 — announcing the partial
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resumption of Council activities — demonstrated a shared intent to
uphold the institutional continuity of the forum.

A second factor contributing to the Arctic Councils resilience is the
nature of its governance framework. Operating by consensus but lacking
a legally binding treaty that compels member states to cooperate under
all circumstances, the Council embodies a degree of institutional flexibil-
ity. This has allowed the other seven member states (Canada, Denmark,
Finland, Iceland, Norway, Sweden, and the United States) to pursue
numerous activities through parallel formats and initiatives that do not
necessarily involve Russia. In contrast, the Organization for Security and
Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) has faced operational paralysis owing to
its unanimity requirement, which includes Russia’s participation.

A third pillar of institutional resilience has been the proactive en-
gagement of non-state actors, notably indigenous organisations and
accredited international observers. These stakeholders have main-
tained communication channels on environmental and scientific
matters even during the diplomatic freeze among member states and,
have played an essential role in promoting transnational cooperation.

Lastly, it is indisputable that the Arctic region’s unique climatic
and geographic characteristics have generated shared strategic imper-
atives among regional actors. The sustainable management of Arctic
resources, the mitigation of climate change impacts, and the regulation
of emerging maritime routes constitute common priorities that tran-
scend geopolitical rivalries. These converging interests have functioned
as stabilising forces, preventing a complete institutional breakdown.

In conclusion, the Arctic Council’s endurance amidst geopolit-
ical turbulence can be attributed to a combination of adaptability
and normative consistency. On the one hand, the forum has demon-
strated a notable capacity to adjust to rapidly evolving international
conditions; on the other, it has remained anchored to its founda-
tional principles and objectives.

Nonetheless, this resilience should not be misconstrued as a
guarantee of long-term stability. The Council remains vulnerable to
both exogenous shocks and internal fractures. There exists a tangible
risk that its role will gradually be marginalised, potentially paving
the way for alternative institutional arrangements or a shift toward
bilateralism at the expense of multilateral cooperation.
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4. The impact of the Russian-Ukrainian conflict on regional
scientific cooperation and the role of science diplomacy

Since the 1990s, scientific research has constituted one of the founda-
tional pillars underpinning the political, environmental, and institution-
al dynamics of the Arctic, for at least two fundamental reasons. First, it
serves as an indispensable instrument for the collection and analysis of
empirical data, as well as for the formulation of strategies aimed at mitiga-
tion and environmental protection in what is globally recognized as one
of the regions most acutely vulnerable to climate change®. Second, owing
to its intrinsically cooperative nature, scientific research has facilitated
dialogue among states and regional actors, thereby fostering the develop-
ment of a transnational model of collaboration rooted in the exchange
of knowledge, expertise, and resources. This model has gradually shaped
Arctic governance, as evidenced by the proliferation of multilateral fora
and international agreements regulating the region’s management.

The promotion of scientific cooperation in the Arctic, however,
traces its origins back to the Cold War era. A key milestone in this
process was the landmark Murmansk speech delivered in 1987 by
Soviet President Mikhail Gorbacheyv, in which he advocated for the
transformation of the Arctic into a “zone of peace and cooperation”.
This appeal marked a watershed moment in the region’s history, cata-
lyzing not only a reduction in military tensions but also the launch
of international initiatives focused on environmental protection and
the promotion of joint scientific research among Arctic nations.

In 1990, with the explicit aim of fostering collaboration among
scientists from different countries, the International Arctic Science
Committee (IASC) was established. This independent scientific
body has played a pivotal role in coordinating interdisciplinary re-
search and facilitating access to the Arctic for the global scientific
community. In 1994, the IASC further promoted the establishment
of the International Science Initiative in the Russian Arctic (ISIRA),
an advisory body designed to support scientific cooperation with
Russia and to facilitate the exchange of data and knowledge. In par-
allel, Gorbachev’s initiative contributed to the establishment of the

> On the Arctic region’s vulnerabilities to climate change, cf.: Petersen K (2025) New
study reveals Arctic hotspots of warming. Woodwell Climate Research Center, 16 January.
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Arctic Council in 1996, which would gradually evolve into the prin-
cipal institutional framework for regional governance. Through its
Working Groups, the Council has overseen various environmental
and scientific monitoring initiatives, notably including the Arctic
Monitoring and Assessment Programme (AMAP), tasked with as-
sessing environmental and climatic impacts in the region.

A further significant development in Arctic scientific coop-
eration was marked by the signing, in 2017, of the Agreement on
Enhancing International Arctic Scientific Cooperation. Concluded
by all Arctic Council members, this agreement was intended to
reinforce scientific collaboration not only among Arctic states but
also with non-Arctic countries with a vested interest in the region.
Among its core provisions, the accord emphasized the sharing of
scientific data, institutional collaboration, and the creation of joint
research opportunities, with particular attention to environmental
sustainability and the protection of Arctic ecosystems.

For many years, scientific collaboration in the Arctic demon-
strated remarkable resilience even amidst severe geopolitical crises,
such as Russia’s invasion of Georgia in 2008 and the annexation of
Crimea in 2014. However, the onset of the Russian-Ukrainian con-
flict has resulted in an unprecedented rupture in Arctic scientific
cooperation, severely compromising decades of research and gener-
ating potentially irreversible consequences for both knowledge pro-
duction and environmental protection in the region®.

Beginning in February 2022, the European Commission adopt-
ed a series of sanctions that included, inter alia, the immediate sus-
pension of research funding allocated to Russian institutions, the
severance of cooperation with universities and research centres, and
Russia’s exclusion from pan-European research programs such as
Erasmus+ and Horizon Europe. In alignment with this stance, the
seven Western Arctic states — Canada, Denmark, Finland, Iceland,
Norway, Sweden, and the United States -announced in March 2022
the suspension of all Arctic Council activities involving Russia,

¢ For the full version of the Agreement on Enhancing International Arctic
Scientific Cooperation, cf.: https://www.arctic.gov/agreement-on-enhancing-interna-
tional-arctic-scientific-cooperation/#:~:text=The%20purpose%200f%20this%20
Agreement,scientific%20knowledge%20about%20the%20Arctic
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which at the time held the rotating presidency of the forum (May
2021 - May 2023). Although Moscow sought to maintain the con-
tinuity of certain scientific projects, particularly those related to
environmental monitoring and climate change in the Arctic, the
majority were either suspended outright or substantially curtailed”.

In June 2023, one month after the transition of the Council pres-
idency from Russia to Norway, a partial resumption of those projects
that did not directly involve Russian institutions was announced.
Subsequently, in February 2024, the Arctic Council Secretariat de-
clared the gradual resumption of official Working Group meetings
in virtual format. As of March 2025, while direct institutional col-
laboration and high-level political dialogue remain suspended, sci-
entific cooperation involving Russian experts within the framework
of the Working Groups is ongoing.

Those most severely affected — and who continue to suffer — from
the repercussions of the conflict in the realm of scientific research
have been Russian researchers.

At the international level, following the adoption of sanctions
and the suspension of numerous funding and mobility channels,
Russian institutions and researchers have found themselves progres-
sively isolated from the global scientific community. This has result-
ed in a sharp decline in opportunities to participate in international
conferences, publish in academic journals, and access established
transnational academic networks. In many international coopera-
tion forums, the formal exclusion of Russian entities has hindered
interactions between scientific communities, thus compromising
data exchange in shared research areas. Russian universities, for
example, were suspended from networks such as the European
University Association (EUA), and many Russian researchers were
excluded from European mobility and scientific cooperation pro-
grams, such as the Marie Sklodowska-Curie Actions (MSCA). The
European Union also severed all research ties with Russian institu-
tions, sanctioning the exclusion of the Federation’s universities from

7 On the suspension of scientific cooperation between Europe and Russia and its
implications for the Arctic, cf.: Andreeva S (2023) Science at Stake — Russia and the
Arctic Council. Arctic Review on Law and Politics 14; O’Malley B (2022) European
Union halts scientific cooperation with Russia. University World News, 5 March.
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joint funding initiatives, including Horizon Europe, the EU’s flag-
ship research and innovation program.

At the national level, in April 2022, the Russian government
introduced a ban on the participation of Russian scientists in in-
ternational conferences, with the stated aim of preventing external
cultural and scientific influence. Simultaneously, legislation was
passed requiring authors of scientific publications to declare any af-
filiations with foreign institutions, and changes were announced to
the criteria for evaluating academic careers, eliminating recognition
for publications indexed in international databases such as Web of
Science and Scopus. These measures were accompanied by increas-
ing surveillance of researchers in contact with foreign colleagues.
Interviews conducted with émigré academics indicate that, in the
months following the outbreak of the conflict, Russian authorities
began to view international ties as potential national security risks.
A symbolic episode of this dynamic is represented by the case of the
Russian scientific journal Troitsky Variant, which in 2022 published
an open letter signed by over 8,000 scientists, academics, and sci-
ence journalists opposing the invasion of Ukraine. In response, the
Russian authorities designated the journal as a “foreign agent” and
proceeded to block its distribution across the national territory. In
this context, an increasing number of scientists have chosen to leave
the Russian Federation, driven by a desire to preserve their profes-
sional integrity, avoid conscription, or escape growing forms of sur-
veillance. According to a survey published by Novaya Gazeta Europe
in February 2024, at least 2,500 scientists have left Russia since the
beginning of the conflict. Data collected by the Russian Academic
Science Fund indicates that approximately 60% of those who emi-
grated do not intend to return, citing diminished academic freedom
and fear of further restrictions as their primary reasons.

Russias isolation from transnational cooperation has had pro-
found consequences for Arctic research, precisely because of the cen-
tral role the Russian Federation plays in the region. With about half
of the Arctic’s landmass under its jurisdiction, control over vast areas
of the Arctic Ocean, and nearly half of the Arctic population resid-
ing within its borders, Russia is a key actor in the study of the region’s
environmental, climatic, and ecological processes. The interruption of
international funding and collaborations has led to the suspension of
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numerous environmental monitoring projects, obstructing the collec-
tion of essential data for climate change analysis. Additionally, the ina-
bility to access Russian research infrastructure has produced significant
imbalances in climate and environmental models, as data collected
since 2022 predominantly comes from areas that are not representative
of the entire Arctic ecosystem, such as North America and Europe.

An emblematic case of the consequences of this fracture is the
study of permafrost, a key theme in global climate research. Russia
holds approximately 60% of the planet’s permafrost and is home to
some of the oldest and deepest layers, particularly in Siberia. Before
the conflict, monitoring of these areas was conducted through an
international research network involving Western institutions, in-
cluding the International Network for Terrestrial Research and
Monitoring in the Arctic INTERACT). However, the suspension
of 21 Russian research stations from INTERACT and the relocation
of the Permafrost Pathways project — initially planned in Siberia — to
Canada and Alaska, have created critical gaps in understanding the
pace and dynamics of permafrost thaw. To address this data shortfall,
scientists are attempting to develop alternative methodologies, such as
the European Space Agency’s Climate Change Initiative (CCI), which
uses satellite imagery to monitor permafrost changes. Nevertheless,
without direct field measurements, the reliability of such observations
remains limited — and considering that the Arctic is warming at near-
ly three times the global average, the absence of adequate mitigation
measures makes permafrost thaw likely inevitable. This would result
in the release of large quantities of greenhouse gases and potentially
trigger an unpredictable acceleration in global warming.

From a political perspective, Moscow has interpreted the meas-
ures adopted by Western countries as an instrumentalization of scien-
tific cooperation, in violation of the principles set forth in the Arctic
Council Charter and the legal foundations of the 2017 Agreement
on Enhancing International Arctic Scientific Cooperation. The
Arctic Council Charter explicitly excludes any military-related is-
sues, while the 2017 Agreement does not provide for its suspension,
termination, or withdrawal in the event of armed conflict.

This perception has further motivated Moscow to pursue a diver-
sification of its scientific partnerships and to strengthen academic ties
with China and India, both of which have held Permanent Observer
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status on the Arctic Council since 2013. A significant example of this
shift was the 2022 announcement of the establishment of a new sci-
entific research center in Svalbard, promoted by the Russian company
Arktikugol, a historic Russian mining firm operating in the archipel-
ago, with settlements in Barentsburg and Pyramiden. It is important
to note that the Svalbard archipelago is subject to Norwegian sover-
eignty under the 1920 Svalbard Treaty, which grants signatory states
the right to access and utilize the territory for economic and scientific
activities, including the exploitation of natural resources and research,
while explicitly prohibiting the installation of military bases or any
military-related activities in the area. The project, strongly backed by
Moscow, officially aims to establish a research institute that will host
scientific activities in collaboration with BRICS countries and other
partners such as Turkey and Thailand. However, the involvement of
certain actors external to the region — particularly China, which has
formally integrated the Arctic into its Polar Silk Road strategy, and,
increasingly, India — fits within a broader framework of commercial
and maritime projection linked to the development of the Northern
Sea Route. In response, in May 2024, Norway published a white pa-
per aimed at limiting Russian influence in the archipelago, stipulating
that the University Centre in Svalbard (UNIS) will be the sole pro-
vider of advanced education on the islands. Additionally, to reaffirm
its sovereignty over Svalbard and ensure greater control over scientif-
ic activity in the region, the Norwegian government has announced
the creation of a research office managed by the Norwegian Polar
Institute, funded directly through public resources.

