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Interpreting a Changing World Order

Contemporary international politics is marked by a paradox: at a 
time when geopolitical transformations appear increasingly visible, 
the conceptual frameworks through which those transformations 
are interpreted seem increasingly uncertain. The return of war to 
Europe, the re-emergence of great-power competition, the fragmen-
tation of global governance, the acceleration of technological and 
energy transitions, and the growing centrality of information in in-
ternational affairs all point towards a rapidly evolving international 
environment. Yet while change itself has become impossible to ig-
nore, there is far less agreement on how it should be understood. 
This raises a broader question: do the conceptual frameworks that 
shaped our understanding of world politics over the last decades re-
main adequate for interpreting the emerging international order?

The contributions collected in this issue do not offer a single an-
swer to this question. Rather, they illuminate different dimensions 
of a common problem: how to understand a world in which estab-
lished balances, traditional forms of power, and long-standing ana-
lytical categories are all undergoing significant transformation.

A first set of reflections concerns the evolving structure of inter-
national order. The assumptions that accompanied the post-Cold 
War era appear increasingly contested: strategic rivalry has returned 
to the centre of international politics, geopolitical competition has 
intensified across multiple regions, and the future configuration of 
the international system remains uncertain; questions concerning 
European security, the role of major powers, the consequences of 
geopolitical realignment, and the capacity of regional actors to nav-
igate an increasingly fragmented environment have once again be-
come central to scholarly and political debate. Whether the contem-
porary international system is witnessing a process of strategic rebal-
ancing or a more profound transition remains open to discussion. 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
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What is clear, however, is that the stability once associated with the 
liberal international order can no longer be taken for granted.

At the same time, the contemporary international system is wit-
nessing important changes in the forms through which power is 
exercised and influence is projected. For much of the twentieth cen-
tury, power was primarily understood through military capabilities, 
economic resources, and institutional leverage. While these dimen-
sions remain fundamental, contemporary world politics increasingly 
highlights the strategic importance of other factors: energy systems, 
technological innovation, access to critical resources, information 
networks, public diplomacy, and international reputation have be-
come central components of political competition; climate and en-
ergy transitions are no longer merely environmental issues: they are 
also questions of development, global inequality, technological de-
pendency, and geopolitical influence. Similarly, credibility, legitima-
cy, and reputation have acquired a strategic value that extends well 
beyond the traditional boundaries of soft power. In an increasingly 
interconnected world, the ability to shape perceptions and mobilise 
trust has become an essential component of international influence.

Yet the transformations affecting international politics are not 
limited to institutions, power relations, or geopolitical alignments: 
they also concern the analytical frameworks through which contem-
porary developments are interpreted. As the international environ-
ment becomes more complex, scholars are increasingly confronted 
with the limits of inherited conceptual categories: the relationship 
between war and politics, the interaction between global and re-
gional dynamics, the dialogue between historical processes and con-
temporary challenges, and the growing need for interdisciplinary 
approaches all point towards the necessity of intellectual renewal.

Understanding a changing world order therefore requires more 
than the observation of events: it demands continuous reflection on 
the concepts, assumptions, and methodologies through which those 
events acquire meaning. Read through this lens, the contributions 
gathered in the present issue invite readers to reflect on three close-
ly interconnected questions: how international order is changing, 
how the forms of power shaping contemporary politics are evolv-
ing, and whether the analytical frameworks inherited from previous 
decades remain adequate for understanding these transformations. 
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Particularly significant in this regard is the Horizons section, which 
brings together a rich set of reflections that, from different geo-
graphical, historical, and disciplinary perspectives, engage with 
some of the most pressing challenges confronting contemporary 
world politics.

Interpreting a changing world order is ultimately not only a mat-
ter of analysing geopolitical developments: it is also an exercise in 
intellectual adaptation. If contemporary international politics is 
increasingly defined by uncertainty, the challenge is not merely to 
explain change, but also to rethink the conceptual tools through 
which change is understood.

At a time when the future configuration of international order 
remains uncertain, intellectual renewal may prove no less necessary 
than political adaptation.
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How should Europe assess and respond 
to the threat from Russia?
Matthew Anthony Evangelista

Abstract

Faced with an aggressive Russia and an unreliable American ally, Europeans 
have pursued a program of rearmament and a renewal of interest in nucle-
ar deterrence. Does the Russian threat merit such a response? This article 
considers both capabilities and intentions, with a basic comparison of pop-
ulation, economic strength, and military production between members of 
the European Union and Russia, before focusing on the security predica-
ment of Narva, Estonia. It suggests ways to bolster the security of NATO’s 
borders without the dangerous and dubious reliance on nuclear weapons.

Abstract (Italiano)

Di fronte a una Russia aggressiva e a un alleato americano inaffidabile, gli 
europei hanno perseguito un programma di riarmo e un rinnovato inte-
resse per la deterrenza nucleare. La minaccia russa merita una risposta del 
genere? Questo articolo considera sia le capacità che le intenzioni, con un 
confronto di base tra popolazione, forza economica e produzione militare 
tra i membri dell’Unione Europea e la Russia, prima di concentrarsi sulla 
situazione di sicurezza di Narva, in Estonia. Suggerisce modi per rafforzare 
la sicurezza dei confini della NATO senza la pericolosa e dubbia dipenden-
za dalle armi nucleari.

Keywords: European security, nuclear deterrence, Estonia, Russia, European 
Nuclear Study Group

We typically judge the military threat from an adversary by assess-
ing the combination of intentions and capabilities. During the Cold 
War, the countries of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization as-
sumed aggressive intentions on the part of the Soviet Union—an 
intention to invade Western Europe. Its capabilities in the early 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
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postwar period were claimed adequate to accomplish an invasion in 
a matter of days against weak Western resistance. In this view, only 
US possession of nuclear weapons forestalled such a calamity. A clas-
sic rendition of this account came from (former and future) British 
Prime Minister Winston Churchill in a radio broadcast in 1950: “It 
is indeed a melancholy thought that nothing preserves Europe from 
an overwhelming military attack except the devastating resources of 
the United States in this awful weapon” (Churchill, 1952: 356).

In hindsight, with the opening of Soviet bloc archives, we have a 
different understanding. What the late US political scientist Robert 
Jervis wrote more than twenty years ago remains true today: “The 
Soviet archives have yet to reveal any serious plans for unprovoked 
aggression against Western Europe, not to mention a first strike 
against the United States” ( Jervis, 2001: 59; Mastny, 2006; Uhl, 
2012; for a contrary but unconvincing view, cf. Gogun, 2025). 
During the Cold War both superpowers favored the status quo in 
Europe, yet the logic of the “security dilemma”—where preparations 
for defense were interpreted as implying aggressive intentions—cre-
ated an ever-present risk of war. The division of Europe into blocs 
produced a certain stability, albeit at the expense of human rights in 
the East (the only victims of Soviet military action in Europe were 
the Soviet Union’s own allies). Meanwhile the deployment of thou-
sands of so-called tactical nuclear weapons on both sides increased 
the risk of nuclear holocaust.

Much is different today. Faced with an aggressive Russia un-
der Vladimir Putin and an unreliable American ally under Donald 
Trump, Europeans have pursued a program of rearmament and a re-
newal of interest in nuclear deterrence. Does the Russian threat mer-
it such a response? This article considers both capabilities and in-
tentions, with a basic comparison of population, economic strength, 
and military production between members of the European Union 
and Russia, before focusing on the security predicament of Narva, 
Estonia. Intervention in the small Baltic state on Russia’s border is 
the kind of aggression Russia might attempt, despite its relatively 
weak position following the disastrous and criminal miscalculation 
in invading Ukraine. More attention is necessary to ways of bolster-
ing the security of NATO’s borders without the dangerous and du-
bious reliance on nuclear weapons.
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Comparing capabilities: population, economy, military power

Regarding Europe, neither NATO nor Russia is a status quo pow-
er. Since the end of the Cold War NATO has continued to expand 
its membership eastward to include former republics of the USSR 
and it made promises of membership to Georgia and Ukraine in 
2008. Not coincidentally, Russia intervened militarily in Georgia 
in 2008 and in Ukraine in 2014 to occupy the Donbas and annex 
Crimea, and it launched a full-scale invasion in 2022 with the explic-
it objective to eliminate Ukraine as an independent state. Moreover, 
Russian President Vladimir Putin has implicitly threatened a NATO 
member by staking a historical claim to the Estonian city of Narva, 
a vulnerable outpost that borders Russia (Putin, 2022). A Russian 
infiltration of Narva has even become the topic of a fictionalized 
yet plausible account of a future aggression against NATO, although 
specialists had called attention to the risk already in the first decade 
of Putin’s rule (Masala, 2026; Motyl, 2008). Some analyses and pre-
dictions have proved even more alarmist than the fictional accounts 
(Rosenbach et al., 2026; Trofimov, 2026; EER News, 2026).

In economic and demographic terms and in overall military spend-
ing, Russia is far inferior to the countries of the European Union. 
The gross domestic product (GDP) of the EU, at $20.29 trillion, is 
nearly ten times that of Russia ($2.2 trillion), whose GDP is smaller 
than Italy’s, according to the International Monetary Fund (2025). 
The population of the EU is estimated by the World Bank at about 
449 million, compared to Russia’s at about 145 million and declin-
ing (World Bank Group, 2026). According to an Atlantic Council 
report, members of the EU collectively spent $457 billion on the mil-
itary in 2024 compared to Russia’s $146 billion (Grigas, 2024).

For those concerned about a Russian war against Europe, how-
ever, these figures are less meaningful than the fact that Russian mil-
itary spending increased by 227 percent since the year 2000, whereas 
Europe’s military spending declined until 2014 and stayed stable until 
the recent boost in response to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. “Despite 
Russia’s comparative economic weakness,” reports a recent study by 
London’s Royal United Services Institute, “Russia still managed to out-
produce NATO in military materiel throughout 2022–24, even with 
significant efforts in some NATO member states to expand defence 
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production” (Danylyuk and Watling, 2025: 4). Moreover, European 
countries are heavily dependent on imports of advanced-technology 
weapons from the United States, now perceived as a potential adver-
sary rather than a reliable ally (Djokic, 2025).

Yet detailed “bean-counting” comparisons of Russian and 
European military equipment and production have identified a 
striking imbalance in Europe’s favor (De Andreis, forthcoming). 
Russia’s estimated losses of military equipment in Ukraine (to 
September 2025) give a sense of how sharply its reserves have been 
depleted, especially in comparison to what European NATO states 
(and the United States) have lost there: 4124 vs. 107 main battle 
tanks; 9058 vs. 987 amphibious combat vehicles; 2031 vs. 342 ar-
tillery pieces; 163 to 12 combat aircraft; 163 to 2 helicopters (De 
Andreis, forthcoming), based on the visually verified tally published 
by the Oryx website.

Russia’s economy and the impact of sanctions

It is not surprising then that Russia has boosted its military pro-
duction. It is bogged down in a stalemated war in Ukraine that it 
expected easily to win. It has resorted to “military Keynesianism” 
(Bluhm, 2025) to maintain production and has increased its central 
bank’s interest rate to an extraordinary 21 percent (later reduced to 
19 percent) to keep inflation at bay (Belton, 2024). “International 
targeted sanctions and the demands of the conflict have severely af-
fected Russia’s military-industrial complex,” according to a report by 
Britain’s Chatham House. “The current situation is unsustainable 
for Russia: the country’s military industry is heading into a period 
of decline and stagnating innovation, and is having to simplify pro-
duction in order to cope” (Boulègue, et al., 2024). That is a far cry 
from the initial hopes that sanctions—including the unprecedented 
blocking of Russian banks from the SWIFT system of international 
financial transactions—would halt the invasion in its tracks (Swift, 
2022). Yet, if the concern is a future Russian war launched against 
Europe, the challenges the country faces in maintaining its mil-
itary-technical capabilities and production as a result of sanctions 
should matter.
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Access to Western semiconductor chips constitutes a particular-
ly vulnerable choke point for Russian military technology (Miller, 
2024). Efforts at developing an indigenous chip industry specifi-
cally for military purposes have produced uneven results. China 
has sought to fill the gap, and some Western chips have been smug-
gled through Turkey. With each Russian effort to evade sanctions, 
Western states have responded with more specifically targeted re-
strictions. Sanctions have been expanded to target Chinese com-
panies that provide components to the Russian military-industrial 
effort, as well as Indian and Turkish ones (US Department of State, 
2025; US Department of the Treasury, 2024). As economist Chris 
Miller (2024: 2) has observed, “Whack-a-mole is a frustrating game 
for Western governments to play, but it is almost certainly frustrat-
ing for supply-chain managers at Russian missile and drone factories 
too.” A detailed study of the effect of restrictions on microproces-
sors and advanced machine tools—even after taking into account 
imports from Iran and North Korea and efforts at domestic im-
port substitution—nevertheless anticipates a “gradual stagnation 
in Russia’s ability to build advanced weaponry” and in the longer 
term, a growing “technological gap between Russia and the West” 
(Gorenburg et al., 2024: ii).

From capabilities to intentions

By early 2026, Russian military casualties (dead, wounded, and miss-
ing) were estimated at 1.2 million, with as many as 325,000 soldiers 
killed ( Jones and McCabe, 2026). Researchers identified 208,755 
deaths by name as of April 2026 (Krutov, 2025a; Mediazona, 2026). 
What is the likelihood that Russia, under these conditions, would 
fulfill the fears that NATO expressed of the Soviet Union during 
the Cold War and carry out a full-scale invasion of Western Europe?

It is doubtful that the capability is there. Ukraine’s Commander-
in-Chief Oleksandr Syrskyi has claimed that Russia “can mobilize 5 
million troops who have undergone military service and training, 
while its overall mobilization capacity is as many as 20 million”. 
Ukrainian media describe these figures as intended “to underscore 
the disparity between Russia’s and Ukraine’s potential, arguing that 



16 	 GLOBAL AGE 01/2026

Kyiv must keep mobilizing its forces to sustain resistance against 
Moscow’s onslaught” (Fornusek, 2025). Yet there has been consid-
erable popular backlash even against the current “partial” mobili-
zation in a war justified as essential to regaining historical Russian 
territory—to the point that Russia has recruited foreign soldiers 
from North Korea and China, Bosnian Serb mercenaries, and co-
erced migrant workers from Central Asia (Latypeva, 2024; Krutov, 
2025b). Would Russia really be capable of mobilizing a mass army 
adequate to launch a “war of choice” against Western Europe? Even 
Soviet leaders, faced on two occasions—in 1956 and 1981—with 
a rebellious Poland that challenged the rule of pro-Moscow com-
munists, refrained from intervening as they had done in Hungary 
in 1956 and Czechoslovakia in 1968, out of concern that the Poles 
would put up too much of a fight (Kramer, 1998; Kramer, 2010). 
Could Putin really imagine that the Russian armed forces are capa-
ble of marching across Ukraine and Poland unhindered to threaten 
Germany or France?

Capabilities, aside, what about Russia’s intentions? Because Putin 
has clearly exhibited his aggressive intentions vis-à-vis Ukraine, we 
should not dismiss his threats as mere bluffs. Although the pros-
pect for an all-out attack against Western Europe seems doubtful, 
the risk of a more limited incursion should be taken seriously, not 
to mention so-called hybrid warfare (Praks, 2015; Breccia, 2025). 
Estonians, for example, have reason to worry, especially about their 
city of Narva, with its population of 88 percent Russians, many of 
whom have been denied Estonian citizenship because they speak 
poor or little Estonian.

For nearly a hundred years Sweden had controlled the twin cities 
of Narva and Ivangorod, now divided by the Estonian-Russian bor-
der (the Narva River) until Peter I conquered them in 1704. In June 
2022, as Russia’s war against Ukraine was bogging down following 
the invasion in February, Putin commemorated the event. He re-
marked that “none of the European countries recognized this ter-
ritory as part of Russia; everyone recognized it as part of Sweden.” 
Tsar Peter’s long war was required to return it to proper Russian 
sovereignty. “From time immemorial, the Slavs lived there along 
with the Finno-Ugric peoples, and this territory was under Russia’s 
control,” claimed Putin. “The same is true of the western direction, 
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Narva,” the object of Peter’s “first campaigns. Why would he go 
there? He was returning and reinforcing, that is what he was doing” 
(Putin, 2022). Modeling himself on Peter the Great, Putin clearly 
has his eye on Narva—closer geographically to Putin’s hometown of 
St. Petersburg than to the Estonian capital of Tallinn and located on 
a traditional invasion route.

Narva’s vulnerable security predicament stems from the apparent 
ease with which Russian troops could overwhelm it—perhaps after 
infiltrating “little green men” and fostering an insurrection as in the 
Donbas in 2014—simply by wading across the river or crossing the 
bridge between Ivangorod and Narva. The risks would be high, but 
from Putin’s standpoint so would the potential gains: undermining 
the credibility of the NATO alliance (even though Donald Trump 
has already contributed much to that end). NATO vows to honor 
its Article 5 commitment to defend Estonia, and Baltic leaders are 
keen to hold the alliance to its promise to defend “every square cen-
timeter” of territory, however unrealistic from a military standpoint 
(ERR News, 2022). Ultimately the alliance counts on the threat of 
escalation of violence to the point of nuclear war as a way to deter 
Russian intervention.

Extended nuclear deterrence as a solution?

Because the threat implied by “extended nuclear deterrence” neces-
sarily entails the risk of a Europe-wide or even worldwide nuclear 
catastrophe, it may not seem credible—neither to decisionmakers in 
Moscow nor to the people of Estonia (Erästö, 2024). The lack of US 
interest in defending NATO Europe, let alone risking nuclear war to 
do so, has led to an explosion of interest in European-based extend-
ed nuclear deterrence. Proposals to bolster European security by 
substituting US nuclear guarantees with French or joint European 
nuclear forces would mean inheriting this impossible predicament 
(Onderco and Kühn, 2025).

The lack of credibility of a US nuclear response to Russian ag-
gression was made apparent by the policies of Donald Trump’s 
administration. The 2026 National Defense Strategy, issued by his 
renamed Department of War, contains no mention of extended 
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nuclear deterrence in the context of threats to European security. It 
makes the case instead that Europe is capable of handling any threat 
from Russia without much US help, which would not be a high pri-
ority anyhow given Europe’s decreasing economic importance to the 
United States:

Moscow is in no position to make a bid for European hegemony. 
European NATO dwarfs Russia in economic scale, population, 
and, thus, latent military power. At the same time, although Europe 
remains important, it has a smaller and decreasing share of global 
economic power. It follows that, although we are and will remain 
engaged in Europe, we must—and will—prioritize defending the 
U.S. Homeland and deterring China (US Department of War, 
2026: 10).

The waning US commitment to European security has led some an-
alysts to seek alternatives to the metaphorical US “nuclear umbrella.”

For authors of the European Nuclear Study Group, concern for 
credibility is uppermost in their minds and seems to outweigh the 
risks of nuclear war itself. “Concerns about the enduring credibility 
of US extended nuclear deterrence,” they write, “raise the question 
of how Europe can avoid a deterrence gap, where it is left without an 
effective nuclear umbrella” (Bunde et al., 2026: 21). Assessing the 
prospects for a European nuclear force independent of the United 
States, they question whether European institutions could summon 
“credible will.” Credible will, for the authors, “requires first and fore-
most political institutions and processes that signal a ‘readiness to 
push the button’ across the range of plausible scenarios for which 
deterrence is designed” (Bunde et al., 2026: 21).

What the authors fail to recognize is that deterrence is not in-
herent in the weapons themselves, but depends on the adversary’s 
reaction to them. As one scholar explained, “one cannot say, ‘I here-
by deter you’, but one can say, ‘you deterred me’” (Vuori, 2016: 24). 
Even the US armed forces have recognized that the adversary gets 
to decide whether deterrence works. The 2025 version of the US 
Air Force publication Nuclear Operations, for example, explains that 
“extended deterrence is less about retaliation and more about pos-
turing to convince an enemy they are unlikely to achieve the political 
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and military objectives behind any attack on the US, its allies, or its 
partners.” Yet it admits that “the credibility of deterrence is contin-
gent upon how the adversary perceives it.” To make the deterrent 
threat seem credible to the adversary requires “a compelling capabil-
ity to carry out a range of both nuclear and nonnuclear options and 
demonstrating a readiness to employ these options” (US Air Force, 
2025: 2). Still, even readiness to “push the button” and unleash mas-
sive destruction does not necessarily enhance deterrence because of 
the dangers of miscalculation and the risks of provoking a wider (nu-
clear) war.

Critics of French and Scandinavian proposals for extended nu-
clear deterrence have pointed to these dangers in responding to 
French President Emmanuel Macron’s suggestion of dispersing 
French nuclear weapons throughout Europe in the event of a poten-
tial aggression from Russia:

While spreading French or US nuclear warheads during a crisis 
would increase uncertainty about their location and therefore 
complicate counterforce targeting, Russia can hedge against this 
uncertainty by simply expanding the list of targets to include 
not only the known but also the potential nuclear weapon 
infrastructure. As a result, instead of having the intended effect of 
countering Moscow’s nuclear coercion, the dispersal strategy could 
risk accelerating escalation during a potential war between NATO 
and Russia by exposing a bigger portion of European territory to 
potential pre-emptive nuclear strikes. In such a scenario, Nordic 
countries would likely also be targeted insofar as they allowed 
the deployment or transit of nuclear weapons on their territories 
(Erästö, 2026).

An alternative to dispersal, reflected in deployments of nuclear 
weapons along the inter-German border during the Cold War, poses 
its own risks. The problem of “use ‘em or lose ‘em” referred to the 
fact that if “tactical” nuclear weapons deployed on the front line face 
capture or destruction by the adversary at the outset of a war, com-
manders come under pressure to launch them first.

Criticisms about dispersed nuclear forces, or, in fact, any nu-
clear forces on a country’s territory, were, in part, what led states 
such as Sweden to renounce any military nuclear ambitions, and 
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for Norway and Denmark to distance themselves from US nuclear 
policy ( Jonter, 2016; Nyberg, 1984). Welcoming nuclear weapons 
onto a state’s territory would make it a target for nuclear preemption 
or retaliation. A sizeable portion of the British population in the 
1980s advocated unilateral nuclear disarmament using similar argu-
ments, many of them set forth in detailed studies of alternatives to 
nuclear deterrence (Alternative Defence Commission, 1983). Such 
ideas were also key to German proposals for conventional defensive 
structures—strukturelle Nichtangriffsfähigkeit (structural inability 
to attack). Alternative nonnuclear defense strategies were developed 
explicitly to reduce reliance on nuclear weapons. The strategies es-
chewed deployment of nuclear weapons and avoided large concen-
trations of forces and equipment so as not to provide tempting tar-
gets to a nuclear-armed adversary, and they sought to reduce pres-
sures for preemption by restricting capabilities for offensive action 
(Krause, 1988).

Another echo of the nuclear dangers of the Cold War comes in 
proposals for “integrated deterrence” (Giles and Menke, 2025). In 
the policy document, NATO’s nuclear deterrence policy and forces, for 
example, we find the language of “integration” invoked, but with little 
substantive content: “The Alliance is committed to ensuring great-
er integration and coherence of capabilities and activities across all 
domains and the spectrum of conflict, while reaffirming the unique 
and distinct role of nuclear deterrence.” Rather than specify how nu-
clear weapons can be both integrated with conventional forces and 
retain a “unique and distinct role,” the document offers a reassurance 
that the alliance deploys “an appropriate mix of nuclear, conventional 
and missile defence capabilities, complemented by space and cyber 
capabilities” (North Atlantic Treaty Organization, 2025, emphasis 
added). Such vague language does not offer convincing evidence of a 
credible security posture that can forestall nuclear war.

The situation is possibly more dangerous today than during the 
Cold War because Russia has now adopted the US/NATO policy 
of willingness to initiate the use of nuclear weapons. The “escalate 
to de-escalate” doctrine that many attribute to Russia would en-
tail first use of nuclear weapons under a range of circumstances, 
in a hope to end the conflict on favorable terms. With both sides 
willing to initiate nuclear use or respond to the other side’s nuclear 
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attacks by engaging in a nuclear war on European soil, and seeking 
to “dominate” at each level of the “escalation ladder,” it is doubtful 
that vast destruction could be prevented in the event that war broke 
out. Dima Adamsky has pointed to the particular danger entailed 
in the fact that both NATO and Russia have adopted strategies of 
“integrated deterrence,” by which he means not only integration of 
conventional and nuclear forces but also integration of military and 
non-military instruments. He warns that “when competitors from 
different strategic cultures use an integrated approach to coercion 
against one other, the chances of misperception, miscommunica-
tion, and inadvertent escalation increase exponentially” (Adamsky, 
2024-2025: 82).

Analysts such as the members of the European Nuclear Study 
Group, concerned about bridging a “deterrence gap” and making 
sure that Europeans are prepared to “push the button” in the event 
of war with Russia, should study the lessons of the Cold War nuclear 
arms race and consider the risks entailed in their proposals.

Reconsidering rearmament

Nor does massive European rearmament in conventional forces offer 
a solution to plausible acts of Russian aggression, such as threats to 
vulnerable enclaves like Narva. NATO’s strategy of maneuver war-
fare entails ceding territory before reconquering it—a devastating 
prospect for the civilians living there (Milevski, 2024; Mengelkamp 
and Vincent, 2026). Estonia is building some 600 bunkers to house 
a platoon of soldiers each, at an estimated cost of €60 million in an 
effort to slow an invasion before NATO reinforcements arrive (ERR 
News, 2024).

That level of militarization is generally considered acceptable for 
a potential “frontline” state. For the rest of Europe, however, one 
must consider the opportunity costs to civilian economies, especial-
ly at a time of great financial uncertainty caused by the policies of 
Donald Trump’s administration. Is it worth giving up on climate 
goals for the sake of remilitarizing the European economies, for 
example? Why not continue to reinforce and improve sanctions 
as a means to weaken Russian military capability? The imposition 
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of sanctions and efforts to “defund” Russia’s war are, moreover, cli-
mate-friendly policies because they limit imports of Russian oil and 
gas (Cortright and Romandash, 2024; Pelopidas, 2025). The cur-
rent turbulence in energy markets, provoked by Trump’s tariffs, have 
led to a crash in Russian oil prices, with Urals crude sinking below 
the cap set by Western states to restrict Russian revenues (Paraskova, 
2025; Kennedy, 2025). The US and Israeli aggression against Iran, 
and that country’s retaliatory response of closing the Strait of 
Hormuz, have been a gift to Russia in raising energy prices. Still the 
long-term goal should be to deprive Russia of those resources by em-
phasizing renewable sources of energy.

Clearly Russia is not a status-quo power in Europe of the sort 
we now understand the Soviet Union to have been. Yet there is no 
evidence that it intends or could sustain a major invasion of Western 
Europe. Its military capability remains vulnerable to sanctions. There 
is no reason to revert to Cold War policies that risk nuclear escalation. 
Better would be to consider the alternative approaches to nuclear 
deterrence that helped end the Cold War: mutual reductions in con-
ventional and nuclear forces, demilitarized zones, confidence-build-
ing measures, inspections, nuclear-free zones (Evangelista, 1999). As 
for the vulnerable states on Russia’s borders, they should consider 
means to build up the resilience of their societies and economies 
and ensure the loyalty of their residents against Russian infiltration. 
(Unfortunately, Estonia is doing the opposite by denying its Russian-
speaking non-citizens voting rights in municipal elections and 
Russian-language instruction in schools: ERR News, 2025; Pettai, 
2024.) Ukrainians, for example, have demonstrated various means 
to make sure that Russia’s invasion and occupation don’t pay, from 
decentralizing reforms to maintain basic services even under war-
time conditions, without allowing Russia to reap economic gains, to 
disciplined nonviolent civilian resistance (Kosenko and Liberman, 
2025; Rabinovych, 2024; Christoyannopoulos, 2022). When the 
war in Ukraine ends, states will have a choice between recreating the 
Cold War division of Europe further east or seeking to establish a 
more stable and just security order as an alternative (Sauer, 2026). 
Surely such alternatives deserve serious consideration, given what is 
at stake in a major remilitarization and renuclearization of Europe.
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Abstract

The main thesis of this paper is as follows: Europe’s political past is the 
present and most likely the future of the world. That is to say: the inherent 
nature of the nation-state and of national sovereignty has been globalized. 
Many features and structures of European states and of European past in-
ter-state systems have gone global. What European states, by and large, have 
left behind, takes places nowadays elsewhere around the world. Europeans 
have never been particular geniuses. But Europeans were the first to invent 
the concept of the nation-state and the idea of national sovereignty—and 
practiced the excesses that come with it. This does not mean that the se-
quencing of experiences in Europe repeats itself everywhere and always. 
There is no determinism in human history. But when we look back into 
Europe’s history in a systematizing and enumerative way, immediately a 
sample of European experiences comes to mind which will sound surpris-
ingly familiar to any student of contemporary international affairs.

Abstract (Italiano)

La tesi principale di questo articolo è la seguente: il passato politico dell’Eu-
ropa rappresenta il presente e, con ogni probabilità, il futuro del mondo. 
Vale a dire: la natura intrinseca dello Stato-nazione e della sovranità nazio-
nale si è globalizzata. Molte caratteristiche e strutture proprie degli Stati 
europei e dei sistemi interstatali europei del passato si sono diffuse a livello 
globale. Ciò che gli Stati europei, nel loro complesso, si sono lasciati alle 
spalle, oggi si manifesta altrove nel mondo. Gli europei non sono mai stati 
particolarmente geniali. Tuttavia, furono i primi a inventare il concetto di 
Stato-nazione e l’idea di sovranità nazionale—e a sperimentarne anche gli 
eccessi. Questo non significa che la sequenza delle esperienze europee si ri-
peta ovunque e sempre. Non esiste alcun determinismo nella storia umana. 
Ma se osserviamo retrospettivamente la storia europea in modo sistematico 
ed enumerativo, emergono immediatamente una serie di esperienze euro-
pee che risulteranno sorprendentemente familiari a qualsiasi studioso delle 
relazioni internazionali contemporanee.
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I.

Studies of peace and order are necessary because there are conflict 
and disorder. Revisionism destroys order and peace. But it generates 
new order and new conditions for the world. Since 2015 I have been 
arguing that World War III has begun. Its root causes were and are 
not in Europe but outside of Europe. The root causes of World War 
III have to do with the simple but powerful global success of a highly 
ambivalent European export product: The concept of national sov-
ereignty and the structure of the nation-state have gone global. More 
than any other idea originating in Europe. Whether it is an act of 
political imagination (Anderson, 1993) or a legal frame for a cul-
tural society: the aspirations and the aberrations of the nation-state 
have become global; and the ambivalences of national sovereignty 
have been universalized. Therefore, strong and weak states, wealthy 
and poor states, imperial aspirations and failed states exist side by 
side (Colomer, 2007). World War III combines civil wars and in-
ter-state wars, it links disputes of resources, power and ideology in 
ways integrated Europe has mostly de-learned. World War III ech-
oes the demographic explosion outside Europe and new means of 
communication which connect and divide all citizens of the world. 
(Kühnhardt, 2017).