Although these new collaborations offer Russia opportunities to
maintain an active role in Arctic research, they do not fully compensate
for the loss of scientific networks with Western countries. The interrup-
tion of transnational partnerships with Europe and North America has, in
fact, compromised a research ecosystem that was built and consolidated
with great effort over decades without which the development of scien-
tific research and the formulation of shared strategies become unfeasible.
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5.The end of Finnish and Swedish neutrality: implications
for Arctic security

Amongthe various repercussions of the Russian-Ukrainian conflictin
the Arctic region, the accession of Finland and Sweden to the North
Atlantic Alliance has undoubtedly received the most international
attention. This strategic realignment not only redefined NATO’s op-
erational configuration but also marked the beginning of a new phase
in the governance of the Arctic, where the Russian Federation now
finds itself diplomatically and militarily isolated from the other seven
Arctic states — all of which are members of the Alliance.

Finland and Sweden formalized their NATO accession on April
4, 2023, and March 11, 2024, respectively, thereby inaugurating a
historic shift in their respective security doctrines and strategic ori-
entations®. Despite the temporal proximity of their membership,
the trajectories that led each country to abandon its traditional neu-
trality differ considerably, primarily due to their distinct historical
legacies and strategic cultures shaped by the post-World War II in-
ternational order.

Finland’s neutrality emerged as a consequence of external im-
positions in the aftermath of the Second World War. The Moscow
Armistice of 1944 and the Paris Peace Treaty of 1947 imposed strin-
gent constraints on Finland’s military and political conduct, includ-
ing the explicit renunciation of military alliances incompatible with
Soviet interests. These restrictions were subsequently institutional-
ized through the 1948 Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation and Mutual
Assistance (FCMA) with the Soviet Union. Although the treaty
formally recognized Finland’s independence and sovereignty, it also
enshrined a commitment to neutrality within the context of Cold
War bipolarity. This gave rise to the concept of “Finlandization” — a
model of conditional neutrality wherein Finland, while maintaining
its democratic governance, refrained from criticizing Soviet policies
and adopted a restrained foreign policy. In this framework, Finland
developed a security strategy based on the notion of comprehensive

8 For a deeper comparative perspective, cf.: Forsberg, R. & Moyer, J.C. (2022)
Sisters Bur Not Twins: Prospects of Finland and Sweden’s NATO Accession, Wilson
Center, 2 February; Solli, PE. & Solvang, @. (2022) Finland and Sweden’s Path
Towards NATO, Royal United Services Institute (RUSI), 13 April.
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security, integrating military defense with economic, social, and in-
frastructural resilience to enhance national preparedness and crisis
management capacity.

Sweden, by contrast, pursued a policy of self-imposed neutrality
following the Second World War, aimed at preserving its autonomy
in foreign policy and reinforcing its role as a potential mediator in
international conflicts. However, as early as the 1950s, Sweden estab-
lished a network of informal collaborations with the United States
and NATO member states, particularly in the fields of intelligence
sharing and military technology. In doctrinal terms, Stockholm for-
mulated the concept of Tozalforsvar (total defense), an integrated
approach that mobilizes all sectors of society — including the armed
forces, civilian infrastructure, the economy, and communications —
for national defense and societal resilience in the event of conflict.

Following the end of the Cold War, both countries began pro-
gressively recalibrating their strategic outlooks. In 1994, they joined
NATO’s Partnership for Peace program and subsequently contribut-
ed to international missions under both NATO and EU mandates.
Finland strengthened its interoperability with the Alliance and ex-
plicitly kept the option of full membership open as early as the 1997
Defense White Paper. For Sweden, a doctrinal turning point was the
2009 strategic shift away from exclusive territorial defense towards
an outward-looking defense posture.

The 2014 annexation of Crimea and Russian military inter-
vention in the Donbas region served as a critical wake-up call not
only for Finland and Sweden but also for other Nordic countries.
These developments rekindled debates around strategic posture and
security alignment. In the years that followed, both Helsinki and
Stockholm significantly increased their defense spending, reinstated
military conscription (Sweden reintroduced compulsory service in
2018 after its suspension in 2010), deepened bilateral security ties
with the United States (notably through the Finland-Sweden-US
trilateral cooperation), and participated in regional security arrange-
ments such as the Joint Expeditionary Force (JEF) and the Nordic
Defence Cooperation (NORDEFCO). Furthermore, in 2017, both
states signed Host Nation Support agreements with NATO, allow-
ing for the deployment of allied forces on their territory in the event
of joint exercises or security crises.
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In light of this context, the decision by Finland and Sweden
to apply for NATO membership following the outbreak of the
Russian-Ukrainian conflict in 2022 can be interpreted as the natural
culmination of a long-standing process of gradual rapprochement
with the Alliance, already well underway since the end of the Cold
War. Nonetheless, the accession process triggered intense political
debates and extensive public consultations in both countries. In
Finland, the decision was endorsed by a broad parliamentary major-
ity, with the national legislature voting in favour of the application
in May 2022. In Sweden, although the debate initially proved more
contentious due to resistance from certain political factions, the pro-
cess ultimately resulted in broad parliamentary consensus in support
of the formal membership request. Notably, for the first time in their
respective histories, public opinion polls in both countries revealed a
clear majority of citizens in favour of NATO accession.

On April 4, 2023, in an official ceremony held at NATO head-
quarters in Brussels — attended by then-President of Finland Sauli
Niinisto and NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg — Finland
formally became the thirty-first member of the Alliance, effectively
doubling the length of the NATO-Russia border. Sweden’s accession
process, by contrast, was delayed due to the reservations expressed
by Turkey and Hungary’. However, after nearly two years of negoti-
ations and diplomatic engagement, Sweden’s accession was formal-
ly concluded on March 11, 2024, through a parallel ceremony at
NATO headquarters in Brussels.

The accession of Finland and Sweden to NATO represents a
momentous shift not only in the defense postures of the two states,
but also in the broader strategic configuration of the Alliance. Both
countries, characterised by high levels of political-institutional sta-
bility and substantial technological and military capabilities, have
significantly bolstered NATO’s defense architecture and operational
readiness since their integration (Carati, 2022).

? Turkey and Hungary delayed Sweden’s NATO accession: Ankara objected
to Sweden’s perceived tolerance toward Kurdish groups deemed terrorist, while
Budapest expressed discontent over Swedish criticism of the rule of law in Hungary —
framing the enlargement issue within a broader context of bilateral political tensions.
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Finland, with over 1,300 kilometres of shared border with Russia,
has assumed an intrinsically strategic role within the Alliance’s deter-
rence framework. Its geographical positioning reinforces NATO’s
northern and Baltic flanks, positioning Finland as a frontline state
in the containment of potential threats from Moscow. Additionally,
Finland’s contribution is noteworthy for the effectiveness of its mili-
tary apparatus: maintaining compulsory military service without in-
terruption, Finland can field over 280,000 personnel in wartime. Its
arsenal includes state-of-the-art air and missile defense systems, such
as NASAMS, alongside long-range radar and maritime surveillance
technologies already integrated into NATO’s network — assets criti-
cal to the monitoring of the Arctic and Baltic theatres. Finland’s po-
tential was visibly demonstrated during its participation in the 2018
“Trident Juncture exercise”, one of NATO?s largest post-Cold War
collective defence drills, which mobilised 50,000 troops from 30
countries in simulated responses to high-intensity threats from the
east. In parallel to the military dimension, Finland has also enhanced
NATO’s logistical capabilities, facilitating the rapid deployment of
troops and materiel in northern territories and along the Russian
border. The presence of a well-developed military infrastructure and
arobust logistical system ensures a higher level of operational agility,
thereby strengthening NATO’s overall force posture.

While Sweden maintains a smaller pool of military personnel
relative to Finland, it contributes to the Alliance in a highly stra-
tegic and technologically advanced manner. From a military per-
spective, Sweden possesses a cutting-edge submarine fleet, currently
composed of three Gotland-class submarines and one older vessel,
soon to be replaced by two next-generation units expected to be op-
erational by 2028, thus expanding the fleet to five. Drawing upon
its extensive experience in navigating the Baltic Sea, Sweden helps
compensate for operational limitations faced by US. submarines in
the region. Furthermore, Sweden boasts the largest air force among
the Nordic countries, with a fleet of at least one hundred combat
aircraft — a number projected to increase in the coming years. This
expansion is set to significantly enhance NATO’s air power in the
Baltic and Arctic theatres and reduce the Alliance’s reliance on US.
aerial patrols.
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Strategically, Sweden is also poised to play a critical role in the
realm of intelligence, particularly in safeguarding critical infrastruc-
ture against cyber threats. The country is recognized as one of the
most advanced European actors in the field of cybersecurity, owing
to the close collaboration between the Swedish Armed Forces, aca-
demic institutions, and the private sector.

6. The remilitarization of the Arctic: Russia’s posture
following Finland and Sweden’s accession to NATO

The accession of Finland and Sweden to NATO has imparted re-
newed momentum to the ongoing militarization of the Arctic — a
process that had, in fact, been unfolding for over a decade. As car-
ly as 2009, Russia launched an extensive program to modernize its
Northern Fleet, marking a strategic inflection point in its Arctic de-
fense policy. Today, with the integration of the two Nordic countries
into the Atlantic Alliance, Russia finds itself as the only Arctic state
excluded from NATO - an unprecedented condition that entails
significant strategic and military ramifications.

The Soviet Union’s strategic engagement with the Arctic began to
take form in the 1930s, yet it was only after the Second World War
that it acquired a systematic and institutionalized character. Under
the leadership of then-President Joseph Stalin, the USSR launched a
comprehensive industrialization program aimed at transforming the
Arctic into a pivotal component of Soviet defense through the con-
struction of military and port infrastructure. During the ensuing dec-
ades — particularly at the height of the Cold War - the polar region
emerged as one of the most militarized areas on the planet, due to
its unique geographic position which drastically reduced the physical
distance between the United States and the Soviet Union, thereby in-
tensifying their mutual vulnerability to potential missile strikes.

It was in this strategic context — between the 1970s and 1980s —
that the Soviet doctrine of the “Northern Bastion” was developed.
This concept entailed the creation of a heavily fortified zone in the
Barents Sea and on the Kola Peninsula, within which ballistic mis-
sile submarines (SSBNs) of the Northern Fleet could operate under
secure conditions, thereby safeguarding the USSR’s second-strike
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nuclear deterrent capability (Sergunin, 2020). With the dissolution
of the Soviet Union, a substantial portion of Arctic military infra-
structure was either dismantled or fell into disuse, with the notable
exception of facilities located on the Kola Peninsula, which retained
their strategic relevance.

Since the rise to power of Vladimir Putin in the late 1990s, the
Arctic has once again assumed a central role in Russia’s foreign, mil-
itary, and economic policy. This renewed focus stems from the same
overarching interests that had motivated Stalin: the extraction and
control of energy resources, the protection of Russian territorial in-
tegrity and population centers, the reinforcement of the Northern
Fleet, and the assertion of control over key maritime trade routes —
most notably the Northern Sea Route (NSR) (Atland, 2011).

In the early 2000s, Russia adopted a cooperative stance toward
other Arctic states, engaging in both bilateral and multilateral agree-
ments. However, this posture shifted markedly in 2007, when Russia
intensified aerial patrols along the Norwegian coast and, in a high-
ly symbolic act, planted a Russian flag on the seabed beneath the
North Pole. Though devoid of legal effect, the gesture underscored
Moscow’s strategic aspirations in the region and its willingness to as-
sert claims over valuable natural resources, including hydrocarbons
and rare earth elements.

From 2008 onwards, Russia’s Arctic policy has grown increas-
ingly assertive. The Kremlin launched a comprehensive military
modernization program, channeling significant investments into
the enhancement of the Northern Fleet and the refurbishment of
numerous Soviet-era installations. At present, the Northern Fleet
comprises five operational formations, primarily based on the Kola
Peninsula, and includes surface naval units, strategic submarines,
and specialized military forces. Alongside its offensive capabilities,
Russia has also fortified its Arctic defense through the deployment
of an advanced coastal missile system and a dense network of mili-
tary bases, airfields, and radar stations — thereby reinforcing the mul-
ti-layered defense concept inherited from the Soviet legacy.

Moreover, over the past decade, Moscow has expanded its Arctic
operational capabilities through the development of the world’s largest
icebreaker fleet, currently numbering approximately forty vessels — a
figure that starkly contrasts with the United States’ possession of only
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a single operational icebreaker. In the Pacific Arctic, Russia has also in-
creased its military presence, particularly in the strategically significant
areas between the Bering Sea and the Sea of Okhotsk. The Kamchatka
Peninsula, in particular, hosts a constellation of military installations
that secure Russia’s maritime access to the Pacific Ocean, although
these assets are not as developed or strategically dense as those located
in the European Arctic.

The full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022 marked a pivotal junc-
ture in the strategic balance of the Arctic region, yet it did not prompt
a fundamental overhaul of Russia’s military posture. As reaffirmed by
President Vladimir Putin during his address at the Murmansk Arctic
Forum on March 27, 2025, Russia’s strategic objectives in the High
North remain consistent with those articulated prior to the outbreak
of hostilities and codified in the 2022 Maritime Doctrine — namely,
the defense of the Arctic Zone of the Russian Federation (AZRF) and
the safeguarding of the Northern Sea Route (NSR). Nonetheless, the
accession of Sweden and Finland to NATO has amplified Moscow’s
perception of strategic encirclement, reinforcing the prevailing narra-
tive of the Alliance’s eastward encroachment and framing the Arctic
as a potential arena of future confrontation.

Aligned with this revised threat perception, the updated Arctic
Strategy released in February 2023 marked a decisive departure
from its previous iteration: references to multilateral cooperation
were systematically removed and supplanted by an emphasis on
self-reliance and the primacy of Russian national interests (Lipunov
and Devyatkin, 2023).

At the operational level, Russian authorities have announced
plans to reinforce military infrastructure on the Kola Peninsula and
to expand the deployment of nuclear-powered submarines in Arctic
waters. Concurrently, heightened Russian naval activity is antic-
ipated at key maritime chokepoints in the North Atlantic — most
notably the Greenland-Iceland—United Kingdom (GIUK) and
Greenland-Iceland-Norway (GIN) gaps — strategic corridors de-
lineating the boundary between NATO-controlled waters and areas
where Russia seeks to maintain influence (Boulegue, 2024).

Another source of friction is the Svalbard archipelago, which,
although governed under Norwegian sovereignty, has become a fo-
cus of Russian criticism in recent years. The Kremlin has expressed
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concerns that the United States may exploit Svalbard as a platform
for intelligence-gathering operations, thereby increasing the likeli-
hood of diplomatic tensions or localized crises. While the prospect
of open conflict in the area remains remote, the archipelago’s prox-
imity to critical Northern Fleet installations renders it a potential
flashpoint in the event of broader escalation.

Since the onset of the Russian-Ukrainian conflict, there has
been a marked increase in hybrid operations targeting Scandinavian
states — manifesting through cyberattacks, sabotage of critical in-
frastructure, interference with GPS systems, and heightened espio-
nage. Distributed Denial of Service (DDoS) attacks — particularly
those attributed to pro-Russian hacktivist groups such as Killnet and
NoName057(16) — have affected Norway, Finland, and Sweden with
growing frequency. While these cyberattacks have yet to inflict signif-
icant structural damage, they have reignited debates on the resilience
of Western states to emergent technological threats. Simultaneously,
incidents of sabotage against vital infrastructure — particularly sub-
marine cables and energy networks — have exposed the region’s vul-
nerabilities in domains already marked by strategic sensitivity.

In this same context, Russian intelligence operations have in-
tensified. According to assessments by the Danish Security and
Intelligence Service (PET), Moscow’s increasing international isola-
tion has heightened the imperative to gather actionable intelligence
on the energy, security, and military policies of Arctic states — there-
by prompting an escalation in espionage activities.

In conclusion, Russia’s military posture in the Arctic today ap-
pears predominantly defensive, centered on preserving nuclear de-
terrence capabilities and securing infrastructure critical to hydrocar-
bon extraction and maritime transport. Despite the rising tension
in the region, a direct military confrontation between Russia and
NATO appears improbable in the short term, as the Alliance’s con-
ventional superiority and the catastrophic potential of escalation
serve as robust deterrents. Nevertheless, the trajectory of Russian
strategic behavior over the past three years suggests a likely inten-
sification of hybrid tactics, including cyberwarfare, disinformation,
sabotage, and intelligence operations, aimed at undermining NATO
cohesion and impeding regional integration. Moreover, the ongoing
deterioration of Russia-West relations — coupled with the absence
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of reliable communication channels — raises the risk of miscalcula-
tion and unintended escalation, while simultaneously accelerating
Moscow’s strategic and economic alignment with actors such as
China, whose involvement could substantially reshape the balance
of power in the Arctic.

Conclusions

The Arctic region serves as a paradigmatic case for examining the
ramifications of the Russian-Ukrainian conflict on global dynam-
ics, as it underscores the inherent tensions within the contemporary
international system between the imperatives of interstate coopera-
tion and the necessity of safeguarding national interests and security
in an era marked by intensifying geopolitical rivalry and systemic
polarization. Specifically, in the Arctic, while there remains a broad
consensus among regional actors on the value of dialogue and col-
laborative management of shared challenges, in practice, Arctic
states have been unable to prevent the gradual hardening of their
strategic postures in response to broader systemic developments.

Within this evolving framework, scientific cooperation has
demonstrated its continued utility as a diplomatic instrument ca-
pable of de-escalating tensions and sustaining selective channels of
dialogue between Russia and the Western Arctic states. Although
formal engagement with Moscow within the Arctic Council has
been suspended, the persistence of joint scientific research has ena-
bled the forum to retain its structural coherence, thereby preserving
its legitimacy as a cornerstone of regional governance. Nevertheless,
the mounting politicization of Arctic affairs casts doubt on the long-
term viability of this approach, particularly in light of recent shifts in
the regional security architecture.

A critical dimension of this transformation is the accession of
Finland and Sweden to NATO, a development that has fundamen-
tally reconfigured the Arctic’s security landscape by solidifying the
Western military presence and positioning Russia as the sole Arctic
power external to the Alliance. This emerging security configuration
has amplified Moscow’s sense of strategic encirclement, prompting a
turn toward increased self-reliance and deterrence — an orientation
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that stands in stark contrast to the cooperative ethos and openness
that underpinned Arctic governance in the post-Cold War era.

Concurrently, the Arctic — mirroring global trends — is confront-
ing novel dynamics that threaten to heighten its vulnerabilities and
erode regional stability. Of particular significance is the growing
engagement of extra-regional actors such as China, which appears
poised to leverage Russia’s international isolation to expand its stra-
tegic and commercial footprint in the High North. Simultaneously,
the reassertion of US. strategic interests — evident in recent declara-
tions by the Trump administration regarding Greenland - signals a
potential shift toward a more assertive American posture that may
recalibrate the internal equilibrium of NATO’s northern flank.
These developments are further compounded by the proliferation
of hybrid threats across the region, which may strain the capacity of
existing governance frameworks to maintain security through con-
ventional means.

In sum, the Arctic is increasingly emerging as a litmus test for the
resilience of multilateral governance in an era characterized by grow-
ing fragmentation and strategic contestation. The extent to which
Arctic states can sustain pragmatic forms of cooperation — despite
the erosion of broader diplomatic relations — will serve as a critical
indicator of the capacity of international institutions to manage cri-
ses and navigate instability in a rapidly evolving global order.
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Abstract

Andrea Carati’s Giusto e impossibile: i dilemmi dell’intervento umanitario
nella societa internazionale (2024) offers a broad and solid foundation for
addressing the persistent dilemmas surrounding humanitarian intervention
in international society, broadening the perspective beyond the exogenous
tensions that have often been regarded as the main sources of this practice’s
inherent difficulties. The book explores the evolution of three paradigms
— classical humanitarianism, the post—Cold War “new humanitarianism,”
and the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) - to demonstrate their inability
to crystallize into a coherent and enduring doctrine. Through a careful
combination of normative analysis, historical reconstruction, and case
studies, Carati highlights both the normative dilemmas and the operation-
al challenges that make humanitarian intervention intrinsically unstable:
the tension between human rights and sovereignty, the moral ambiguity of
imperfect political obligations, the narrative simplification of victims and
perpetrators, the problem of timing, and the translation of humanitarian
aims into effective military operations.

Abstract (Italiano)

Il volume di Andrea Carati Giusto e impossibile: i dilemmi dell’intervento
umanitario nella societa internazionale (2024) offre una base ampia e solida
per affrontare i dilemmi persistenti dell’intervento umanitario nella societa
internazionale, ampliando la prospettiva oltre le tensioni esogene che spes-
so sono state considerate le cause principali della criticita di questa pratica.
Analizzando tre paradigmi — 'umanitarismo classico dell’Ottocento, il
“nuovo umanitarismo” degli anni Novanta e la Responsabilita di protegge-
re (R2P) - 'autore mostra come nessuno di essi sia riuscito a consolidarsi
in una dottrina stabile ¢ universalmente legittimata. Attraverso una com-
binazione di analisi normativa, ricostruzione storica e studi di caso, Carati
mette in evidenza dilemmi normativi e sfide operative che rendono I'in-
tervento umanitario intrinsecamente instabile: la tensione tra diritti umani
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e sovranita, ’'ambiguitd morale delle obbligazioni politiche imperfette, la
semplificazione narrativa tra vittime e carnefici, il problema del “quando”
intervenire e la difficolta di tradurre obiettivi umanitari in operazioni mi-
litari efficaci.

Keywords: Humanitarian intervention; International society; Responsibility
to Protect (R2P); English School of International Relations; Sovereignty and
ethics; Normative and operational dilemmas

At a time of profound and uncertain transformation in global dy-
namics, the reflections offered by Andrea Carati in Giusto ¢ impossi-
bile: i dilemmi dell'intervento umanitario nella societa internazionale
(Just and Impossible: The Dilemmas of Humanitarian Intervention
in International Society ) refocus attention on an issue perhaps less
discussed today than it was a few decades ago, but that can continue
to offer valuable insights into the current state of the international
order. Therefore, humanitarian interventionism touches upon some
of the enduring foundational questions in international theory, such
as the relationship between the state and the individual, the degree
of ideal universalism versus pluralism, and the extent to which com-
mon norms and goals are shared among key actors. Carati’s book is
certainly valuable in this regard, but it aims to go further by prob-
lematizing humanitarian intervention as such, through an effective
and persuasive combination of normative analysis, case studies, and
operational considerations. Its main goal is to demonstrate, by re-
tracing the shifting and troubled trajectory of humanitarian inter-
vention, that the challenges to its consolidation within international
society stem not only from the well-known tension with the princi-
ple of sovereignty and its corollary of non-intervention, but also -
and, from the author’s perspective, above all — from other obstacles
rooted in the “inherently problematic” nature of the practice itself
(Carati, 2024: 9).

In the first part of the book, the author identifies three strategies
adopted at different historical junctures in an attempt to develop

" All translations from Italian are by the author, unless otherwise stated.
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a stable and coherent doctrine regulating the possibility for states
to intervene beyond their borders for humanitarian purposes: the
classical humanitarianism, formulated within the framework of the
19th-century European society of states; the new humanitarianism,
the apex of the “golden age of humanitarian intervention” (Defarges,
2008: 21) that characterized the final decade of the 20th century fol-
lowing the end of the Cold War; and the Responsibility to Protect
(R2P), developed in the early 2000s as an effort to both systematize
and mitigate the disruptive challenge that new humanitarianism
was posing to the international order. All these three paradigms are
analysed through a common framework designed to assess the an-
swers they attempt to provide to three major political and normative
questions:

(1) the opposition between human rights and state rights; (2)
the tension between particularism and universalism; and (3) the
politicization of humanitarian action, as opposed to the principle
of neutrality (Carati, 2024: 16).

As the first chapter of Carati’s book clearly illustrates, the roots of the
debate around these themes in political thought and practice reach
back at least to the sixteenth century. Turmoil occurring within the
borders of other states has in fact long attracted the attention of in-
tellectuals and statesmen alike, motivated both by moral concerns
and by considerations related to international security and systemic
stability, especially following the establishment of the Westphalian
order. The desire to foresee potential exceptions to the principle
of sovereignty and to define their characteristics is therefore not a
uniquely contemporary matter, and the historical reconstruction
proposed by the author immediately reveals the inherent ambiguity
of such efforts.

According to Carati’s framework, 19th-century classical hu-
manitarianism, the new humanitarianism of the 1990s, and the
Responsibility to Protect of the 2000s all share a common inability
to develop into a stable and fully legitimized doctrine. The differenc-
es between these three strategies are, of course, analysed in detail to
show how, despite diverging historical contexts and differing norma-
tive responses, each strategy has ultimately met a similar fate, marked
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by partial, provisional, and contested effectiveness. The discussion
begins with a reconstruction of how, despite the prevailing nation-
alist and state-centric conception of individual rights, the concert
of European great powers was able to enact humanitarian interven-
tions — even if highly limited in scope and striving for neutrality — in
response to particularly brutal conflicts (such as in the case of the
Battle of Navarino in 1827, when a coalition of British, Russian and
French forces confronted the Ottoman Empire which was harsh-
ly repressing the rebellion for Greek independence); however, this
practice failed to become entrenched, ultimately succumbing to
the growing tensions that culminated in the First World War. In a
radically different context and on fundamentally different premises,
the new humanitarianism of the 1990s was characterized by a uni-
versalistic and highly politicized conception of humanitarian inter-
vention that placed the rights of individuals in direct opposition to
those of the state, thus justifying even unilateral use of force as in the
case of the NATO intervention in Kosovo in 1999. This approach,
too, did not survive the fading of the exceptional circumstances that
had allowed its emergence, nor the mounting criticisms it began to
face. Finally, the Responsibility to Protect doctrine, formulated to
address these shortcomings by proposing a synthesis of respect for
sovereignty, maintenance of order and international protection of
fundamental human rights, left itself many issues unsolved. In the
end, Carati concludes that even this attempt has not proven effec-
tive, as shown by the outcome of the NATO intervention in Libya
in 2011 and by the noticeable absence in recent years of genuine
humanitarian interventions, despite significant and alarming crises
occurring in various regions.

Why, then, have none of the strategies devised to essentially ad-
dress the same problem succeeded in establishing a consolidated,
lasting, and widely legitimate practice within international socie-
ty? The answer Carati offers in the second part of his work is that
“humanitarian intervention, by its very nature, contains a set of
problematic elements that make it an intractable object for formal-
ization” (Carati, 2024: 183), beyond the various efforts to manage
its conflict with the principle of sovereignty, which remains the pri-
mary focus of much of the existing literature.
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Moving effectively between theoretical and empirical levels, the
author hence identifies and examines two categories, normative di-
lemmas and operational challenges.