Why are so many people still so surprised about what is going on 
in the wider world? The main thesis of this paper is straightforward: 
many of the political dynamics shaping the contemporary world have 
deep roots in Europe’s historical experience. In particular, the logic 
of the nation-state and the principle of national sovereignty—first 
consolidated in Europe—have progressively expanded on a glob-
al scale. Several features once characteristic of European interstate 
competition now structure international politics far beyond Europe 
itself. While European states have, to some extent, moved beyond 
some of these patterns through integration, similar dynamics con-
tinue to emerge elsewhere in the world. This does not imply any 
deterministic repetition of European history. Historical trajectories 
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always differ across contexts. Yet a broad look at Europe’s political 
development reveals a number of recurring patterns that remain 
strikingly relevant for understanding contemporary international 
affairs. I begin with regard to the inter-state system, which teaches us 
more than the famous “Thucydides’ Trap” formulated so brilliantly 
by Graham T. Allison (Allison, 2017). His best-selling thesis: The 
rise of Athens and the fear of Sparta made the Peloponnesian War 
almost inevitable. The rise of China and the fear of the US, however, 
should not, Allisson argued, lead inevitably to war between the two 
superpowers. Let me look beyond this thesis at the inter-state system 
then and now and share eight observations:

1.	 Mental maps and causes for rivalries change continuously: over 
five centuries, from the 15th to the 20th century, mental maps 
have often changed (e.g. delineating the internal borders of 
Europe; talking about Middle East or Near East) (Gould and 
White, 1996; Holmén and Götz, 2022). In today’s world, the 
redesigning of spaces has not ended (e.g. Indo-Pacific, China’s 
nine-dots-line, Artic circle, Abraham Accords). Likewise, new 
dimensions of power and wealth were added to past internal 
European (and subsequently transatlantic) rivalries. Maritime 
races from the age of the explorers to the construction of the 
Panama Canal became a permanent factor of intra-European 
and US-European politics (Lavery, 2013). In today’s world, new 
dimensions of public concern have turned into global power ra-
ces (e.g. climate change, outer space, Arctica and Antarctica).

2.	 Striving for hegemony and strategies of roll-back never end: 
while in the 17th and 18th century, Habsburg’s hegemony 
came under pressure by a rising France, in today’s world US 
hegemony is under pressure by a rising China. Usually, new 
players provoke roll-back alliances: in 17th century Europe, 
the Great Alliance tried to tame France (Hochedlinger, 2003; 
Rommelse and Onnekink, 2016). In today’s world, Indo-
Pacific strategies, “Quad”, AUKUS and other initiatives, inclu-
ding the Indian “Necklace of Diamonds” strategy, try to balan-
ce or even roll-back the Chinese global strategy of “One Belt, 
One Road”. Beyond rolling back China, the United States 
under President Trump is obviously repeating old European 
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thinking about the undeclared right of hegemons to be self-
righteous without respect for friends and foes alike.

3.	 Obsession with territoriality, dissolution of states and acqui-
sition of territories is nothing new: for centuries, Europe has 
had experience with the dissolution of states. 350 German sta-
tes dissolved before and after 1815 alone (Evans and Wilson, 
2011). The German Democratic Republic dissolved in 1990, 
and so did the Soviet Union in 1991 and Yugoslavia betwe-
en 1991 and 1999. On the other hand, power in Europe was 
enhanced through violent territorial acquisitions, often with 
the argument that one’s own defense had to be strengthened. 
In today’s world, the way Russia is fighting over every squa-
re kilometer of Ukraine, China is claiming Taiwan or Iran is 
eying the territory of Bahrein, might be called old European 
thinking. Moreover, between the 11th and the 20th century, 
more than thirty times European political entities have bought 
territories. For the US, buying territory has been inherent in 
the ascent of the modern empire of the Western hemisphe-
re: Louisiana Purchase bought from France; Florida from 
Spain; Northwestern Missouri (Platte Purchase) from native 
Americans; Arizona, California, Nevada, Utah, New Mexico 
from Mexico; Alaska from Russia; Philippines from Spain; 
the Danish West Indies from Denmark (Wikipedia, 2021). In 
today’s world, geopolitical neglect by Denmark and the EU 
amidst the meltdown of the Arctic ice shelf and its geo-eco-
nomic and geopolitical consequences has brought Greenland 
to the center of US national security interests. After Brexit, 
Britain lost sovereignty over the Chagos Archipelago. Iran 
was watching and directed its missiles (which could also reach 
Europe proper). France might be next to lose sovereignty over 
New Caledonia. In this case, China is watching. Claims of ac-
tors in the global South overlap with imperialistic revival in the 
global South and counter-revisionism in the global North.

4.	 Balance of power and legitimacy remain under pressure: the 
concept of balance of power, beginning with the Peace Treaty 
of Utrecht in 1713, remained stable as long as the monar-
chic legitimacy of the main players was mutually recognized 
(Lesaffer, 2019). In today’s world, Russia, the largest country 
on earth, claims to fear encirclement but is more obviously 
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afraid of the spill over of democratic “color” revolutions in its 
Western and Southern neighborhood. Balancing power and 
deterrence policies against Iran have grossly failed because of 
the inherent nature of the Islamic Republic. Systemic rivalries 
remain a receipt for regional conflicts elsewhere, at times by 
way of externalizing domestic interests, with the help of wars 
by proxy or camouflaged as a strategic recalibration.

5.	 The fragility of collective security looms large: collective security, 
based on conference diplomacy and supplemented by the forma-
tion of alliances, provided stability as long as all big European po-
wers accepted the same rules. Henry Kissinger saw the European 
pentarchy of the 19th century as a “vision of a European go-
vernment” (Kissinger, 1964; Kissinger, 1986: 409). We know 
that it failed. In today’s world, those who see the United Nations 
as the nucleus of a global government, have been regularly di-
sappointed by impossible reforms of the Security Council and 
ongoing challenges to rule-based governance across the globe. 
The UN has not moved beyond fragile ambitions of collective 
security. The Trump Board of Peace is a provocative response to 
this existential limitation of the United Nations.

6.	 Spheres of influence come in many versions: the claim for 
spheres of influence has a long history among Europeans. In 
1555, religious wars in Central Europe ended with the confes-
sional Peace of Augsburg (cuius regio, eius religio), which me-
ant a reciprocal recognition of Catholic and Protestant spheres 
of influence (May 1999). Subsequently, national interests re-
placed the universal religious code and imperial recognition, 
but internal rifts continued beyond the Thirty Years War and 
until the end of the Holy Roman Empire of the Germanic 
Nation. Think of the 19th century scramble for Africa which 
was confirmed by the Berlin Conference in 1884/85 (Harlow 
and Carter, 2020). Or think of the Great Game, the British- 
Russian rivalry over Central Asia which took a long way to 
be tamed by the Petersburg Convention of 1907 (Hopkirk, 
1990). In today’s world, we are witnessing that the globe is hea-
ding toward two or three spheres of influence, a US-dominated 
Western hemisphere, a China-dominated Asia-Pacific, and 
possibly, a revisionist Russia which tries to project its influence, 
again, over Europe. Will the European Union play any role in 
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such a new world order? The answer depends on the outcome 
of the war in Ukraine.

7.	 Warfare continues in spite of past killings: all throughout the 
19th and 20th century, warfare was a continuum in Europe. 
Between 1815 and 1914, 23 wars broke out in Europe 
(Hamilton, 2012). Afterwards and on a global scale, neither 
the League of Nations nor the United Nations have been able 
to eliminate the evil of warfare. The two world wars originating 
in Europe did not deter people in other parts of the world to 
regularly take up arms to fight and to kill as a continuation 
of politics by other means (e.g. Rwanda, Burundi, Kongo, 
Middle East). In today’s world, as many or more people were 
killed in civil wars and international conflicts since 1990 than 
during World War I (Kühnhardt, 2017).

8.	 The limits of de-politized deal making are obvious: throughout 
the 20th century, the League of Nations and, even more so, the 
United Nations tried to reduce conflicts by de-politicizing them 
without addressing the root causes of these conflicts (e.g. Upper 
Silesia referendum in 1921; Palestine-Israel conflict since 1948; 
Kosovo since 1999, global sustainability goals since 2000). In 
today’s world, Trump-style deal-making is about quick deals 
with a primacy on personal interaction of “big man” without 
giving too much attention to complex root causes of conflicts. 
Trying to achieve regime change in Iran just with air bombar-
dment was such a deal making error. But do we really know how 
much of the attack on Iran in 2026 was about regime change in 
Iran and how much was about US ambitions to limit the global 
role of China, including its access to Middle East oil?

II.

Europe’s past as the world’s future? Second, I look at four features of 
the changing nature of statehood across today’s world:

1.	 National interests and nationalism: whether religious or ide-
ological cleavages, struggle over property and economic in-
terests, Europe has seen it all what the world in our age of 
disorder is experiencing now. Anybody who may think that 
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“national interests first” is a new global phenomenon in the 
age of MAGA, should study the quest for hegemony between 
the 16th and 20th century inside Europe (Davies, 1996). In 
today’s world, one lesson from Europe’s past does not seem to 
deter the biggest and the smallest “make us great again”-natio-
nalists anywhere: The absolute primacy of national interests in 
Europe has always ended in self-destruction.

2.	 Forms and means of warfare: in Europe’s past, new rivalries 
have continuously generated new forms of warfare. Mobile 
soldiers, that is mercenaries (routiers, landsquenets) (Fowler, 
2001) in the Middle Ages, warlords, new means to finance 
warfare by overseas arms sales and the partial militarization of 
overseas trade rivalries during the 16th and 17th century were 
well known in Europe. The Dutch East India Company or the 
British Levant Company are almost forgotten by many who 
study global arms races today (Mostert, 2007; Wood, 1934, 
1964). In today’s world, new forms of warfare by drones, 
cyber-attacks or outer-space rivalries might be technically new, 
but mercenaries and warlords have remained part and parcel of 
contemporary disorder. The lack of the monopoly of violence 
in the hands of legitimate state power can be studied every 
day from Lebanon, the Gaza strip and Yemen to gang-ridden 
Central America or the militias in the Kongo. Just to add: Wars 
by proxies are no novelty when studying Europe’s history; and: 
initiating regime change by decapitating top leaders as seen in 
Iran on February 28, 2026, does it not remind us of the inten-
tion behind the killing of Archduke Franz Ferdinand on June 
28, 1914, in Sarajevo?

3.	 Colonialism and anti-colonialism: European nations claimed 
colonies in order to strengthen their power inside of Europe. 
Initially, the demand for independence from imperial rule reso-
nated within Europe, in Portugal (1640), in the Netherlands and 
in Switzerland (1648). Anti-colonialism outside Europe led to 
the independence of the United States (1776) and Haiti (1804), 
followed by an endless list of newly emerging countries, mushro-
oming in the 20th century in all corners of the globe (Abernethy, 
2000). In today’s world, I would argue, anti-colonialism remains 
an unresolved issue within Russia (e.g. Tartars, Chechnyans, 
Ingusches, Yakuts) and within China (Xinjiang, Tibet).
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4.	 A paradoxical cycle of imperialism and neo imperialism: Lenin 
and his followers in imperial Russia replaced the anti-colonial 
struggle with their revolutionary litany of anti-imperialism as 
the ultimate form of anti-capitalism (Billington, 1980). But 
Western capitalist imperialism has not failed. Therefore, the 
principle of non-interference into the domestic affairs of inde-
pendent states became a tactical defense shield, echoed first by 
the Organization of African Unity; it continuous to do so by 
Russia and by China. A paradoxical transformation has hap-
pened lately in the New World: the anti-colonial principle of 
hemispheric non-interference defined by the Monroe Doctrine 
in 1823 was transformed into US hemispheric neo-imperiali-
sm by President Trumps Donroe Doctrine in 2025, first ap-
plied with the arrest of Venezuelan President Maduro.

III.

Europe’s past as the world’s future? Third, I look at domestic pow-
er struggles, cleavages and shifting internal preferences which have 
limited European peace in the past and continue limiting global co-
operation today. Four examples:

1.	 The distinction between communities and societies, or moder-
nization and ideology formation: in sociological terms, Europe 
has been studied as a place where communities based on natu-
ral loyalties (tribes, clans, extended families, inter-familiar mar-
riages) moved gradually and through pain since the 14th cen-
tury to contractual and abstract relationships, including those 
defined by rule of law, since the age of enlightenment. This 
development has not succeeded all over the world. In today’s 
world, the distinction between communities and societies, pro-
minently made by sociologist Ferdinand Tönnies in 1887 with 
a view on the late German transformation from feudal order 
to a modern society, can be applied to many emerging societies 
in the global South and to parallel communities of migrants in 
the global North (Albrecht, 2019). Social modernization based 
on the philosophy of enlightenment has also generated ideo-
logies and deep backlashes: In the 19th and 20th century, the 
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escalation of ideological conflicts inside Europe generated the 
genuine European totalitarian ideologies of Communism and 
National Socialism. With a view on National Socialism, histo-
rian Jeffrey Herf has written about “reactionary modernism” 
(Herf, 1984). To this day, the 1979 Islamic revolution in Iran 
is the most visible rejection of the age of enlightenment and its 
promise of progress outside Europe. In the meantime, political 
Islam and its quest for identity politics—if necessary, by force 
and with the help of all sorts of proxies—has obviously deve-
loped into the strongest form of a new global totalitarianism as 
reactionary modernism. It sometimes combines romantic ver-
sions of the past with modern means of outreach: Promoting 
Sharia law via TikTok.

2.	 The underestimated impact of demography: between the 
17th and 19th centuries, domestic economic transformation, 
from the age of mercantilism to the age of industrialization, 
generated huge internal cleavages and political frictions inside 
Europe, especially in the 19th century. Often, these tensions 
were supported by rising populations (Berend, 2012). In to-
day’s world, generational challenges (GenZ) are supported by 
insufficient economic modernization and demographic trends 
(“youth bulge”) in many unstable countries of the Southern 
hemisphere. The law of revolutions, first discovered by histo-
rians of the French revolution in 1789, seems to repeat itself 
elsewhere: Revolutionary uprisings happen when rising expec-
tations of new generations cannot be met fast enough (e.g. 
Nepal, Madagascar, Peru).

3.	 Personalization of politics, politics as business: who thinks that 
the personalization of politics is a particular phenomenon of 
our time, should not forget the heroization of ancient leaders, 
from Egyptian Pharaohs to Alexander the Great, and several 
modern Queens and Kings, who were labeled “the Great” wi-
thout respecting the sentiments of their neighbors, let alone 
their enemies (Wikipedia, 2026). Politics as business is no 
new phenomenon either, nor is it a new phenomenon to buy 
loyalty with the help of gifts. The modern European concept 
of programmatic political parties, based on sociological strata 
and culturally coded notions of political objectives, competing 
for temporary and limited power, is alien to many countries 
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around the world, even if formally they pursue democratic 
elections and give their parties bombastic labels. In many pla-
ces, politics is the struggle for temporary unrestrained access to 
economic resources and privileges. Internationally, business-li-
ke gratifications may get highly transparent today: airplanes or 
crown replicas were donated to the current US president, but 
also pandas to zoological gardens around the world in recogni-
tion of their country’s China policy. But when we look back to 
Europe’s past: Was the exchange of princesses in 1721 between 
France and Spain or in 1729 between Spain and Portugal any 
more decent (Pimentel, 2010)?

4.	 International law as law of the strongest: International law, so 
highly valued in Europe today, began as “law of the strongest” 
(Anderson, 2024). In 1604, Hugo Grotius (1583-1645), re-
vered as the father of international law, wrote an expertise at 
the request of the Dutch East-India Company (De jure prae-
dae). It was a blatant justification of robbery done by his cousin 
Admiral Jacob van Heemskerck. The Admiral had captured the 
Portuguese merchant ship “Santa Catarina” in February 1603 
near Singapore. The cargo was valued at over three million 
guilders, a value equivalent to annual English revenues at the 
time. Grotius justified “prize law” (Prisenrecht). Initially, also 
Britain opposed this predator idea of freedom of navigation 
(“all seas are res extra commercium”). Soon, they changed their 
perspective on the matter and saw advantages in such resolute 
acts of piracy. The British-Dutch maritime war 1652-1654 was 
a consequence. In today’s world, the formulation of internatio-
nal law continues to be defined and redefined by domestic pre-
ferences, not necessarily in harmonious agreement with other 
actors or international norms. It is not rare that big powers 
of all nature declare to stand above international law. But we 
should also admit: dictators hide behind international law whi-
le they oppress individual human rights of their populations.

To sum up: it took Europe four centuries from the Westphalian Peace 
order to a world order in which Europe’s integration was embedded 
in a stable, yet somewhat Northern-centric order of multilateralism. 
By now, the Europe of the European Union has de-learned many 
past features of European statehood and politics (Haroche, 2024). In 
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contrast, all other states of the world have adopted and consolidated 
the European concept of national sovereignty and statehood. The 
many crises and tensions the world is experiencing today is primarily 
in the DNA of the nation-state and the old European idea of autarkic 
national sovereignty. But together, the states of the world have not 
moved beyond highly unstable collective security which does not 
survive robust revisionism. If the sea gets rough, power politics re-
surfaces, for big powers as well as for all other states. Janos Martonyi, 
Hungary’s former Foreign Minister, has introduced a smart term 
to help us understanding the contemporary world: he sees us living 
in a system of “heterarchy” that is a system with a high degree of 
flexibility and without clear structures of dominance or submission 
(Martonyi, 2019). Many analysts and political actors talk continu-
ously about multipolarity as the new best reality for global order. 
But would multipolarity mean much more than uncompromising 
hegemonic poles deterring each other with hard power? If one pre-
diction is allowed: periods of transition of today’s dimension are 
the most dangerous moments in world history. Therefore, I assume 
that local, regional and even global conflicts—be they geo-political, 
geo-economic or geo-cultural in nature—are more likely than un-
likely to continue in the years and probably in the decades to come. 
Eventually, the idea of World War III might even be replaced by the 
assessment of having lived the first global Thirty Years War, if not 
the first global Hundred Years War. This is no pleasant forecast, but 
as we know, all predictions are difficult, especially about the future.

IV.

I come, briefly as promised, to my third and final point. How does 
Europe position itself in the new-old world of big powers? First of 
all: the European Union (and all of us as EU citizens) requires a sober 
and realistic view of itself and the wider world. The European Union 
is not more than an unfinished regional power; think of incomplete 
membership in the Eurozone, think of incomplete capital union, let 
alone fiscal union, think of unresolved Balkan enlargement, think 
of the helplessness of the EU’s foreign and defense policies. It can-
not astonish any student of international relations that the manifold 
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turbulences around the globe, the divisions the world is facing to-
day, the tensions and shifts of power, the variants of nationalism and 
cultural identities affect and, at times, divide the European Union, 
too. One might say: the nation-state strikes back from all corners 
of the globe and tends to divide Europeans who invented national 
sovereignty and statehood before moving forward to supranational 
integration. Historian David Motadel (Motadel, 2022) and politi-
cal scientist Pierre Haroch (Haroch, 2024) have argued lately that 
19th century imperial Europe had shrunk into 20th century subor-
dinate Europe, which is shrinking into provincial Europe in the 21st 
century.

Is this really so? And what does it imply? The 27 member states 
of the European Union with 450 million citizens (5.5 per cent of 
world population down from 22 per cent in 1950), although ageing 
(with a median age of 44.9 years and an average life expectancy of 
81.7 years) and with too few children (1.42 children per woman, 
which is below the population stability level of 2.05), generate, after 
all, 14.9 per cent of global GDP (down from 27.3 per cent in 1980), 
lead welfare spending worldwide (with an average of 18 per cent 
of all public expenditures), provide 40 per cent of NATO’s budget 
(400 bio Euro with the aim to double it to 800 bio by 2030), are less 
exposed to uncomfortable living conditions due to global warming 
than other regions, are a haven of hope for migrants and a cultural 
attraction for visitors from all over the world. Europe is certainly not 
the center of the globe. On the other hand, the European Union, 
highly integrated into the global economy but also highly vulner-
able to geo-economic shocks, dependent on key external resources 
and surrounded by fragile and unfriendly regions, is not in the posi-
tion to enjoy the autarkic self-centeredness of a happy island coun-
try. Provincialism does not suit Europe’s interests.

The European Union is as a counter-reality to European history. 
On purpose, the EU has been organized in a way to avoid power ac-
cumulation. What served the first stages of regional integration has 
become insufficient, if not dangerous today. In spite of all its flaws, 
the EU remains the single most important invention of European 
political thinking since the times of the Roman Empire. Past aca-
demic labels do not suffice any more to describe a realistic raison 
d’être of today’s EU (cf. Majone, 1994; Manners, 2002; Cooper, 
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2002; Zielonka, 2006; Bradford, 2020). To stem the widely spread 
dystopian fatalism, French President Emmanuel Macron has invent-
ed the term “European sovereignty” as the only reasonable and prag-
matic choice for the European Union today. I do not join the choir 
of critics who find the term as lofty as Macron’s policies in general. 
In fact, he might be considered the most European of current na-
tional leaders in Europe. With his speech at Sorbonne University 
in September 2017, President Macron might enter history books as 
philosopher. France has a long tradition of generating political con-
cepts which over time transformed Europe. Think of Jean Bodin’s 
idea of national sovereignty, which shaped the nation-state. Think 
of Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s concept of popular sovereignty, which 
shaped the democratic state. For our time, Emmanuel Macrons 
concept “European sovereignty” can frame our collective European 
mind to become a power among powers if we do not betray ourselves 
about suicidal European autarky, without overestimating our poten-
tial for autonomy or daydreaming of European neutrality (Macron, 
2017; Kühnhardt, 2022).

A sovereign Europe may mean Europe first, European interests, 
European values and European self-defense first, but always a glo-
balized, an open Europe ready for cooperation, partnership and re-
ciprocal interdependency with others around the planet. With our, 
at times, difficult American cousins in the first place. Believe it or 
not, there will be transatlantic life after President Trump (Gardner 
Luzzatto, 2026). This is the key value of European sovereignty: only 
European sovereignty enables the European Union to protect the 
freedom of EU citizens for generations to come. This implies decid-
ing without external pressure, coercion or blackmail on technological 
and military matters, on borders and migration, on energy, economic 
value chains, capital markets and public finances. European citizens 
agree on this agenda, as opinion polls continuously show (Puglierin 
and Zerka, 2022; Eurobarometer, 2025). However, in 2026, a sover-
eign Europe is still difficult to detect. Optimists hope that it might 
grow out of the bits and pieces of the current EU machinery with 
its clumsy strategies, lofty timelines and idiosyncratic white books. 
Pessimists are optimists who know too much. And then there are 
enough skeptics around who simply wish the EU bad luck.
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The European Union is an orchestra with many talents, instru-
ments and nuances. And yet, only together they form a body that 
resonates and projects the power and beauty of music. Translated 
into politics, this beauty may be called “smart power”. Thinking of 
a sovereign Europe with a smart use of soft (e.g. market regulations) 
and of hard (defense, deterrence) power is, first and foremost, a mat-
ter of a new collective frame of mind. I see three key challenges for 
the EU to develop the mindset of a smart and sovereign Europe: (1) 
Strategic thinking, including the development of stratagems (learn-
ing from the Chinese), in matters of relevance across all public insti-
tutions; (2) ambitious new modalities for enabling decision-making 
mechanisms in EU foreign and defense policy, and (3) faster speed 
from decisions based on best practice (learning from the OECD) to 
proper implementation, including more resolute monitoring.

But the biggest challenge is the human dimension: inspiring and 
forward-looking leadership are scarce resources in today’s Europe. 
And yet, the EU was always best under pressure (Kühnhardt, 2009). 
We are facing a rapidly evolving formative period of new global order. 
Europe is a prime candidate for loser if the European Union as a whole 
does not adapt to the global turn of its own past flaws. The next five 
to ten years will be decisive and dangerous for the EU. I use the term 
“must” only once in my lecture, but I mean it as a statement of realism 
and not as shallow sound of romanticism: the European Union must 
become serious in all possible aspects of making smart use of power, it 
must pursue global interests, and it must complete coherent regional 
sovereignty. Not acting now—that it as much as possible before the 
next change of EU leadership in 2029—, will make the EU a pawn 
of others on the chessboard of power politics, a benign observer of 
global affairs or a dependent object at the mercy of others. Not acting 
now, will endanger freedom of EU citizens for decades.
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Latin America, Caught Between Strategic 
Rebalancing and Hegemonic Transition
Andrés Malamud and Luis L. Schenoni

Abstract

This article examines Latin America’s position within the contemporary 
transformation of the international order, questioning whether the current 
global scenario should be interpreted as a strategic rebalancing of United 
States primacy or as a broader hegemonic transition driven by China’s rise. 
Building on historical and geopolitical analysis, the article argues that 
Latin America’s renewed relevance derives less from its autonomous capa-
bilities than from its strategic utility within great-power competition. The 
authors distinguish between structural relevance and relevance as threat, 
showing how migration, organized crime, extra-hemispheric penetration, 
and strategic resources have repositioned the region within Washington’s 
security agenda. The study further explores the implications of this altered 
international context for Latin American foreign policy, contrasting strat-
egies of active alignment with the United States and active non-alignment. 
Through comparative historical examples and theoretical reflection, the 
article highlights the constraints imposed by geography, domestic pol-
itics, and hemispheric hierarchy. It concludes that, regardless of whether 
the international system is undergoing hegemonic transition or strategic 
rebalancing, Latin America’s capacity to shape its own position ultimately 
depends on the accumulation of state capacity, strategic agency, and diplo-
matic coherence.

Abstract (Italiano)

Questo articolo analizza il posizionamento dell’America Latina nelle tra-
sformazioni dell’ordine internazionale contemporaneo, interrogandosi se 
l’attuale scenario globale debba essere interpretato come un riequilibrio 
strategico della primazia statunitense oppure come una più ampia transi-
zione egemonica legata all’ascesa della Cina. Attraverso un approccio sto-
rico e geopolitico, il contributo sostiene che la rinnovata rilevanza dell’A-
merica Latina derivi meno dalle sue capacità autonome che dalla sua utilità 
strategica all’interno della competizione tra grandi potenze. Gli autori di-
stinguono tra rilevanza strutturale e rilevanza come minaccia, mostrando 
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come migrazioni, criminalità organizzata, presenza di attori extra-emisferi-
ci e risorse strategiche abbiano riportato la regione al centro dell’agenda di 
sicurezza di Washington. Il saggio esamina inoltre le implicazioni di que-
sto contesto internazionale alterato per la politica estera latino-americana, 
mettendo a confronto strategie di allineamento attivo con gli Stati Uniti e 
strategie di non-allineamento attivo. Attraverso esempi storici comparati e 
riflessioni teoriche, il contributo evidenzia i vincoli imposti dalla geogra-
fia, dalla politica domestica e dalla struttura gerarchica dell’emisfero. La 
conclusione sottolinea che la capacità dell’America Latina di incidere sul 
proprio posizionamento internazionale dipenderà dall’accumulazione di 
capacità statale, agency strategica e coerenza diplomatica.

Keywords: Latin America, hegemonic transition, United States foreign poli-
cy, strategic alignment, international order

The current international landscape lends itself to two competing 
interpretations. One understands it as a process of strategic rebal-
ancing: a temporary hardening of U.S. leadership aimed at managing 
the decoupling from China in a bipolar world. The other conceives 
it as a hegemonic transition, in which U.S. primacy is being structur-
ally eroded by China’s rise. Distinguishing between these dynamics 
is not merely a theoretical exercise: Latin America’s room for maneu-
ver within the emerging equilibrium will depend upon it (Herrera 
Santana, 2017; León-Manríquez and Alvarez, 2014; Merino and 
Morgenfeld, 2022; Schenoni, 2019).

The first interpretation, strategic rebalancing, challenges the no-
tion that we are witnessing a full-fledged transition. Rather than an 
irreversible decline of U.S. primacy, it envisages a gradual shift to-
ward a bipolar system—although the gap with China remains con-
siderable. In this scenario, Washington would be leading a strategic 
realignment in which it selectively suspends the rules of the inter-
national order that it originally created in order to redesign a new 
order in its favor.

This pattern is recognizable in previous moments of tension with 
another great power: the Soviet Union. Similar situations occurred 
at least twice since the Second World War: under Harry Truman, 
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when Soviet expansion in Europe and the Chinese Revolution ap-
peared to threaten U.S. supremacy; and under Richard Nixon, when 
nuclear parity and the strain of Vietnam cast doubt on the sustain-
ability of the postwar order (Schenoni, 2025: 153–169). In both 
episodes, the United States responded not by withdrawing from the 
system, but by temporarily hardening its leadership through coer-
cion, before returning to a more cooperative form of hegemony.

The similarities with those moments are numerous. First, geo-
political encirclement: just as Truman consolidated an alliance ar-
chitecture to contain the Soviet Union and Nixon exploited the 
Sino-Soviet split to redesign the global balance, Trump appears to 
be pursuing moves aimed at isolating China, including a “reverse 
Kissinger” strategy involving Russia. Second, a spectacular military 
deterrence, reminiscent of the threats and use of U.S. military pow-
er (including nuclear capabilities) under Truman and Nixon. Third, 
economic unilateralism, similar to that deployed in the context of 
the Marshall Plan and during the Nixon Shock, which seeks to re-
distribute costs within the Western bloc. Finally, in the strategic util-
ity of appearing irrational, there are echoes of Truman—“the mule 
from Missouri”—and Nixon’s Madman Theory, both intended to 
reinforce the credibility of threats (Schenoni, 2025b: 149–162).

Seen in these terms, Donald Trump’s foreign policy does not sig-
nal the end of the liberal international order, but rather its temporary 
suspension. Unilateralism, explicit threats, direct interventions, and 
the rupture with multilateral institutions—what some have termed 
predatory hegemony (Walt, 2026a)—function as instruments for 
realigning allies, encircling adversaries, and redefining priorities. The 
objective is not to manage a transition, but to prevent it or, at the 
very least, postpone it on favorable terms.

Within this framework, the Western Hemisphere reemerges as 
a priority not because it is decisive in global competition, but be-
cause it allows the United States to demonstrate authority within its 
hegemonic sphere by expelling extra-regional rivals, as it has histor-
ically done (Tickner, 2021; Santa-Cruz, 2020). For Latin America, 
the corollary of this interpretation is the acceptance of its strategic 
subordination and, as we shall see, a policy of alignment.

Yet there is another interpretation—and a more widespread 
one—that understands the current moment not as a rebalancing 
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within an existing order, but as a hegemonic transition (Serbin, 
2019; Stuenkel, 2016). From this perspective, U.S. primacy is not 
undergoing a tactical pause or cyclical adjustment, but rather a struc-
tural decline driven by China’s rise and by the inability of the United 
States to continue providing, on its own, the public goods that sus-
tained the postwar order. This interpretation is rooted in hegemonic 
transition theory (Allison, 2017) and emphasizes long-term trans-
formations: the shift of the demographic and economic center of 
gravity toward Asia, the erosion of Western technological suprem-
acy, the fragmentation of global trade, and the growing difficulty of 
sustaining normative consensus. Under this logic, U.S. behavior is 
interpreted not as a temporary suspension of the order, but as a form 
of defensive revisionism, while the world would increasingly drift 
away from Washington in a process intensified by that very revision-
ism. As Canadian Prime Minister Mark Carney stated in the World 
Economic Forum Annual Meeting, nostalgia is pointless: we are ap-
proaching the unknown and must plan accordingly.

From this standpoint, the emphasis on the Western Hemisphere 
responds to a logic of retrenchment: faced with the impossibility 
of sustaining global primacy, Washington prioritizes areas of direct 
control and lower relative cost. Latin America thus reemerges not 
only as a stage for demonstrating power, but also as a zone of stra-
tegic fallback where the United States retains superiority and can 
offset losses in more contested theaters. At the same time, it denies 
that space to its geopolitical rivals. The division of the world into 
spheres of influence becomes, simultaneously, “an inevitable result 
of international anarchy and an imperfect solution to the competi-
tive incentives that anarchy creates” (Walt, 2026b).

A Region in Waiting: Relevant or Irrelevant?

The question of Latin America’s renewed centrality requires a prior 
definition: what does “relevance” mean in the international system, 
and under what conditions can a peripheral region acquire it?