At the normative level, Carati identifies three main issues that
give rise to structural contradictions and impasses. The first is the
necessarily offensive nature of humanitarian use of force against ac-
tors who do not pose a direct threat to the interveners, that, however
justified in many ways, remains difficult to reconcile with a system
that fully legitimizes the use of force only in cases of self-defense.
The second is “the gap between the set of obligations and duties
that bind members of a political community and those that exist
between members of different communities” (Carati, 2024: 201),
which renders humanitarian intervention, recalling Vattel’s classifi-
cation, an “imperfect political obligation” (Carati, 2024: 209) that
may be normatively desirable in some respects, but remains deeply
problematic. The third challenge is the need to justify such interven-
tions by constructing a rigid dichotomy between active and guilty
perpetrators, on the one hand, and passive and innocent victims on
the other: this distinction often fails to align with the complex reali-
ties on the ground, leading to ambiguous, contradictory, and poten-
tially delegitimizing narratives.

After this wide normative insight, Carati accords equal impor-
tance to the operational dimension, expressing the conviction that
current debates tend to focus almost exclusively on whether the po-
litical will to intervene exists, while underestimating the fact that
“decision and capacity do not guarantee results” (Carati, 2024:
208). On the contrary, according to the author outcomes are likely
to be undermined by temporal obstacles (“when” to intervene) and
tactical challenges (“how” to intervene). Carati places particular
emphasis on the dramatic nature of the temporal dilemma: acting
preventively — or at least rapidly — would maximize the effectiveness
of an intervention in terms of lives saved and suffering avoided, but
such action is extremely difficult to implement due to the scarcity
of real-time information from crisis areas — a factor that, in his view,
results often unjustly overlooked in retrospective analyses of events
such as Rwanda crisis in 1994 (Carati, 2024: 242-254) — and to the
difficulty of adequately legitimizing preventive action. Even when a
timely intervention would be achieved, however, tactical obstacles
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would remain. According to Carati, “the fundamental obstacle that
any doctrine of humanitarian intervention is bound to confront is
the challenge of translating humanitarian aims into coherent military
operations” (Carati, 2024: 255). This includes the difficulty of iden-
tifying clear targets, establishing precise rules of engagement, and ef-
fectively employing military means in the complex, fragmented, and
often blurred contexts where atrocities are being committed. As the
analysis comes to its conclusion, Carati’s central thesis clearly emerg-
es: the formulation of a coherent and stable doctrine of humanitari-
an intervention is, in itself, impossible. Its deep and inherent aporias
indeed transcend historical and political contingencies, resurfacing
with striking regularity whenever a new strategy is attempted. Carati
thus concludes that, while future instances of humanitarian interven-
tion cannot be ruled out, they will remain contested and lacking a
robust framework, since “the tension between its just character and
the impossibility of seeing it established as a consolidated practice
is bound to persist, at least as long as the system of states does not
entirely lose its pluralist nature” (Carati, 2024: 272).

In this outcome, the overall approach that appears to have inspired
the writing of this essay emerge. Beyond its specific contents, based on
theoretical and empirical elements, Carati’s work reveals a perspective
that effectively mobilizes assumptions, worldviews and intellectual
tools that draw upon the traditions of classical Realism and, above all,
the English School of International Relations (ES). The author hence
succeeds in addressing a topic such as humanitarian intervention, in
which «empirical and normative issues are inseparable>» (Bellamy,
2013: 8), maintaining a balance between analytical objectivity and
moral awareness, between the consciousness of fundamental ethical di-
lemmas and an accurate acknowledgment of the reality in which such
dilemmas attempt to be translated into political practice. In doing so,
Carati carefully avoids the traps of both a cynical realism focused on
pure machtpolitik and material capacities, aimed at the utmost relativi-
zation of moral issues, and a noble but abstract and self-referential ide-
alism, instead offering a perspective that, in some respects, recalls the
“pluralism of the intellect and solidarism of the will” that, according
to Nicholas Wheeler and Timothy Dunne, characterized the think-
ing of Hedley Bull on these matters (Wheeler and Dunne, 1996). This
expression refers to the pluralism-solidarism debate within the ES, of
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which Bull is one of the seminal authors, that finds in humanitarian
intervention one of its primary subjects: at the heart of the ES’s norma-
tive reflection indeed lies the tension between order and justice, which,
according to Wheeler, is expressed “at its starkest” (Wheeler, 2002: 9)
by dilemmas of humanitarian intervention. Carati’s work undoubtedly
addresses many of the central themes of the ES’s thought, whose key
concept of “international society” is indeed evoked from the title itself
and serves as the framework for the entire reflection on the failure to
establish a norm of humanitarian intervention that would find a stable
application in practice: such an approach is evidently grounded in the
key arguments of the ES societal approach.

As made explicit in the conclusions, it is from the pluralist con-
dition of international society that, according to Carati, the impos-
sibility of effectively stating a doctrine of humanitarian intervention
stems. This is because such a doctrine’s intrinsic aporias further
clash, for example, with the lack of agreement among states on when
and how to intervene, which fundamental human rights are worth
enforcing, and what role should be assigned to a political obligation
based on the unity of humankind even beyond - and in some cases
in opposition to — the sovereign and national state architecture. In
all this, according to the author, if some solidarist elements may, at
times, have gained ground, they have either remained largely unful-
filled aspirations — as in the case of the new humanitarianism and
its transformative objectives for the international order — or have
resulted in forms of partial and contradictory translations, as in the
case of the R2P. The insurmountable pluralism of international soci-
ety is therefore both the framework within which the author situates
his reflection and the conclusion toward which it inevitably tends.
However, as already noted, Carati’s thesis sets out to go beyond a
debate that, like much of the literature on the subject, seems to focus
primarily on the systemic obstacles faced by humanitarian interven-
tions, deriving from the tension with the principles of sovereignty
and non-intervention, from the interests of great powers, or from
the “immaturity of an international community that remains too di-
vided, incapable of embracing a truly cosmopolitan perspective on a
global level” (Carati, 2024: 271). By problematizing the very object
of humanitarian intervention and systematizing its normative ten-
sions and operational dilemmas — without excessively questioning
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its abstract moral value, but preventing this from obscuring a criti-
cal judgment of its intrinsic and persistent contradictions — Carati
certainly engages with these debates, but also adds further elements,
secking regularities and thus arriving at conclusions that are in some
respects discouraging, but undoubtedly analytically profound and
historically transversal. Indeed, if it is perhaps true that, as suggested
in a recent article by Olivia Nantermoz and Aslihan Turan, a kind of
“raison de ['humanité has historically complemented and reinforced
(rather than undermined) the workings of international society and
its raison de systéme” [italics in the original] (Nantermoz and Turan,
2025: 197), Carati’s essay effectively shows how its implementation
into a doctrine that envisions the “use of force by a state or group
of states aimed at preventing or ending serious violations of human
rights of the citizens of another state” (Carati, 2024: 23) has always
been — and, in his view, will always be — unstable, contested, and
ultimately of very limited effectiveness in achieving its ultimate goal.

Despite the persistence of the widely discussed aporias and ob-
stacles, it should be remembered that the conclusions proposed by
the author do not close the door to the possibility of witnessing hu-
manitarian interventions. Reflecting on the forms that these poten-
tial interventions might take is therefore significant, but we must be
aware that, in the current scenario, this means attempting to offer
answers about the future of international society, both in terms of
order and in terms of justice.

In 2021, James Pattison undertook a similar exercise by reason-
ing about the future of the Responsibility to Protect based on the
need to think in terms of “Nonideal Theory”, that is a “normative
theory in light of unfavourable circumstances and noncompliance”
(Pattinson, 2021: 892). That in the framework of a “Post-Liberal
Order” the circumstances are not favourable to norms such as the
Responsibility to Protect — especially in its dimension of interna-
tional intervention — is thus taken as a given, in the light of which
Pattison develops three scenarios for the evolution of international
society: “realist-nationalist”, “pluralist-sovereigntist” and “lingering
liberalism” (Pattinson, 2021: 895). These scenarios present differ-
ent degrees of compliance and effectiveness in regard to R2P and its
potential to influence state behaviour, but in any case, according to
Pattison, this norm will inevitably face challenges and contestations.
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In his view, if its original inspiration is to be preserved, it will be
necessary to resist an excessively statist interpretation, such as that
promoted by actors like China, while at the same time attempting
to mobilise non-Western support for its international responsibility
and possible intervention component (Pattison, 2021: 901-902).

It is certainly true that norms such as R2P are deeply challenged
by non-Western actors — first and foremost the BRICS, but not only
them — both in their normative assumptions and in practice (c.f. e.g.
Foot 2016, 2020; Coleman and Job 2021). However, it is equally
significant to reflect on the posture adopted by the West in the face
of these challenges.

As Luca Scuccimarra already remarked some years ago, cosmo-
politan ideas and values that had inspired and sustained R2P have
been most deeply affected by the turmoil stemming from the 2008
economic crisis, and later by the rise of nationalist-populist move-
ments, Brexit, and the Trump administrations (Scuccimarra, 2022:
89). All of this hence consecrated the emergence of a certain aver-
sion towards multilateralism, international solidarity, and suprana-
tional obligations across relevant fragments of public opinions and
in many governments’ domestic policies and international posture,
starting from the United States whose disengagement and disil-
lusionment regarding its hegemonic role, through which various
forms of humanitarian interventionism were largely supported, are
evident (for a comprehensive overview on this subject cf. Colombo,
2025). In a world that, as Scuccimarra noted, seems to want to re-
turn to being “a rigidly segmented space of closed and self-centred
communities” whose relations are governed by “negotiation or con-
flict” (Scuccimarra, 2022: 89-90), the space for an effective reviv-
al of R2P seems to shrink even further, especially in its second and
third pillars of react and, perhaps even more, rebuild. Similarly, the
likelihood that some form of “coalitions of the willing” might be
formed, even on an ad hoc basis, to lead humanitarian interventions
appears to decrease, even if the possibility to see them motivated by
an increasingly narrow interpretation of humanitarian purposes,
aimed solely at safeguarding the physical safety of victims of major
atrocities without further ideological ambitions or long-term com-
mitments, should be considered.
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In any case, Carati’s work reminds us that whenever the humani-
tarian dilemma arises and a decision must be made regarding wheth-
er, when, and how to intervene, the various conjunctures and con-
figurations assumed by the international society will inevitably be
combined with the deep aporias and contradictions that necessarily
characterize the practice of intervention for humanitarian purposes,
despite its moral justness or urgency. Ultimately, Hans Morgenthau’s
renowned warning reemerges. In The Scientific Man Versus Power
Politics, the German-American realist thinker urged us to acknowl-
edge “the tragic presence of evil in all political action” (Morgenthau,
1965: 214); however, Morgenthau believed that such awareness “at
least enables man to choose the lesser evil, and to be good as he can
be in an evil world”, striving for a synthesis between politics and eth-
ics even if it will always be, as is indeed well illustrated by the three
strategies examined by Carati, “uneasy, precarious and even paradox-
ical” (Morgenthau, 1965: 214). Carati’s analysis thus invites reflec-
tion, once again, on the validity of Morgenthau’s insights, particular-
ly on how the notion of the “lesser evil” can actually be articulated in
a domain such as humanitarian interventionism where politics and
morality are deeply intertwined and, often, at odds with each other.
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Abstract

This review reconstructs Raymond Aron’s 1973 Collége de France course on
the Theory of Political Action and shows how Aron reinterprets Clausewitz’s
formula — war as the continuation of politics by other means - against both
Marxist and “cynical” realist readings. Engaging Mao’s writings on revo-
lutionary and protracted war, Aron insists on a sharp distinction between
war and politics: the former concerns coercion and the defeat of an enemys;
the latter concerns the conquest and exercise of legitimate power within a
community. From this vantage point, he criticizes inversions of the formula
(“politics as war by other means”) and disputes Schmitt’s concept of absolute
enmity, while also distancing himself from realist anthropologies that flatten
political action into sheer power. The review situates Aron’s project vis-a-vis
Lenin, Mao, Schmitt, Morgenthau, and Foucault, arguing that Aron’s “heter-
odox realism” preserves the moral and institutional dimensions of legitimacy
without lapsing into naiveté about force. In an age of “hybrid war” and “grey
zones,” his clarification of the war—politics boundary remains a powerful an-
tidote to metaphorical militarization of domestic politics.

Abstract (Italiano)

La rassegna ricostruisce il corso di Teoria dell’azione politica tenuto da
Raymond Aron al Collége de France (1973) e mostra come Aron rilegga la
formula clausewitziana — la guerra come continuazione della politica con
altri mezzi — contro le letture marxiste ¢ il “realismo cinico”. Dialogando
con gli scritti di Mao sulla guerra rivoluzionaria e di logoramento, Aron
insiste sulla netta distinzione tra guerra e politica: la prima riguarda la
coercizione ¢ la sconfitta del nemico; la seconda la conquista ed eserci-
zio del potere legittimo all’interno di una comunita. Da qui la critica alle
inversioni della formula (“la politica come guerra con altri mezzi”) e al
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concetto schmittiano di inimicizia assoluta, insieme alla presa di distan-
za da antropologie realistiche che riducono I’azione politica a puro potere.
Collocando Aron rispetto a Lenin, Mao, Schmitt, Morgenthau e Foucault,
la rassegna sostiene che il suo “realismo eterodosso” conserva le dimensioni
morali e istituzionali della legittimita senza cadere nell’ingenuita sulla for-
za. Nell’epoca di “guerre ibride” e “zone grigie’, il chiarimento aroniano del
confine guerra—politica resta un antidoto alla militarizzazione metaforica
della politica interna.

Keywords: Clausewitz, legitimacy, Mao Zedong, political realism, Raymond
Aron, war—politics relationship

In 1971, Sergio Leone opened Duck, You Sucker! - his sixth film —
with one of Mao’s most famous lines: “A revolution is not a dinner
party, or writing an essay, or paintinga picture, or doing embroidery;
it cannot be so refined, so leisurely and gentle, so temperate, kind,
courteous, restrained and magnanimous. A revolution is an insur-
rection, an act of violence by which one class overthrows another.”
Taken from a 1927 text, that quotation — together with many other
forceful sayings of the Chinese Chairman — was collected in the Lizzle
Red Book, first brandished by the Red Guards. This homage to Mao
reflected the seething political climate of the moment. In Vietnam,
Latin America, and Africa, guerrilla movements had adopted Maoist
teachings on people’s war, while in the West the “Great Cultural
Revolution” promoted by Mao had become the symbol of a revolu-
tion that resisted the bureaucratic degeneration of the Soviet model.
In this context, China seemed indeed “close at hand,” and for many
the prospect of an imminent socialist revolution no longer appeared
remote — one that would not be “a dinner party,” but rather “an act of
violence by which one class overthrows another.”

It was probably the success of Mao’s Little Red Book that made
the so-called “Formula” of the Prussian general Carl von Clausewitz
even more widely know — namely, that war is “a continuation of
politics by other means.” In a climate shaped by militant passions,
military strategy appeared appealing because it allowed class conflict
to be portrayed as a military clash. Interest in the Prussian general,



REVOLUTION IS NOT A WAR 189

however, was not new within the Marxist field. An avid student of
military history, Engels had undoubtedly read and reflected exten-
sively on Vom Kriege, while in his military writings Trotsky explicitly
discussed Clausewitz’s theories (Semmel, 1981). Mao himself prob-
ably did not know Clausewitz’s works directly, and the “Formula”
may have reached him through Lenin, who in his 1915 pamphlet
Socialism and War had titled a section precisely with Clausewitz’s
dictum: “War is the continuation of politics by other means (spe-
cifically, violent means)” (Lenin, 1915). By invoking the Formula,
Lenin sought to show how the First World War was — not a conflict
between “fatherlands” — but a clash between capitalist powers, and
how the war thus continued the logic of imperialist exploitation of
oppressed nations and the proletariat. Mao, by contrast — engaged in
awar of resistance — gave Clausewitz’s phrase a rather different inter-
pretation. “War,” he wrote in 1936, “is the highest form of struggle
for resolving contradictions, when they have developed to a certain
stage, between classes, nations, states, or political groups” (Mao,
1936: 20). To conduct military operations adequately it was there-
fore necessary to grasp their causes and specific features; in the case
of revolutionary war, above all, it was essential to recognize whether
it is “a revolutionary class war or a national revolutionary war”, and
that “it has its specific laws of it own” (Mao, 1936: 20). It was also
in this sense that — in the celebrated essay On Protracted War — he
reprised Clausewitz’s “Formula” that “War is the continuation of
politics.” Mao, however, offered a reading different from Lenin’s. In
this sense, he wrote, “war is politics, and war itself is a political act™
“since ancient times there has never been a war that did not bear a
political character” (Mao, 1938: 153). Nonetheless, Mao recognized
that war and politics remained distinct: “war has its own particular
characteristics and in this sense cannot be equated with politics in
general,” he wrote, restating the Formula: “War is the continuation
of politics by other means” (Mao, 1938: 153). “When politics devel-
ops to a certain stage beyond which it cannot proceed by the usual
means’, he further observed, “war breaks out to sweep the obstacles
from the way” (Mao, 1938: 153).

As is well known, Aron had been anything but indulgent to-
ward both the rebellious students and, above all, those intellectu-
als — beginning with his old classmate Jean-Paul Sartre — who had
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enthusiastically supported the contestation. In the newspaper ar-
ticles he published in Le Figaro and in La Révolution introuvable
(Aron, 1968), the impassioned pamphlet written in the immedi-
ate aftermath of May ’68, he asked why so many of his colleagues
had “suddenly forgotten the lesson of all the thinkers they had read
and studied.” His harsh polemic against the “May Commune” and
its admirers was, moreover, just another episode in the intellectual
battle Aron waged against leading figures of French Marxism — a
battle begun with The Opium of the Intellectuals in the 1950s (Aron,
1955), but in fact traceable in filigree throughout much of his work.
Although Aron was thus anything but sympathetic to the positions
of the Maoist left, and although he even saw in the enthusiasm
stirred by the student revolt a sign of the “end of a civilization” (De
Ligio, 2023), he nonetheless recognized in the words of the “Great
Helmsman” a fully correct interpretation of Clausewitz’s thought.
Moreover, he perceived in those pages — particularly in the thesis
that “war has its particular characteristics and in this sense cannot be
identified with politics in general” — a clear statement of an idea he
himself fully shared. It was probably for this reason that he decided
to dedicate the course he taught in 1973 at the College de France
— published today for the first time in an Italian edition edited by
Alessandro Campi and Giulio De Ligio — to the Theory of Political
Action, developing an argument that led precisely to Mao and his
distinction between politics and war (Aron, 2023).

Having arrived at the College de France in 1970 at the age of six-
ty-five, Aron decided to devote several of the courses he taught in
the early 1970s to Clausewitz, with a view to writing a study on the
Prussian strategist — Penser la guerre, Clausewitz — which would in
fact be published in two volumes, respectively entitled Lige européen
and Lige planétaire, in 1976 (Aron, 1976). Aron’s first, though
fleeting, encounter with the works of the Prussian general had al-
ready taken place in the 1930s, when as a young scholar he spent an
intense research stay in Berlin. There, having come across Schmitt’s
Begriff des Politischen, he discussed it with Herbert Rosinski, who
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strongly urged him to read Vom Kriege — a reading that, however,
would have to wait more than two decades before becoming, in
the mid-1950s, a more thorough engagement (Aron, 1983). After
considering Clausewitz’s positions in Peace and War among Nations,
published at the beginning of the 1960s, Aron became convinced
that a more mature and structured examination of the German strat-
egist’s thought was necessary.

In the early 1970s, Aron devoted three distinct courses to
Clausewitz. The first, in 1971-1972, was entitled Carl von Clausewitz
and His Times; the second, held in 1972-1973, was devoted to the
Theory of Political Action; and the third, Games and Stakes of Politics,
was delivered in 1973-1974. In the transcription of the Theory of
Political Action course, taught in the first months of 1973, several
passages make explicit Aron’s intent to undertake a comprehensive
reinterpretation of Clausewitz’s reflections. He was convinced that
the general had not had the time to complete the revision of his
initial theses in light of a reconsideration of certain aspects which
Aron, by contrast, regarded as fundamental, and which were also es-
sential to rescuing Vom Kriege from interpretations that had made of
it a celebration of war as annihilation.

The structure of Aron’s lectures followed a design that was not
always linear. What underpinned his discussion was the conviction
that Clausewitz’s categories could be used not only as a guide for a
military praxeology, but also for a “political praxeology.” The par-
allel was justified by the fact that the object of the course — rath-
er than political action in general, or the “nuclear” political action
studied at that time by Bertrand de Jouvenel (1963) — was revolu-
tionary action: the action of those forces which, though operating
within a single political community, do not act within a framework
defined by established rules of the game, but seck to seize power in
order to impose new rules. “Politics may entail both an approach
that takes into account the direct action of men, and an approach
that has as its object the interpretation of norms” (Aron, 2023: 61),
he observed, clarifying that the course would address the first vari-
ant. As a key of interpretation, Aron also employed that provided by
Clausewitz, thus extending the theory of martial action developed
by the Prussian general to political action. In revisiting elements of
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On War that he had already discussed the previous year, Aron was
especially concerned with two points.

The first point had to do precisely with the Formula, which he
strongly emphasized was not a militarist doctrine, even though the
popularity of Clausewitz’s phrase was linked precisely to such an in-
terpretation: “What remains in memory of Clausewitz are the anal-
yses from the beginning, namely the considerations on the relation-
ship between war and politics. It has often happened, however, that
these considerations have been distorted, assuming a meaning op-
posite to the one they actually had. If you recall Pompidou’s speech
at the centenary of the Ecole libre de sciences politiques, he cited
Clausewitz not quite accurately, but in the way it is usually cited,
namely with the formula ‘war is the continuation of politics by other
means, with the implied idea that it is a doctrine. Now, as you know,
Clausewitz’s is a theory that subordinates military instruments to
political will, and is therefore the complete opposite of a militarist
doctrine. It is in fact, so to speak, the very first principle of military
praxeology, a principle that Clemenceau explained with the formula
‘war is too serious a matter to be entrusted to the military, and which
means exactly what Clausewitz intended: the military are the instru-
ments of politicians, without this meaning that civilians should in-
terfere in the conduct of operations” (Aron, 2023: 69).

Alongside this first point was a second, relating to the reconsider-
ation to which Clausewitz, according to Aron, would have subjected
the theory originally formulated in his treatise. The general, in fact,
would have realized that the attempt to reduce all wars to a single
ideal type risked ignoring the fact that, alongside total war aimed at
reaching the extreme, there also existed another kind of war, similar
to the “lace war” of the eighteenth century, in which the goal was not
to disarm and thus completely defeat the adversary. This distinction
was relevant for Aron because, when applied to political action, it
made it possible to distinguish between different strategies of action,
each suited to different contexts.

In his exposition, Aron also contrasted Clausewitz’s strategic
doctrine with that of Sun Tzu, according to which the primary tool
for achieving victory was not the exercise of physical violence, but de-
ception. The Chinese strategist, Aron observed, “always emphasizes
the fact that what is essential is to deceive the enemy about what you



REVOLUTION IS NOT A WAR 193

are, what you will do, and the intentions you have in mind” (Aron,
2023: 90). While the two praxeologies of Clausewitz and Sun Tzu
could be clearly distinguished in military contexts, they could meet
within the political praxeology of revolutionary guerrilla warfare,
of which the 1960s and 1970s provided numerous examples. It was
precisely this convergence that enabled the French intellectual to
establish the connection between military praxeology and politi-
cal praxeology, thereby rendering theoretically legitimate the use of
Clausewitz to outline a theory of political action. To establish this
connection, however, Aron rejected the idea that it could consist in
expanding the meaning of war to include a conflict devoid of phys-
ical violence. And it was precisely in this regard that he refused the
hypothesis that the Formula could be inverted:

The formula ‘war is the continuation of politics by other means’ is
always quoted. One could then simply say: ‘peace is the continuation
of politics by other means’ or ‘politics is the continuation of war
by other means. From a theoretical point of view, however, this
derivation poses difficulties, contradicting even Clausewitz’s
conceptualization. In fact, if one defines war as a phenomenon
characterized by physical violence, one can no longer say that
politics is a non-violent war, for that would be a war that is not war

(Aron, 2023: 93-94).

Rejecting this path, Aron instead chose the one that passed through
the form of military action most explicitly political: the revolution-
ary people’s war. In this type of conflict, “the test of will between na-
tional entities necessarily becomes both a political and a martial trial,
and in any case political in all respects” (Aron, 2023: 95). Although
Clausewitz had devoted some attention to guerrilla warfare, Aron
believed he had not grasped the novelty that revolutionary war en-
tailed, especially with regard to the extreme level of cruelty it could
reach. And precisely in relation to the role assumed by the partisan
in contemporary conflicts, Aron directed a first critique at the vision
Schmitt had provided of that figure in his essay of a decade earlier:
whereas the jurist had portrayed the partisan as one of the “last sen-
tinels of the earth” (Schmitt, 1963), Aron instead argued that he was
also characterized by the “promotion of a certain type of regime or
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of a certain set of ideas” (Aron, 2023: 118) — that is, he was not only
an irregular soldier but also a party militant. Despite such criticisms,
however, Aron did not dispute that the figure of the partisan truly
represented a reality impossible to overlook. And it was precisely
the role that partisan guerrilla warfare — often fueled by ideological
motivations — had assumed over the course of the twentieth century
that made more problematic the distinction between politics and
war which, in his view, was Clausewitz’s most valuable legacy, one to
be preserved against all equivocal interpretations.

Commenting on Rousseau’s text The State of War, Aron ruled
out the possibility that the contradiction between the world within
states — subject to rules — and the interstate sphere — subject to an in-
effective international law — could be solved by creating an overarch-
ing supranational governing institution. By contrast, civil war could
inject into the domestic dimension that sense of hostility which
usually reigns only among nations. “This confusion of the intrastate
and the interstate,” he noted, was precisely “what we have witnessed
over the course of the century,” “a permanent intertwining of civil
disputes and international ones, with the former colouring the latter
with ideology and the latter vastly amplifying the former” (Aron,
2023: 138). The entanglement of inside and outside lay, however, at
the root of a philosophical confusion between the internal condi-
tion of a political community and the external condition of relations
among states. Aron thus criticized what he called a “philosophy of
violence,” namely the view that equated all politics with an exercise
of violence. Although such a philosophy grasped “the interweaving,
the dialectic, the commingling, the confusion between party bat-
tles and those among cities,” intrastate politics remained, for Aron,
clearly distinct from interstate politics. He listed two reasons: first,
at the internal level there exists “a single regular armed force, that is,
a monopoly of armed force” (Aron, 2023: 154); second, within the
community the exercise of power rests on legitimation, it “claims to
be founded not only on force but also on an idea or a principle of
justice” (Aron, 2023: 154). And this was precisely a crucial aspect of
Aron’s reasoning:

no power within a state can be solid if it is not accepted, and it
cannot be accepted if it is not justified. It follows therefore that
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the command of the few over all within cities indeed constitutes
an aspect of their life; but such command becomes a regime or a
legitimate power only by appealing to an idea and by claiming to
correspond to divine law, to human law, or to the aspirations of
those who govern, according to principles of legitimacy that vary in

history (Aron, 2023: 138).