In our previous work, we distinguished between relevance as a 
resource and relevance as a threat (Schenoni and Malamud, 2021:4–
18; cf. Malamud, Schenoni and Paes, 2022:29–37). The former is 
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associated with positive capabilities: demographic, economic, mili-
tary, or diplomatic weight. The latter refers to the capacity to gener-
ate problems for great powers, whether through internal instability, 
interstate conflict, or openness to extra-regional actors. Our diagno-
sis was that Latin America had lost relevance in both dimensions. 
From a secular perspective, the region became less relevant due to the 
rise of the rest of the world: Asia, the Middle East, and even Africa 
increased their demographic, strategic, and commercial weight, dis-
placing Latin America across nearly all structural indicators. From 
a conjunctural perspective, the end of the Cold War eliminated the 
principal source of negative relevance, as the disappearance of sys-
temic competition ended the hemisphere’s role as an ideological and 
geopolitical battleground. The result was a more peaceful region, 
but also a more dispensable one (Russell, 2006: 48–62).

Against this backdrop, the new U.S. National Security Strategy 
and the discourse surrounding a hemispheric revitalization invite us 
to think in terms of a recovery of relevance as a problem. The argu-
ments are familiar. First, a reinterpretation of the Monroe Doctrine 
that revalues the region as a zone of exclusion for rival powers. Second, 
the growing importance of critical minerals and strategic resourc-
es located in Latin America, which are essential for the energy and 
technological transition and which the United States does not want 
to leave in Chinese hands. Third, the geopolitical projection associ-
ated with passages, maritime corridors, and choke points—from the 
Arctic Ocean to Cape Horn, passing through the Panama Canal—in 
a context of global competition. Finally, the region’s classic function 
as a space of territorial denial: preventing hostile powers from estab-
lishing military, technological, or logistical presence within the U.S. 
security perimeter (Milani and Pinheiro, 2013: 11–41).

History suggests that U.S. attention toward Latin America has 
been spasmodic and reactive. Whenever an extra-hemispheric power 
attempted to advance into the region—Germany during the World 
Wars, the Soviet Union during the Cold War, and China today—
Washington responded forcefully. But once the threat was con-
tained, the region returned to the background. Prioritization never 
translated into a lasting reorientation of capabilities or into sus-
tained strategic commitment (Actis and Creus, 2020; Desch, 1993; 
Schoultz, 1998; Smith, 2005). From this perspective, the so-called 
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“Trump Corollary” would not be a symptom of recovered structural 
relevance, but rather a strategic hyperbole aimed at multiple audi-
ences: domestic voters, Latin American governments, extra-hemi-
spheric allies, and global adversaries. The region reappears more as a 
problem—migration, organized crime, external penetration—than 
as a resource. Once those problems are controlled and outside in-
trusions blocked, historical dynamics suggest that attention will 
once again dissipate. The question is not whether the region matters 
again, but for how long and under what terms. Experience suggests 
that, without a substantive increase in its own agency, relevance will 
once more prove temporary and subordinate, while structural irrele-
vance—quieter, but more persistent—will ultimately prevail. What 
does this mean for Latin America’s foreign policy?

Latin America: To Align or Not to Align, That Is the Question

Is the world undergoing a hegemonic transition or a recomposition 
of US primacy? The answer has implications for the relevance of 
Latin America and the foreign policy of its countries. Those who 
emphasize military power tend to see the thesis of strategic rebalanc-
ing as more likely, given the overwhelming superiority of the United 
States. But an economic perspective, which minimizes hierarchy and 
violence to focus on the last thirty years, points in another direc-
tion. In this context, the reappearance of the Western Hemisphere 
on Washington’s strategic agenda revives a classic dilemma of Latin 
American foreign policy: how to position itself vis-à-vis the hemi-
spheric hegemon.

The available answers are not new; what changes is the context 
and, with it, the relative costs and benefits of each option. The tra-
ditional typology offers three courses of action. Alignment involves 
accepting the hegemon’s primacy and coordinating policies with it 
in its most sophisticated form, while maintaining the greatest pos-
sible degree of autonomy (Escudé, 1992; Escudé and Schenoni, 
2016). Non-alignment, on the other hand, proposes starting with 
autonomy and not automatically subordinating oneself to any power 
( Jaguaribe, 1979: 91–130; Russell and Tokatlian, 2013: 157–180). 
Finally, balancing consists of confronting the hegemon by allying 
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with its rival, as Cuba did during the Cold War and Venezuela until 
recently: the results are not encouraging.

Both proponents of alignment and non-alignment tend to ac-
knowledge some merit in the counterargument and advocate a so-
phisticated or “active” version of their own. Those who advocate ac-
tive non-alignment emphasize that it is not a policy of confrontation 
with Washington but rather of maximizing room for maneuver by 
avoiding rigid commitments, and they accept that it requires sophis-
ticated diplomacy (Fortín, Heine and Ominami, 2021). But this po-
sition does not differ much from active alignment, which suggests 
starting from a position of alignment and then maximizing room 
for maneuver by avoiding rigid commitments, which also requires 
sophisticated diplomacy.

The historical experience of powers outside the region is illustra-
tive. The United Kingdom, France, Germany, and Japan opted, after 
1945, for explicit alignment with the United States, albeit with var-
ying degrees of autonomy, as a way to rebuild capabilities and defend 
themselves against the Soviet threat. In Latin America, the situation 
is more diverse. XXI- century Venezuela took the path of balancing, 
with the expected consequences. Brazil attempted early alignment, 
which, during World War II, yielded industrial and military bene-
fits; subsequently, it sought non-alignment, with mixed results and 
increasing costs Argentina favored non-alignment with episodes 
of late alignment, paying the price of exclusion at critical moments 
(Simonoff, 2023: 15–29; Paikin, 2022: 151–168; Domínguez and 
Covarrubias, 2014). Mexico maintained a prudent autonomy, limit-
ed by geographical proximity, which combined functional coopera-
tion with symbolic safeguards (González González, 2001: 619–671; 
Covarrubias, 2011: 213–233). The smaller countries, for their part, 
alternated between alignment and external interventions, demon-
strating the fragility of maximalist strategies.

For those who foresee a rebalancing of US primacy in a bipolar 
system, the current scenario, with the US as hemispheric hegemon 
and China as a competitor, pushes toward alignment (Schenoni and 
Leiva, 2021: 233–255). Considering the cost of the sanctions the 
US can impose for non-alignment (the case of Venezuela is an ex-
treme example), the real dilemma is not “to align or not,” but how. 
This view is based on empirical evidence that the choice between 
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the US and China was mutually exclusive even before the current 
decoupling (Urdinez et al., 2016: 3–30). From this perspective, the 
most sensible option is active alignment, where the region does not 
cross the red lines established by Washington—for example, China’s 
access to sensitive areas—and is content to maintain autonomy 
within the limits of the hegemonic umbrella. Non-alignment with-
out material support would translate into vulnerability.

The strategy of active non-alignment, in contrast to the previ-
ous one, considers that there is a transition toward a “post-Western” 
world and emphasizes the economic dimension over the military 
one (Urdinez, 2025; Wigell, Scholvin and Aaltola, 2018). Its pro-
ponents conceive of it, unlike the non-alignment of the Cold War, as 
less defensive and more oriented toward diversification and the pur-
suit of global opportunities. In this view, alignment with one of the 
hegemonic rivals would narrow the range of options and obstruct 
economic development instead of fostering it. Implicit is the idea 
that economic hegemony can be separated from military hegemo-
ny. Active non-alignment, they claim, has no ideological affiliation, 
thus allowing for international cooperation between governments 
of different leanings.

Latin American history is rich in examples of every conceivable 
foreign policy strategy. Analyzing relations with Washington since 
1945, studies suggest three explanatory variables: the geopolitical 
context, the distance from the US, and a set of domestic factors that 
affect foreign policy stability and its propensity for alignment.

First, benign geopolitical contexts have allowed Latin American 
countries to diversify their relationships and maximize their auton-
omy, while restrictive geopolitical contexts, such as the advance of 
extra-regional powers in the hemisphere, have tended to reduce op-
tions (Malamud, 2025: 51–55; Rodriguez, 2012: 70–89). Second, 
regarding distance, direct US interventions have taken place within 
its security perimeter, which extends to Colombia and Venezuela, 
but have been indirect beyond it. This implies differentiated costs 
for resistance or autonomy: the farther away, the more tolerable 
(Russell and Calle, 2022: 167–189). As Octavio Amorim Neto 
points out, Brazil has conditions that Mexico lacks (Amorim Neto, 
2026). Former Mexican Foreign Minister Jorge Castañeda acknowl-
edges this when he states that, “unlike the rest of the continent, 
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Brazil can afford to act alone” (Amorim Neto and Malamud, 2015: 
1–27). Third, countries like Brazil and Mexico have responded more 
to the balance of power with the hegemon than to domestic political 
processes (Castañeda, 2026). This consideration relates to the con-
cept of volatility in Latin American foreign policy (Merke, Reynoso 
and Schenoni, 2020: 413–429; Schenoni, 2020: 1–26).

Whatever foreign policy is adopted in response to the external 
context, the ability to maintain domestic support will be equally 
important. So far, alignment with the US has proven electorally ad-
vantageous, as suggested by the victories of Javier Milei in Argentina 
and Nasry Asfura in Honduras. But if the results of this alignment 
are slow to materialize, a nationalist backlash has precedents in any 
Latin American history textbook. Neutrality, in turn, may be pop-
ular in the short term, but burdensome in the event of sanctions or 
market exclusion. As one Latin American foreign minister confided 
to us, “active non-alignment or strategic autonomy sound very ap-
pealing and entertain academics, but the truth is that these concepts 
are beyond our grasp. We are vulnerable, and all we can do is try to 
play the game of political maneuvering”.

Conclusions

The choice between strategic rebalancing and hegemonic transi-
tion matters less for its analytical precision than for the strategies 
it enables or discourages. In Latin America, misdiagnosing the issue 
can lead to two opposing traps. On the one hand, a foreign policy 
based on maximalist assumptions of autonomy that do not corre-
spond to its material capabilities or the hierarchical structure of the 
hemisphere can result in hegemonic sanctions, whether economic or 
military. On the other hand, uncritical alignment can stifle econom-
ic opportunities arising from diversification and, in extreme cases, 
provoke the animosity of extra-hemispheric powers. In both cases, 
moreover, choosing the wrong strategy implies relative losses com-
pared to neighbors who get it right.

If the current scenario is one of strategic rebalancing, a more or 
less active alignment with the US appears as a rational adaptation to 
a hardening order. If, on the other hand, we are facing a hegemonic 
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transition, diversifying ties is prudent and advisable. Whatever the 
case, history suggests that structural irrelevance is not reversed by 
rhetoric or ambiguity, but by the sustained accumulation of capabil-
ities and agency. Without this, Latin America will remain relevant 
only as an occasional problem or secondary theater, oscillating be-
tween imposed alignments and illusory autonomies in a world that 
does not wait.
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States, Europe, and the World 
from the Perspective of the History 
of International Relations and Area Studies
Daniele Pasquinucci

Abstract

This article examines the historical and methodological evolution of the 
History of International Relations and Area Studies within the Italian 
academic tradition, focusing on their progressive opening toward inter-
disciplinary approaches, transnational perspectives, and global historio-
graphical debates. Starting from the nineteenth-century origins of diplo-
matic history, the analysis reconstructs the transformations that led to the 
emergence of contemporary International History, emphasizing the con-
tributions of French historiography, the Annales school, and Italian schol-
arship. Particular attention is devoted to the dialogue between the History 
of International Relations and the History and Institutions of Africa, the 
Americas, and Asia, highlighting the role of interdisciplinarity, method-
ological pluralism, and the increasing engagement with themes such as 
globalization, transnational actors, decolonization, migration, gender, and 
environmental history. The chapter further reflects on the challenges posed 
by the Global Turn and by attempts to overcome Eurocentric paradigms, 
while also underlining the continuing relevance of local archives, territorial 
knowledge, and area-specific expertise. Ultimately, the essay argues that the 
History of International Relations and Area Studies remain dynamic and 
evolving disciplines, capable of contributing significantly both to historiog-
raphy and to the broader development of political sciences.

Abstract (Italiano)

Il contributo analizza l’evoluzione storica e metodologica della Storia delle 
relazioni internazionali e degli Area Studies nella tradizione accademica 
italiana, soffermandosi sulla loro progressiva apertura verso approcci in-
terdisciplinari, prospettive transnazionali e dibattiti storiografici globali. 
A partire dalle origini ottocentesche della storia diplomatica, il contributo 
ricostruisce le trasformazioni che hanno condotto alla nascita della con-
temporanea International History, evidenziando il ruolo della storiogra-
fia francese, della scuola delle Annales e degli studiosi italiani. Particolare 
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attenzione è dedicata al dialogo tra Storia delle relazioni internazionali e 
Storia e istituzioni dell’Africa, delle Americhe e dell’Asia, mettendo in luce 
il contributo dell’interdisciplinarità, del pluralismo metodologico e del cre-
scente interesse verso temi quali globalizzazione, attori transnazionali, de-
colonizzazione, migrazioni, studi di genere e storia ambientale. Il capitolo 
riflette inoltre sulle sfide poste dal Global Turn e dai tentativi di superare 
i paradigmi eurocentrici, sottolineando al contempo la persistente centra-
lità degli archivi locali, della conoscenza del territorio e delle competenze 
area-specifiche. Il saggio sostiene infine che la Storia delle relazioni inter-
nazionali e gli Area Studies rimangano discipline dinamiche e in continua 
evoluzione, capaci di contribuire in modo significativo sia alla storiografia 
sia allo sviluppo delle scienze politiche.

Keywords: international history, area studies, global history, historiography, 
interdisciplinarity, political sciences

The History of International Relations, the History and Institutions 
of Africa, the History and Institutions of the Americas, and the 
History and Institutions of Asia constitute the four distinct fields 
that define the Scientific Disciplinary Group of International 
History and Area Studies. At its core, this group is characterized 
by an interdisciplinary methodology that enables the diachronic 
study of international relations, societies, and institutions across 
world regions, while also tracing the processes through which these 
interactions and structures have shaped global history (Redaelli, 
2025a: 5-6). The meaning and complexity of their objects of study 
are articulated through research questions, sources, periodizations, 
concepts, terminology, and other analytical tools that address the 
national, international, and transnational dimensions of historical 
phenomena. This definition is drawn from the Declaratory state-
ment of the Scientific Disciplinary Group, which came into force 
in 2024 (MUR, 2024: 544-548). Such a reference proves particu-
larly useful, as it succinctly clarifies the rationale uniting these disci-
plines while still acknowledging their respective specificities, some 
of which I will attempt to highlight. Moreover, by fostering dia-
logue with other fields and encouraging openness to the analysis of 
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international and transnational historical problems, the Declaratory 
statement illustrates how the History of International Relations and 
Area Studies are naturally and productively situated within the sci-
entific and educational domain of Political Sciences—a field whose 
very raison d’être is grounded largely in its multidisciplinary and 
cross-border dimensions.

A second brief introductory remark is in order. The title of this 
essay might be read as suggesting an interpretative trajectory, given 
the implicit climax it contains: the progression from a single object 
of study—the State—to objects that transcend it, namely Europe 
and, ultimately, the world. Such a trajectory could also suggest a val-
ue judgment, leading the reader to see these disciplines (and their 
scholars) as gradually broadening their perspectives—becoming, in 
a sense, less parochial. This interpretative key, however, would be 
misleading. A broadening of scholarly horizons did indeed occur, 
as in other disciplines. However, tracing its development requires 
looking beyond the objects of study and attending to the growing 
engagement with the international academic community. This en-
gagement fostered methodological refinement, expanded the range 
of documentary sources, and, more generally, strengthened research 
practices. It should be emphasized, moreover, that precisely because 
this was a reciprocal academic interaction, Italian historians working 
in these fields did not occupy a merely passive role but actively con-
tributed to the broader advancement of scholarship.

With this in mind, I would like to outline the main trajectories 
of the disciplines under discussion, highlighting the affinities that 
connect them—while, as noted, without obscuring their differenc-
es—and placing particular emphasis on methodological questions. 
To this end, it may be helpful to begin briefly with the origins of the 
History of International Relations, a subject that continues to com-
mand enduring interest among scholars. This is unsurprising, since 
the epistemological status of any form of knowledge is constantly 
evolving, albeit at different rates depending on historical circum-
stances, and reshaping the professional profile of its scholars. Such 
evolution, which may also be driven by exogenous factors, such as 
the emergence of new types of historical sources, must be carefully 
considered in relation to the discipline’s epistemological framework 
and, more broadly, its identity. The need to navigate the interplay 
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between innovation and tradition can inspire a reflexive examina-
tion of one’s own discipline: to trace its origins, study its transforma-
tions, and draw from the past the insights necessary to guide pres-
ent change. Only the certainty of having come from afar can impel 
one to look ahead—as Walter Benjamin taught (Prosperi, 2021: 
114-115). In this light, What is History (of International Relations)? 
(Carr, 1961) emerges as a question that recurs frequently, as it does 
across other domains of historiography.

Today, this kind of self-inquiry also arises from a widespread, but 
distinct, concern: the need to counter indifference toward the past 
and the marginalization of History, which is increasingly denied 
both scientific legitimacy and social relevance as a discipline. We live 
in an age characterized by “presentism”, that is, a conception of time 
radically transformed by the digital turn—simplifying processes, ac-
celerating experience, and compressing history into a narrow present 
rather than situating the present within its broader historical contin-
uum (Marcone, 2013: 158).

How, then, did the History of International Relations come into 
being? Its origins can be traced to the nineteenth century, within the 
field of diplomatic history, closely tied to the emergence of an “interna-
tional sphere” and the technical evolution of modern diplomacy, which 
produced a particular kind of documentation that would become the 
privileged source for numerous historical reconstructions. Initially, its 
focus was on the texts of international agreements, studied primarily for 
their legal implications. Over time, however, diplomatic history under-
went a process of maturation and refinement, gradually evolving into 
what we now recognize as the History of International Relations (Di 
Nolfo, 2006: 42 ff.) This development owes much to the influence of 
French historiography. A first significant transformation is attributed to 
Albert Sorel, who in 1872 assumed the chair of Diplomatic History at 
the École des Sciences Politiques in Paris. His methodological and con-
ceptual contributions were considerable. Drawing inspiration from the 
teachings of Leopold von Ranke—“both the pater familias of profes-
sional history and the godfather of diplomatic history (Reynolds, 2016: 
265)—who had identified the critical use of documentary sources as 
the scientific foundation of historical reconstruction, Sorel emphasized 
that diplomatic history should be grounded in a historical-political in-
terpretation, rather than primarily a legal one, of documents.
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Moreover, he argued that it should encompass international dynam-
ics in their full scope and complexity, going beyond the texts of treaties.

A subsequent turning point occurred during the interwar peri-
od, driven by the school of the Annales and, in particular, by Lucien 
Febvre. A passage from his 1931 review, published in the Revue de 
Synthèse, of Histoire diplomatique de l’Europe (1871–1914), edited 
by Henri Hauser in 1929, aptly illustrates the French historian’s inci-
sive critique of diplomatic history “as such”:

[L]es faits particuliers, et dans une certaine mesure anecdotique, les 
rédacteurs de l’Histoire diplomatique de l’Europe les relèvent bien à 
l’occasion (...); mais les forces cachées, les ressorts secrets qui font 
agir et se mouvoir les masses humaines, il se soucient beaucoup moins 
de les tirer au grand jour (...). Eux, retranchés derrière un parti pris 
simple, celui de n’utiliser jamais que les documents diplomatiques 
proprement dits (...) eux ne se soucient que de la croûte apparente 
de leur globe, de leur sphère politico-diplomatique... Faut-il leur en 
faire grief ? A eux, non. A des hommes, non. A une tradition, peut-
être (Febvre, 1931: 10–11).

That tradition was anthropocentric and largely descriptive, with lit-
tle attention paid to the understanding of social, economic, or cul-
tural processes. The time had therefore come to move beyond it, en-
riching the historical analysis of international dynamics through the 
incorporation of geographical, demographic, economic, and psy-
chological factors (“les vraies causes, les profondes causes” (Febvre, 
1953: 67). For the co-founder of the Annales, it was equally essential 
to consider the role of public opinion in shaping international pol-
itics, which could no longer be regarded as the exclusive preserve of 
elites (Bucarelli, 2025: 11-12).

Pierre Renouvin likewise echoed the call to set aside the histoire 
bataille and advocated for the adoption of a multidisciplinary ap-
proach (Renouvin, 1953: XI). For the Sorbonne historian, it was 
essential to assess the influence of the “deep forces”—demographic 
trends, economic dynamics, political cultures, collective mental-
ities, and the like—that helped shape the actions of government 
officials and diplomats. In pursuing this undertaking, which was at 
once scientific and cultural, Renouvin did not rely exclusively on the 
methodological tools developed by the Annales school. Among his 
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references was the Italian historian Federico Chabod (Frank, 2012: 
11-12, 27-28), author of the influential Storia della politica estera 
italiana dal 1870 al 1896. Le Premesse, published in 1951. Renouvin 
underscored its importance by citing Chabod’s work in the introduc-
tion to his Histoire des relations internationales, published two years 
later, and again in 1955, when, at the Tenth International Congress 
of Historical Sciences in Rome, he singled it out as one of the most 
significant examples of the “vigor” with which new methodological 
approaches were reshaping the study of international relations his-
tory (Renouvin, 1955: 379). This recognition is hardly surprising. 
Chabod’s book, as the historian Luigi Salvatorelli noted, employed 
an innovative methodology that allowed him to move beyond “the 
narrow confines of Italian diplomatic history” (Salvatorelli, 1952). 
Salvatorelli was not alone in appreciating the significance of this 
work, though the discussion it provoked remained rather parochial:

[...] reviewing today, thirty years later, as a whole, that dense group 
of articles, notes, and essays that accompanied the publication 
of Chabod’s book, which can rightly be considered a significant 
episode of our cultural life, the impression nevertheless remains 
that many, indeed most, of the critics were unable to avoid enclosing 
the book within the narrow mesh of the legendary polemics of the 
1950s (Vigezzi, 1983: 434).

It is important to bear in mind that Renouvin’s approach was far from 
deterministic; he did not see the “basic factors” as negating human 
agency, including the influence of “great men” in history. Nor did 
he downplay the significance of political history (Frank, 2012: 16). 
Yet Renouvin’s approach was met with considerable caution, if not 
outright suspicion, among Italian historians. Particularly revealing in 
this respect is the position taken by Mario Toscano, who, from 1953 
onward, held the Chair of the History of Treaties at the University 
of Rome while also directing the Historical and Documentation 
Service of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Monzali, 2011; 2024). 
Toscano acknowledged that the importance of considering a broader 
spectrum of material and spiritual factors in the analysis of foreign 
policy formation and interstate relations was widely recognized. Yet 
he cautioned that it would be a mistake to forget that “the object of 
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this field of study is the relations between states”, and that attention 
to the “deep forces” was intended to remain instrumental in analys-
ing the decisions upon which the trajectory of those relations de-
pended (Toscano, 1963: 8-12). Toscano’s willingness to engage with 
the new French historiography (Riccardi, 2018a: 388-401)—albeit 
from a broadly conservative perspective aimed at preserving a schol-
arly tradition he continued to regard as fruitful—gave way to an un-
compromisingly defensive stance when he perceived that the critique 
of diplomatic history was beginning to verge on a wholesale rejection 
of its validity:

[in the History of International Relations] the diplomatic aspect 
retains all its importance and, indeed, assumes a preeminent 
position, because it provides a political interpretation of events, 
which is already a synthetic interpretation in itself. To follow a 
different path would be tantamount to altering the object of our 
discipline, risking its loss of validity as a specialized history, without, 
however, providing a more satisfactory explanation of the reality of 
international relations (Toscano, 1970: 850-852).

This assessment highlights the limits that Toscano placed on dia-
logue with the French historiographical nouvelle vague. Likewise, 
the approach of Pietro Pastorelli, who trained under Toscano and 
was also a reference point for Italian historians of International 
Relations, did not align with the study of “deep forces” advocated 
by Febvre and the “revolution renouvinienne” (Lefebvre D’Ovidio, 
2024: 634; Lefebvre D’Ovidio and Garzia, 2024). Moreover, ac-
cording to Lefebvre D’Ovidio, Pastorelli displayed little interest in 
methodological issues. As a result, he took no part “in the debate for 
or against histoire événementielle and for or against diplomatic docu-
ments”, nor did he attempt to theorize “what should be the primary 
focus or methods of the history of international relations” (Lefebvre 
D’Ovidio, 2024: 627).

Adopting a distinct argumentative stance, many years later 
Ennio Di Nolfo criticized Renouvin for his overly schematic didac-
ticism (Di Nolfo, 2006: 58–59) and his reliance on a limited set of 
variables (Di Nolfo, 2002: 366). This critique—and here a clear dis-
tinction emerges from the objections raised by Toscano—reveals an 
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internalization of Renouvin’s framework, which was subsequently 
transcended through a further broadening of the discipline’s hori-
zons. Di Nolfo himself had acknowledged that the impulses ema-
nating from French historiography had prompted a methodological 
renewal which, once initial doubts had been overcome, produced 
far-reaching effects within Italian historiography. This renewal en-
abled scholars to revisit even long-standing research topics with 
a more up to date “toolkit”, thereby yielding innovative results. 
Among these, the study of liberal Italy’s foreign policy deserves par-
ticular attention. Between the two World Wars, it became a central 
subject within the discipline that, in 1938, was formally designat-
ed Storia dei trattati e politica internazionale (“History of Treaties 
and International Politics”) and was progressively institutionalized 
within the Faculties of Political Science. To this day, the history of 
liberal Italy’s foreign policy remains a major focus for historians of 
international relations (Lefebvre D’Ovidio and Varsori, 2018: 171; 
Riccardi, 2018b).

Naturally, Renouvin’s approach—along with that of his school, 
which included, among others, Jean-Baptiste Duroselle—is only 
one of the pillars of the bridge connecting the discipline’s past to 
its more recent transformations. Yet it is significant, as it points to 
one of the principal directions the field has taken and continues to 
define: namely, the cautious yet substantial broadening of the scope 
of the history of international relations (a process that, as we shall 
see, also pertains to Area Studies) and its growing engagement in 
dialogue with other disciplines (Varsori, 2016; Borzoni, Onnis, 
Rossi, 2021; Bagnato et al., 2015). This evolution has unfolded, on 
the one hand, alongside a shifting perception of the international 
system—particularly regarding the number and nature of its constit-
uent actors. This, in turn, has led to a growing focus on international 
organizations (Tosone and Villani, 2024: 301-413; Tosone, 2024; 
Guerrieri and Tedoldi, 2024; Mugnaini, 2023; Villani, 2016), which 
for a long time were treated as a neglected stepchild in the field of 
the History of International Relations (Mechi, 2013). Conversely, 
the broadening of International History’s scope of inquiry has led 
the four scholarly areas under discussion to progressively refine 
their scientific profile. The implications of recent Cold War schol-
arship are a case in point. Its origins lie in an earlier turning point, 
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emerging between the 1970s and 1980s with the so-called “discovery 
of America” (Varsori, 2016: 274-277), namely the reception of Cold 
War history through its successive interpretive paradigms – “revi-
sionist”, “post-revisionist”, and, more recently, global (Berrettini, 
2017: 39-62; Romero, 2014; Varsori, 2008: 159-160).

Efforts to “globalize” the Cold War—exemplified more recently 
by the ambitious work of Lorenz M. Lüthi, who reinterprets the Cold 
War from a global and comparative perspective, shifting the focus 
from the traditional US–USSR rivalry to regional conflicts in Asia, 
the Middle East, and Europe (Lüthi, 2020)—draw on Odd Arne 
Westad’s seminal The Global Cold War: Third World Interventions 
and the Making of Our Times. Westad contends that the central dy-
namics of the conflict should be located in the non-Western world 
(Westad, 2005: 396). In Italy, scholarly engagement with this work 
has highlighted both its considerable merits and the questions that 
Global History may raise. In this respect, a roundtable discussion 
with historians of International Relations and Area Studies devoted 
to another of Westad’s books, The Cold War: A World History (2017), 
provided particularly significant insights. All participants agreed that 
the book is commendable for “its broad chronological range, the ero-
sion of geographical boundaries, and the extraordinary variety of ar-
eas of investigation” (Bagnato, 2018: 134). However, critical remarks 
were also raised, illustrating the the limits of Global History. These 
include the reliance on interpretative frameworks that can be overly 
simplistic, the difficulty of mastering the extensive scholarly litera-
ture required for global reconstructions, and the limited attention 
given to social actors and bottom-up dynamics. The ambition to 
offer a comprehensive perspective—which requires allocating space 
proportionate to the relative importance of various actors, both 
state and non-state—can also produce interpretive imbalances. This 
is particularly evident in the case of Asia, where a Sino-centric re-
construction predominates and Japan is largely “absent” (Samarani, 
2018: 153). Finally, the expansion of the concept of the Cold War 
as an all-encompassing analytical category may be less persuasive 
in the Latin American context, where an emphasis on the conflict 
between capitalism and communism tends to obscure other, poten-
tially more explanatory lines of fracture—particularly the tension 
between liberalism and a sacralised vision of politics and history, of 
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which communism represented only the latest expression (Bagnato 
et al., 2018: 134-165). These critical insights, as we shall see, extend 
beyond the specific subject—in this case, the Cold War—analysed 
from a global perspective. Naturally, this does not detract from the 
value of recent Cold War studies, which, for instance, highlight the 
role of both individual and collective actors in transcending the 
boundaries that divided the two blocs, thereby paving the way for the 
convergences, conversions, and interactions that helped shape the 
post–bipolar world (Romano and Romero, 2022).

Transformations in international history have likewise been driv-
en by the incorporation into its analytical domains of topics such 
as the “Global South” (Comte and Paoli, forthcoming; Garavini, 
2012; Zaccaria et al., 2019; Nuti and Pulcini, 2025), the exchang-
es and networks fostered by non-state transnational actors, and the 
diverse expressions of internationalism (Berardi, 2024; Mechi and 
Coppolaro, 2020; Mechi, Migani, and Petrini, 2014; Nocera, 2009). 
In some cases, these are research fields that have yet to be developed 
to the extent they deserve (Calandri, 2018). However, through these 
and other avenues, the history of international relations and area 
studies has undergone profound renewal, engaging in dialogue with 
trends such as “world history” and “connected history” and contrib-
uting to the formulation of concepts such as the “global turn”—an 
approach already mentioned and to which I will return later.

The process summarized above represents a historiographical 
development that has incorporated an expanding range of human 
activities, including the economy, culture, demography, the environ-
ment, energy, public opinion, and more. It has been, and remains, 
a fascinating journey, albeit not without risks. On the one hand, 
it has enabled the development of new “metahistorical” categories 
which—echoing the remarks of scholars such as John Lewis Gaddis 
(Krakauer et al., 2017)—have proven useful in enriching the work 
of historians of international relations and area studies. On the oth-
er hand, it has also generated significant challenges. In short, if the 
subjects of international history are so numerous, what, then, is its 
defining object? If its lexicon is multifaceted, reflecting the plurality 
of its fields of inquiry, what linguistic system distinguishes it from 
other disciplines? How can “primary” themes be differentiated from 
“secondary” ones without reducing the complexity of international 
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history? These questions are far from trivial, and historians are con-
fronting—and, I would argue, effectively addressing—them with 
considerable expertise.