The distinction spelled out by Aron was the premise for his critique
of every “cynical” view of power — that is, of all theories which, de-
nying any role to legitimacy, made power coincide with violence.
Among the latter he included, in particular, the idea of “symbol-
ic violence” advanced in the essays written by his student Pierre
Bourdieu with Jean-Claude Passeron, which had exerted a major
influence on the student movement, as well as Herbert Marcuse’s
critique of advanced capitalist societies and the positions of other
radical intellectuals. What Aron reproached all these readings for
was their occlusion of any difference between the many forms of
constraint to which human beings are subject in society and violent
coercion. He did not deny that “symbolic violence” truly exists — at
school or in the workplace — but he could not accept that such forms
of power could be equated with the exercise of violence.

Aron’s criticism of the idea of “symbolic violence,” like his objec-
tions to the various versions of the “philosophy of violence” (Sorel,
Sartre, Fanon), revolved around the pivotal distinction between
politics and war. Political action (including revolutionary action),
insofar as it is distinct from martial action, is defined not by the
aim of victory over the enemy, but by the intention to seize power
within the community — a power that could only present itself as
(or claim to be) legitimate. Within the course, political action was
in fact understood as an action “whose object is the conquest and
exercise of the right to command considered legitimate, meaning by
this the command that one or a few exercise over all” (Aron, 2023:
245-246). In the conclusion — making explicit what had not always
been clear during the lectures — Aron thus clarified that his inquiry
into revolutionary political praxeology, while considering a form of
action inevitably violent, nonetheless emphasized that the goal of
seizing power required, beyond the exercise of physical force, a mor-
al component:
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since power is defined through the exercise of legitimate command
and revolution is the conquest of the right to command, if those
who aspire to this right do not hold it, they are for the most part
compelled to resort to violence in order to obtain what is the primary
condition of legitimate power, namely effectiveness. Nevertheless,
every legitimate power entails a moral or psychological dimension,
and this is why my analysis has continually oscillated between pure
physical violence and the quest for legitimation, indispensable both
for those who hold power and for those who must obey (Aron,
2023: 319).

In this direction, over the course of 1973, he concluded the discus-
sion with an examination of the “revolutionary genius” of Lenin
and Mao, and especially with a veritable celebration of the use the
Chinese leader had made of the Formula. Despite the distance sep-
arating him from the French Maoists, Aron embraced the position
of the Chinese Chairman, because the reading of the Formula pro-
posed by the Great Helmsman moved precisely toward a sharp sepa-
ration between war and politics. His stance fully converged with the
aims Aron set for the course — namely, to criticize those hypotheses
that inverted the Formula by recognizing in politics (internal to in-
dividual communities) the very same elements as in war.

Several scholars have highlighted Aron’s proximity to political re-
alism (Adair-Toteff, 2018; Campi, 1999; De Ligio, 2007, 2018;
Molina, 2013; Panebianco, 1992), though it has often been noted
that his relationship with the best-known versions of that tradition
was rather critical. In this sense, for example, Alessandro Campi has
described Aron’s perspective as a “heterodox realism,” a “moderate
Machiavellianism,” and a “historical-critical realism” (Campi, 2015:
71). The author of Peace and War among Nations, Campi observes,
“always took care to distinguish his position from that of those who,
out of a mistaken sense of reality and history, reduce politics to the
realm of force” and who, on such grounds, “reduce politics to the
realm of pure force, take pleasure in an amoral and cynical posture,
and limit themselves to recording facts as they present themselves in
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their brutal evidence, thereby falling into flat positivism and reducing
history to nature” (Campi, 2015: 58). In Aron’s perspective, therefore,

realism, considering the historical character of man and hence of
politics, contrasts with naturalism, with positivism, and with any
conservative and deterministic conception of human experience

and history (Campi, 2015: 58).

From his youthful writings in the 1930s onward, he leveled a se-
vere critique at the “pseudo-realism” of those who “claim to ground
themselves in historical experience, in fragmentary regularities, or in
eternal necessities” (Aron, 1938: 406).

The French scholar was not entirely insensitive to theses ad-
vanced, for example, by Konrad Lorenzs comparative ethology,
but he always kept his distance from adopting a “one-dimensional”
anthropology centered solely on aggressive drives and the quest for
power. Even in the 1973 course, precisely at the end of the final lec-
ture, he returned to this point, observing that “man is violent, but
not only as animals are,” for he is violent “also through faith and re-
fusal” (Aron, 2023: 327). The reference to “faith” and “refusal” was
anything but accidental, because it was precisely the importance he
assigned to these dimensions that made the “false realism” unaccept-
able to him. Emblematic of Aron’s position in this sense was the cri-
tique he directed — focusing primarily on the international-relations
variant of realism — at Hans J. Morgenthau and Reinhold Niebuhr.
“Obsessed with the concern to refute contractarian philosophy, the
version of liberalism according to which the homo politicus could be
disciplined only by respect for law and morality,” Aron wrote, “real-
ists go so far as to oppose one anthropology to another anthropol-
ogy and power to law (or morality)” (Aron, 1962: 677). In essence,
for the French scholar, the limit of international-relations realism
consisted in assuming that the motivations of political communi-
ties and statesmen did not undergo substantial transformations over
the course of historical processes and were therefore uninfluenced
by ideologies, regime types, and cultural context. The source of this
distortion, Aron argued, lay precisely in the realist conviction that
anthropological characteristics are defined once and for all and con-
stantly guide statesmen’s decisions. “Having confused — through lack
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of rigorous distinction — the eternal features and the historical par-
ticularities of international politics, theory and praxeology,” Aron
concluded, “the realist school has ended up in an ideology compa-
rable to the one it targeted with its criticisms” (Aron, 1962: 682).
“True realism” — that which “takes account of the entire reality” —
must instead “adapt itself not to the portrait of what international
politics would be if statesmen were wise in their egoism, but to what
it is, with the passions, follies, ideas, and violences of the century”
(Aron, 1962: 682-683).

More generally, the main problem, according to Aron, was that
the cynical vision of realism programmatically refused to recognize
that even “political or moral ideas,” to which the analyst may appeal
in comparing different regimes (and, in particular, in contrasting
democratic regimes with totalitarian ones), “always form part of re-
ality itself” (Aron, 1965: 53). The realist who sees politics only as a
quest for power ends up being, in Aron’s view, merely a “false realist,”
unable to see the complexity of a far more articulated real world:

The great illusion of cynical thought, obsessed with the struggle
for power, consists in denying another aspect of reality: the search
for legitimate power, for recognized authority, for the best regime.
Men have never thought that politics was defined exclusively by the
struggle for power. He who does not see the “struggle for power”
aspect is naive; he who sees only the “struggle for power” aspect is
a false realist. The reality we study is a human reality; and of this
reality the question of the legitimacy of authority is an integral part

(Aron, 1965: 53).

The objection addressed to the philosophy of “false realism”
stemmed from the very same conviction that, as we have seen, led
Aron to criticize the inversions that turned Clausewitz’s maxim into
the idea that politics is the continuation of war “by other means.”
That objection, however, also had implications for how to conceive
of the internal enemy. As noted, Aron first encountered Clausewitz
in the 1930s, when, in Germany, he was passionately discussing the
theses set out in Carl Schmitt’s Begriff des Politischen. That engage-
ment accompanied Aron for the rest of his life, even though he
seldom devoted a sustained critique to the German thinker. It was



REVOLUTION IS NOT A WAR 199

likely no accident, however, that the jurist from Plettenberg’s name
appears at several points in the 1973 course. Aron’s critical obser-
vations were closely connected to his conviction that revolutionary
political action aimed not simply at defeating the enemy, but at seiz-
ing legitimate power.

After the war, Aron had occasion to meet Schmitt in Tiibingen
in 1953, and from then on - and thanks also to Julien Freund, who
served as an intermediary — the two scholars exchanged letters inter-
mittently. In one of his letters to Schmitt, in 1963, Aron outlined his
criticisms of the German colleague’s reflections on the enemy and,
in particular, noted that the distinction between the conventional
enemy and the absolute enemy was rather reductive, if only because
one could clearly distinguish different kinds of absolute enemy, very
different from one another, such as the biological enemy, the ideo-
logical enemy, and the political enemy (Tommissen, 1998: 175). In
the 1973 course, some elements of these critical observations were
taken up and further developed. One point of divergence concerned
the features Schmitt attributed to the partisan, for Aron contested
that the bond with the land could be considered, in the world of
the 1960s and 1970s, a distinctive aspect of the partisan, who had
by then become the revolutionary, bearer of a revolutionary ideolo-
gy (Aron, 2023: 117-118). A second objection concerned the idea
of absolute enmity, which Schmitt believed had been introduced
by Lenin, whereas Aron thought it had already been conceived by
Clausewitz. This idea was closely linked to total war, but there were
in fact two ways of understanding the destruction of the enemy:

there is the biological sense and the sense that I would call,
indifferently, symbolic or moral. The question of being or not
being, in the case of enmity, can concern the physical extermination
of nations — which is an extreme case, unfortunately not without
examples in history but, all the same, exceptional among the so-
called civilized states. Consequently, the notion of annihilation or
of being/not being pertains rather, in the end, to moral or symbolic
destruction: it is the question of political existence or of legitimate
existence. By this I mean that he who denies a political enemy the
right to exist does not necessarily wish to exterminate the bearers
of the political idea he fights [...]. Now, the question of being and

not being, or of the non-existence of the other, concerns precisely
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the question of the existence or non-existence of the other against
whom one fights. Non-recognition of the other leads to absolute
enmity, but this enmity does not entail physical extermination;
rather it implies a refusal of the other’s existence. Such refusal is, so
to speak, inevitably and by definition present in civil wars, because
in civil wars one of the two contenders for power must necessarily
disappear. I would almost say that the definition of a civil war is
that it represents, for the two camps, a question of being and not-
being. Once again, this is not a matter of physical extermination,
but of moral or symbolic [destruction], hence the formula of
unconditional surrender, as in the case of the U.S. Civil War. [...] The
hallmark of revolutionary wars, of the historical situation in which
we have lived since 1917, is that the introduction of a transnational
revolutionary idea has as its almost inevitable consequence that
wars among states, insofar as they still occur, entail an ideological
and civil-war element. In other words, the traditional principles of
the European law of nations - [...] — disappear from the moment
the principle of civil enmity fuses with that of rivalry among states
and war becomes popular or revolutionary (Aron, 2023: 134-135).

Schmitt’s name also surfaces when Aron retraces the stages of the
“criminalization of the enemy” (Aron, 2023: 144-145), as well as —
again in a rather impressionistic yet anything but incidental way — in
connection with his critical discussion of the conception of politics
advanced by Julien Freund in his doctoral thesis. Regarding Schmitt’s
definition, Aron noted that the analogy between the oppositions
true/false (to which, in fact, the jurist had not referred) or beauti-
ful/ugly and the friend/enemy opposition was illegitimate: whereas
the first two oppositions involve a valorization of something (the
true and the beautiful) and a devaluation of something else (the false
and the ugly), in politics nothing of the kind occurs: “The friend/
enemy relation [...], by definition, does not entail a valorization, at
least in a universal sense,” in that certainly “each person devalues his
own enemy, but the enemy repays him in kind” (Aron, 2023: 228).
The point he sought to reach, however, lay in the structural differ-
ence between politics and war, as well as between revolutionary po-
litical action and war — at the heart of his entire reading and of his
criticisms of the various reversals of the Formula (Antoniol, 2023;
Guareschi, 2010).
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As we have seen, politics, for Aron, cannot be understood as a
continuation of war because between “internal” politics — what oc-
curs within political communities — and “external” politics — what
unfolds between political communities — there remains a substan-
tive difference. Those who exercise power within a community, or
who aspire to conquer it, must continuously secure the obedience
of subjects and must therefore be perceived by them as “legitimate.”
Those who aim to defeat an enemy in war, by contrast, simply seck
to bend his will, even to eliminate him; in any case, they do not aim
to be perceived by the enemy as a “legitimate” sovereign to whom it
is ethically right to render obedience. In invoking the quest for le-
gitimacy, Aron meant to argue that within communities — even on
the part of those who sought to seize power by violence — it was not
enough to wield power, that is, to command the exercise of force: it
was also necessary to justify the exercise of power in moral terms.
Mao’s teachings were exemplary in this respect for two reasons: first,
because the Chinese leader conceived of war as a totality guided by
politics; second, because he consistently regarded the moral factor as
closely connected with the material one (Aron, 2023: 295-297). And
it is precisely these elements that he reprises in his conception of rev-
olutionary war, which is a war but within a state, aimed at conquering
a power that must present itself as legitimate. For this reason, accord-
ing to Aron, politics and war must be sharply distinguished, and the
Formula must be interpreted in the sense of the subordination of war
to politics, not as an identity: it is politics that sets the ends of war and
calibrates the war effort to the importance of the objectives; war thus
remains simply the realm of means, but without politics — charged
with setting the aims of the war effort — it lacks a compass. To equate
politics with war is therefore to ignore the distinction between the
two domains, assimilating every kind of conflict and violence to
those that specifically characterize war. Although twentieth-century
politics had expanded the “gray zone” between domestic and inter-
national politics, and although the “partisan” had indeed become the
protagonist of revolutionary wars around the world, the distinction
remained and hinged precisely on the different goals that war and
revolutionary political action set themselves: whereas war sought
only to defeat the enemy, the goal of the partisan, the guerrilla, or
the coup-maker was instead to seize legitimate power — consisting,
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to be sure, in the effective governance of a territory, but also in the
legitimacy of that government and hence in being obeyed.