Indeed, a careful and mutually respectful dialogue with other dis-
ciplines—particularly those most closely related (Gaddis, 1997)—is 
the only alternative to insularity, understood as a form of scientific 
entrenchment that would ultimately prove counterproductive. This 
is true for two closely interconnected reasons. First, the adoption 
of a measured form of cross-fertilization allows the history of inter-
national relations and area studies to remain aligned with develop-
ments in political science (Coppolaro, 2025; Fotia, 2025; Giunchi 
and Dornetti, 2025; Melfa, 2025; Diodato and Niglia, 2017), as 
well as with broader changes affecting the university system. This 
remains the case even though recruitment procedures and curricu-
lar design continue to follow a strongly disciplinary logic, as further 
confirmed by the recent ministerial decree establishing the scientif-
ic-disciplinary groups. Second, without diluting their own scientific 
identity and distinctiveness, scholars in these fields must respond 
effectively to external pressures favouring interdisciplinarity, par-
ticularly those exerted through research funding schemes. This is 
especially true of international funding, which, given the depletion 
of national resources, now represents a substantial share of available 
support. In this context, it is worth recalling a 2019 statement by the 
then-President of the European Research Council, the French math-
ematician Jean-Pierre Bourguignon. Noting that the most innova-
tive ERC projects were often interdisciplinary in nature, he stressed 
the importance of dedicated funding lines designed specifically to 
encourage such approaches, thereby providing a significant incen-
tive to overcome the not infrequent reluctance to engage across dis-
ciplinary boundaries:

Even more to the point when we are talking about originality in 
an interdisciplinary project is the fact that sometimes the true 
breakthrough is not in the contributions in separate fields but in 
crossing knowledge and methodologies from different fields in 
a radically new way. This often generates a mixed opinion from 
experts who tend to limit themselves to their usual horizons 
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without accepting the risk of betting on the possibility of a truly 
new cross-fertilisation between fields (Bourguignon, 2019).

In any case, the scholarly fields in question have, for quite some 
time, been well equipped to respond to pressures favouring inter-
disciplinarity. In this respect, they have not needed to undergo any 
substantial process of redefining their scientific status. The History 
of Africa, for example, has been characterized from its inception by 
a marked openness to engagement with other fields of knowledge, 
driven by the need to gather sources in the absence of internally pro-
duced written documentation. The great methodological—and, in 
a sense, existential—challenge for historians of Africa has therefore 
been to construct a history “from unwritten sources”, particularly 
with regard to the precolonial period (Zaccaria, 2025: 42), and con-
sequently to diversify the range of documentary materials (Melfa 
and Pallaver, 2025: 211). For this reason, they have engaged—often 
fruitfully, though not without tensions and misunderstandings—
first and foremost with archaeology, linguistics, and anthropology, 
drawing on material artifacts, linguistic classifications, and oral tra-
ditions as their primary historical evidence (Melfa, 2025: 203-205; 
Baldinetti et al., 2019). Notably, the Declaratory Statement of the 
scientific-disciplinary field History and Institutions of Africa iden-
tifies interdisciplinarity among the “essential elements for the inter-
pretation of the history, societies, and institutions of Africa”; these 
elements are described as conferring on History and Institutions of 
Africa both clear recognizability and flexibility (MUR, 2024: 547).

One of the origins of American studies lies in the effort to tran-
scend the constraints of disciplinary boundaries and traditional aca-
demic domains. Its emergence was shaped by an emphasis on key cat-
egories such as “identity” and “culture”, with the aim of constructing 
broader interpretative frameworks for analysing American society. 
Over time, both its objects of inquiry and its conceptual paradigms 
have undergone further transformation and redefinition (Fotia, 
2025). As Elisabetta Vezzosi has observed in a review of major histo-
riographical trends over the past two decades, scholars of the United 
States in Italy have often drawn on the social sciences and political 
science to examine topics such as the Cold War in its multiple di-
mensions, new social movements, processes of global integration, 
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the crisis of welfare policies, gender relations, and re-readings of 
transatlantic relations through the lenses of public diplomacy and 
soft power (Vezzosi, 2025: 132). A new generation of scholars is 
likewise developing research that integrates themes and methodol-
ogies in order to capture the interplay between the social and the 
political, as well as between the cultural and the economic, through 
analyses of both collective and individual actors (Mariano, 2020).

These dynamics are often linked to the emergence of new re-
search fields and the declining importance of others. For example, 
the growing interest in the history of populism among historians 
of Latin America has drawn upon—and further developed—the 
work of sociologists and political scientists on the subject. At the 
same time, ethnohistory and the study of transformations among 
indigenous groups—which had fostered fruitful engagement with 
disciplines such as anthropology—have gradually lost prominence 
(Morelli, 2025: 155-159).

Needless to say, the engagement of historians of International 
Relations and Area Studies with other historical fields or with 
scholars from contiguous disciplines is by no means obligatory, nor 
can its mere presence be regarded as a reliable indicator of research 
quality. Nevertheless, it is worth noting that, in Italy, International 
History has become increasingly open to dialogue with other dis-
ciplines, and that such exchanges have frequently produced inno-
vative and intellectually stimulating results (Masina, 2025; Caroli 
and Soriani, 2023; Nocera and Wulzer, 2020). Parallel to this in-
terdisciplinary dialogue—which, it bears repeating, has never 
compromised their epistemological foundations—the History of 
International Relations and Area Studies have undergone a process 
of growing internationalization. This trend has fostered the incor-
poration of new research fields and themes, such as environmental 
issues (Di Tommaso, 2020; Fazzi, 2020; Santese, 2020; Fasanaro, 
2019), gender studies (Biancani, 2025: 119-122; Pallaver, 2025: 
125-136; Baritono, 2024; further back in this field is the History 
of International Relations: Tosone, 2025: 151–161), migration 
(Pretelli, 2025; Guarnieri Calò Carducci, 2001) and, partly under 
the influence of Minority Studies, increased attention to previous-
ly neglected actors and subjects (Baldinetti, 2018: 67, who noted 
that, at least in the case of Libya, “family studies is an open field for 
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scholars”). While internationalization has enhanced the scholarly 
standing of the historians who have promoted it, it has not always 
translated into a corresponding strengthening of their disciplines 
within universities (Vezzosi, 2025: 134; Melfa, 2019: 11).

One may also draw a connection between the dialogue histori-
ans have engaged in with other disciplines and two further, closely 
interrelated aspects, which I will briefly address. The first concerns 
the overcoming of Eurocentrism, and the second the challenges 
posed by the so-called Global Turn, which, on the one hand, has 
prompted these historians to probe more deeply into the epistemo-
logical status of the four disciplines and, on the other (as we have 
already seen), to confront certain issues or shortcomings inherent 
in Global History and related approaches. With regard to the over-
coming of Eurocentrism, it is worth recalling that the very idea of 
“areas” as objects of study was originally structured around world 
divisions conceived and hierarchized in the West. These divisions 
began to be questioned with the collapse of colonial empires after 
the Second World War and were then openly challenged following 
the end of the Cold War (Valsecchi, 2013: 181). Concurrently, Area 
Studies developed critical tools that allow them to move beyond 
the paradigms of Eurocentric or Western historiography, fostering 
the creation of new models, interpretive frameworks, and periodi-
zations (Rognoni, 2025; Trentin, 2025). For quite some time now, 
scholars have recognized that the peoples of Africa are the agents of 
their own history. As Daniela Melfa has highlighted, this assump-
tion is grounded in the concept of agency—developed by theorists 
of social action, who have emphasized, at times, its rational or in-
strumental dimension and, at times, its normative one—a concept 
that aligns closely with Africanists’ aim of placing the continent and 
its inhabitants at the centre, thereby restoring both their voice and 
their autonomy (Melfa, 2025: 205-206; Pallotti et al., 2023: 8-9). 
In this regard, remarks made in 2002 by Alessandro Triulzi remain 
highly pertinent. Referring to the history of the Italian colonies in 
Africa, he argued that this field both requires and is nourished by 
“reflections and investigations shared and undertaken by two histor-
ical subjects, so as to reconstruct and compare multiple memories 
and historiographical accounts capable of reflecting the different 
ways of seeing and perceiving the colonial situation” (Triulzi, 2002: 
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9; Guazzini, 2024). This call serves as a reminder that the History of 
Africa established itself in opposition to colonial history, which had 
regarded the continent merely as a recipient of a history produced in 
the West. In Italy, in particular, by the late 1960s a new generation of 
historians—driven in part by political and ideological motivations, 
themselves rooted in disciplines such as sociology and anthropolo-
gy—initiated an “African-centred” reading of decolonization and its 
subsequent developments (Lenci, 2023).

The rejection of the Eurocentric historiographical legacy—which 
conceives the history of “the other” as little more than an appendage 
of European and Western history—has also played a decisive role in 
the renewal of Italian historiography on China and, more broadly, 
on East Asia (Lanna and Samarani, 2025: 187).

Polycentrism has been both a fundamental component and a con-
sequence of this approach. In this context, the “spatial turn”—not 
without its risks, particularly when embraced as a historiographical 
dogma (Vaghi, 2025: 33–34; Calchi Novati, 1995: 15 ff.; Samarani, 
2008: 133)—has encouraged scholars to move beyond the assumption 
that modern state formations or colonial legacies constitute fixed and 
self-evident units of analysis. Instead, these have come to be under-
stood as historically contingent configurations, significant in their own 
evolution yet best interpreted through comparison with other histori-
cal actors and political formations grounded in different assumptions, 
trajectories, and experiences (Del Pero and Formigoni, 2017: 30).

As we have seen, the overcoming of Eurocentrism has provided 
both a methodological lesson and a path to interpretive renewal in 
the History of International Relations. One area in which this re-
newal seems particularly promising is the history of European in-
tegration, not least because it has offered a significant stimulus to 
the traditional historiography of international relations (Garavini, 
2016: 288)1. Prima facie, it may seem paradoxical to speak of tran-
scending Eurocentrism when studying the making of the European 
Community. Yet this is by no means the case. On the contrary, 

1 For representative examples of the contribution of historians of international re-
lations to the history of European integration, cf. Petrini (2025); Pasquinucci (2022); 
Dundovich (2021); Laschi (2022); Guasconi (2020); Lefebvre and Micheletta 
(2017); Varsori (2010); Graglia (2008); Cruciani (2007); Caviglia (2000).
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this process has given rise to a strand of scholarship—one that has 
also attracted considerable attention in Italy—whose initial impe-
tus came from Kiran Klaus Patel’s essay Provincialising European 
Union: co-operation and integration in Europe in a historical perspec-
tive (2013). The title deliberately echoed a volume published some 
years earlier by Dipesh Chakrabarty, a key contribution to the field 
of postcolonial studies. In that work, the Indian historian advanced 
a critique of the discursive and categorical assumptions through 
which Europe has represented itself as the entelechy of universal 
reason—that is, as the yardstick of a form of progress that all peo-
ples were presumed to follow. Its hegemonic force enabled European 
thought to become the dominant paradigm for the writing of histo-
ry, to the extent that even in non-European contexts there has been 
a tendency to stress the absence of certain fundamental characteris-
tics associated with European societies, on the assumption that the 
latter constitute the normative model of reference. Overcoming this 
approach would require the provincialization of Europe—its very 
decentring (Chakrabarty, 2000).

What Chakrabarty argued regarding the role of European 
thought in postcolonial societies can be applied to the analysis of 
European integration. This task is undertaken through the adoption 
of the concept of asymmetric ignorance. In postcolonial studies, 
this limitation is addressed by foregrounding two-way exchanges 
and the entanglements between what is conventionally construed 
as a supposed center and its lateral or alternative sites. In the case 
of European integration, asymmetric ignorance consists in the un-
warranted attribution of exceptionalism to the Community—since 
its establishment in the 1950s—relative to other international or-
ganizations created in the postwar period. This presumed exception-
alism quickly became the dominant lens through which European 
integration was interpreted. By contrast, a decentralized perspective 
emphasizes that, at its founding—and at least until the 1970s—the 
European Community (EC) was merely one international organ-
ization among many (Patel, 2020). This has significant implica-
tions for how the history of European integration is often written 
and taught: portraying EC institutions, from their very inception, 
as uniquely capable of meeting great expectations—most notably 
peace and prosperity—lays the foundation for a historical narrative 
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of integration that is both anachronistic and teleological, a narrative 
on which much historiography has relied, and in part continues to 
rely, to this day (Gilbert and Pasquinucci, 2020).

It is also through sustained engagement with other disciplines 
and through efforts to rethink the relationship between centres and 
peripheries that International History in Italy has gradually con-
fronted one of the most influential interpretive paradigms of the 
contemporary era: globalization. Over the past two decades, signif-
icant progress has been made, marking a departure from a period 
when historians of International Relations remained largely de-
tached from both the historical and theoretical debates surrounding 
the subject (Romero, 2005: 71).

These developments have encouraged engagement with the 
analytical perspectives associated with the so-called Global Turn. 
Emerging in the context of the polycentric international order that 
followed the end of the Cold War, this approach sought to provide 
an interpretive framework capable of explaining the new phase of 
globalization, reconstructing its historical genealogy, and highlight-
ing the growing challenges faced by nation-states, no longer viewed 
as the exclusive architects of an international system organized 
around the pursuit of national interests.

As the resurgence of nationalism and related—though dis-
tinct—phenomena such as sovereigntism, Euroscepticism, and na-
tivism suggests (Pasquinucci, 2005), however, the extent to which 
domestic dynamics are shaped by the predominance of a global sys-
tem remains an open question. Consequently, the future role and 
fate of nation-states in an age of globalization also remain uncertain.

The foregoing discussion underscores the heuristic and epis-
temological dilemmas posed by the emergence of the global, ech-
oing both the title of this article and the observations advanced 
in its opening pages. On one hand, the Global Turn has fostered 
increasingly sustained incursions of Area Studies into the field of 
comparison—both temporal and spatial—as well as research on the 
circulation of ideas, goods, people, and practices, and on the com-
plex networks that connect them. On the other hand, the History 
of International Relations has been transformed both by a broader, 
more nuanced perspective that encompasses not only the great pow-
ers but also other actors, and by the rise of transnational approaches 
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attentive to non-state actors, their networks and exchanges, and in-
ternational organizations (Romero, 2018). As I noted earlier, the 
Global Turn has also raised challenges and critical questions, mak-
ing it worthwhile to revisit these concerns. Area Studies, in particu-
lar, caution against the risk of swinging from the notion of isolated 
civilizations—now largely anachronistic—to the opposite extreme: 
the erasure of difference under the illusion that globalization ren-
ders all societies essentially alike. In such a scenario, Area Studies 
risk becoming redundant; one could argue that, under globaliza-
tion, difference survives only in remote, “exotic” corners, thereby 
losing its analytical relevance (Giunchi and Dornetti, 2005: 199). 
Indirectly, this brings us back to the starting point: the notion that 
the histories of Africa or Asia are merely byproducts of the West, 
effectively denying agency to local actors. In Area Studies, by con-
trast, local-level analysis remains indispensable, without implying 
any restriction of assumptions or objectives. Although such analy-
sis allows for generalizations through comparison, it still requires 
a thorough understanding of the territory. As two scholars of Asia 
have noted, approaches that focus on endogenous factors arise from 
the difficulty—or indeed the impossibility—of fully understanding 
complex societies, such as those outside Europe, without beginning 
from their local specificities (Abenante and De Giorgi, 2018: 44). 
By contrast, expanding the scale of analysis is often accompanied by 
the adoption of externally derived explanatory models. This tenden-
cy may reflect a limited—or at times entirely absent—engagement 
with local archives and primary sources (Dornetti and Miorandi, 
2024: 10). Similar considerations apply to African history, where 
the debate over the relevance of Global History remains lively and 
where attention to global interconnections is generally balanced by 
sustained attention to local specificities.

It should also be noted that Area Studies have traditionally pro-
ceeded from the assumption that the regions under investigation 
possess a sufficient degree of internal coherence, at least as a heuristic 
and methodological starting point. This has inevitably given rise to 
forms of essentialism. In African Studies, for example, this has some-
times encouraged the search for a distinctive “Africanness”—an as-
sumption that has not always sat comfortably with the conceptual 
premises of Global History (Pallaver, 2018: 77).
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The issues outlined above are methodological challenges posed by 
Global History. Addressing them has enabled Area Studies to con-
tribute significantly to the historical analysis of processes that have 
intensified connections among cultures, peoples, and institutions on 
a global scale, thereby helping to overcome Eurocentric approaches.

In conclusion, what I have attempted to reconstruct here—necessar-
ily in outline—are some of the principal developments in International 
History. These developments, I believe, show that both the History of 
International Relations and Area Studies remain open to renewal, ready 
to engage with other scholarly fields and, I would even suggest, capa-
ble of linking historical research to broader societal and political trans-
formations to which they have always been closely connected (Onnis, 
2025; Del Pero, 2025; Redaelli, 2025b). One example—among 
many—of the capacity of scholars of International History to interpret, 
through their conceptual and methodological tools, the ongoing trans-
formations shaping society and politics at the global level is provided by 
“Asia Maior”, which publishes essays that explore the “present of Asia as 
history” (Torri, 2011-2013).

A rather recent article on the development of the History of 
international relations in Italy refers, in its title, to a “a legacy not 
to be despised” bequeathed to historiography (Riccardi, 2018a). 
While the wording reflects a commendable understatement, a care-
ful reading of the article encourages moving beyond the caution of 
this litotes. Indeed, it highlights the contribution—what I would 
describe as noteworthy—of historians of International Relations to 
both national and international historiography, as well as to the ad-
vancement of political sciences in Italy. This assessment should be 
extended equally to Area Studies, as I hope to have demonstrated 
throughout this contribution.
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Just Transition from the Global South: 
A Framework for Latin America
Ignacio F. Lara

Abstract

This article examines how certain Latin American countries have posi-
tioned themselves within the global energy transition. It assesses wheth-
er national energy and climate policies have promoted a just transition 
agenda or reproduced historical North-South asymmetries through green 
extractivism, technological dependency, and unequal participation in 
global value chains. Drawing on International Political Economy, the en-
ergy transition is conceptualized as a purposive, politically contested and 
geopolitically fragmented process shaped by incumbent interests, energy 
security concerns and North-centred approaches to decarbonization. The 
article subsequently develops a Global South perspective on just transition, 
drawing on energy justice and Global South debates to demonstrate how 
decarbonization may reproduce historical patterns of dependency if social 
and developmental concerns are not addressed. Empirically, it examines re-
cent energy and climate policies in Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, and 
Mexico through a qualitative comparative synthesis of official documents 
and policy sources. The analysis focuses on whether these policies integrate 
justice concerns related to social inclusion, energy access and employment. 
It also considers their position within global finance, technology, criti-
cal minerals, and value-chain dynamics. The article concludes that Latin 
American energy transition policies increasingly incorporate justice-relat-
ed concerns, but unevenly and often without fully addressing the structural 
conditions that reproduce North-South asymmetries.

Abstract (Italiano)

Questo articolo esamina il modo in cui alcuni paesi latinoamericani si sono 
posizionati all’interno della transizione energetica globale. Valuta se le po-
litiche energetiche e climatiche nazionali abbiano promosso un’agenda di 
transizione giusta oppure riprodotto storiche asimmetrie Nord-Sud attra-
verso l’estrattivismo verde, la dipendenza tecnologica e una partecipazione 
diseguale alle catene globali del valore. A partire dall’Economia Politica 
Internazionale, la transizione energetica è concettualizzata come un 
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processo intenzionale, politicamente conteso e geopoliticamente frammen-
tato, modellato dagli interessi degli attori dominanti, dalle preoccupazioni 
legate alla sicurezza energetica e da approcci alla decarbonizzazione centrati 
sul Nord globale. L’articolo sviluppa successivamente una prospettiva del 
Sud globale sulla transizione giusta, attingendo ai dibattiti sulla giustizia 
energetica e sul Sud globale per mostrare come la decarbonizzazione possa 
riprodurre modelli storici di dipendenza qualora le questioni sociali e del-
lo sviluppo non vengano affrontate. Sul piano empirico, analizza le recenti 
politiche energetiche e climatiche in Argentina, Brasile, Cile, Colombia e 
Messico attraverso una sintesi comparativa qualitativa di documenti ufficia-
li e fonti di policy. L’analisi si concentra sulla misura in cui tali politiche in-
tegrano preoccupazioni di giustizia legate all’inclusione sociale, all’accesso 
all’energia e all’occupazione. Considera inoltre la loro posizione all’interno 
delle dinamiche globali della finanza, della tecnologia, dei minerali critici e 
delle catene del valore. L’articolo conclude che le politiche latinoamericane 
di transizione energetica incorporano in misura crescente preoccupazioni 
legate alla giustizia, ma in modo diseguale e spesso senza affrontare piena-
mente le condizioni strutturali che riproducono le asimmetrie Nord-Sud.

Keywords: Just Transition, energy, climate change, Latin America, Global South

Introduction

The central paradox of the current energy transition is that, despite 
unprecedented technological, economic and political transformations, 
climate change remains one of the most pressing “super-wicked prob-
lems” of our time (Levine et al., 2012). Contemporary advances in de-
carbonization coexist with persistent fossil fuel dependence, extractive 
development models, geopolitical rivalry and deep social inequalities. 
The COP28 Presidency in Dubai underscored the imperative to ex-
pedite a “just, orderly, and equitable energy transition.” However, the 
global governance of energy and climate continues to exhibit a lack of 
consistent strategies that can effectively align the objectives of decar-
bonization with principles of justice and sustainable development.

This gap is particularly relevant from the perspective of the 
Global South. Prevailing approaches to energy transition often re-
main shaped by priorities developed in the Global North, including 
technological innovation, energy security, market incentives and 
supply-chain reorganization (Tornel, 2024). While these issues are 
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important, they tend to frame the transition primarily as a technical 
or economic challenge, leaving less space for questions of structur-
al inequality, democratic governance and human rights. For Latin 
America, this raises the need to examine whether the transition can 
become a pathway for sustainable development and greater regional 
agency, or whether it will reproduce older patterns of dependency 
under new green forms.

This article examines how a selected group of Latin American 
countries position themselves within the global energy transition. It 
assesses whether national energy and climate policies advance a just 
transition agenda or reproduce historical North-South asymmetries 
through green extractivism, technological dependency, and unequal 
participation in global value chains. The analysis offers insights into 
the possibilities and barriers that the region faces in gaining agen-
cy in global governance (Barnett and Duvall, 2005) and integrat-
ing its interests and needs into the emerging energy order. In this 
regard, the article addresses two research questions: How do Latin 
American energy transition policies incorporate justice concerns? 
To what extent do these policies challenge or reproduce North-
South asymmetries in finance, technology, critical minerals and 
global energy governance?

Grounded in International Political Economy, the article first ex-
amines the energy transition as a purposive, politically contested and 
geopolitically fragmented process. It then adopts a Global South per-
spective on just transition, drawing on debates on energy justice, green 
extractivism and North-South asymmetries. Empirically, it analyzes re-
cent energy and climate policies in Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia 
and Mexico through a qualitative comparative synthesis of official 
documents and policy sources. The article concludes by discussing the 
extent to which Latin American energy transition policies integrate 
justice concerns while addressing, or reproducing, the structural con-
ditions that shape the region’s position in the global transition.

The energy transition: concept and current landscape

The energy transition can be defined as a long-term and multi-
dimensional transformation of energy systems within specific 
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techno-institutional contexts. Unlike previous transitions, which 
were predominantly driven by the search for cheaper or more effi-
cient energy services, the current transition is purposive: it is shaped 
by the need to reduce greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, limit 
fossil fuel dependence, address price volatility and respond to the 
geopolitical vulnerabilities associated with energy imports (Kern 
and Markard, 2016). However, there is no single energy transition. 
Countries and regions follow different trajectories depending on a 
series of variables, such as resource endowment, infrastructure and 
political priorities, among other factors (Van de Graaf et al., 2016).

This makes International Political Economy (IPE) a useful per-
spective for analyzing energy transitions. Rather than treating them 
as merely technical processes, IPE highlights the relationship be-
tween States, markets, institutions and politics, which inherently 
entails a focus on power. Energy systems are shaped by incumbent 
actors, including national and multinational companies, sectoral 
associations, international organizations and domestic political coa-
litions that control strategic resources and influence policy-making 
(De Kerckhove, 2020). From this standpoint, the energy transition 
is not only about replacing fossil fuels with low-carbon technologies, 
but also about transforming political and economic arrangements 
that organize production, consumption, investment and governance.

Furthermore, IPE underscores the fragmented and contested na-
ture of global energy governance. Energy transitions unfold across 
multiple levels -local, national, regional and global- and require in-
stitutional innovation, public policy coordination and political will. 
Yet the absence of a unified agenda, together with divergent inter-
ests among States and private actors, makes cooperation difficult 
(Hafner and Tagliapietra, 2020). Technological change is therefore 
necessary but insufficient: the direction, speed and distributive ef-
fects of the transition depend on political choices, institutional ca-
pacity and social conflict (Arent et al., 2017).

In sum, IPE offers a critical framework that clarifies the political 
foundations and implications of energy systems (Van de Graaf et al., 
2016), extending beyond technical dimensions to encompass social, 
economic, and political dimensions. Consequently, it becomes evi-
dent that energy systems can serve as mechanisms for resource ex-
traction, concentration of political power, or symbols of economic 
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development and national security. Addressing the energy transition 
requires integrating technical understanding with the political will 
to change attitudes and behaviors across society.

The current global energy landscape illustrates these tensions. 
According to the Global Energy Review 2025, global energy demand 
grew by 2.2% in 2024, above the average annual rate of the previous 
decade. Fossil fuels remain central to the global energy mix, while en-
ergy-related CO₂ emissions increased by 0.8%, reaching a record 37.8 
gigatonnes. At the same time, clean energy sources continued to expand 
rapidly, with renewables showing strong growth and solar photovoltaics 
accounting for most new renewable capacity additions (IEA, 2025).

The coexistence of fossil fuels and renewable energy sources is 
a salient feature of the ongoing transition. Electricity demand in-
creased sharply, driven by industry, transport electrification, air 
conditioning, data centers and artificial intelligence. Much of this 
growth occurred in emerging and developing economies, espe-
cially China and India, while advanced economies recorded more 
moderate increases. This confirms that the geography of the energy 
transition is not limited to industrialized economies; rather, they 
are increasingly contingent on the role of emerging and developing 
countries as significant consumers, investors, and producers of clean 
energy technologies. These countries will continue allocating sig-
nificant resources to secure fossil fuels while increasing investments 
in renewables. This dynamic may delay the reduction and eventual 
phase-out of the most polluting sources, including ongoing subsi-
dies. At the same time, efforts to mitigate risks tied to critical min-
eral supply chains will intensify, given their centrality to renewable 
technologies. China’s role is decisive in this regard and will likely 
remain so in the near and medium term, both in mineral access and 
clean technology manufacturing (IEA, 2025).

As a result States face a dual challenge: domestically, they must 
manage tensions among economic sectors affected by the transi-
tion to clean energy; and externally, they must address and mitigate 
potential impacts stemming from escalating geopolitical tensions 
associated with the energy transition (Lara, 2024). On this point, 
O’Sullivan and Bordoff emphasize that
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in an international context characterized by fluid alignments, low 
trust in multilateral institutions, and widely dispersed resources, 
ensuring cooperation among a broad array of countries to address 
climate change is increasingly difficult (O’Sullivan and Bordoff, 
2024: 66).

A significant warning as we confront the contours of the current en-
ergy transition.

Prevailing approaches to the energy transition have largely been 
shaped by the priorities and assumptions that are characteristic of in-
dustrialized economies. From a North-centered perspective, the tran-
sition is commonly framed around technological innovation, energy 
security, emissions reduction, green investment, market incentives 
and the reorganization of supply chains (Hafner and Tagliapietra, 
2020; O’Sullivan and Bordoff, 2024). These concerns are relevant, 
yet they tend to conceptualize decarbonization as a matter of effi-
ciency, competitiveness, and geopolitical positioning. Consequently, 
they allocate minimal attention to the historical conditions that have 
given rise to energy systems, resource extraction, and development 
inequalities (Sud and Sánchez-Ancochea, 2022; Bringel and Svampa, 
2023). As a result, there is a risk that the social and territorial costs of 
the transition may be externalized to countries and communities that 
supply critical minerals, land, labor or environmental services for the 
low-carbon strategies of wealthier economies (Svampa et al., 2022; 
Fritz, Middelanis and Orihuela, 2025).

These dynamics are crucial for the argument of this article. They 
demonstrate that the evaluation of the energy transition must ex-
tend beyond the confines of emissions reduction and renewable en-
ergy deployment as sole indicators. A thorough analysis is necessary 
to understand this phenomenon as a political and geopolitical pro-
cess that redistributes power, reorganizes value chains, and creates 
new risks for countries whose development strategies depend on 
natural resources, external finance, or imported technologies. This 
is the point at which the question of justice becomes central, par-
ticularly for regions such as Latin America, where the transition may 
open opportunities for sustainable development but also reproduce 
historical North-South asymmetries.



JUST TRANSITION FROM THE GLOBAL SOUTH: A FRAMEWORK FOR LATIN AMERICA	 97

Justice and the Global South in energy transition analysis

Although the Global South has been widely discussed in interna-
tional relations, its specific implications for just energy transitions 
have received less attention. This gap is important because the con-
cept of a just energy transition has evolved significantly since its 
origins in the 1980s, when it was promoted by labor and environ-
mental movements to support workers adversely affected by envi-
ronmental protection policies (García Parra and Batthyány, 2023; 
Lecourt Palacios, 2023). Over time, the concept has expanded to 
encompass the broader challenge of aligning decarbonization with 
social inclusion, democratic governance, poverty reduction and sus-
tainable development (Oosterhof, 2023; Mattos and Folly, 2025). 
In this sense, a transition cannot be considered just merely because 
it reduces GHG emissions. It must also address how the costs, risks 
and benefits of transformation are distributed across workers, com-
munities, territories, States and generations.

Energy justice provides a useful analytical framework for speci-
fying what this broader understanding entails. Jenkins et al. (2016) 
distinguish between distributive, procedural and recognition justice. 
These three dimensions help clarify whether energy transition poli-
cies address the allocation of benefits and burdens, the quality of de-
cision-making processes, and the recognition of historically margin-
alized groups, including Indigenous peoples, rural communities and 
women, among others ( Jenkins et al., 2016; McCauley et al., 2023). 
For the purposes of this article, however, energy justice is not applied 
as a closed typology, but as a conceptual reference for identifying 
how justice concerns appear within national transition policies.

This perspective is especially relevant for Latin America, where 
energy transitions must be contextualized within the broader frame-
work of historical harms associated with extractive industries, large-
scale infrastructure and uneven territorial development, as well as by 
future risks related to ecological degradation, development opportu-
nities and intergenerational justice (Siciliano et al., 2018; Sovacool 
and Dworkin, 2015). Addutionally, global or cosmopolitan justice is 
essential because energy transitions are embedded in unequal inter-
national structures of finance, technology, trade and resource extrac-
tion (Caney, 2005; Pogge, 2007). In this sense, energy justice should 
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be understood not only as a domestic policy concern, but also as a 
framework for assessing how global energy transformations repro-
duce or challenge relations of dependency and asymmetry.

A Global South perspective strengthens this analytical move by 
questioning technocratic and market-centered approaches to transi-
tion (Svampa et al., 2022; Svampa, 2023; Lecourt Palacios, 2023). 
The Global South should not be regarded as a fixed geographical 
bloc or as a homogeneous political subject. Instead, it is better un-
derstood as a relational, structural and political category that cap-
tures historically produced asymmetries in the international system 
(Sud and Sánchez-Ancochea, 2022). This is particularly important 
because countries commonly associated with the Global South oc-
cupy very different positions in the global energy order. China, for 
example, combines features of a developing country, a major emitter, 
a clean technology leader and a central actor in critical mineral value 
chains. For this reason, the Global South is not used here as a mere 
moral or geographical shorthand, but as a meta-category of coun-
tries with agency, strategic resources, and international influence, 
looking beyond residual perspectives (Haug et al., 2021; Hirst et al., 
2024; Zelicovich and Actis, 2025).