At a time when strategic studies increasingly speak of “hybrid
war, “gray zones,” and the like, Aron’s operation remains undenia-
bly valuable — if only to make us wary of certain rhetorical uses of
bellicose metaphors that end up losing sight of the specificity of war.
Viewed from a broader perspective, however, Aron’s idea that po-
litical action (even violent) differs from warfare in the strict sense
because the former’s goal is the conquest of legitimate power risks
forgetting some darker aspects of the relation of enmity and the
forms in which hostility may present itself.

Among the various criticisms Aron levels at Schmitt, perhaps the
most general is that he failed to recognize the foundational role of
friendship in relation to enmity. Aron makes this observation to the
jurist in the correspondence following the publication of Peace and
War among Nations, and it is in some measure also the premise of
the importance he attaches to legitimacy: to state that the goal of
violent political action is the conquest of legitimate power implies
the idea that the seizure of power must be presented as “just” for the
entire community, and not simply imposed against enemies. In oth-
er words, even while practicing enmity, it is necessary to found order
on friendship, inevitably invoking an idea of a good which — be it
economic, religious, cultural, and so on — is nonetheless perceived as
common. Prior to the identification of an external enemy, according
to Aron, there is therefore friendship, philia, what is common, or
what is perceived as common: friendship, the feeling of belonging
to the same city, to the same fatherland. And it is this kind of foun-
dation that does not disappear even in Lenin and Mao, who in fact
wish to extend it (at least tendentially) to a planetary class. If such an
objection truly grasps a problematic aspect of Schmitt’s hypothesis,
the way Aron conceives legitimacy seems rather limited, and perhaps
even less effective than the perspectives adopted by Morgenthau and
Niebuhr, whom the French scholar had instead accused of being
merely false realists.
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When he charged Morgenthau and Niebuhr with considering
a reality composed only of power and not also of moral and ideal
components, Aron in many respects missed the mark, because nei-
ther thinker had actually neglected the moral dimension. Aron’s
call to take account of the whole of reality fit more aptly the cruder
versions of realism, which, for example, assumed that one could ex-
plain states’ choices on the basis of a “national interest” conceived as
something “objective,” rather than as the result of a particular way of
conceiving the primary interests to be pursued. In this sense, in Peace
and War among Nations he observed that “true realism” consisted
in “recognizing the action of ideologies on diplomatic-strategic
conduct,” also noting that “no one can understand a state’s diploma-
cy-strategy if he does not know its regime, if he has not studied the
philosophy of those who govern it.” Yet such attention did not pre-
vent him from seeing the problematic relationship between power
and morality, which Morgenthau and Niebuhr did have in view. The
two American scholars had not revived Thrasymachus’s cynical view
that justice is the advantage of the stronger; rather, they conceived
the relationship in more complex terms. Just as in the observation of
politics it is impossible to attain a position that allows a fully “objec-
tive” view, so too morality can only be influenced by each person’s
subjective position and thus by the power relations in which every-
one is entangled. In one of his early books, for example, Niebuhr
wrote that moralists — who reproach realists for cynicism and call
for compromise and peace — often fail to see the existing forms of co-
ercion, reinforced by propaganda. Although Aron did not commit
such an oversight, he nevertheless tended to draw a sharp distinction
between morality and power, underestimating, for example, the role
of what for Niebuhr was collective egoism: a form of group egoism
nourished by cooperative sentiments, understood as morally pos-
itive, but which pursues the aim of conserving and extending the
group’s power. In this case, it was not a “false” realism that forgot
moral factors, but a realism fully aware that these moral constraints
are imposed on the members of every group and require of them be-
haviors that might sometimes be deemed reprehensible by common
morality while — since they are performed for the group’s “common
good” — they are rewarded and considered honorable.
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The problematic point in Aron’s reasoning did not concern war
in the strict sense so much as the possibility of reversing Clausewitz’s
Formula. As we have amply seen, for the French scholar war was in-
deed a continuation of politics by other means, whereas it was the-
oretically incorrect to invert the elements of the phrase and thus to
conceive politics as a continuation of war by other means. This argu-
ment certainly made sense with respect to Aron’s polemical adversar-
ies: equating war with the “symbolic violence” exercised by the school
over pupils, or with the exploitation of wage workers by capitalists,
was clearly an operation that stripped the military clash proper of any
specific purchase. Aron’s argument was, however, less apt with regard
to other political regimes, because his appeal to legitimacy seemed
to exclude that, even within the political community, there might be
forms of legitimate exercise of violence entirely analogous to those
used in war. Just as ideology could shape the way national interest
was conceived in different countries, so it could, for example, influ-
ence how national security was understood and thus how potential
enemies were defined. In other words, if ideology was indispensable
for legitimizing power over the group, that same ideology could also
establish who counted as a legitimate member of the group and who,
for various reasons, did not — or could not - fully belong.

This problematic feature was evident above all in Aron’s analysis of
the role of ideology in totalitarianism. Although he paid great atten-
tion to the ideological dimension in his inquiry into international pol-
itics, he never clearly defined what, in his eyes, characterized ideology
and, for the most part, he conceived it as a “false belief;” incapable of
grasping the reality of social phenomena (Boudon, 1991). For Aron,
Angelo Panebianco has written, ideology was, on the one hand, “the
set, more or less systematically connected, of ideas that guide political
action and confer legitimacy on different political formulas,” and, on
the other hand, a secular religion, a “system of ideas and values that
claims to provide a definitive answer to all the questions about the
past, present, and future of human history” (Panebianco, 1992: 62).
Moreover, although over the course of his studies he also addressed
“totalitarianism” in a non-episodic way (Aron, 1965), he rather par-
adoxically did not assign significant importance to the role that, in
totalitarian regimes, was occupied by what Hannah Arendt had called
the “objective enemy”: “an individual whose dangerous thoughts must



REVOLUTION IS NOT A WAR 205

be provoked or whose past justifies suspicion, but a ‘carrier of tenden-
cies’ like the carrier of a disease” (Arendt, 1951: 551)

In other words, Aron did not grasp how specifically “ideological”
elements could affect the perception of security and the identification
of those “objective enemies” that threatened a regime’s and society’s
health and order, and against whom a political regime could legiti-
mate recourse to violence presented not only as necessary but also as
morally right for the country’s and the nation’s future security. Had he
taken this step, he would indeed have had to problematize the sharp
distinction between politics and war — the pivot of his argument —
and would have had, in some measure, to acknowledge that internal
politics could truly represent a continuation of war, because totali-
tarian regimes, in conducting their permanent mobilization against
objective enemies, waged neither war in the Clausewitzian sense nor
civil war in the strict sense, but a war against pathological elements to
“defend society,” to make it (in their eyes, of course) “better.”

By a truly singular coincidence, Michel Foucault — who also ar-
rived at the Collége de France in 1970 - found himself delivering his
lectures at the institute on place Marcelin-Berthelot on themes which,
though apparently far removed from the knots Aron addressed, devel-
oped an argument that seemed exactly the reverse of that articulated
by his older colleague. From the moment of his arrival at the College,
Foucault pursued a research project aimed at studying power from a
new “gencalogical” perspective, which considered war — in fact un-
derstood in a very broad sense, as a term able to identify every form
of manifest or latent conflict — as the key to reconstructing the mi-
crophysics of power. For Foucault as well, that line of reflection cul-
minated in 1976 with the publication of La volonté de savoir, which
appeared the same year as Aron’s two volumes on Clausewitz. Unlike
his colleague, who reaffirmed the validity of the Formula, Foucault,
in introducing his method of studying power, asked: “Should we
then invert the Formula and say that politics is war pursued by other
means?” The answer he provided emphasized that, although a dis-
tinction could be maintained, it was nevertheless necessary to con-
sider them as “two different strategies (but ready to overturn into one
another) for integrating these unbalanced, heterogencous, unstable,
tense relations of force” (Foucault, 1976). This conclusion was, for
Foucault, a point of arrival reached through the path he had taken



206 GLOBAL AGE 01/2025

in previous years, including by engaging (never publicly acknowl-
edged) with the hypotheses advanced by Carl Schmitt in the Begriff’
des Politischen, which Aron himself had had translated into French in
1972 and included in a series he directed (Antoniol, 2023).

The planes on which Aron and Foucault conducted their argu-
ments were abyssally distant in methods and aims, but perhaps it is
precisely the genealogical analysis the author of Discipline and Punish
pursued in the courses of the early 1970s that can be regarded as a
development — in a “genealogical” direction — of Aron’s anti-pos-
itivist realism. Foucault did not follow his colleague in the critique
of Machiavellianism and of the tendency to reduce “reality” solely to
power while forgetting the role of values, culture, and ideology — what
the author of The Opium of the Intellectuals calls “false realism.” Rather,
drawing on Nietzsche’s lesson, which he interpreted in a highly orig-
inal key, he traced values, culture, and ideology back to those “partial
truths” forged as instruments of battle within the perpetual war of
power. In this way, Foucault, in many respects, pushes to the extreme
the realist conviction that power can shape every aspect of associative
life, and thus even the words, techniques, and gaze of those who inves-
tigate it, in a kind of insoluble short circuit. In indicating the path of
genealogy, Foucault thus abandons the pretensions of an objective ob-
servation and recognizes that knowledge itself of the “effective truth
of the thing” is, in the end, produced within the very battle one would
like to observe, understand, and evaluate “objectively.” By taking this
path, the genealogical realism we can discern in Foucault’s contribu-
tion also points to a direction for rethinking the realist tradition — one
that avoids not only the shortcut of cynicism and the distortions of
evolutionary declensions, but also the confusions of every variant of
positivism. And, rather paradoxically, it allows us to seek the meet-
ing point between their inquiries that Aron and Foucault — for many
reasons, hardly worth enumeratingdid not wish or did not have the
opportunity to find.
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Imperato PJ (1998) Quest for the Jade Sea: Colonial
Competition around an East African Lake. Boulder, CO:
Westview Press

MartTia FumaGgaLrLr, PHD

In the late African afternoons, when the sun is setting and the wind
descending from Mount Kulal in Kenya subsides, the surface of
Lake Rudolf - also known as Lake Turkana — turns a shade of green
so strikingly similar to jade that it is attributed to particular algae
slowly rising to the surface (Imperato, 1998: 3). This evocative im-
age provides the inspiration for the book’s title, which Bartle Bull
describes as a “vivid account” of the rivalries, emerging in the nine-
teenth century, among European powers competing for control of
the lake’s shores.

Pascal James Imperato offers a historical analysis of what he
terms eurocolonialism, marked by “treachery” (Imperato, 1998: 5),
which shaped the policies of France, Italy, Russia, Austria-Hungary,
and Great Britain. Only the latter, however, succeeded in playing a
decisive role, confronting the Ethiopia of Menelik IT (Negus Neghesti
from 1889 to 1913), who pursued both diplomatic foreign policies
and expansionist action in the region. Imperato thus provides a vivid
portrayal of East Africa under colonial scrutiny and of the many ex-
plorers who contributed to increasingly precise mapping.

The methodological approach is classical. Over fifteen years,
Imperato consulted an impressive body of explorers’ publications
and analyzed numerous primary sources such as letters, diaries, dip-
lomatic dispatches, and confidential reports. This enabled him to
address broader political issues, as Lake Rudolf lies on the border
between Kenya and Ethiopia and receives its inflow from the Omo
River. The lake was named “Rudolf” in 1888 by Count Teleki, in
honor of the Austrian Crown Prince.

The book is divided into fifteen chapters, and the fluid narra-
tive draws readers into the scene. Imperato skillfully describes the
arrival of European explorers at Lake Rudolf from the mid-nine-
teenth century, when maps were still incomplete and the so-called
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armchair geographers dominated scholarly debates. The “old ex-
plorers” — Burton, Speke (who discovered Lake Victoria in 1858),
Krapf, Rebmann, New, Wakefield, Stanley, and Livingstone — grad-
ually gave way to new figures such as Verney Lovett Cameron and
Henry Morton Stanley. Imperato organizes the arrival of Europeans
by sponsoring nation, outlining their strategies, political-diplomatic
approaches, and anecdotes drawn from explorers” own accounts.

Austria-Hungary’s entry, marked by Zanzibar’s independence
in 1862 and Teleki’s arrival at Lake Samburu in 1886, is examined
first. The American presence is narrated through Smith’s exploration
and his attempts to persuade Menelik II to allow an expedition into
the Ethiopian highlands, despite the latter’s fear that foreign ambi-
tions would jeopardize the Lake Rudolf region. British engagement
in the area is portrayed as significant, highlighting the geopolitical
rivalry between Kitchener and Marchand in attempting to intercept
Ethiopia, where Menelik II pursued a policy of self-preservation,
confrontation, and later accommodation. Diplomatic efforts by
Lord Salisbury and Rodd (Imperato, 1998: 197-207) regarding the
Anglo-French boundary negotiations and the British delineation
of the Sudan-Ethiopia frontier after the fall of the Mahdist state
(Imperato, 1998: 231-240) are analyzed in detail.

Italy’s involvement proves epoch-making, particularly in relation
to Ethiopia, and is effectively presented in Chapter 8, “Italians at the
Source” (Imperato, 1998: 143—-155). Imperato traces historical mile-
stones such as the occupation of Massawa, Bottego’s expeditions, the
Battle of Metemma in 1889 (resulting in Yohannes IV’s death), the
clash at Adwa between Menelik IT and King Umberto I of Italy, and
the Crispi—-Rudini political transition. The Russian section focuses
on the unifying role of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, the phe-
nomenon of “black-upon-black colonialism” of a non-racist charac-
ter, and the 1895 encounter — engineered by Leontiev — between an
Ethiopian delegation and Tsar Nicholas II, which positioned Russia
as mediator in Ethiopia’s diplomatic affairs.

The volume closes with a detailed five-page chronology and me-
ticulous notes.

Positioned within the broader historical-geographical research
tradition, the monograph provides both a geographical account of
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exploration in the Lake Rudolf region and a substantial historical
reading of the political figures who governed the surrounding states.

Several authors have addressed similar themes. Alan Moorehead,
for example, produced two volumes — Zhe White Nile and The Blue
Nile — though his approach has often been criticized as “insensitive;”
paying insufficient attention to local populations. Ian Parker’s Jua
Kali’s Voyage on the Jade Sea, reviewed by Imperato himself, presents
a straightforward “sailing history” of Lake Rudolf. Compared to
these works, Imperato demonstrates greater descriptive sensitivity,
though still at an early stage: he narrates the arrival of the outsiders
but devotes limited space to those who experienced colonization
directly, except for brief digressions on local customs reported by
explorers (e.g., Maasai circumcision, elephant hunting).

Reading this book, one perceives a largely Eurocentric perspec-
tive. Imperato highlights the achievements of European explorers
— whose accounts he studied for fifteen years — and portrays local
actors as hindrances to the process, without engaging deeply with
their needs, trampled rights, or silenced voices. Moreover, postco-
lonial theories receive little attention: the effects of colonization
are rarely analyzed, aside from passing references to the 1970 agree-
ments between the United Kingdom and Kenya or post-Mahdist
Sudanese-Ethiopian boundaries. Nor does Imperato explore in
depth the socio-political relationships between colonizers and colo-
nized. For instance, in discussing Menelik, he does not examine his
interactions with the 7as (provincial governors) or with Emperor
Yohannes IV, which might have shed light on the resentment attrib-
uted to Menelik. Instead, Menelik appears primarily as a figure of
doubt, counterposed to European colonial ambitions.

Imperato’s work thus constitutes an invaluable resource for ana-
lyzing European diplomatic strategies in the contest over Lake Rudolf
and the different political-diplomatic approaches adopted toward
Ethiopia’s Negus Neghesti Menelik II. Each chapter provides histori-
cal data, references to European political figures (arranged by nation),
and accounts of geographical discoveries. The text is enriched by the-
matic windows on sociocultural practices observed by explorers, as
well as by a substantial monochromatic iconographic and cartograph-
ic apparatus. The bibliography is broad and carefully curated.
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This book will undoubtedly benefit students of international re-
lations, researchers, professors, and enthusiasts interested in deep-
ening their understanding of the historical, geographical, politi-
cal-institutional, sociocultural, and anthropological dimensions of

the Upper Nile, Ethiopia, Kenya, and the communities surrounding
Lake Rudolf.
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Mazzolini S (2024) Laclau, lo stratega: Populismo,
egemonia, emancipazione. Milan: Mimesis
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The book Laclau, lo stratega: Populismo, egemonia, emancipazi-
one (Mazzolini, 2024) is the result of years of academic research
and public engagement by Samuele Mazzolini. The Italian scholar
earned his PhD at the University of Essex, where Ernesto Laclau
founded the doctoral and master’s programmes that gave rise to
what became known as the Essex School of discourse analysis, and
later developed his academic career in various universities in Italy
and the UK. He is currently an MSCA fellow, conducting research
on populism and institutions in Ecuador and Argentina. At the
same time, he has worked closely with left-populist movements in
Ecuador, alongside Rafael Correa, and in Spain with Podemos and
Mas Pais. He has also contributed as a political analyst for news-
papers in Italy and Latin America. For several years, he was one of
the leaders of Senso Comune, an attempt to build a left-populist
movement in Italy.

This brief profile helps us better understand the main features
of the work. Mazzolini’s peculiar trajectory has left a distinct mark
on both the book’s content and its structure. The stratification of
diverse experiences and interests gives his work a multidimension-
al quality that only such a singular profile could produce. Let us
now turn to some of the consequences of this distinctive perspec-
tive, which make the book engaging and an original contribution
to the field.

If we distil the book to its core — already announced by the
title — we find the claim that Ernesto Laclau’s thought is best read
as strategic thought (Mazzolini, 2024: 13, 70). The organic re-
lation between theory and praxis, echoing the Gramscian idea
of the “philosophy of praxis,” gives this strategic thought a dis-
tinctive consistency that goes beyond understanding it merely as
technical knowledge.

©2025 The Author(s). This is an open access article distributed under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-
NoDerivatives 4.0 International License (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0). https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

©@®S06



216 GLOBAL AGE 01/2025

This aspect, inspired by Gramsci, represents a central element
that Mazzolini highlights in Laclau’s work and one that also animates
Mazzolini himself. Just as Laclau declared that his interest in the the-
ory that shaped him stemmed from his experience in the political life
of 1960s Argentina, Mazzolini’s engagement with Laclau and with
left populism — despite the criticisms he develops — is rooted in a gen-
erational experience. In fact, Mazzolini explicitly states that, in recent
years, the most interesting and productive challenges to neoliberal-
ism in both Europe and Latin America have, in one way or another,
been “populist” or related to Laclau’s thought (Mazzolini, 2024: 15).
In the case of the “pink tide” populist governments in Latin America,
which Mazzolini observed first-hand in Ecuador, Laclau was him-
self inspired by these movements and developed close relationships
with many political leaders. In the European post-crisis context, he
served in some cases as a direct source of inspiration — for instance, in
Podemos, where Tiiigo Errején openly declared that the party’s strat-
egy drew on Laclau’s theory — and in La France Insoumise.

The organic connection between theory and praxis is also
grounded in the post-foundational political ontology that
Mazzolini, following Oliver Marchart, identifies in Laclau’s work
(Mazzolini, 2024: 25). Political thought must be strategic because
the social is ontologically ungrounded; there is no possibility of
deriving a normative injunction from the deep knowledge of the
structure of reality (Mazzolini, 2024: 75). Politicians and politi-
cal thinkers must therefore confront the contingency of the social
world and make decisions within it.

We can therefore grasp the book’s underlying articulation:
an open laboratory that moves between the history of political
thought, political philosophy, and political science, combining re-
search on case studies with reflections on theoretical problems.

The first chapter offers a historical-gencalogical reading of
Laclau’s trajectory, focusing on his theory of populism. The second
chapter — which, in my view, represents the core of the book — moves
from explaining the concepts of populism and hegemony in Laclau’s
thought to offering a first critical reassessment of his theory. Then,
after two chapters devoted to specific aspects of Laclau’s theory and
history, it comes to the fifth and sixth chapters, which analyse two
cases of left populism — Podemos in Spain and Correa’s Revolucion
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Ciudadana in Ecuador — that are, according to the author, in dif-
ferent ways, the cases most closely connected to Laclau and that
can be considered paradigmatic proxies (Mazzolini, 2024: 194) for
the analysis of the phenomenon in their respective contexts, Latin
America and Europe. Through these cases, we can observe both the
successes and the limits of the most explicitly Laclauian forms of
populism, offering a perfect basis for critical reflection. The need
to apply Laclauian theory to concrete cases — and to undertake a
work that tests, develops, and corrects it in light of reality — is a
recurring theme throughout the book. It asserts a space in which
Mazzolini situates himself alongside other scholars from the Essex
School, with the aim of advancing a post-Laclauian research agenda
(Mazzolini, 2024: 16, 220).

It is impossible to address all the topics explored in this “open
laboratory” What I will do instead is focus on a few aspects of
Mazzolini’s work that offer the most original and relevant — and,
only sometimes, also controversial — contributions to the debate.

One point we encounter in the genealogical-historical is the
question of continuity and discontinuity in his thought, with par-
ticular attention to his first works from the Argentine period and
his early years in the UK. This aspect has theoretical relevance be-
cause it marks the moment when Laclau begins to move beyond the
idea of structural determination in the last instance and opens up
to the centrality of the category of “the people” or “the popular”
According to Mazzolini (2024: 43), there is no full continuity, in
the sense that later developments were not fully contained in the
earlier elaborations; nevertheless, we can identify certain issues that
paved the way for new directions — directions that, at the same time,
entailed the loss of other theoretical acquisitions. One concept that
was later lost, but which Mazzolini rightly refers to as “the forgotten
origins” of Laclauian theory, is that of “uneven and combined de-
velopment” (Mazzolini, 2024: 45), taken up through the highly ec-
lectic combination of anti-imperialist nationalism and Trotskyism
of the Izquierda Nacional political current, led by Jorge Abelardo
Ramos, in which Laclau was active during his years in Buenos Aires.
This concept, still rooted in Marxist theory, led Laclau to a critique
of the orthodox idea of development as a deterministic process that
must pass through all historical stages in sequence. It was only from
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this point of questioning that — beginning with Towards a Theory of
Populism, included in his first book published in London in 1977,
Politics and Ideology in Marxist Theory — he could focus on the cen-
trality of popular claims in the development of emancipatory pol-
itics, a focus that would remain constant up to On Populist Reason
(Mazzolini, 2024: 42).

A second point, which brings us directly to the theoretical re-
assessment, is Mazzolini’s criticism of Laclau’s tendency to conflate
the categories of hegemony and populism (Mazzolini, 2024: 105—
121) - a problem that, he argues, prevented Laclau from fully rec-
ognising certain limits of “populisms in power” (Mazzolini, 2024:
192). Laclau, for Mazzolini, did not devote sufficient attention to
the stage of an established hegemony and to the need to consolidate
institutions — understood broadly, from state structures to cultural
frameworks. This is because he tended to identify hegemony, which
is a long-term process, with populism, understood as an attempt to
reconstitute a collective will in moments of radical political disar-
ticulation. Theoretically, this problem could be overcome through a
reassessment of the relationship between space and time in Laclau’s
work (Mazzolini, 2024: 108). The Argentine theorist, Mazzolini
notes, placed strong emphasis on the temporal dimension, under-
stood as the irruption of dislocation into a systematic articulation
(represented by the concept of space as repletion) in a moment
of crisis. This focus, while useful for seizing opportunities, is less
helpful for stabilising the achievements of popular governments
(Mazzolini, 2024: 217-220).

In different ways, determined by their distinct contexts, the
cases of Podemos in Spain and Correa’s Revolucién Ciudadana in
Ecuador illustrate how this misunderstanding of political logic
leads to the inability to consolidate what was achieved in the initial
populist irruption.

In the case of Podemos, Mazzolini (2024: 173) - just as in his
reading of the Laclauian theory that inspired them - identifies the
main problem as the overestimation, in the initial phase, of the cen-
trality of the political irruption, without a parallel process of social
rootedness. Thus, when the movement inevitably underwent a pro-
cess of “normalisation” (Mazzolini, 2024: 173), meaning its inte-
gration into the political system and the consequent reduction in
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the intensity of its antagonism, it had not yet achieved a hegemonic
transformation of society. As a result, Podemos ended up as a minor-
ity partner of the Partido Socialista Obrero Espaniol (PSOE), a party
belonging to the old system. Disintermediation had been a positive
factor at the outset, but the failure to create alternative forms of me-
diation prevented Podemos from enduring over time as a leading
political force (Mazzolini, 2024: 175).

In the case of Correa’s Revolucion Cindadana, there was no di-
rect application of Laclau’s theory — although there was contact
between Laclau and Correa — but, for Mazzolini (2024: 190), it
nevertheless represents, alongside Venezuela’s Chavismo, a case that
closely fits Laclau’s own description of populism. In this instance, we
are looking at a form of populism that remained in power for an ex-
tended period and was characterised by strong presidential author-
ity. Mazzolini acknowledges that it initiated an interesting process
of reform — both in political-institutional terms and in the sphere
of social policy (Mazzolini, 2024: 204). However, despite these at-
tempts, Correa began to exercise power in an increasingly personal
and arbitrary manner, while maintaining a strong antagonistic rhet-
oric against his political adversaries. The inability to strengthen in-
stitutions and to move from a decisionistic, leader-centred politics
to a more routinised system — one that both protects the achieve-
ments made and respects a legal framework — prevented the transi-
tion from populism to hegemony (Mazzolini, 2024: 210-218). In
this sense, the triumph of populism would ideally mark its trans-
formation from an antagonistic movement into a hegemonic one,
capable of producing stable social, legal, and political institutions
(Mazzolini, 2024: 193, 220).

The importance of a new form of hegemony, realised through
new institutional arrangements that do not deny the fundamental
principles of liberal constitutionalism, is the most concrete out-
come of Mazzolini’s post-Laclauian agenda — a topic on which he
is currently working. This position, while not entirely new in pop-
ulist studies — in fact, he engages with and critiques certain Latin
American theorisations about populism, institutions, and republi-
canism (Mazzolini, 2024: 199-202) - is undoubtedly a necessary
step in thinking with and beyond Laclau about emancipatory poli-
tics in the era of the new (post?)-neoliberal authoritarianism.
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