This clarification is central to the argument of the article. Latin 
America is not simply a passive recipient of global energy trends, 
nor is it a unified actor with a single transition pathway. The region 
includes countries with different energy mixes, institutional capaci-
ties, development strategies, fossil fuel dependencies and renewable 
potential. However, Latin American countries share a common ex-
posure to structural pressures that shape the terms of the transition: 
dependence on external finance and technology, specialization in 
natural resources, vulnerability to commodity cycles, unequal par-
ticipation in global value chains and persistent social and territorial 
inequalities (Fritz, Middelanis and Orihuela, 2025). A Global South 
perspective therefore allows the analysis to connect domestic energy 
policies with broader North-South dynamics.

From the standpoint of global justice, the energy transition gives 
rise to questions regarding responsibility and the distribution of 
benefits. Climate change has been produced through historically 
unequal patterns of industrialization, consumption and resource 
use, while its impacts are disproportionately borne by countries and 
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communities that contributed least to the problem (Caney, 2005). 
This tension is central to debates on climate justice, ecological debt 
(Svampa, 2023) and recognized principle of common but differenti-
ated responsibilities. It also applies to the current energy transition, 
since decarbonization in industrialized economies can generate new 
pressures on territories that supply, for example, critical minerals for 
the transition, such as lithium and rare earths. A just transition there-
fore requires asking not only whether GHG emissions are reduced, 
but also who pays for the transition, who controls the technologies, 
who captures value and who absorbs the social and ecological costs.

For Latin America, these debates are inseparable from the prob-
lem of extractivism. The region’s insertion into the global economy 
has historically been driven by the export of raw materials, fossil 
fuels and agricultural commodities. The energy transition creates 
opportunities to diversify productive structures, expand renewable 
energy and reduce fossil dependence. Yet it also risks reproducing 
a new form of dependency if Latin America becomes primarily a 
supplier of critical minerals, land, water, energy and carbon offsets 
for the decarbonization strategies of wealthier economies (Fritz, 
Middelanis and Orihuela, 2025; UNCTAD, 2025). This is the di-
lemma that has emerged in by recent debates on green dependency, 
green extractivism and the “decarbonization consensus” (Bringel 
and Svampa, 2023; Lang, 2024).

The concept of green extractivism captures the possibility that 
renewable energy transitions may reproduce the same socio-envi-
ronmental patterns associated with fossil and mineral extractivism: 
territorial dispossession, water conflicts, weak consultation proce-
dures, environmental degradation, concentration of profits and the 
externalization of harms onto peripheral territories (Svampa et al., 
2022; Lander, 2023; Bringel and Svampa, 2023). This does not imply 
rejecting decarbonization or renewable energy. Rather, it means that 
the form, scale, governance and territorial impacts of decarboniza-
tion matter. A transition centered exclusively on replacing fossil fuels 
with low-carbon technologies, without transforming unequal rela-
tions of production and consumption, may reduce emissions while 
deepening other forms of injustice (Svampa, 2023; Tornel, 2024).

This is why human rights, democracy and territorial recognition 
must be placed at the center of a just transition framework. In Latin 
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America, energy projects often intersect with Indigenous territories, 
peasant communities, Afro-descendant populations, biodiversity 
hotspots and regions that have been historically under-resourced 
by the State. In these contexts, procedural justice cannot be reduced 
to formal participation. It requires meaningful consultation, free, 
prior and informed consent (FPIC) where applicable, access to in-
formation, culturally appropriate mechanisms, community moni-
toring and effective remedies (Palummo, 2025). Recognition justice 
also demands that local knowledge and territorial attachments be 
treated as constitutive elements of policy design, not as obstacles to 
investment or implementation (de Sousa Santos, 2018; Leff, 2023; 
Malheiro, 2023).

Based on this framework, the article examines whether national 
energy transition policies incorporate justice concerns beyond emis-
sions reduction and renewable energy expansion. The analysis focus-
es on social inclusion, energy access, employment, territorial rights, 
human rights, productive development and institutional capacity. 
In addition, it also incorporates external constraints such as foreign 
finance and technology, critical minerals and unequal participation 
in global value chains ( Jenkins et al., 2016; Sovacool and Dworkin, 
2015; McCauley et al., 2023; Fritz, Middelanis and Orihuela, 2025).

This approach distinguishes decarbonization as a technical or 
sectoral process from just transition as a broader political and devel-
opmental agenda. A policy may expand renewable energy while still 
deepening extractivism, excluding affected communities, increasing 
energy poverty or reinforcing technological dependency (Svampa 
et al., 2022; Bringel and Svampa, 2023; Tornel, 2024). For Latin 
America, the central challenge is not only to participate in the global 
energy transition, but to shape it in ways that expand justice, sustain-
ability and democratic agency.

Energy transition in Latin America: current directions

Latin America is relatively rich in both fossil and renewable resourc-
es and, when considered collectively, can be described as energy 
self-sufficient. However, this aggregate picture conceals significant 
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internal disparities: while some countries possess large reserves and 
export capacity, others remain dependent on energy imports.

In global terms, Latin America’s weight in reserves, production 
and consumption remains limited, with the exception of Venezuela’s 
oil reserves (17.5% of the world’s reserves). The region consumes 
slightly more than 6% of the world’s primary energy, but its demand 
has grown steadily since 2000, alongside continued reliance on nat-
ural gas and uneven progress in reducing fossil dependence. Brazil 
has become a central regional actor in oil and gas production, while 
countries such as Argentina and Mexico continue to rely heavily on 
hydrocarbons in their energy systems (EI, 2025; IEA, 2025).

At the same time, the region has important advantages for a 
low-carbon transition. In 2024, more than half of Latin America’s 
electricity came from hydropower and other renewable sources, 
reaching 62.2% of regional electricity generation. Brazil, Colombia, 
Costa Rica, Ecuador, Panama, Paraguay and Venezuela rely strong-
ly on renewable electricity, whereas Mexico and Argentina remain 
more dependent on natural gas and oil. Solar and wind deployment 
have expanded in several countries, particularly Brazil, Mexico, 
Chile and Argentina, although the pace and institutional conditions 
of this expansion vary considerably (EI, 2025; IEA, 2025).

These features make Latin America a key site for assessing the dif-
ference between decarbonization and just transition. The region has 
the resources, policy instruments and renewable potential to contrib-
ute to global climate goals. Yet the transition also raises justice con-
cerns linked to social inclusion, energy access, territorial rights, pro-
ductive development and technological dependency. As the Special 
Rapporteur on Economic, Social, Cultural and Environmental 
Rights of the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights warns:

The energy transition in the region poses significant challenges, 
particularly with regard to the construction of large infrastructure, the 
development of wind farms in the territories of local communities and 
indigenous peoples, and the increasing extraction of critical minerals 
essential for renewable energy technologies. While diversification of 
the energy matrix is a key step to reduce dependence on fossil fuels 
and mitigate climate change, this transformation cannot replicate 
the mistakes of the past, where development projects have generated 
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irreversible environmental impacts and human rights violations [...] 
Only with a comprehensive approach that reconciles economic 
development with environmental protection and community rights 
will it be possible to move towards an energy model that does not 
perpetuate inequalities or reproduce the extractive practices that 
have caused serious socio-environmental conflicts in the region 
(Palummo, 2025: 202).

It is therefore necessary to examine whether national policies ad-
vance a just transition agenda or merely promote sectoral decar-
bonization. The following analysis focuses on Argentina, Brazil, 
Chile, Colombia and Mexico1, considering recent energy and cli-
mate measures adopted between 2019 and 2025. The selected cases 
are relevant because they combine different energy mixes, political 
trajectories and institutional capacities. They also reflect broader 
regional tensions between fossil fuel dependence, renewable expan-
sion, social inclusion, and productive transformation.

Argentina’s National Energy Transition Plan to 2030 (Argentine 
Ministry of Economy, 2023), formalized under Fernández, set 
guidelines for a cleaner and more efficient energy mix through en-
ergy efficiency, distributed renewables, low-emission hydrogen, 
sustainable mobility and inclusive governance. It also incorporated 
social and gender concerns as part of a just transition agenda. Under 
Milei, however, the policy direction has shifted, with a more explic-
it emphasis on fiscal adjustment, alongside the dismissal of climate 
change and of national and international tools to address it.

Chile’s National Energy Policy to 2050 and its Energy Efficiency 
Plan 2022-2026 (Chilean Ministry of Energy, 2022a; Chilean 
Ministry of Energy, 2022b) reflect one of the region’s most coher-
ent long-term frameworks. The country combines renewable ener-
gy expansion, climate neutrality commitments, coal phase-out and 
regulatory instruments for energy efficiency. Its main strength lies in 

1 The analysis summarizes the official government measures adopted in 
Argentina under Fernández (2019–2023) and Milei (from 2023); in Brazil un-
der Bolsonaro (2019–2022) and Lula da Silva (from 2023); in Chile under Piñera 
(2018–2022) and Boric (from 2022); in Colombia under Duque (2018–2022) 
and Petro (from 2022); and in Mexico under López Obrador (2018–2024) and 
Sheinbaum (from 2024).



JUST TRANSITION FROM THE GLOBAL SOUTH: A FRAMEWORK FOR LATIN AMERICA	 103

institutional continuity and technical planning, although its tran-
sition agenda still faces challenges in strengthening the social and 
territorial dimensions of justice.

Brazil’s energy transition is structured around long- and medi-
um-term planning instruments, including the National Energy Plan 
2050, the Ten-Year Energy Expansion Plan and the National Energy 
Transition Policy (Brazilian Ministry of Mines and Energy, 2020, 
2024, 2025). Under Lula, these instruments have been connected 
to a broader agenda of green reindustrialization, clean technology 
investment, biofuels, green hydrogen and energy storage, contrast-
ing with the weaker climate and environmental orientation of the 
Bolsonaro period.

Colombia has developed a significant attempt to frame the en-
ergy transition as a just and territorial process. Its policy framework 
combines energy security, clean technology innovation, econom-
ic growth and emissions reduction. Furthermore, the Just Energy 
Transition Roadmap broadens the scope of the agenda to encom-
pass equity, participation, and socio-environmental transformation. 
This makes Colombia particularly relevant for examining how jus-
tice concerns can be integrated into transition planning (CONPES, 
2022; Colombian Ministry of Mines and Energy, 2023, 2025).

Mexico illustrates the tension between energy sovereignty, State-
led planning and decarbonization. The Sectoral Energy Program 
2025-2030 (Presidency of the Republic and Ministry of Energy, 
2025) prioritizes self-sufficiency, public control, energy security and 
energy justice. The program also emphasizes electricity access and 
Indigenous, Afro-Mexican, and gender perspectives. However, the 
continued reliance on fossil fuels, the presence of subsidies, and the 
pivotal role of PEMEX continue to delineate the constraints and 
potential avenues for this transition (Presidency of the Republic and 
Ministry of Energy, 2025).

The five cases show that Latin American energy transition pol-
icies combine climate ambition, fossil fuel dependence, renewable 
expansion, institutional capacity, social inclusion and territorial 
tensions. To compare these trajectories systematically, Table 1 trans-
lates the preceding country-level discussion into a qualitative set of 
indicators. The table is primarily based on official government doc-
uments, complemented by selected media and policy sources where 
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relevant. It does not seek to produce a numerical ranking. Rather, it 
organizes the available evidence around indicators that reflect the 
article’s conceptual framework: climate ambition, renewable expan-
sion, employment, investment, social welfare, governance, energy 
access, policy implementation, fossil fuel subsidy reform and system 
resilience. These indicators facilitate the assessment of whether na-
tional policies integrate justice concerns and whether they address 
the structural constraints shaping Latin America’s position in the 
global energy transition (McCauley et al., 2023; Hartinger et al., 
2024; Soto and Martínez-Cobas, 2025).

Table 1 - Governmental measures by just energy transition indicator 
(2019-2025)

Indicator Argentina Brazil Chile Colombia Mexico

GHG 
reduction 

Long-term 
strategy 
(2050). Re-
cent policy 
reversal, less 
emphasis 
on climate 
change.

National 
ecological 
transforma-
tion plan. 
Ambitious 
decarboniza-
tion targets.

Climate 
neutrality by 
2050. Coal 
phase-out by 
2035.

Ambitious 
NDC 
update, 
fracking ban 
initiative.

Shift from 
fossil prior-
ity (López 
Obrador) to 
45% renew-
ables target 
for 2030 
(Sheinbaum).

Renewables 

Electrifi-
cation and 
renewables 
in strategic 
plans. Private 
projects 
continue.

Expansion of 
solar, wind, 
distributed 
generation 
through 
national 
programs.

Large-scale 
solar/wind 
growth, 
accelerated 
permitting.

Auctions 
reactivated, 
new pro-
jects in La 
Guajira.

Announced 
13.6 GW 
new capacity 
by 2030, 
increasing 
private sector 
role.

Green jobs

Previous 
plans pro-
moted tran-
sition jobs. 
Current fo-
cus on fiscal 
austerity and 
impacts.

Employment 
in green 
sectors 
prioritized; 
projected up 
to 2 million 
new jobs.

Sectoral 
planning, 
new laws for 
labor-market 
transition.

Training 
linked to 
renewables, 
community 
engagement 
in transition 
areas.

Renewables 
expansion 
linked to 
new job crea-
tion targets.



JUST TRANSITION FROM THE GLOBAL SOUTH: A FRAMEWORK FOR LATIN AMERICA	 105

Indicator Argentina Brazil Chile Colombia Mexico

Investment 
in clean 
transition

Transition 
investment 
earlier; now 
fiscal focus 
dominates.

Mobilization 
of green 
investment 
/ financing 
in national 
plans.

Attracting 
renewable 
investment, 
closure of 
coal plants 
accelerates 
transition.

Private 
investment 
and commu-
nity project 
agreements 
promoted.

$13.6 billion 
clean energy 
investment 
plan for 
2025–2030.

Economic 
growth and 
social welfare 
(energy)

Tariff con-
tainment, 
subsidy seg-
mentation, 
social impact 
focus.

Social 
welfare pro-
grams tied to 
energy tran-
sition and 
employment.

Regulatory 
reforms, 
pandemic 
support, 
attention to 
inclusion.

Subsidies for 
rural elec-
trification, 
social benefit 
agreements 
in targeted 
regions.

Social de-
velopment 
agenda 
with energy 
network 
expansion, 
affordable 
tariffs.

Governance

Environmen-
tal coordina-
tion, recent 
institutional 
reorganiza-
tion.

Federal 
planning, 
strengthened 
sectoral 
agencies, 
new national 
policies.

Broad stake-
holder par-
ticipation, 
advanced 
policy frame-
works and 
regulatory 
reforms.

Participatory 
NDC pro-
cess, strong 
coordination 
in climate 
governance.

Proposed 
reforms to 
integrate 
energy 
planning and 
regulation.

Universal 
energy access

Tariff seg-
mentation, 
focus on 
affordable 
access.

Expanded 
coverage 
through 
social pro-
grams (Luz 
para Todos 
relaunch).

Energy 
access and 
efficiency 
policies un-
der Climate 
Law.

Rural elec-
trification 
projects, 
community 
energy 
initiatives.

Improved 
energy access 
in recent 
plans; ongo-
ing CFE-led 
coverage 
expansion.

Policy imple-
mentation 

National 
plan until 
2050, recent 
regulatory 
restructuring.

Integrated 
ecological 
transition 
with sec-
toral/federal 
alignment.

2050 strate-
gic plan, laws 
to accelerate 
decarbon-
iza-tion 
implemen-
ta-tion.

Roadmaps 
and sector 
strategies 
aligned with 
NDCs.

Roadmap for 
renewables, 
45% target 
by 2030, 
improved 
coherence 
proposed.
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Indicator Argentina Brazil Chile Colombia Mexico

Fossil fuel 
subsidy 
phase-out

2022 seg-
mentation; 
recent 
fast-tracking 
of subsidy 
removal 
(2024–
2025).

Gradual ra-
tionalization 
of subsidies 
as part of 
transition 
plans.

Mar-
ket-based 
signals, 
reduction in 
coal/ fossil 
support.

Incremental 
reforms in 
discussion, 
legislative 
debate 
ongoing.

No major re-
forms; focus 
remains on 
clean invest-
ment, some 
fossil and 
electricity 
subsidies.

System re-
silience and 
diversifica-
tion

Diversi-
fication 
included in 
strategy, hy-
drocarbons 
prioritized 
in recent 
policy.

Expansion 
of bioenergy, 
networks, 
wind/solar; 
system di-
versification 
prioritized.

Green hydro-
gen ramp-up, 
supply di-
versification, 
robust grid 
planning.

Resilience fo-
cus through 
renewable 
deployment 
and grid 
upgrades in 
regions.

System di-
versification 
through new 
renewables 
projects 
for greater 
resilience.

Source: Author’s elaboration.

The comparison indicates that energy transition trajectories in the 
five countries are uneven, marked by different combinations of pro-
gress, continuity and reversal. Overall, the table confirms that na-
tional policies vary not only in their level of climate ambition, but 
also in the extent to which they connect decarbonization with so-
cial inclusion, institutional coherence and territorial concerns. The 
strongest advances appear where climate ambition is linked to in-
stitutional coherence, social inclusion and long-term planning. The 
main limitations emerge where fossil fuel dependence, policy rever-
sals, institutional fragmentation or weak territorial participation 
restrict the transformative potential of transition. In this sense, the 
region’s progress toward a just energy transition seems to depend less 
on renewable expansion alone than on the capacity of governments 
to connect decarbonization with social welfare, territorial rights, 
productive development and democratic governance.
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Conclusions

The global energy transition does not have uniform effects across 
regions. From a North-centered perspective, the transition is often 
framed as a challenge of decarbonization, technological innovation, 
green competitiveness, supply-chain security and geopolitical posi-
tioning. However, for Latin America it also raises broader questions 
about development, dependency, territorial rights and the region’s 
position within global value chains. From this perspective, the tran-
sition must be understood not only as a technical transformation of 
energy systems, but also as a political and geopolitical process that 
may either challenge or reproduce historical North-South asym-
metries (Hafner and Tagliapietra, 2020; O’Sullivan and Bordoff, 
2024; Bringel and Svampa, 2023).

The analysis of Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia and Mexico 
reveals that Latin America has made important progress in updating 
its climate commitments, expanding renewable energy, developing 
regulatory frameworks and incorporating some social concerns into 
energy policy. However, these advances remain uneven and politi-
cally fragile. Chile stands out for institutional continuity and long-
term planning; Brazil has sought to reconnect energy transition with 
green reindustrialization and climate leadership; Colombia offers a 
significant attempt to frame the transition as a just and territorial 
process; Argentina reflects the vulnerability of transition policies to 
political reversal; and Mexico illustrates the tension between energy 
sovereignty, fossil fuel dependence and decarbonization.

These findings suggest that Latin American energy transition 
policies integrate justice concerns only partially and unevenly. Social 
inclusion, energy access, employment, gender, Indigenous rights and 
territorial participation appear in several national frameworks. But, 
despite their recognition, they are not always translated into robust 
implementation mechanisms. In many cases, justice remains attached 
to policy discourse rather than embedded in institutional capacity, 
financing strategies, territorial safeguards or long-term development 
planning. This gap is crucial because a transition cannot be consid-
ered just merely by expanding renewables or reducing emissions if it 
excludes affected communities, deepens energy poverty or reproduces 
socio-environmental conflicts ( Jenkins et al., 2016; Palummo, 2025).
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The analysis also suggests that national policies only partially 
challenge North-South asymmetries. The region’s renewable poten-
tial, critical minerals and emerging policy innovations create oppor-
tunities for Latin America to play a more active role in the global 
energy transition. Neverthelss, dependence on external finance and 
technology, unequal participation in global value chains, the influ-
ence of multinational corporations and the risk that the transition 
may greenwash existing patterns of extractivism and inequality con-
tinue to limit the region’s capacity for self-determination. Energy 
poverty, unequal tariff structures and unresolved fossil fuel subsidies 
also show that the social dimension of transition remains fragile. 
Without stronger productive strategies, technological upgrading 
and regional coordination, Latin America may remain positioned 
primarily as a supplier of raw materials and environmental servic-
es for the decarbonization of wealthier economies (Bringel and 
Svampa, 2023; Fritz, Middelanis and Orihuela, 2025).

Consequently, the central challenge is not merely to accelerate the 
energy transition, but to shape its direction. A just transition in Latin 
America requires institutional coherence, democratic participation, 
territorial safeguards, social protection, productive transformation 
and international arrangements that do not transfer the burdens of 
decarbonization from the Global North to the Global South. In a 
geopolitical landscape marked by fragmentation and competition 
for critical resources, this also requires the strengthening of multi-
level, multilateral and multi-stakeholder governance models capable 
of supporting regional coalitions, innovative financing mechanisms 
and broader political and social consensus (Bianchi and Lara, 2021).

Only under these conditions can Latin America move beyond 
a subordinate role in North-centered decarbonization strategies, 
avoid becoming a new “sacrifice zone” in the global decarbonization 
economy (Bringel and Svampa, 2023) and use the transition to ex-
pand justice, sustainability and democratic agency.
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Abstract

This article reconstructs the “hidden dialogue” between Raymond Aron 
and Michel Foucault around the Clausewitzian formula —according to 
which war is the continuation of politics by other means—and its possible 
inversion. Drawing on recently published primary sources, including tran-
scriptions of their Collège de France courses, the article shows how both 
thinkers, working in parallel without explicit mutual engagement, devoted 
sustained attention in the early 1970s to the paradigm of war as a lens for 
analysing politics. Aron, rejecting any inversion of the formula, defended a 
conception of politics as irreducibly bound up with the quest for legitimate 
authority, against what he termed the “false realism” of Pareto, Morgenthau, 
and Niebuhr. Foucault, by contrast, elaborated under Nietzsche’s influence 
a “polemocritical schema” that employs war as a grid of intelligibility for 
power relations—a schema shaped, as archival research demonstrates, by a 
silent confrontation with Schmitt’s Begriff des Politischen. Both trajectories, 
despite their profound divergence, belong to a heterodox form of political 
realism critical of positivist and evolutionary variants alike.

Abstract (Italiano)

L’articolo ricostruisce il “dialogo nascosto” tra Raymond Aron e Michel 
Foucault attorno alla formula clausewitziana—secondo cui la guerra è la 
continuazione della politica con altri mezzi—e alla sua possibile inver-
sione. Sulla base di fonti primarie recentemente pubblicate, tra cui le tra-
scrizioni dei rispettivi corsi al Collège de France, l’articolo mostra come 
entrambi i pensatori, lavorando in parallelo senza alcun confronto espli-
cito, abbiano dedicato nei primi anni Settanta un’attenzione sistematica 
al paradigma della guerra come strumento per analizzare la politica. Aron, 
rifiutando qualsiasi inversione della formula, difende una concezione del-
la politica come irriducibilmente legata alla ricerca dell’autorità legittima, 
contro quello che egli definisce il “falso realismo” di Pareto, Morgenthau 
e Niebuhr. Foucault elabora invece, sotto l’influenza di Nietzsche, uno 
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“schema polemocritico” che impiega la guerra come griglia di intellegibilità 
delle relazioni di potere—uno schema plasmato, come dimostrano ricer-
che archivistiche, da un confronto silenzioso con il Begriff des Politischen di 
Schmitt. Entrambe le traiettorie, pur profondamente divergenti, apparten-
gono a una forma eterodossa di realismo politico critica tanto delle varianti 
positivistiche quanto di quelle evoluzionistiche.

Keywords: Clausewitz, Foucault, Aron, war/politics

1. “Bosses, it’s war!”

In the aftermath of the “Corso Traiano uprising”—the day-long 
confrontation on 3rd July 1969 during which Fiat workers in Turin 
engaged in what was effectively an urban guerrilla battle against the 
police—the Maoist newspaper La Cause du Peuple urged the French 
to follow the example of their Italian comrades. The wildcat strikes, 
the demand for wage increases decoupled from productivity, the 
extension of the conflict from the factory to the “factory-city,” and 
other news coming from Italy clearly signalled, in the editors’ view, 
that the ongoing confrontation differed substantially from earli-
er labour disputes and represented, in many respects, a qualitative 
leap that could no longer be ignored. The very headline—“Bosses, 
it’s war!”—announced an imminent intensification of the conflict, 
and the paper did not hesitate to issue a warning to the “riffraff ” 
on the opposing side: “they will have war, because they are looking 
for it. And they won’t even need to declare it; the workers and stu-
dents have already begun” (La Cause du Peuple, 1971: 85). A few 
weeks later, the two editors of the Maoist newspaper were arrested 
and put on trial precisely because of that headline. The direction of 
the paper was then entrusted to Jean-Paul Sartre, who had already 
been for years the editor of Les Temps Modernes (itself having shift-
ed markedly to the far left). Although Sartre did not entirely share 
the newspaper’s political line, he accepted the role enthusiastical-
ly—partly because his own reading of the French conjuncture close-
ly resembled that of the young Maoist intellectuals. In an interview 
broadcast by a German radio station, given together with André 
Glucksmann—then one of the leading figures of the French Maoist 
movement—Sartre declared to the journalist: “France is in struggle. 
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We are heading toward a form of civil war. [...] Temps Modernes ex-
plains the reasons why we are sliding toward civil war, but these ex-
planations mean nothing unless one openly takes sides” (La Cause 
du Peuple, 1971: 173).

The belligerent language employed by La Cause du Peuple and 
Sartre’s alarmed assessment were far from exceptional in the climate 
of the time. After the French May and the Italian Hot Autumn, it 
had in fact become common for far-left organisations, when refer-
ring to the ongoing confrontation and its possible trajectories, to 
draw upon expressions such as “civil war,” “people’s war,” and “pro-
tracted war”—terms largely borrowed from guerrilla movements in 
the Global South and, in particular, from Maoist texts. Often these 
expressions were used metaphorically, and “civil war” merely denot-
ed an intense social conflict punctuated by episodes of violence. In 
other cases, however, the usage was not merely rhetorical; for in-
stance, Glucksmann argued that the mobilisation should lead, after 
a phase of “ideological revolution,” to a genuine “armed struggle” 
(La Cause du Peuple, 1971: 177).

It was likely due to the habitual recourse to bellicose language on 
the part of the gauche and its intellectuals that Karl von Clausewitz’s 
celebrated “Formula”—according to which war is a “continuation 
of politics by other means”—came to occupy a central place in the 
courses that Raymond Aron and Michel Foucault taught for several 
years at the Collège de France. Quite strikingly, and without any ap-
parent connection between their respective analyses, both devoted 
a number of lectures to various aspects of war, civil war, and rev-
olution. Following markedly divergent paths and ultimately reach-
ing sharply opposed conclusions, each of them also examined the 
possibility of inverting the Prussian general’s Formula: both Aron 
and Foucault considered the hypothesis that it might instead be pol-
itics which ought to be understood as the continuation of war “by 
other means,” rather than vice versa, as Clausewitz had maintained 
(Guareschi, 2010).

This intertwined reflection on the Clausewitzian Formula and 
its possible inversion never took the form of an explicit confronta-
tion between their respective positions, nor did either of them, at 
any point, invoke the arguments of the other. Yet the availability to-
day of the complete transcriptions of Foucault’s Collège de France 
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courses, as well as of several of Aron’s—most notably that of the 
1973 course Théorie de l’action politique (Aron, 2023c)—allows us to 
reconstruct this “hidden dialogue” in a more systematic fashion and 
to discern some of its theoretical implications1. The aim of the pres-
ent review—dedicated to recent studies and to the republication of 
long-unavailable texts—is not to suggest implausible convergences or 
to posit implicit influences that readers of Aron and Foucault might 
somehow have failed to notice until now. The planes on which Aron 
and Foucault elaborated their reflections in their Collège lectures 
are, in truth, far too distant for any real reciprocal influence to be hy-
pothesized. Rather, a careful reading of their respective trajectories 
through the lens of Clausewitz’s Formula suggests that Aron’s and 
Foucault’s paths—at least in the early 1970s—were less distant than 
they have often appeared. Moreover, both trajectories seem, in some 
admittedly remote sense, to belong to the broader family of politi-
cal realism, even if—in Foucault’s case above all—these amounts to 
a decidedly heterodox form of realism. It is, however, precisely this 
heterodoxy that renders it capable of offering valuable insights for a 
renewed critical engagement with the realist tradition.

2. When Does War Begin?

After joining the Collège de France in 1970, Aron began to articu-
late more fully a long-standing project: a systematic reinterpretation 
of Clausewitz’s works. He thus devoted three separate courses to 
the Prussian general in the first half of the 1970s. The first, deliv-
ered in 1971–1972, was explicitly devoted to Carl von Clausewitz 
and His Times; the second, offered in 1972–1973, bore the rath-
er generic title Theory of Political Action; and the third, Games 
and Stakes of Politics, was held in 1973–1974. In these latter two 
courses, Clausewitz’s thought served less as the explicit object of 
Aron’s inquiry than as an analytical instrument through which the 
French intellectual sought to reconstruct the inner logic of political 

1 The expression “hidden dialogue” is borrowed here from Meier (1995), 
who used it to refer to the silent dialogue that Leo Strauss maintained with Carl 
Schmitt’s thought after leaving Germany, as well as to the (never acknowledged) 
influence that Strauss himself exerted on Schmitt.
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action—an intention evident in the lectures delivered in early 1973, 
recently published in Italian translation by Alessandro Campi and 
Giulio De Ligio (Aron, 2023c). Aron’s investigations would then 
culminate in Penser la guerre, Clausewitz, a substantial two-volume 
treatise devoted, respectively, to L’âge européen and L’âge planétaire: 
first published in France in 1976 (Aron, 1976), later translated into 
English in 1983, and recently reissued under the title Clausewitz: 
Philosopher of War (Aron, 2023a).

In the Theory of Political Action course, delivered in early 1973, 
several passages made explicit Aron’s intention to undertake a 
comprehensive reconsideration of Clausewitz’s thought. He was 
convinced that the general had not had the time to complete a thor-
ough revision of his early theses in light of reflections that Aron 
believed essential—particularly for rescuing Vom Kriege from read-
ings that had turned it into a celebration of the war of annihilation. 
Although Aron’s interest in Clausewitz was by then longstanding, 
the specific focus of the 1973 course was undoubtedly shaped by the 
political climate of the time, especially by the widespread use of the 
rhetoric of civil war—of which the proclamations of La Cause du 
Peuple were only one among many examples. That rhetoric frequent-
ly invoked Clausewitz’s Formula not in reference to conventional 
warfare, but to revolution, conceived as a “protracted war” within 
society: a war understood as an extended conflict in which the dis-
tinction between war and peace collapsed, thereby allowing the in-
version of Clausewitz’s Formula so that politics appeared as the con-
tinuation of war “by other means.” Although Aron had little sym-
pathy for the Maoist gauche, he chose to dedicate the 1973 course 
precisely to revolutionary action. The idea had likely been prompted 
by Mao’s own use of the Clausewitzian Formula—an interpretation 
that appeared to Aron diametrically opposed to that embraced by 
the far left and its intellectuals (cf. Palano, 2025).

A central thread running through the course concerned the de-
marcation between war in the strict sense—war fought between two 
sovereign political entities—and civil war, that is, conflict internal 
to a political entity and waged among members of the same com-
munity. The former aimed merely at defeating an adversary, whereas 
the latter—even when assuming the form of revolution—was always 
oriented toward the conquest of legitimate power over a territory 
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and its population. Moreover, Aron insisted that not every form of 
conflict could be defined as “war,” and that one must not confuse the 
exercise of physical violence with “symbolic violence” or with forms 
of manipulation involving coercive measures. This, in Aron’s view, 
was precisely the error committed by many radical theorists—from 
Herbert Marcuse to Pierre Bourdieu (who had worked with Aron 
during his years at the Sorbonne)—who tended to portray the con-
dition of subordination experienced by the lower classes in advanced 
capitalist societies as the effect of a sort of war. Here, again, Aron in-
voked Mao’s lesson: following Clausewitz faithfully, Mao had insist-
ed on maintaining a strict distinction between war and revolution, 
and hence between war and politics (to which war remained, in any 
case, subordinate) (Aron, 2023c).

In Penser la guerre, Clausewitz, Aron would reaffirm this convic-
tion, arguing that any inversion of the Formula ultimately blurred 
two planes that had to be kept rigorously separate. One had to 
continue to conceive war as the “continuation of politics by other 
means,” for only such a formulation made it possible to recognise 
the structural distinction between interstate and intrastate poli-
tics. Aron emphasised that a similar confusion had already misled 
Ludendorff, who in the 1930s had invoked the idea of total war. Yet 
Aron was even more concerned with the post-1945 expansion of the 
concept of war—particularly in the context of the confrontation be-
tween the communist and Western blocs, increasingly interpreted 
as the global extension of class struggle, a perspective that emerged 
during the Korean War and would dominate the ensuing decades 
(Aron, 2023a: 313).

The position articulated in Aron’s 1973 course at the Collège de 
France had, in fact, surfaced on several earlier occasions in his writ-
ings. To some extent, it was already discernible in the course Histoire 
et dialectique de la violence—also recently republished under the 
new title Aron critique de Sartre—originally derived from a series of 
lectures Aron had devoted, a few years earlier, to Jean-Paul Sartre’s 
Critique of Dialectical Reason, written by his former companion at 
the École Normale (Aron, 2025a). Entering into the philosophical 
system Sartre had elaborated in his attempt to fuse phenomenology 
and Marxism, Aron sought to expose the contradiction at its core: 
a system that, on the one hand, affirmed the centrality of individual 
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freedom, and on the other, adopted a Marxian conception of history 
as the product of conflict between collective entities. Faced with this 
tension, Aron argued, Sartre ultimately transformed violence into 
the foundation of the process of social transformation.

A first line of criticism targeted Sartre’s implicit “naturalisation” 
of conflict—his suggestion that the struggle for scarce resources 
constituted the fundamental precondition of all conflict. But Aron’s 
critique could not avoid turning to Sartre’s notion of the “group-in-
fusion”: the collective that, according to Sartre, makes any form of 
collective action possible, and that subsequently becomes an organ-
isation and then an institution, thereby losing its original character-
istics. Aron criticised several aspects of Sartre’s argument. One was 
the idea that history is made by collective subjects—unitary enti-
ties endowed (at least ostensibly) with a will of their own—within 
which individual freedom, which Sartre had nonetheless deemed 
crucial, is ultimately absorbed. A further limitation, however, lay in 
the implicit determinism of Sartre’s conception of historical process, 
reduced to a single causal mechanism—violence—with the evident 
risk of producing a monocausal explanation incapable of grasping 
the plurality of forces at work in the social realm.

Against Sartre’s philosophy, in which “creative violence” func-
tions as the pivot around which the entire course of history turns, 
Aron defended the necessity of conceiving politics not only as con-
flict but also as the peaceful management of conflict, and as a do-
main that may arise not only from the struggle over scarce resources 
but also from the pursuit of cooperation. In one of the most incisive 
passages of the book, when summarising the arguments developed 
in his examination of Sartre’s positions, Aron focused in particular 
on the absence, in Sartre’s theory of founding violence, of any notion 
of secondary legitimacy—one that did not consist solely in the orig-
inal act that marks the birth of the group. Both Sartre and Rousseau 
(Aron, 2025a: 342-344).

In the critique of Sartre and of his exaltation of violence as the ori-
gin of the group, it is not difficult to discern the traces of the criticism 
that Aron had directed—albeit never in a fully systematic fashion—
towards the thought of Carl Schmitt for more than half a century. 
In that case as well, he regarded as reductive any attempt to circum-
scribe the political phenomenon exclusively within the friend–enemy 
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opposition. Yet some aspects of his critique of Sartre also under-
pinned the deep-seated diffidence Aron maintained toward political 
realism, or at least toward certain strands of that tradition.

3. Against “False Realism”

Although he shared some “family traits” with the realist tradition, 
Aron consistently distanced himself from its more orthodox var-
iants. As many scholars of his work have noted, while he was un-
doubtedly close to political realism, they have also—almost with-
out exception—underscored his highly critical relationship with its 
most well-known formulations and several of its underlying assump-
tions (Adair-Toteff, 2018; Campi, 2005, 2015; De Ligio, 2007, 
2018; Molina, 2013; Panebianco, 2025).

This point is made particularly clear in Agostino Carrino’s re-
cent intellectual profile of Aron. As Carrino observes, Aron’s crit-
ical method was “largely indebted [...] in philosophy to Kant and 
Dilthey, and in sociology to Max Weber—with Weber’s rejection of 
monocausal explanations; and, in political science, to Machiavelli, 
Montesquieu, Tocqueville, and Pareto.” Above all, it entailed the 
“rejection of reductionism, of methodological syncretism, which 
leads one to justify one type of analysis—economic analysis—with 
arguments of a moral nature” (Carrino, 2023: 43–44). This did not 
mean, of course, that moral considerations were irrelevant to pol-
itics; rather, Aron sought to grasp the full complexity of reality, 
distancing himself both from Marxist determinism and the various 
philosophies of history, and from what he regarded as the monocau-
salism of “false realism” (Carrino, 2023: 73–75).

Among the elements Aron partially accepted from the most or-
thodox versions of realism, the principal ones concerned the two 
components that mark the “negative anthropology” of orthodox 
realism: on the one hand, the idea of a human nature that remains 
invariant across time; on the other, a radically pessimistic view of 
that same nature. From this standpoint, the French scholar was not 
entirely impervious to the theses advanced, for example, by Konrad 
Lorenz’s comparative ethology (Aron, 1968: 47–49). On several oc-
casions he referred to the notion of an invariant “human nature,” as 
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in La révolution introuvable, where, responding to Alain Duhamel’s 
questions about the aspirations animating the student revolt, he ob-
served: “there is no evidence that violence can lead to a total pacifi-
cation (which in any case I do not consider compatible with human 
nature)” (Aron, 1968: 119).

Yet in his theoretical writings he never ascribed major analyti-
cal significance to such an anthropological premise. While he oc-
casionally affirmed the existence of an invariant human nature—in 
tension with the aspiration to eliminate conflict from history—he 
consistently avoided adopting a “one-dimensional anthropology” 
centred exclusively on aggressive impulses or the pursuit of power. 
In the 1973 course, at the end of the final lecture, he returned to 
this point, remarking that “man is violent, but not only in the way 
animals are,” for he is violent “also through faith and refusal” (Aron, 
2023c: 327). The reference to “faith” and “refusal,” which closed the 
1972–73 course, was anything but incidental. For it was precisely 
the importance he attributed to such elements that led Aron to con-
sider the realism of some of the leading figures of international-rela-
tions realism overly simplistic. Referring to Hans J. Morgenthau and 
Reinhold Niebuhr, he noted how their perspective was flattened 
onto a single dimension—the pursuit of power—while failing to 
perceive the rest. “Obsessed with the need to refute contractarian 
philosophy, the liberal doctrine according to which the homo politi-
cus could be disciplined only through respect for law and morality,” 
Aron wrote, “the realists end up opposing one anthropology to an-
other, and power to law (or morality)” (Aron, 1970: 677).

In essence, Aron argued, the principal limitation of the interna-
tional-relations realism of Morgenthau and Niebuhr lay in their as-
sumption that the motivations of political communities and states-
men did not undergo significant transformations over the course 
of history, and were thus unaffected by ideologies, regime type, or 
cultural context. For Aron, the root of this distortion lay in the be-
lief that anthropological characteristics were fixed once and for all, 
thereby determining the decisions of statesmen. “By conflating, for 
lack of a rigorous distinction, the eternal traits and the historical 
particularities of international politics,” Aron observed, “realist the-
ory and praxeology have ended up becoming an ideology compa-
rable to the one they sought to combat” (Aron, 1970: 682). “True 
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realism”—that which “takes the whole of reality into account”—
must instead adapt itself “not to a portrait of what international pol-
itics would be if statesmen were wisely egoistic, but to what it actu-
ally is, with the passions, follies, ideas, and violences of the century” 
(Aron, 1970: 682–83).

According to Aron, the fundamental problem was that cynical 
realism refused, on principle, to recognise that “political and moral 
ideas,” which analysts must take into account when comparing dif-
ferent regimes—and particularly when contrasting democratic and 
totalitarian regimes—“are always part of reality itself ” (Aron, 1969: 
24). The realist who saw politics solely as the pursuit of power thus 
revealed himself to be merely a “false realist,” incapable of perceiving 
the complexity of a far more articulated world. Above all, he forgot 
that politics, in addition to being marked by the struggle for power, 
is above all the sphere in which one struggles for “legitimate” pow-
er—something not reducible to mere coercion. The great illusion of 
cynical thought—obsessed with the struggle for power—consists in 
denying another essential aspect of reality: the pursuit of legitimate 
power, of recognised authority, of the best possible regime. Human 
beings have never believed that politics is defined exclusively by the 
struggle for power. He who fails to see the “struggle for power” di-
mension is naïve; he who sees nothing but the “struggle for power” 
is a false realist. The reality we study is a human reality, and within 
this reality the question of the legitimacy of authority is an integral 
part (Aron, 1969: 24).

Aron’s objection to the philosophy of “false realism” stemmed 
from the same conviction that led him to criticise the inversion of 
Clausewitz’s Formula. To transform politics into the continuation 
of war “by other means” meant, in his eyes, to obliterate the distinc-
tion between peace and war, between the intrastate and interstate 
spheres, between ends and means. While the objective of military 
action was generally to defeat the enemy, the purpose of political 
action—even violent revolutionary action and the revolutionary 
people’s war—was the conquest of legitimate power within a given 
political unit: that is, the conquest of obedience on the part of sub-
jects. And—this was the pivotal point—such obedience could not 
be imposed solely through coercion, nor could it be fully substituted 
by coercion.
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Without grounding his reasoning in a “naturalistic” anthro-
pology, Aron thus recognised that cultural, social, and economic 
transformations altered the orientations and criteria of individual 
action over time. He more or less explicitly accepted the other core 
elements of realism: the idea that politics is conflictual; that politi-
cal order necessarily requires physical coercion; and that relations of 
command and subordination inevitably exist. What he rejected were 
those reductionist explanations that equated politics with conflict. 
Far less firm, by contrast, was his confidence in the possibility that 
political knowledge could yield genuine “predictions” about the fu-
ture. This was, indeed, one of the chief points of his critique of those 
realists whom he considered—probably unfairly—“orthodox.”

From this standpoint, a constant element in Aron’s thought—
from his earliest writings to the work of his mature years—was his 
fidelity to the lessons of Dilthey and, above all, of Weber, which had 
already provided the pivot of his 1938 essay on the philosophy of 
history (Aron, 1986). His rejection of any monocausal explanation 
of social and political processes, as well as his critique of “false real-
ism,” were tied to the conviction that sociology ought to be a science 
of comprehension (Verstehen), not a science of explanation through 
causal relations. It was thus a discipline committed to reconstructing 
the specific cultural frameworks underlying individual actions—a 
discipline that necessarily had to be historical, capable of situating 
processes within the concrete contexts in which they unfolded.

Historical understanding, in other words, is the means through 
which one may reconstruct the meaning of a past event by identi-
fying the meaning actors attributed to their actions. As he wrote in 
summarising the Weberian lesson, human life “consists of a series of 
choices through which human beings construct a system of values,” 
and therefore the science of culture must be “the reconstruction and 
comprehension of the human choices through which a system of 
values has been constructed” (Aron, 1989: 447). On the basis of his 
critique of “false realism” and of every form of reductionism, Aron’s 
realism has been described as an “heterodox realism,” a “moderate 
Machiavellianism,” and even a “historical-critical realism” (Campi, 
1999; 2015). As Alessandro Campi notes, from the perspective of 
the author of Peace and War, “realism, once we recognise the his-
torical character of man and thus of politics, stands in opposition to 
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naturalism, to positivism, and to any conservative or deterministic 
conception of human experience and history” (Campi, 2015: 71).

It was also in virtue of this framework that Aron regarded 
Clausewitz’s Formula as an indispensable point of reference. The 
distinction between warlike action and revolutionary action, as he 
had argued in the 1973 course, had to be grounded in the pursuit 
of “legitimacy” rather than in mere effectiveness. Legitimacy, for 
Aron, was not a secondary attribute of power, nor an inevitable con-
sequence of governmental effectiveness, but a structural element of 
the political community—the element that oriented the meaning 
of individual actions. Subjects obeyed commands not simply out 
of fear of punishment but because they deemed those commands 
“just,” or at least considered the authorities issuing them “legitimate.” 
The conclusions Aron reached remain, in many respects, profoundly 
valuable today, for—since his proposal “has nothing to do with cyn-
icism, with the relativism of values, or with the nihilistic complacen-
cy of those who see the world as always identical to itself ” (Campi, 
2015: 71)—it may help to avoid one of the most deleterious conse-
quences often associated with realism. Nevertheless, at this precise 
point in his reflection, a significant gap remains. Despite assigning 
great importance to legitimacy, he never examined in depth the role 
played by ideology in producing it, and when he did address the top-
ic, he tended to do so in highly schematic terms.

4. Genealogy and Power

In 1976, precisely the year Aron’s Penser la guerre appeared, 
Foucault published La volonté de savoir, the first volume of what 
was intended to be a larger History of Sexuality—though the sub-
sequent volumes would in fact appear many years later and follow 
a markedly different trajectory from the one initially announced. 
Although only in part, that book was the result of the research path 
Foucault had undertaken since his arrival at the Collège de France in 
1970, when he began to study power from a new perspective. Even 
in the pages of that volume, a reference to Clausewitz’s phrase re-
surfaced: in introducing his method for studying power, Foucault 
asked, “Should we then invert the formula and say that politics is 



CLAUSEWITZ UPSIDE DOWN? POLITICS AND WAR IN THE “HIDDEN DIALOGUE”	 127

the continuation of war by other means?” His answer stressed that, 
however one maintained a distinction, it remained necessary to con-
sider them as “two distinct strategies (yet always ready to reverse 
into one another) for integrating these unbalanced, heterogeneous, 
unstable, and tense relations of force” (Foucault, 1976: 123). This 
question, posed in La volonté de savoir, had in fact guided Foucault’s 
trajectory in the preceding years. His arrival at the Collège de France 
in 1970 coincided with the beginning of a new phase of research 
and the adoption of a new perspective that placed war at its centre. 
The transition to the “genealogical” phase is clearly connected to 
the influence of Nietzsche, whose thought—already important in 
earlier years—played a decisive role in shaping Foucault’s inquiry. 
The recent volume Nietzsche: Courses, conférences et travaux offers 
extensive evidence of this presence, collecting materials of various 
kinds from different periods. As the editor Bernard E. Harcourt ex-
plains, Foucault first encountered Nietzsche around 1951, at a time 
when the German philosopher was still banned in French universi-
ties because of the uses to which the Nazis had put him. He proba-
bly reached Nietzsche through Heidegger, whom Foucault had read 
deeply in the early 1950s. Around 1953 he immersed himself seri-
ously in Nietzschean texts, taking notes—now partially reproduced 
in the volume—and afterwards all the books Foucault published in 
the 1960s bore some explicit or implicit connection to the German 
philosopher’s writings. Whereas, in this first phase, his interest had 
focused primarily on The Birth of Tragedy, later—with the eruption 
of the student revolt and the transition into the 1970s—his atten-
tion shifted to Nietzsche’s “genealogical” and historical works, es-
pecially On the Genealogy of Morality and Beyond Good and Evil. In 
this phase, Foucault moved, as Harcourt puts it, “from philology to 
history, to knowledge, and to power” (Harcourt, 2025: 370), even-
tually elaborating his genealogical method.

After several years in Tunis, Foucault returned to Paris in the 
autumn of 1968, where he was invited to help establish the new ex-
perimental university centre at Vincennes. There, in 1969–1970, he 
taught a course devoted specifically to Nietzsche (Foucault, 2025: 
17–108). He revisited the same themes in a course at the University 
of Buffalo in 1970 (Foucault, 2025: 108–133) and, later, in the 
spring of 1971, at McGill University in Montréal. These materials by 
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no means reveal an “unknown” Foucault, since the influence exerted 
by the author of Also sprach Zarathustra on the French thinker has 
long been acknowledged. They do, however, allow us to gauge how 
decisive that influence was for the research programme of the 1970s. 
In this respect, they partially modify the silhouette of Foucault that 
shaped his early reception in Italy. As emerges, for instance, from the 
essays collected in Pier Aldo Rovatti’s Michel Foucault. Il paradosso 
della soggettivazione (2023), the juxtaposition of disruptive texts such 
as Histoire de la folie and Surveiller et punir, together with the influ-
ential anthology La microfisica del potere (Foucault, 1977a), had pro-
duced the portrait of a thinker first uneasily allied with Marxism and 
subsequently a forerunner of postmodernism and “weak thought.” 
While not inaccurate, that portrait has since been enriched by fur-
ther elements: the acknowledged debt to Nietzsche—at least with 
respect to the elaboration of the genealogical method—has brought 
to light a dimension long neglected, on which interpreters have been 
working for some time, as evidenced by the monographic sections 
“‘L’impulsion Nietzsche’,” edited by Michèle Cohen-Halimi and 
Orazio Irrera in Materiali Foucaultiani (Cohen-Halimi and Irrera 
2022), and “Foucault and Nietzsche,” edited by Irrera and Daniele 
Lorenzini in Foucault Studies (Irrera and Lorenzini 2025), as well as 
in other collective volumes published on the occasion of the fortieth 
anniversary of the philosopher’s death (Antoniol and Marino, 2024; 
Barbetta, Mascaretti and Petrachi, 2024).

This renewed use of Nietzsche was also bound up with the explic-
it assumption of a militant profile by Foucault, who at the beginning 
of 1971 engaged (through the founding of the GIP) in the defence 
of prisoners’ conditions. As the dimension of struggle moved to the 
foreground, the Nietzschean reading—organised through the gene-
alogical method—found its centre of gravity in the relation between 
power and knowledge: “Truth is not simply the product of a research 
effort, of hypothesis-testing, data work, reflection and judgment. 
No, truth is the outcome of a battle, an imposition, a struggle, a se-
ries of conflicts” (Harcourt, 2025: 381). The courses taught between 
1969 and 1971 converge in the programmatic essay “Nietzsche, 
Genealogy, History” (1977a), in which genealogy is conceived 
as an analysis of “forces” and their relations. Following Nietzsche, 
Foucault programmatically rejects the idea that knowledge of social 
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processes can be “objective”—not because of the distorting influ-
ence of ideology, but because the nexus between power and knowl-
edge cannot be severed. “Truth” can only be partial, consequently, 
his gaze, rather than seeking an “objective” vantage point (external 
to conflict), must be situated within the battlefield that traverses so-
ciety. As Foucault conceives it, genealogy opposes the historians’ dis-
course that, turning to the past, seeks an “origin.” “Genealogy,” does 
not pretend “to go back in time to restore an unbroken continuity 
that operates beyond the dispersion of forgotten things”, but rather 
“to identify the accidents, the minute deviations—or conversely, the 
complete reversals—the errors, the false appraisals, and the faulty 
calculations that gave birth to those things that continue to exist and 
have value for us”; “it is to discover that truth or being do not lie 
at the root of what we know and what we are, but the exteriority 
of accidents” (Foucault, 1977b: 154). Genealogy must reconstruct 
the “emergences” around which subjections are formed, the conflicts 
that lead to dominations, without searching for a putative “origin” 
and without aspiring to identify a terminal point that would halt 
contention, for war does not cease.

Decisive for deciphering the features of Foucault’s genealog-
ical method is Daniele Lorenzini’s The Force of Truth: Critique, 
Genealogy, and Truth-Telling in Michel Foucault (Lorenzini, 
2023), which offers a systematic and innovative reconstruction of 
Foucaultian genealogy, emphasising its ethic-political character and 
critical function. Lorenzini argues that genealogy should not be 
read as a mere historical methodology or as a device for unmasking, 
but rather as a practice of interrogating the ways in which regimes of 
veridiction shape subjects, bodies, and forms of life. Genealogy, he 
contends, rejects any linear conception of history and any search for 
origins, insisting instead on discontinuity, contingency, and the con-
flictual nature of truth-production. It thus becomes a “history of the 
present,” capable of revealing the non-necessity of the institutions 
and practices that govern us.

Within the profusion of research and interpretation devoted 
to Foucault over the past two decades, the courses he delivered be-
tween 1971 and 1976 have been read from multiple angles—espe-
cially within inquiries into “biopolitics.” Yet, rather strikingly, the 
centrality he assigns to war (and thus to the inversion of Clausewitz’s 
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Formula) has often been relegated to the background. This gap is 
now filled by two books by Valentina Antoniol (2023; 2024), with 
which the author completes a rich project of reinterpretation whose 
results had been partially anticipated in earlier work. As their titles 
make clear, Antoniol does not merely reread the courses of the ear-
ly 1970s in order to foreground the central role that war (in a very 
broad sense, and thus not as armed clash between state armies) plays 
in Foucault’s analysis of power. She also undertakes a cross-reading 
of the Collège courses with several writings by Carl Schmitt, argu-
ing that the German jurist’s hypotheses—and, in particular, those 
advanced in Der Begriff des Politischen—constituted a theoretical 
challenge with which Foucault engaged.

Antoniol thus follows a twofold path—so much so that the only 
objection one might raise is that she has fused together, both in 
Foucault et la guerre and in Foucault critico di Schmitt (which ex-
tends and enriches the first book), what might have been two dis-
tinct monographs. On the one hand, she reconstructs the way in 
which war becomes central to Foucault’s perspective from the early 
1970s onward, such that what she terms the “polemocritical schema” 
emerges as the principal analytical grid for reconstructing power re-
lations; on the other, through genuinely original research, she aims 
to show that Foucault’s reflection unfolds while silently confronting 
Schmitt. Foucault critico di Schmitt opens with a methodological re-
flection that situates the inquiry squarely on the Foucaultian terrain 
of an “ontology of the present.” From the outset, Antoniol makes 
clear that to interrogate war is to confront a dimension that is at 
once historical and theoretical and, above all, constitutes the “imme-
diate mediation of our actuality” (Antoniol, 2024: 12). Following 
Foucault, she observes that war is not external to modern politics but 
its internal and permanently active condition. Hence it returns as a 
repressed element: “we believed we had succeeded [...] in rendering 
it gentle and confining it to distant lands” (Antoniol, 2024: 12), yet 
its re-emergence exposes the fragility of modernity’s political catego-
ries. The aim of the book is to show that, by “reversing the celebrated 
Clausewitzian formula—arguing, that is, that it is not war that is 
the continuation of politics by other means, but, conversely, poli-
tics that must be understood as the continuation of war—Foucault 
elaborates a polemocritical schema” (Antoniol, 2024: 13). By this 
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expression—borrowed from Michel Senellart, who used it without 
clear definition—Antoniol intends to name Foucault’s specific use 
of war: “a model centred on war as a critical instrument and as a 
matrix for analysing the functioning of discourses, history, and pow-
er relations; a model that, at the same time, deploys critique as an 
instrument of war,” and thereby enables “processes of subjectivation 
through a decision by subjects regarding the stance to be taken—a 
decision that inevitably excludes neutrality” (Antoniol, 2024: 13).

War—understood in a very broad sense—thus becomes for 
Foucault a tool for devising a schema capable of grasping power 
relations. Antoniol stresses that Foucault’s model does not merely 
use war as a metaphor: it seeks to show that “politics must be un-
derstood as the continuation of war,” thereby inverting Clausewitz’s 
formula. Politics is what maintains and reworks a primary, uninter-
rupted conflict that traverses the social body. This interpretive move 
places Foucault’s analysis at the crossroads of genealogical critique, 
historical inquiry, and political theory. Antoniol further clarifies 
that the entire project rests on the claim that the paradigm of war 
is not a marginal episode in Foucault’s oeuvre but “a central node 
of his work” (Antoniol, 2024: 14). It is therefore necessary to “re-
open the case,” against entrenched interpretations that tended to 
isolate the 1975–76 course “Il faut défendre la société” (Society Must 
Be Defended) as an anomalous moment quickly superseded by the 
emergence of biopolitics.

A decisive part of Antoniol’s reconstruction consists in showing 
the continuity of the discourse on war in Foucault’s oeuvre. “For a 
long time it was believed that the use of the polemocritical schema 
was a brief parenthesis” (Antoniol, 2024: 28), she observes; yet the 
1971–72 course, Theories and Penal Institutions (Foucault, 2019), 
and the 1972–73 course, The Punitive Society (Foucault, 2015) 
demonstrate that well before 1976 Foucault analysed power as a la-
tent “civil war,” an internal conflict constantly denied and normal-
ised. The publication of these courses—long ignored by the second-
ary literature—now allows us to appreciate fully the centrality that 
the polemocritical schema assumed in Foucault’s work. Moreover, 
by delving into the vast archival holdings now available—Foucault’s 
own library, courses, unpublished manuscripts, published texts—
Antoniol reconstructs the “implicit” framework within which the 
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1975–76 course was situated. Her book is not, however, an archival 
exercise aimed merely at philological clarification; it is an inquiry 
designed to delineate Foucault’s interpretive schema, its theoreti-
cal-philosophical matrix, his specific use of the image of war, and 
the way in which, in the early 1970s, war serves above all as a grid of 
intelligibility for power relations. An innovative part of her work lies 
precisely in the use of unpublished materials from the Fonds Michel 
Foucault at the Bnf. These documents—nearly 37,000 sheets—
make it possible to reconstruct more precisely the logic of the po-
lemocritical schema and to trace the “silent confrontation” with 
Schmitt. Yet for Antoniol the use of manuscripts is not an end in 
itself: “philology must be considered as a means and not as an end” 
(Antoniol, 2024: 30). The true aim is to grasp what Foucault enables 
us “to think and to say” today. The manuscripts show that Foucault’s 
analyses of war are more complex and extensive than the published 
works alone suggested. They confirm that the war paradigm func-
tions as the conceptual laboratory in which Foucault elaborates his 
critique of the juridical, an agonistic conception of power, the gene-
alogy of state racism, and the emergence of biopolitics.

A central claim highlighted in the introduction is that political 
modernity rests upon a long process of the repression of civil war. 
Antoniol reconstructs Foucault’s reading of the Hobbesian tra-
dition as an attempt to occlude the original conflict that traverses 
society. Modern sovereignty does not eliminate civil war: it incor-
porates, neutralises, and transforms it into a mechanism of govern-
ment. What appears as juridical order is, in reality, the result of an 
original decision that consolidates the domination of one part over 
another (Antoniol, 2024: 13). Here the shadow of Carl Schmitt 
begins to become visible, even if Foucault does not name him ex-
plicitly. Antoniol first stresses that Foucault and Schmitt share the 
idea that politics originates in conflict; but she also notes that they 
diverge radically on the function of sovereignty and on the defini-
tion of the enemy. The Schmittian model—founded on the friend/
enemy distinction and on the necessity of a deciding authority—ap-
pears to Foucault as an attempt to ground unity through exclusion. 
Foucault’s genealogy, by contrast, shows how power is produced 
within a multiplicity of conflicts, without any unifying founda-
tion. Within this framework, the specific mode by which Foucault 
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articulates critique takes shape: critique is conceived as a battle that 
itself avails itself of the discourse of battles. Hence the definition of 
the polemocritical schema: a model that employs war as an instru-
ment of critique and critique as an instrument of war.

First, critique cannot be considered external to power, occupying 
a position that is prior or privileged with respect to it. It is, rather, 
the very essence of the war model which—at least for a certain peri-
od—Foucault interprets as the characteristic schema governing the 
functioning of power relations. Second, critique engages not only a 
process of desubjugation of knowledges but also of subjects. The ge-
nealogist, Foucault notes, is the one who asks, “which speaking, dis-
coursing subject—what subject of experience and of knowledge—is 
reduced to minority at the moment when certain putatively scien-
tific discourses are developed and imposed” (Antoniol, 2024: 99). 
The author also demonstrates the line of continuity between this 
conception of critique and the one developed in the following years 
(e.g. Foucault, 2024)

The second line of inquiry pursued by Antoniol aims to demon-
strate that Foucault, throughout much of the 1970s, maintained a 
kind of “silent dialogue” with the theorist of the friend–enemy dis-
tinction—so much so that one may legitimately claim that Schmitt 
exerted a “direct influence” upon him. Indeed, it would ultimate-
ly be precisely this confrontation with Schmitt that persuaded the 
author of Discipline and Punish to abandon the model of war. Yet 
demonstrating such an influence is exceedingly difficult.

Antoniol’s investigation begins, in fact, from exceedingly tenuous 
traces. In none of Foucault’s published works does Schmitt’s name 
appear, nor does it seem that the jurist’s name was ever uttered in the 
lecture halls where Foucault taught. The reasons are not difficult to 
discern. Foucault rarely cited his theoretical sources explicitly, and 
thus his silence regarding Schmitt is not, in itself, surprising. But the 
sinister reputation that the German jurist carried in France made any 
engagement with his work especially delicate, so much so that it is 
entirely understandable that his name never surfaced in Foucault’s 
published writings, nor in his lectures or public presentations.

Der Begriff des Politischen was republished—together with 
Theorie des Partisanen—in a series edited by Aron in 1972 (Schmitt, 
1972b), at the very moment in which the Italian anthology Le 
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categorie del politico, edited by Gianfranco Miglio and Pierangelo 
Schiera, was reintroducing Schmitt’s thought into Italian debate 
(Schmitt, 1972a). The French volume was introduced by Julien 
Freund who, years earlier, had incorporated Schmitt’s hypothesis 
into his doctoral dissertation on the “essence” of the political. After 
encountering Schmitt’s work, Freund had altered his plan of re-
search and presented it to his supervisor, Jean Hyppolite, who not 
only disagreed with its orientation but also denied any scientific 
dignity to a thinker compromised by Nazism. Hyppolite therefore 
refused to continue supervising Freund’s work, prompting him to 
seek support from Aron, who helped him complete the dissertation 
later published as L’essence du politique in 1965 (Freund, 1996). As 
Antoniol notes, the reservations expressed by Hyppolite were com-
mon among French intellectuals.

This climate may partly explain Foucault’s silence. But given such 
circumstances, demonstrating any actual influence of Schmitt on 
Foucault inevitably becomes a complex undertaking. Nonetheless, 
Antoniol succeeds—operating on several analytical levels. First, she 
identifies in certain passages from Foucault’s 1970s lectures at the 
Collège de France clear resonances with Schmittian formulations, 
especially concerning the friend–enemy antagonism. The deci-
sive convergence appears in the 1976 course, where unmistakably 
Schmittian tones emerge—for instance, when Foucault evokes the 
hypothesis of a “termination of the political,” which would suspend 
“the exercise of power as permanent war,” thereby superseding the 
friend–enemy division. In elaborating his polemocritical schema 
for analysing power relations, Foucault seems to have encountered 
Schmitt’s thought—or at least the French translation of The Concept 
of the Political, published in those years. It is impossible to establish 
with certainty that Foucault read or owned the volume, though it 
cannot be excluded that—given the topic and Aron’s presence at the 
Collège—he paid it some attention (as some of Foucault’s collab-
orators vaguely recalled in interviews with Antoniol). The textual 
similarities between certain Foucauldian formulations and passag-
es of Der Begriff des Politischen would not, by themselves, suffice 
to demonstrate direct influence; nor do collaborators’ memories 
amount to more than suggestive conjectures. But Antoniol pushes 
her inquiry further, examining unpublished manuscripts in search 
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of more substantive traces. It is by “exhuming” several handwritten 
sheets from an enormous archive of unpublished notes that Antoniol 
uncovers decisive evidence. These documents demonstrate—clearly 
and indisputably—that the philosopher of “the micro-physics of 
power” was well acquainted with Schmitt’s essay on the political 
and with the friend–enemy hypothesis (Antoniol, 2024: 211–216). 
They allow us to identify a “direct influence” (Antoniol, 2024: 203) 
of Schmitt and to perceive how the binary opposition between two 
totalized camps—friends and enemies—shaped Foucault’s thinking 
up to 1976. As Antoniol observes, “it is precisely through Schmitt 
that one can grasp the structure of the polemocritical schema” em-
ployed by Foucault. This does not, however, imply any real agree-
ment between the two thinkers. Their conceptions of the relation-
ship between order and conflict remain fundamentally opposed. 
Moreover, Foucault is sharply critical of Schmitt’s insistence that 
order requires the elimination (or severe restriction) of plural-
ism within the political community. Indeed, in the 1976 course, 
Foucault identifies in the “State racism” of the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries “a kind of biological extrapolation of the 
theme of the political enemy.” In this logic—brought to its extremes 
by Nazism—the “internal enemy” must be expelled from the body 
of the “race,” which must be defended against its “impure” elements. 
Foucault’s trajectory, “beginning from Schmitt,” therefore develops 
in many respects “against Schmitt.” Aware of the dangers implicit 
in conceiving politics through a sharp, totalizing dualism, Foucault 
begins after 1976 to look elsewhere. As Antoniol writes in an impor-
tant passage, two distinct conceptions of war intersect in Foucault’s 
thought: “if the first conception of war corresponds to a dual logic, 
the second rests upon a binary logic that Foucault cannot but reject” 
(Antoniol, 2024: 149); “the polemocritical schema culminates in 
what may be understood as a critique of that very Schmittian model, 
which—expressed in Foucauldian terms—amounts to a conception 
of war as a paradoxical device of social defence, control, and obedi-
ence”, and so, abandoning the war model means distancing oneself 
decisively from Schmitt, that is, from the political consequences that 
might follow from adopting a binary rather than a dual logic of an-
tagonism (Antoniol, 2024: 150). The confrontation with Schmitt’s 
“shadow” thus ends with the abandonment of the polemocritical 
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schema. As he closed the most “militant” phase of his intellectual ac-
tivity, Foucault turned toward an agonistic model—one that resists 
the temptation to view society solely through the prism of a friend/
enemy cleavage.

5. A “Hidden Dialogue” Between Heterodox Realists?

Examining recent works dedicated to Aron and Foucault, alongside 
newly published or republished materials (including unpublished 
manuscripts), the preceding pages have shown how one may discern 
the traces of a kind of “hidden dialogue” between the two thinkers 
during the years in which they both taught at the Collège de France. 
Aron and Foucault arrived there almost simultaneously, in 1970, 
and for roughly eight years—until the spring of 1978, when the au-
thor of Peace and War Among Nations retired—they delivered their 
lectures in parallel. Without any apparent connection between their 
respective activities, both turned in their courses to Clausewitz’s re-
flections on war (even though, in truth, Foucault only grazed the 
Prussian strategist’s thought occasionally and marginally). Aron’s 
objective, however, was in many respects antithetical to Foucault’s: 
he sought to criticize any inversion of the Formula and, in particular, 
to challenge all theoretical positions which—in the heated atmos-
phere of the period—saw in social conflicts the “continuation” of 
war, and which tended, for instance, to treat “symbolic violence” as 
a phenomenon not too distant from physical violence. For Foucault, 
by contrast, interest in Clausewitz focused largely on the Formula 
itself and especially on the idea that it should be reversed—that poli-
tics might be understood as the continuation of war by other means.

Although their reflections remained profoundly distant, and 
despite the fact that Clausewitz served for Foucault largely as an 
intellectual pretext, the perspectives each thinker elaborated bore a 
subtle affinity with the tradition of political realism. In both cases, 
as the analysis has shown, theirs were heterodox realisms: critical of 
the notion that the roots of political phenomena lie in an immuta-
ble “human nature” (that is, in the primordial “natural” impulses 
Homo sapiens is thought to have inherited from an ancestral past); 
and critical of all positivist variants of realism, which assume that 
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the “laws” of politics may be discovered analogously to those of the 
natural sciences, and that such knowledge permits prediction of po-
litical futures. If their critique of evolutionary and positivist realisms 
unites Aron and Foucault, the two thinkers diverge sharply on an-
other point: the relationship between force and morality.

As earlier shown, Aron criticized the “false realism” of those who 
regarded power, its pursuit, and its exercise as the core of politics, 
while thereby underestimating the fact that reality is also constitut-
ed by ideals and moral constraints. This orientation grounds Aron’s 
rejection of any inversion of Clausewitz’s Formula. For the author 
of Peace and War Among Nations, politics cannot be understood as 
a continuation of war, for a substantial difference remains between 
domestic politics, which concerns what occurs “within” political 
communities, and international politics, which pertains to relations 
“between” them: those who exercise power “within” a community, 
or seek to acquire it, must continually secure the obedience of sub-
jects and thus must be perceived as “legitimate”; those who aim to 
defeat an enemy in war seek only to break the enemy’s will, even to 
annihilate him, but do not aim to be perceived by the enemy as a 
“legitimate” sovereign to whom obedience is ethically owed.

Foucault’s operation moves in a different direction and, in many 
respects, proposes an inversion of the image of the relationship be-
tween sovereign and subject presupposed by Aron. The objective of 
the early-1970s lectures is to employ the war schema as a “grid of 
intelligibility” of the power relations that traverse and constitute 
society. The polemical target is precisely the model of sovereignty: 
a model that presupposes the legitimacy of the law and the unity 
of power, and that, above all, conceives the sovereign demanding 
obedience and the subject obeying because he recognizes sovereign 
authority as legitimate as subjects pre-existing the relation of subjec-
tion. For Foucault, by contrast, subjects do not exist outside power 
relations; they are “fabricated” by relations of subjection. Since the 
subject can never be disentangled from the power relations that in-
cessantly constitute and reconstitute it as a “subject,” power cannot 
be renounced—there is no “outside” of power relations. In this sense, 
Foucault’s reasoning aligns closely with the coordinates of political 
realism, which conceives the exercise of power as an ineliminable 
given, and converges with this tradition insofar as it conceives social 
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reality as irreducibly and inevitably antagonistic. Because power is 
immanent, and because conflicts of power constitute subjects, “war” 
may be understood as an interminable process coursing through 
society even under the name of “peace.” The subjects of this strug-
gle—the protagonists of this “partisan war”—cannot, for Foucault, 
be conceived in the terms of the Cartesian subject of modern phi-
losophy: they are subjects constituted in perpetual struggle, forging 
truth-discourses within that struggle. “Truths” are therefore always 
partial, always constructed within conflict, as weapons of battle. Just 
as it is impossible to exit power relations, so too is it impossible to 
discover a “neutral” ground from which to apprehend an “objective” 
truth. The genealogist’s task is precisely to expose this partiality, to 
illuminate the logic of its construction.

Within the broader reconstruction of contemporary reflections 
on power, Pier Paolo Portinaro has argued that, beginning in the ear-
ly 1970s, one may discern in Michel Foucault’s intellectual trajectory 
a “Schmittian turn” in a “hyper-realist” sense (Portinaro, 2021: 49). 
More specifically, this turn would coincide with Foucault’s inversion 
of Clausewitz’s celebrated “Formula”—according to which war is 
the continuation of politics by other means—a reversal articulated 
in his lectures and in several writings from the 1970s. Portinaro’s 
observation is far from devoid of polemical overtones, for in his 
view Foucault’s contribution, and especially the interpretations it 
has inspired over the last three decades, would have played a signif-
icant role in fostering deleterious distortions within contemporary 
debates on power. Nonetheless, despite this critical component, 
Portinaro’s claim concerning Foucault’s “hyper-realist turn” identi-
fies an important point.

To inquire whether Foucault can, in some measure, be situated 
within the tradition of political realism—or whether elements of 
his research bring him closer to that tradition—requires confront-
ing, first and foremost, the cumbersome anthropology of realism, 
an anthropology that depicts human beings in markedly “pessimis-
tic” terms. The answer to this initial question is less straightforward 
than one might assume. In Foucault’s work one finds no anthropo-
logical grounding comparable to that which characterizes the major 
exponents of realism, beginning with Hobbes’s description of the 
state of nature; yet his reflection on the relationship with “nature” 
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is more nuanced. Throughout his work, the French thinker gener-
ally attributes power dynamics to the cultural domain, although he 
does not entirely disregard the possible influence of “natural” varia-
bles. Although Foucault does not understand “human nature” as the 
wholly cultural product of construction, the realism’s anthropologi-
cal foundations cannot but be profoundly problematized in light of 
his inquiries. Yet the centrality of war in the genealogical phase of 
his thought converges with the realist claim that the human world is 
irredeemably marked by conflict—a conflict not reducible to a series 
of dialectical antagonisms.

Thus, although one cannot locate in Foucault’s work an anthro-
pological foundation, the central role assumed by war in his genea-
logical period converges with the realist view that human existence is 
fundamentally conflictual. Without surreptitiously reintroducing an 
invariant human nature, Foucault implicitly presupposes—through 
his appeal to Nietzsche—the insurmountability of conflict, which 
may assume wholly heterogeneous forms and continually generate 
new terrains of struggle. It is precisely this conviction that marks 
Foucault’s principal divergence from the Marxists—or at least from 
those who equate the future overcoming of capitalism with the end 
of conflict and of domination of humans over humans.

It is precisely by virtue of the centrality assigned to the “polem-
ocritical” schema and to the inflection given to his courses in the first 
half of the 1970s that Foucault’s contribution can be understood as a 
specific variant of realism. Not, of course, on the side of prediction—
which is completely foreign to Foucault’s gaze—but rather on that 
of the relation between the subject and the object of research. By ty-
ing truth and power together, Foucault tackles a problem that Hans 
J. Morgenthau—explicitly a realist, and himself an attentive reader 
of Nietzsche—had already raised in his criticism of behavioural so-
cial scientists and their naïve view of an “objective” knowledge free 
from constraints. Going far beyond the limits to which Morgenthau 
was prepared to go, Foucault pushes to the extreme a key realist con-
viction: the conviction—suggested by Schmitt’s famous claim about 
the polemical character of political concepts—that power is capable 
of shaping every aspect of collective life, and thus even the words, 
techniques and gaze of those who analyse it, in a kind of inescapable 
short circuit. As the introduction to a small “militant” anthology 
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of Foucault’s writings observes, “his analyses confront us with what 
remains unthought in ourselves and in our practices”, “they make ev-
ident that everything we take for granted, everything we regard as 
normal, has in fact undergone a historical evolution and is the result 
of contingent situations and social conflicts that have left their mark 
on our institutions and discourses” (Borca, 2025: 10). This means, 
therefore, that the process which has given rise to laws, philosophi-
cal theories, sciences, and disciplines “has been a violent battlefield, 
from which we have distilled a form of knowledge purged of this 
history of domination and exclusion” (Borca, 2025: 10). Precisely 
for this reason, when he points to the path of genealogy, Foucault 
is able to abandon the pretensions of an objective standpoint and to 
recognise—albeit not without serious consequences for those who 
aspire to decipher the “regularities” of politics—that knowledge of 
the “effective truth of the thing” is itself produced within the very 
battle that one seeks to observe, understand and assess “objectively”.

Drawing on Nietzsche’s lesson, which he interprets in an origi-
nal key, he instead traces values, culture, and ideology to the “par-
tial truths” forged as weapons within the perpetual war of power. 
His peculiar realism—which, with some interpretive license, one 
might call “genealogical realism”—practices critique while avoid-
ing the danger present in some strands of critical theory, which 
exercise critique “from outside” power relations and thus presume 
that their analytical standpoint is “objective” (and hence exempt 
from the power relations through which subjects are constituted). 
Genealogical realism, by contrast, does not seek an “objective” van-
tage point from which to observe conflicts “from without”; it situ-
ates itself within the battlefield that traverses society. In prescribing 
genealogy, Foucault abandons the pretensions of objective observa-
tion and acknowledges that even knowledge of the “effective truth 
of the matter” is ultimately produced within the very struggle one 
seeks to observe, comprehend, and evaluate “objectively.”

By following this path, one may thus discern in Foucault—as in 
Aron—valuable keys for rethinking the realist tradition: a rethinking 
that avoids not only the shortcuts of cynicism, but also the miscon-
ceptions of positivist approaches; and a rethinking that resists the 
temptation to conceive “critique” merely as an evaluation of reality 
articulated from the value-laden standpoint of the observing subject.



CLAUSEWITZ UPSIDE DOWN? POLITICS AND WAR IN THE “HIDDEN DIALOGUE”	 141

References

Adair-Toteff C (2018) ‘Raymond Aron on Ideology, Politics and War’. 
In: Schuett R and Hollingworth M (eds) The Edinburgh Companion to 
Political Realism. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, pp. 317–327.

Antoniol V (2023) Foucault et la guerre. À partir de Schmitt, contre Schmitt. 
Sesto San Giovanni: Éditions Mimésis.

Antoniol V (2024) Foucault critico di Schmitt. Genealogie e guerra. Soveria 
Mannelli: Rubbettino.

Antoniol A and Marino S (eds) (2024) ‘Foucault’s Legacy in Contemporary 
Thinking: Forty Years Later (1984–2024)’. Foucault Studies 36.

Aron R (1968) La Révolution introuvable. Paris: Calmann-Lévy.

Aron R (1969) Democracy and Totalitarianism. Theory of Political Regimes. 
New York: Praeger.

Aron R (1970) Pace e guerra tra le nazioni. Milan: Comunità.

Aron R (1976) Penser la guerre, Clausewitz. Paris: Gallimard.

Aron R (1986) Introduction à la philosophie de l’histoire. Essai sur les limites 
de l’objectivité historique. Paris: Gallimard.

Aron R (1989) Le tappe del pensiero sociologico. Milan: Mondadori.

Aron R (2023a) Clausewitz: Philosopher of War. London: Routledge.

Aron R (2023b) Libertà e uguaglianza. L’ultima lezione al Collège de 
France. Edited by P Manent. Bologna: Marietti.

Aron R (2023c) Teoria dell’azione politica. Corso del Collège de France 1973. 
Edited by A Campi and G De Ligio. Venice: Marsilio.

Aron R (2025a) Aron critique de Sartre. Edited by P Simon-Nahum. Paris: 
Calmann-Lévy.

Aron R (2025b) La politica, la guerra, la storia. Edited by A Panebianco. 
Bologna: Il Mulino.

Barbetta P, Mascaretti G and Petrachi L (eds) (2024) Michel Foucault. 
Quarant’anni e poi. Napoli: Orthotes.

Borca D (2025) ‘Nota introduttiva’. In: Foucault M, Introduzione a una 
vita non fascista. Milano: Feltrinelli, pp. 7–15.

Campi A (1999) ‘Raymond Aron e la tradizione del realismo politico’. 
Studi Perugini 8: 217–231.



142 	 GLOBAL AGE 01/2026

Campi A (2005) ‘Aron, Morgenthau e la moralità del realismo: appunti e 
considerazioni’. In: Campi A (ed.) Pensare la politica. Saggi su Raymond 
Aron. Rome: Ideazione, pp. 663–704.

Campi A (2015) La politica come passione e come scienza. Soveria Mannelli: 
Rubbettino.

Carrino A (2023) Raymond Aron. Torino: IBL Libri.

Cohen-Halimi M and Irrera O (eds) (2022) ‘L’impulsion nietzsché’. 
Materiali foucaultiani 21–22.

De Ligio G (2007) La tristezza del pensatore politico. Raymond Aron e il 
primato del politico. Bologna: Bononia University Press.

De Ligio G (2018) Il processo, il dramma e la forma politica. Saggi su 
Raymond Aron. Rome: Historica.

Foucault M (1976) La volonté de savoir. Paris: Gallimard.

Foucault M (1977a) Microfisica del potere. Interventi politici. Torino: Einaudi.

Foucault M (1977b) ‘Nietzsche, Genealogy, History’. In: Bouchard DF 
(ed.) Language, Counter-Memory, Practice: Selected Essays and Interviews. 
Ithaca: Cornell University Press, pp. 140–164.

Foucault M (2003) Society Must Be Defended. Lectures at the Collège de 
France 1975–76. London: Picador.

Foucault M (2015) The Punitive Society. Lectures at the Collège de France, 
1972–1973. London: Palgrave Macmillan.

Foucault M (2019) Penal Theories and Institutions. Lectures at the Collège 
de France, 1971–1972. London: Palgrave Macmillan.

Foucault M (2024) Che cos’è la critica? Bologna: DeriveApprodi.

Foucault M (2025) Nietzsche. Corsi, conferenze e appunti. Milano: Feltrinelli.

Freund J (1996) ‘Un profilo autobiografico’. Studi Perugini 1: 99–142.

Guareschi M (2010) ‘Reversing Clausewitz? War and Politics in Foucault, 
Deleuze-Guattari and Aron’. In: Dal Lago A and Palidda S (eds) Conflict, 
Security and the Reshaping of Society. The Civilization of War. London: 
Routledge, pp. 70–83.

Irrera O and Lorenzini D (eds) (2025) ‘Foucault and Nietzsche’. Foucault 
Studies 38: 50–128.

La Cause du Peuple (1971) Padroni, è la guerra!. Milano: Feltrinelli.



CLAUSEWITZ UPSIDE DOWN? POLITICS AND WAR IN THE “HIDDEN DIALOGUE”	 143

Lorenzini D (2023) The Force of Truth: Critique, Genealogy, and Truth-Telling 
in Michel Foucault. Chicago–London: The University of Chicago Press.

Manent P (2023) ‘Introduzione. La politica come scienza e come preoccu-
pazione’. In: Aron R, Libertà e uguaglianza. L’ultima lezione al Collège de 
France. Bologna: Marietti, pp. 7–29.

Meier H (1995) Carl Schmitt and Leo Strauss: The Hidden Dialogue. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Molina J (2013) Raymond Aron, realista politico. Del maquiavelismo a la 
critica de las religiones seculares. Madrid: Sequitur.

Palano D (2025) ‘Revolution Is Not a War: Raymond Aron and the 
Clausewitz Formula’. Global Age 1: 187–208.

Portinaro PP (2021) Il lessico del potere. L’arte di governo dall’antichità alla 
globalizzazione. Roma: Carocci.

Rovatti PA (2023) Michel Foucault. Il paradosso della soggettivazione. 
Milano: Feltrinelli.

Schmitt C (1972a) Le categorie del ‘politico’. Saggi di teoria politica. Edited 
by G Miglio and P Schiera. Bologna: Il Mulino.

Schmitt C (1972b) La notion de politique – Théorie du partisan. Paris: 
Calmann-Lévy.

Damiano Palano is Director of ASERI Graduate School of 
Economics and International Relations and Full Professor of 
Political Philosophy at Università Cattolica del Sacro Cuore in 
Milan. He also serves as Director of Polidemos, Center for the Study 
of Democracy and Political Change. Palano is an active member of 
leading editorial boards and academic associations. His research 
spans democracy, political realism, populism, and the effects of 
digital media on public discourse. Recent books include Politica. 
Un’introduzione (Scholé–Morcelliana, 2024), Animale politico. 
Introduzione allo studio dei fenomeni politici (Scholé–Morcelliana, 
2023), and Towards a Bubble Democracy? Notes for a Theoretical 
Framework (EDUCatt, 2022).
Email: damiano.palano@unicatt.it





REVIEW ESSAYS





doi:  10.69117/GA.01.2026.08 

© 2026 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/

From Seduction to Security: 
The Role of Reputation in International Politics 
According to Nicholas J. Cull
Michele Gimondo

Abstract

This essay review examines Nicholas J. Cull’s Reputational Security: 
Refocusing Public Diplomacy for a Dangerous World (2024), focusing on 
the shift from “soft power” as a tool of attraction to “reputational security” 
as an existential defensive necessity. In today’s landscape of hybrid warfare 
and hyper-connectivity, Cull argues that a state’s international image is a 
vital component of national security, essential for mobilizing support dur-
ing crises. The review explores this paradigm through current geopolitical 
tensions, including the Russian invasion of Ukraine, the reputational crises 
of Israel and the European Union, and the transactional turn in U.S. for-
eign policy under Donald Trump. By putting Cull’s thesis into dialogue 
with John Mearsheimer’s realism, the analysis questions whether commu-
nication facilitates geopolitical strategy or merely legitimizes power-based 
decisions. Finally, it highlights Cull’s innovative concept of “information 
disarmament,” pondering the viability of universal values and “cultural re-
flexivity” in an increasingly fragmented and polarized global order.

Abstract (Italiano)

Questo saggio critico analizza l’opera di Nicholas J. Cull Reputational 
Security: Refocusing Public Diplomacy for a Dangerous World (2024), fo-
calizzandosi sulla transizione dal “soft power” inteso come strumento di 
attrazione alla “sicurezza reputazionale” concepita come necessità difensi-
va esistenziale. Nell’attuale scenario caratterizzato da guerre ibride e iper-
connettività, Cull sostiene che l’immagine internazionale di uno Stato sia 
diventata una componente vitale della sicurezza nazionale, indispensabile 
per mobilitare sostegno esterno durante i momenti di crisi. La recensione 
esplora tale paradigma alla luce delle odierne tensioni geopolitiche, pren-
dendo in esame il conflitto in Ucraina, le crisi reputazionali di Israele e 
dell’Unione Europea e la svolta transazionale della politica estera statuni-
tense sotto Donald Trump. Ponendo la tesi di Cull in dialogo con il reali-
smo di John Mearsheimer, l’analisi interroga il ruolo della comunicazione: 
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essa facilita la strategia geopolitica o si limita a legittimare a posteriori de-
cisioni basate su puri rapporti di forza? In conclusione, l’articolo mette in 
rilievo l’innovativo concetto di “disarmo informativo”, riflettendo sulla te-
nuta dei valori universali e sulle prospettive della “riflessività culturale” in 
un ordine globale sempre più frammentato e polarizzato.

Keywords: reputational security, public diplomacy, soft power, realism, 
reflexivity

Introduction

“What is said about people, whether true or false, often plays as large 
a part in their lives, and especially in their destiny, as what they ac-
tually do.” These are Victor Hugo’s words, taken from the opening 
pages of Les Misérables (2013). While the French writer was referring 
to the importance of reputation in an individual’s life, the same logic 
appears to hold true for collective life. In both cases, we are dealing 
with the perceptions and stereotypes held by others, which can sig-
nificantly influence our actions, for better or worse. This conviction 
is shared by Nicholas J. Cull, Professor of Public Diplomacy at the 
University of Southern California. In his latest book, Reputational 
Security: Refocusing Public Diplomacy for a Dangerous World (2024), 
he emphasizes how a state’s reputation can profoundly impact its 
geopolitical trajectory. This seems even more pertinent in today’s 
communicative ecosystem, characterized by uninterrupted informa-
tion flows that represent both an opportunity and a vulnerability 
for nations; hence, the need to enhance and invest in one’s image, a 
requirement that has become vital against a backdrop of increasing 
geopolitical instability. In the contemporary era, the author explains, 
reputation is a constituent element of state security.

1. Book Structure and Main Arguments

Reputation’s role in international politics is no novelty. Realists like 
Morgenthau (1948) argued that perceived strength is as vital as ma-
terial power: armed forces require the visible willingness to deploy 
them. Cull’s reputation, however, isn’t the “reputation of the lion,” 
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grounded in force. Rather, it stems from being perceived as “good” 
(Cull, 2024: 27) – promoting cultural heritage and aligning with 
human rights standards. Cull notes that states have a vested interest 
here, since a positive image increases the likelihood of receiving for-
eign assistance during crises. Reputational security thus

is the idea that if and when a country is well thought of and seen 
as relevant by international audiences, it fares better in moments 
of crisis than states that are unknown. It is more likely to find 
allies and to have its suggestions on the international stage seen as 
transparent [...] Once established, it means that when a challenge 
comes – whether from a neighbor contesting sovereignty, internal 
secession, or rising sea levels – the world cares (Cull, 2024: 19).

Conversely, low reputational security leaves states vulnerable: like 
Hugo’s Jean Valjean, they remain haunted by past shadows without 
finding a safe haven.

As emerges from these preliminary considerations, Cull focuses 
on changes in the global imagination and state strategies to promote 
image—a territory previously explored through Joseph Nye’s (1990) 
“soft power”. Nye argued that a state’s attractive values, culture and 
policies constitute a geopolitical lever, allowing actors to multiply 
power by drawing others into their orbit. Nye’s theorization, which 
Cull reconstructs at the beginning of the book, had the US as its ex-
plicit referent. And this wasn’t its only limitation: soft power was the 
perfect idea for the post-Cold War world. It succeeded because it fit-
ted an international system looking to understand how the West had 
done so well and the Soviet Union so poorly” (Cull, 2024: 11). Since 
then, however, the world has changed: guiding Public Diplomacy 
now requires the new concept of “reputational security”. Two rea-
sons support this.

First, while all states seek to promote their image, not all do so 
similarly. Small and medium powers seek to enhance their reputation 
not to attract, but to gain support (political, economic, military) in 
need. This is security, not seduction: being known abroad serves to 
better defend oneself. Kazakhstan, to use an example dear to Cull, 
seeks reputational security over soft power. From this perspective, 
Cull’s critique of Nye—recalling Thomas Kuhn (1962)—highlights 
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the “anomalies” the soft power paradigm cannot explain, such as the 
specific needs of countries like Kazakhstan and Ukraine, whereas the 
reputational security one succeeds, by accounting for the image con-
cerns of great and small powers alike. Second, in today’s great-pow-
er rivalry, even major powers, starting with the US, must prioritize 
reputation against rivals’ information attacks. Russia, China and 
increasingly other states in the “Global South” appear ever more im-
pervious to Western influence: the idea of seducing them as in the 
past now seems outdated. Furthermore, Russia and China, eager to 
preserve their own informational and cultural space, are simultane-
ously interested in undermining the West’s reputation to erode trust 
in Washington and European capitals, and so that Westerners them-
selves lose faith in their own developmental model. Rather than on 
soft power, the focus must specifically be on reputational security: 
preserving one’s image against geopolitical adversaries.

Perhaps even more so than the US, Ukraine is the essay’s true 
protagonist. Indeed, it is Kyiv’s trajectory that best allows us to un-
derstand the geopolitical significance of the concept of reputational 
security and, in a sense, to operationalize it. According to Cull, much 
of the country’s recent history can be interpreted through the prism 
of reputation. In 2014, during the Crimea annexation, Ukraine was 
largely unknown, explaining the lack of international mobilization. 
By 2022, following the Russian invasion, effective communication 
and cultural campaigns had changed its standing. This variable part-
ly explains the greater Western support obtained. Cull defends his 
hypothesis: states with robust reputational security are safer. It fol-
lows that promoting a positive image is strictly related to security. 
“In an era of renewed great power competition when accepted bor-
ders are under threat, it is time to see the cultivation of Soft Power as 
security and effective Public Diplomacy as an extension of defense” 
(Cull, 2024: 27). These words echo Dmytro Kuleba’s 2021 state-
ment – as reported in the essay – that “in times of hybrid war and 
misinformation, the reputation of Ukraine is a matter of national 
security” (Cull, 2024: 161).

After justifying his conceptual innovation, Cull proceeds to 
review all the ways in which reputation can be improved through 
twentieth-century cases. Public diplomacy tools are manifold, 
but communication campaigns lacking corresponding actions are 
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counterproductive. Constructing human rights narrative while 
acting otherwise weakens reputational security. This is also because 
such a gap between rhetoric and reality ends up playing into the 
hands of adversaries’ media operations, which become all the more 
credible the more they leverage evident double standards and incon-
sistencies. No campaign replaces concrete domestic or international 
policy. The reference here is clearly to US public diplomacy, whose 
message was arguably weakened during and in the aftermath of the 
Middle East wars. Yet even concrete human rights commitments 
aren’t sufficient. One must dodge adversaries’ blows through coun-
ter-propaganda. Engaging with recent literature on the matter, Cull 
briefly retraces the evolution of Chinese and, even more so, Russian 
doctrines, which attribute great importance – in addition to the cul-
tural and political promotion of Russia and China abroad—to the 
demolition of Washington and its allies’ reputation, including and 
especially within Western countries themselves, in order to collapse 
trust in US hegemony. From the preventive inoculation of public 
opinion to fact-checking and content removal, measures to counter 
disinformation are constantly evolving. The debate on this matter, in 
the EU and beyond, continues to be marked by the tension between 
security and free expression.

Counter-propaganda, in any case, doesn’t exhaust the range of 
actions that can be undertaken to stem information attacks. Here we 
enter a fundamental chapter of the essay, perhaps the most original 
and stimulating, dedicated to the concept of “information disarma-
ment.” Cull presents it as a further way to guarantee one’s reputa-
tional security. The idea is that a state can defend its reputation not 
only through information campaigns, platform architecture, or judi-
cial measures, but through agreements and negotiations with other 
powers regarding stereotypes and media attacks. If information can 
be conceived as a weapon, and is indeed used as such, then its lim-
itation and control—and thus a negotiation around its use—must 
be thinkable. A historian by profession, Cull places the concept of 
information disarmament into historical reality, recounting the lit-
tle-known story of the 1980s US-Soviet information negotiations. 
From his reconstruction, a highly interesting cross-section of the 
culture and politics of the time emerges: while, at the high levels 
of politics, negotiations continued between Gorbachev and Reagan 
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on disinformation and the need to move beyond mutual demoniza-
tion, bottom-up initiatives multiplied between the Esalen Institute 
in California and the Moscow of artists and scientists. These were 
carried out by activists who saw dialogue as the only way out of the 
war spiral, and who didn’t hesitate to experiment with new satellite 
technologies to connect Soviet and American citizens. Cull deserves 
great credit for bringing the concept and practice of information 
disarmament back to the center of the debate on disinformation—a 
possibility that is almost never mentioned in the literature on the 
subject. Elaborating on some of Cull’s considerations, one could 
conclude that disarmament represents not only an additional tool 
for preserving a state’s reputation internationally, but a tool for cre-
ating, despite all the inherent difficulties, a more collaborative and 
less conflictual international scene in general. As the UNESCO 
Constitution, cited by Cull at the opening of the chapter, states: 
“since wars begin in the minds of men, it is in the minds of men that 
the defenses of peace must be constructed” (Cull, 2024: 88). These 
are words that seem more necessary than ever to reflect upon today.

The final chapters suggest how the US can strengthen its reputa-
tional security. Cull emphasizes once more how reputational securi-
ty no longer represents a luxury, as it did in the era of “soft power” 
—a luxury that some states could afford and others couldn’t—but a 
first-order defensive resource, without which all states end up being 
less secure and, in the long run, eroding their power base. Once again, 
the author’s thoughts turn to Ukraine at war with Russia. Here, in 
the final pages, it is highlighted how, on the one hand, Ukrainian 
reputational security guaranteed Kyiv greater Western support com-
pared to 2014 but wasn’t sufficient to prevent the conflict or to spare 
the country from the dramatic situation in which it has found itself 
for several years now. A tragic situation, the end of which remains 
difficult to foresee.

2. Prompts for Broadening the Debate

The essay is rich in case studies. The author’s perspective reflects 
an eclectic gaze, ranging across modern and contemporary history, 
taking into account the public and cultural diplomacy not only of 
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great powers but also of countries like the Czech Republic, Poland, 
Japan, Taiwan, Armenia and Mali. To further scrutinize Cull’s para-
digm, it’s useful to project his categories onto the latest international 
developments, treating them as critical stress tests for his propos-
al. During the writing and following the publication of his work, 
international news has indeed undergone a dramatic acceleration, 
bringing the issue of reputation in world politics back to the fore-
front. Among these, a primary role belongs to the US under Donald 
Trump, China, Israel, and the EU. As we shall see, not only can Cull’s 
theoretical coordinates help interpret each of these cases, but such 
interpretation, in turn, will prove useful for further problematizing 
the reputational security concept.

Let us begin with the US. While Washington’s soft power was 
already questioned by the Middle East interventions and the 2008 
crisis, the increasingly stark American polarization seems to have 
weakened it further. From this perspective, Trump’s return has only 
exacerbated the situation, particularly after the Venezuela interven-
tion and the declared intention to annex Greenland. Defying Cull’s 
advice, the Trump administration moves oppositely, convinced that 
soft power and reputational security don’t matter, or are luxuries 
that American power can no longer afford. As US hegemony is con-
tested, the shift toward hard power seems an attempt to intimidate 
adversaries and secure resources before it’s too late. Consistently, the 
Trump administration slashed the budget for US public diplomacy. 
These cuts hit the very institutions that Cull, throughout the book, 
urges to protect and strengthen—from the United States Agency 
for International Development to the National Endowment for 
Democracy, as well as Voice of America and Radio Free Europe/
Radio Liberty. What will the implications be? Based on the essay, 
declining reputational security will correspond to a geopolitical de-
cline the US will have to address in the coming years. The question 
is only apparently contingent, as it raises the classic political and 
historiographical debate on American power and the reasons for its 
success. This debate involves not only Cull but also another British-
born American historian, Niall Ferguson, who is cited in the book 
as a critic of the concept of soft power—an element he considers less 
important than hard power in explaining the rise of the US (2004). 
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This long-distance debate between the two historians will continue, 
spurred by current developments.

The picture is, however, more complex, as the US trajectory will 
be influenced by other international actors, starting with China. The 
reference to Beijing is pertinent not only to understanding today’s 
geopolitical balances but also for testing a hypothesis worthy of in-
vestigation: that a country’s reputational security can be increased 
not by concrete measures or effective communication campaigns by 
that state, but by virtue of the wrong choices made by its adversaries. 
In other words, is reputational security a zero-sum game? Indeed, re-
cently, Beijing hasn’t only benefited from its own initiatives around 
the world, but it’s now perceived as more reliable compared to an 
unpredictable US. The hypothesis is that Chinese reputational se-
curity is increasing by contrast: a result Beijing will consolidate via 
propaganda, posing further problems for US public diplomacy.

Another interesting case study is that of Israel which, following 
the Gaza offensive against Hamas, has been accused by a large sec-
tion of international public opinion, as well as by states and inter-
national bodies, of perpetrating genocide against the Palestinians. 
There’s little doubt that Israel has annihilated the reputational se-
curity built in the decades following WWII. That symbolic capital, 
although it still survives at the institutional peaks of many states—
primarily Western ones, linked to Israel by economic and political 
ties—, has received a perhaps definitive blow within formerly sup-
portive countries. The “only democracy in the Middle East” rhetoric 
seems less convincing, and antisemitism accusations against critics 
have lost rhetorical effectiveness. Will the collapse of Israeli reputa-
tional security, even in the face of more or less significant territorial 
gains, translate into long-term political defeat? Once again, based 
on Cull’s essay, the answer is a resounding yes.

The EU, too, is in a delicate phase from a reputational point of 
view. While Cull views the EU positively, its rhetoric shifted fol-
lowing the Ukraine invasion and Trump’s re-election. Until a few 
years ago, the European countries, and even more so the EU itself, 
promoted a “civilian power” image oriented toward dialogue and 
cooperation. The European dream was that of a continent that had 
left power politics behind after the devastation of WWI and WWII. 
Following Russia’s invasion, however, official rhetoric shifted toward 
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the necessity of rearmament: rather than focusing on diplomacy and 
détente, the Union seems to have embraced a line of intransigence 
toward Russia, and European leadership appears interested (with 
questionable results) in renewing the martial spirit of their citizens. 
From a realist point of view, it could be said that the EU is trying to 
rebuild its reputation as a geopolitical actor capable of using force. 
But what are the consequences of this new course from the point of 
view of the reputational security theorized by Cull? The reference 
goes above all to the public opinion of the European countries them-
selves, even before the perception that other international actors 
have of the EU. Will the European shift succeed in gaining followers, 
or will it further erode internal backing for the European project?

3. Engaging with the Book: Perspectives and Future Trajectories

Having presented the work’s structure and content, broadening the 
perspective to include new case studies, it may be stimulating to en-
rich the debate on Reputational Security by problematizing some of 
Cull’s central theses.

The first is historical and geopolitical. The author argues Western 
support for Ukraine post-2022 resulted partly from Kyiv reaching a 
sufficient reputational security threshold between 2014 and 2022. In 
other words, Kyiv’s manifold initiatives in public and cultural diplo-
macy bore fruit, shaping European and American perceptions. While 
Cull doesn’t consider this variable to be the sole one, he nonetheless 
emphasizes its importance in explaining Atlantic support. This in-
terpretation is difficult to reconcile with John Mearsheimer’s realist 
view (2014; 2022), according to whom political and military sup-
port for Ukraine was actually part of a long-standing US geopolitical 
strategy. From this viewpoint, the interpretation of recent Ukrainian 
history is nearly inverted, and the dynamics considered relevant by 
the two authors differ fundamentally. According to Mearsheimer, 
the decisive factor wasn’t the lack of support for Ukraine following 
the 2014 annexation of Crimea due to a lack of reputational securi-
ty, but rather the Western-backed overthrow of Viktor Yanukovych’s 
government in an effort to extend the American sphere of influence 
to the borders of the Russian Federation. This long-term interest 
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in Ukraine, reasoning from Mearsheimer’s perspective, might sug-
gest the hypothesis that, if communication indeed played a role in 
Western involvement following the 2022 invasion, it was largely 
an ex post facto role – that is, one of legitimizing decisions already 
made. In this interpretative framework, the increased reputational 
security achieved by Ukraine wouldn’t constitute one of the causal 
factors underlying Western involvement. Rather, that renewed im-
age served—as it indeed has—to justify to Western public opinion a 
gradual involvement in the conflict against the Russian Federation. 
An involvement that responded, however, to the logic of interests 
and power relations. Cull might counter that the investment in rep-
utation was nonetheless vital for the Kyiv government: if not to push 
Western governments to support Ukraine initially, then at least to 
convince public opinion to accept support for Zelensky subsequent-
ly, and thus, ultimately, to obtain greater security in the following 
months and years. Clearly, the confrontation between Cull’s and 
Mearsheimer’s theses on the actual importance of communications 
offers a fertile path for further research.

A second knot concerns the question of cultural reflexivity. 
According to Cull, a country that undergoes a process of self-crit-
icism, admits its historical (e.g., colonial) responsibilities, and takes 
concrete steps to redress its wrong contributes to its reputational 
security, as it’s perceived as a responsible actor on the international 
stage. But can a state evolve this way while maintaining hegemony? 
Or is there a bifurcation between reputational security and geopolit-
ical power? In the West, and particularly in the US, self-criticism and 
admission of historical responsibility seem to be advocated primari-
ly by cultural and political movements that believe Western states—
having exercised violent hegemony in the past—should now accept 
their geopolitical decline. Indeed, this historical and cultural trend 
can also be explained in psychological terms. Just as confronting 
one’s own “shadow”—to use Carl G. Jung’s terminology (2002)—
might make a human subject less aggressive toward the outside 
world, one wonders whether a collectivity that recognizes its own 
shadows might likewise become less aggressive. This evidently rep-
resents a positive goal in terms of peaceful coexistence, but what can 
be said from a geopolitical and strategic standpoint? Could a state 
seeking to maintain its power still rely on its citizens’ willingness to 
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sacrifice once a process of self-criticism has been internalized? These 
are questions Cull doesn’t pose in these terms, yet they call into ques-
tion the nexus of reputational security and defense. In this sense, it’s 
worth remembering how colonial legacies are precisely the themes 
upon which foreign information campaigns take root, as if Western 
self-criticism—however just and necessary—were being weaponized 
from the outside. Despite this apparent impasse, Cull might argue 
that one must act well and be perceived well, even if this is accompa-
nied by a decline in geopolitical influence, because a strategic decline 
might correspond to greater collaboration and better coexistence 
with other states. However, these theoretical and political scenarios 
remain entirely to be explored.

A third aspect requiring attention concerns information 
disarmament. Cull writes that such a process, broadly modeled on 
what occurred during the Cold War, is easier to conceive regarding 
relations between China and the US, whereas it’s more difficult 
to imagine something analogous with Russia. Although this point 
isn’t explored in depth, the reasons are quite clear: Russia’s media 
ecosystem, both internal and external, doesn’t seem to be moving 
toward information disarmament at all (Moore and Colley, 
2025); thus, it’s hard to see why Americans and Europeans should 
initiate such a process unilaterally. However, one could argue 
that someone must eventually start to avoid entrenched hostility. 
In the chapter on information disarmament, Cull explains that 
certain conditions can favor or hinder an information agreement 
and progressive political-cultural détente, such as the realization by 
both sides that the ongoing geopolitical confrontation has reached 
a stalemate. On the other hand, it’s also true that cultural debate 
can stimulate political forces in a certain direction—that of détente 
and diplomacy—even if political conditions don’t seem propitious 
yet. This would essentially involve starting a path, seeking to involve 
the counterpart in a gradual process of reconciliation. But is there a 
will for this in Europe? This question evidently raises divergences in 
sensitivity within European countries, some of which—traditionally 
those in Eastern Europe—might view a weakening of anti-Russian 
rhetoric as an unacceptable sign of weakness. These appear to be new 
problems, but, as Cull’s pages reveal, they are the very objections 
that proponents of disarmament have always had to confront.
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The fourth and final point concerns the question of the 
universality of values. Cull speaks of reputation and the importance 
of being considered “good” as if there were values largely shared by 
all states, and especially by the public opinion of various countries. 
However, it could be argued that today’s world sees international 
bodies weakening as countries proudly rediscover cultural alterity, 
sometimes opposing “universal” values. In this context, what does it 
mean to improve one’s reputation? Perhaps not so much behaving 
according to universally accepted values, but to the values dear to 
the power from which one expects political, economic, and military 
support. In yet another direction, one could hypothesize that in the 
present conjuncture, what matters—contrary to Cull’s assertion—
is not being appreciated for one’s values, but being useful to other 
powers in a purely transactional sense. Considering the policies of 
President Trump, indifferent to the values of individual countries, 
and those of China, which seems uninterested in interfering with 
the internal cultural and political choices of the countries with 
which it signs agreements, the hypothesis gains plausibility. Cull 
might respond that, despite the differences from the past, there still 
exist aspects of a “minimal morality” that find favor with all and 
contribute to a good reputation—such as investment in education 
and healthcare. Alternatively, he might argue that, despite recent 
developments, large segments of international public opinion 
remain tied to the values of fundamental charters, and that one 
must fight politically today precisely to affirm those values that 
are in crisis. At this point, however, the discourse would shift from 
descriptive to normative. In any case, the debate remains open.

Conclusions

Cull’s essay provides an excellent introduction to the theme of rep-
utation in international politics. Furthermore, by convincingly ar-
guing that the information sphere has acquired unprecedented cen-
trality for geopolitical actors due to digital hyperconnectivity, the 
book serves as a prism through which to view contemporary politics 
tout court. The author deserves credit for emphasizing the role of 
communication in International Relations (IR), a discipline that 
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often undervalues it. In this regard, his outlook bridges realism and 
constructivism. Indeed, Cull highlights the role of actors (such as 
cultural foundations and NGOs) and processes that generally don’t 
receive in-depth attention from realist scholars as much as they do 
from constructivists. However, in his view, reputation and image 
policies significantly impact security and power dynamics, offering a 
fruitful hermeneutic perspective.

As we have noted, the essay is both instructive and stimulating 
from a theoretical standpoint, particularly in its critical examination 
of “soft power” and the proposed concept of “reputational security”. 
It’s equally compelling from a historical perspective, not only be-
cause it sheds light on often little-known developments and figures 
of contemporary history—such as the story of information disarma-
ment in the 1980s—, but insofar as the reconstruction of the past, 
however noble in itself, is put by Cull at the service of the present. 
The attempt is, in fact, to expand today’s political imagination, in 
the conviction that the past constitutes an inexhaustible archive of 
solutions. In public debate, it sometimes seems as though disinfor-
mation is an almost unprecedented problem: by reminding us that 
it’s not, the author also reminds us that there are more ways to ad-
dress it than we might imagine.

Finally, the essay may prove useful precisely due to the irreduci-
ble tension perceived between its pages and current events, particu-
larly following Trump’s return to the White House. To what extent 
will the erosion of US reputational capital translate into geopolitical 
decline? Where he writes that

the best source of the good image on which Reputational Security 
rests is to actually be good, and to work with others to address the 
challenges of our time – climate, pandemic, and extremism – and 
to advance the collective cause of human rights, justice, and peace 
(Cull, 2024: 172)

What role will those values mentioned in Cull’s closing remarks play 
in the future? If this essay is the culmination of forty years of re-
flection on the theme of images and representations in international 
politics, it also represents a much-needed invitation to reflect on the 
world emerging on the horizon.
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Tremble!, Tremble!: the tradwives are coming. 
A review of Deem A (2026) The Tradwife 
Revolution: An Ethnography of Trad Futurism 
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Sara Settimio

Abstract

This article analyses the tradwife phenomenon through Alexandra Deem’s 
volume The Tradwife Revolution: An Ethnography of Trad Futurism on 
Social Media. Drawing on an ethnographic investigation of online trad 
communities, the author demonstrates that tradwives are not a passing so-
cial media trend, but represent a deeper transformation of contemporary 
sensibility, defined through the category of trad futurism: an approach 
in which the recovery of the past serves to redesign an alternative future, 
capable of responding to the contradictions of neoliberalism. By skillfully 
exploiting algorithmic logics and an apparently reassuring visual and verbal 
rhetoric, these influencers promote a reactionary, antifeminist, and racist 
ideology. Rather than dismantling the logics of capitalism, tradwives in-
tensify its mechanisms of exploitation, ultimately reproducing the very dy-
namics from which they claim to be fleeing.

Abstract (Italiano)

Il saggio analizza il fenomeno delle tradwives attraverso il volume The 
Tradwife Revolution: An Ethnography of Trad Futurism on Social Media di 
Alexandra Deem. Basandosi su un’indagine etnografica delle comunità “trad 
“online, l’autrice dimostra come le tradwives non siano un fenomeno social 
passeggero, ma rappresentino una trasformazione più profonda della sensi-
bilità contemporanea, definita attraverso la categoria di “trad futurism”: un 
approccio in cui il recupero del passato è funzionale a riprogettare un fu-
turo alternativo, capace di rispondere alle contraddizioni del neoliberismo. 
Sfruttando abilmente le logiche algoritmiche e una retorica visiva e verbale 
apparentemente rassicurante, queste influencer veicolano un’ideologia rea-
zionaria, antifemminista e razzista. Anziché scardinare le logiche del capitali-
smo, le “tradwives” ne esasperano i meccanismi di sfruttamento, finendo per 
riprodurre le stesse dinamiche da cui dichiarano di fuggire.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
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Tradwives have come to represent a fully-fledged social trend. In the 
United States, a significant number of women belonging to the Millennial 
and Gen Z generations have chosen to promote, through the hashtag 
#tradwife on social media platforms, a traditional lifestyle, while distanc-
ing themselves from the values of liberal and progressive feminism, which 
they hold responsible for estranging women from their most authentic 
avenues of self-fulfilment. Although the phenomenon originated in the 
United States, its base of supporters has recently broadened to include 
women from various European countries and other regions worldwide. 
At the centre of their discourse lies a straightforward message: women’s 
happiness resides in the traditional division of gender roles, and therefore 
in wifely submission, motherhood, and domestic care.

The success of the tradwife phenomenon has attracted considerable 
scholarly attention, as researchers have sought to determine whether, 
beneath its reassuring visual and verbal rhetoric grounded in the domes-
tic aesthetics of the 1950s and the 1960s, a precise political and ideolog-
ical strategy may be concealed.

It is within this framework that the volume The Tradwife Revolution: 
An Ethnography of Trad Futurism on Social Media situates itself. In this 
work, the author Alexandra Deem analyses the phenomenon through 
an ethnographic investigation of online trad communities—drawing 
on the observation of Instagram, Twitter, and YouTube profiles, as well 
as a series of interviews with some of these influencers—and seeks to 
understand how women from profoundly different socioeconomic and 
cultural backgrounds come to share rigid gender models and the con-
viction that what is commonly referred to as feminism prevents them 
from expressing their authentic nature. The central argument of this 
volume is that the tradwife phenomenon cannot be interpreted as a 
mere return to the past. According to Deem, this imaginary expresses 
instead a deeper transformation in contemporary sensibility, which she 
conceptualises through the category of “trad futurism”: an approach in 
which the recuperation of the past serves the purpose of redesigning an 
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alternative future, capable of responding to the uncertainties of the pres-
ent and to the crises produced by neoliberalism. To trace the origins of 
the phenomenon, Deem reconstructs the history of the term tradwife 
and its media evolution across three principal moments. The first phase 
began in 2016 and coincided with the build-up to the United States 
presidential election on the anonymous and lightly moderated digital 
platforms 4chan and Reddit, where the term trad initially appeared as 
the subject of provocative memes and simultaneously became a label 
for women who do not identify with the neoliberal system. The sec-
ond phase can be situated in 2018 and shifts to Instagram and YouTube, 
witnessing the rise of influencers such as the American Caitlin Huber, 
known as Mrs. Midwest, and the British Alena Pettitt, who contrib-
ute to aestheticising and depoliticising the term, notwithstanding its 
explicitly anti-feminist implications. The most recent phase began in 
2022, when tradwives achieved mass popularity on TikTok, led by in-
fluencers with millions of followers, such as Hannah Neeleman, known 
as Ballerina Farm, and Nara Smith (Deem, 2026: 4).

Beyond its media evolution, this trend should be interpreted as a 
widespread sensibility rather than a homogeneous movement, given 
that the individual motivations and profiles of users within trad net-
works appear extremely heterogeneous. Within their communities, at 
least three distinct typologies can be identified, defined by the aesthetic 
choices of content creators. The Nostalgic Tradwife embraces a hyper-
feminine and nostalgic aesthetic, frequently inspired by the iconogra-
phy of the 1950s, and in her content elevates domestic labour into a 
moral obligation. The second typology is that of the Former Feminists, 
women who express open resentment towards gender equality and fem-
inism, holding that emancipation has estranged men and women from 
their biologically determined roles. Finally, the Southern Belle recuper-
ates and modernises the hyper-traditional aesthetic historically associat-
ed with the nineteenth-century imagery of the landed aristocracy of the 
American South (Bower, 2025: 1040–1046).

If, on the level of aesthetic choices, tradwives do not constitute a ho-
mogeneous group, their political objective appears coherent. This phe-
nomenon enjoys support within conservative circles, including figures 
such as J.D. Vance, Vice President of the United States, and Erika Kirk, 
CEO of Turning Point USA and widow of Charlie Kirk—and draws 
upon a communicative network comprising magazines and podcasts 
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aimed at a female conservative audience, among them Evie and The 
Conservateur (Goldberg, 2025; Proctor, 2022: 9–10). This ecosystem is 
furthermore connected to the manosphere, the male online communi-
ties that developed primarily on Reddit, united by the conviction that 
contemporary society discriminates against men and characterised by 
the promotion of misogynistic ideas. Tradwives occupy a place within 
this broader galaxy, yet their rhetoric renders the same arguments more 
palatable to a female audience. The distinction between the two com-
munities lies in their target audience and recruitment strategy: whereas 
the manosphere appears primarily oriented towards an adolescent audi-
ence, tradwives address women of university age or at the threshold of 
their professional lives, seeking to persuade them to abandon academic 
or career trajectories in favor of domestic life (Rempel and Hannan, 
2026:3–4).

Tradwives are deeply intertwined with the nature and algorithmic 
logic of digital platforms. Deem nevertheless invites readers to move 
beyond the notion that tradwives are mere influencers or passive sub-
jects manipulated by the abundant misinformation circulating online. 
On the contrary, the author describes them as astute and digitally aware 
users: they are thoroughly familiar with the mechanisms of information 
overload, the inability of users to process the excessive volume of infor-
mation to which they are exposed and know how to navigate the digital 
space effectively (Deem, 2026: 66). Tradwives intercept women’s sense 
of dissatisfaction, convince them that they are victims of the neoliberal 
system, and offer the choice of tradition as an authentic form of rebel-
lion against mainstream feminism. Unlike the manosphere, the success 
of this narrative rests on the rejection of aggressive and violent tones, 
instead leveraging positive emotions: disillusionment becomes the im-
petus for a new sense of well-being, and traditionalism is reframed as an 
expression of free choice. Through the slogan “feminine, not feminist”, 
tradwives invert the rhetoric of mainstream feminism, accusing it of 
constituting the new dominant and oppressive power. Drawing on the 
notion that women are guided by instinct and emotion, they reassert 
biological essentialism alongside the idea of divine order grounded in 
Christian theology (Deem, 2026: 36).

These are not new themes: tradwives situate themselves within the 
reactionary tradition of aggrieved antifeminism, whose roots extend 
back to the antifeminist campaigns led by Phyllis Schlafly in the 1970s 
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against the ratification of the Equal Rights Amendment, and to the 
theories of Helen Andelin, author of Fascinating Womanhood (1963) 
(Deem, 2026: 51). Tradwives claim to be politically neutral: many of 
the women interviewed by the author described themselves as apolitical 
or strongly opposed to extremism. They define their lifestyle as a “nat-
ural” and “biological” choice, employing terms that appear devoid of 
political connotations but in fact carry a clear ideological provenance. 
In this regard, Deem invokes the concept of metapolitics to describe the 
strategy through which the radical right directly drives a cultural trans-
formation at the level of values, sensibilities, and everyday practices. A 
woman who takes refuge in these communities to escape contemporary 
uncertainty inevitably ends up blending aesthetic content, concealed 
behind the narrative of domestic wellbeing, with extremist and con-
servative slogans (Deem, 2026: 44–49).

The choice of platforms is equally deliberate: tradwives show a 
marked preference for Instagram, whereas Twitter (now X) is perceived 
as a toxic, political, aggressive space dominated by masculine dynamics. 
Scrolling through Instagram effectively camouflages ideology behind 
aesthetics. A case in point is Charlotte, a tradwife who produces her 
theoretical and political content on Twitter, takes screenshots of her 
posts, and reposts them on Instagram, overlaying them onto reassuring 
backgrounds such as rural landscapes (Deem, 2026: 86–87). Other 
women, recognising the problematic associations of certain terms such 
as “feminine” or “traditional,” have opted to adopt new ones, such as 
“slow living” or “gentle living”, to maintain a broader appeal (Deem, 
2026: 70). Through this process of recontextualization, topics con-
sidered unsuitable for women are aestheticized within the Instagram 
environment, thereby neutralising potentially aggressive slogans and 
rendering the reactionary ideal desirable.

This operation is further sustained by continuous and complex nego-
tiation between the public and private dimension. Away from the screen, 
many of these women are isolated individuals who lack other women in 
their immediate environment with whom to share the same interests; in 
order to fill this void and feel part of an online family, they expose their 
private lives on the internet. Rather than communities in the tradition-
al sense, trad networks are best understood as a shared sociotechnical 
sensibility, aggregated under the hashtag #femininefamily (Deem, 2026: 
82–83). Within these communities, however, online exposure is strictly 
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governed by internal codes that compel users to “remain in their place”. 
One of the women interviewed speaks of a form of digital “social mod-
esty”: trad women must not express themselves on political topics or on 
matters deemed to fall within the “masculine” domain, must not make a 
spectacle of private suffering, and must refrain from excessive use of emoji 
(Deem, 2026: 85). Thus, even the digital freedom championed by trad-
wives ultimately reveals itself to be an illusion.

In addition to addressing social isolation, these communities offer a 
curative and therapeutic response to both personal and structural trau-
mas, a phenomenon that Deem terms “therapeutic pragmatism”. Users 
share their stories, marked by professional burnout, eating disorders, so-
cial anxiety, or trauma stemming from dysfunctional family backgrounds 
and divorce, testifying to how traditionalism has enabled them to recover 
from the pressures of contemporary life. To counter the “cruel optimism” 
promoted by contemporary feminism, they adopt a more cautious dis-
position, choosing to embrace a quieter and more modest life. The com-
pulsion to display and broadcast this rediscovered inner harmony, the 
pursuit of contentedness understood as an affective state, becomes inter-
twined with digital content production. Through targeted social media 
campaigns, such as the hashtag #RIPfeminism, trad influencers share their 
personal transformation narratives, juxtaposing a progressive and de-
spondent past with a traditional and serene present, weaving together in-
dividualistic therapeutic logic with Christian themes of redemption and 
the antifeminist rhetoric of the manosphere (Deem, 2026: 124–141).

As both Deem and other scholars concur, the origins of this sense 
of precarity lies in the failure of the promises of capitalist freedom and 
in the crisis of neoliberalism, which gave rise to the myth of the Girl 
Boss—the illusion that women can “have it all” by balancing a successful 
career with family life—while the state has progressively dismantled the 
welfare system, placing on women the burden of the “second shift”, a 
term coined by Arlie Russell Hochschild to denote the “double working 
day”, namely the domestic and care work performed after regular paid 
working hours. This overload generates burnout, economic precarity, 
and pervasive frustration. Tradwives insert themselves into this rupture 
and offer the renunciation of professional life and exclusive devotion to 
the domestic sphere as their solution (Deem, 2026: 95; Banet-Weiser 
and Reins, 2026: 54–55; Richards, Jones and Trott, 2026: 103).
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However, as Deem observes, they do not do so passively like the 
1950s housewives; rather, they

appropriate the lexicon of corporate and neoliberal culture, defining 
themselves as “career homemakers”. The management of the household 
is thus presented as a fully-fledged managerial enterprise (Deem, 2026: 
95–96).

In this regard, the author introduces the category of the “digital 
housewife” to describe the fusion of domestic and care work with 
professional digital labour. Maintaining an Instagram or TikTok 
profile, creating and editing videos, and responding to comments 
demand advanced digital skill and considerable labour. The trad-
wife’s home is, in every practical respect, a production studio that 
generates economic value. Rather than dismantling capitalist logic, 
the phenomenon intensifies the mechanisms of exploitation. If cap-
italism has always relied upon women’s unpaid reproductive labour 
within the domestic sphere to reduce welfare costs, trad influencers 
play directly into the hands of the market. On the one hand, they 
take on domestic work at no cost; on the other, they invest long 
hours in producing digital content that generates profit and engage-
ment for the benefit of digital platforms. The income earned by trad-
wives through YouTube channels, online shops, or coaching courses 
is framed as a modest “hobby” pursued out of passion, a discursive 
strategy designed to preserve, at least at the rhetorical level, the ap-
pearance of traditional womanhood, while operating in practice as 
entrepreneurs. Simultaneously, the husband’s income is constructed 
as a biological and moral duty of provision (Deem, 2026: 114–115).

This contradiction is particularly evident in the case of the influenc-
er Sasha and her husband, who have established a coaching and busi-
ness consultancy specifically designed to teach aspiring tradwives how 
to monetise their social media profiles and develop their personal brand 
(Deem, 2026: 98). Tradwives are not external to the capitalist system; 
on the contrary, they represent its most extreme expressions. By defin-
ing themselves as “momtrepreneurs”, they reproduce capitalistic logic 
while simultaneously inverting the demands that drove the Wages for 
Housework movement, promoted by activists of Marxist formation in 
the 1970s, which challenged the ideal that domestic labour constituted 
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a natural responsibility of women (Deem, 2026: 111). The capacity to 
conceal these contradictions resides in the rhetorical efficacy of trad-
wives, which rests upon a sophisticated operation of semantic appropri-
ation: they take a cornerstone concept of modern feminism, such as free 
choice, and divest it of its transformative value.

If feminism has established that emancipation is synonymous with 
freedom of choice, then women are equally free to choose domestic 
submission, economic dependency, and family life at the expense of 
their careers. In this way, women’s activism and desire for autonomy 
are not openly rejected, but rather mobilised to justify female political 
passivity: freedom becomes the possibility of withdrawing from public 
competition and waged labour. However, this free choice constitutes 
a discursive device that progressively curtails women’s effective space 
of freedom through two principal dynamics. On the one hand, there 
operates a mechanism of intergenerational conditioning: the author 
cites the case of an influencer who admitted that, should her daugh-
ter express a desire to pursue a career or attend university, she and her 
husband would refuse to fund her studies to dissuade her, steering her 
interests instead towards activities connected to domestic life—such as 
private tutoring should she wish to teach, or naturopathy in place of the 
medical profession. On the other hand, biological essentialism inter-
venes: tradwives invoke natural and emotional differences to argue that 
domesticity is not the outcome of patriarchal coercion, but rather a nat-
ural choice inscribed in the biology of the species (Deem, 2026: 106).

Despite their efforts to promote an ostensibly universal message, 
these communities simultaneously reveal profound racial differences. 
This is illustrated by the case of African American tradwives. The choice 
of domestic submission for Black women is narrated as the construction 
of a restorative and revolutionary space that slavery historically deprived 
them of. Many influencers argue that for a Black woman today, the choice 
to become a homemaker constitutes an act of historical justice and heal-
ing in relation to the transgenerational traumas produced by slavery and 
racism. Deem deconstructs this narrative and demonstrates how African 
American tradwives fall into the same neoliberal trap as their white coun-
terparts, adopting a rigid “politics of respectability.” Many Black tradwife 
communities actively promote the pursuit of hypergamous marriages, 
with wealthy, predominantly White men, as a means of upward social 
mobility, thereby accepting and reproducing existing class and racial 
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hierarchies. Furthermore, a pronounced form of cultural blame-shifting 
emerges: through their content, some African American women enact an 
internal fracture within the Black community itself, moralistically divid-
ing it between those who are said to exhibit a “victim mentality”—that 
is, those who challenge systemic racism—and a self-emancipated Black 
elite that has understood social mobility to be achievable by engaging 
in hobbies and practices typically associated with whiteness. In this way, 
these women are deemed responsible for their own circumstances and no 
longer attribute their difficulties to white privilege (Deem, 2026: 108).

The complex architecture described thus far does not exhaust itself in 
the present but demonstrates how tradwives are determined to claim the 
horizon of the future imaginary. Rejecting the progressive and post-femi-
nist slogan that “the future is female”, they counter it with a radical manifes-
to: “the future is the family.” This ideal recalls what the scholar Lee Edelman 
terms “reproductive futurism”: an ideological and political orientation in 
which the figure of the child becomes the absolute, ideal, and unquestiona-
ble horizon of every political vision. The value of the present is subordinat-
ed to the preservation of the procreative line, understood as a metaphysical 
duty towards the very survival of civilisation. This relationship with time is 
encapsulated in the motto recurring among tradwives, according to which 
“tradition is not the worship of ashes, but the preservation of the flame”. 
Tradwives do not wish to return to the 1950s; theirs is an act of rebellion 
in the present, aimed at preserving a moral order for future generations 
through the use of digital technologies (Deem, 2026: 155–163). It is with-
in this tension that the category of “trad futurism” takes shape, aligned with 
political scientist Roger Griffin’s definition of “palingenetic ultranational-
ism” —understood as the myth of the “rebirth” of a lost past, oriented to-
wards the construction of an alternative future (Deem, 2026: 6).

Although no precise definition of the political nature of the move-
ment has been established—in some cases it is interpreted as a form of 
populism, in others as a manifestation of neo-fascism, and in others still 
as a product of white nationalism—scholars are unanimous in their con-
viction that tradwives do not constitute a transient social media phenom-
enon, but rather embody the unresolved contradictions of contemporary 
liberal society. For many women, this represents a form of escape; yet be-
hind the therapeutic promises of a “quieter and more modest life” lies, in 
reality, a defeat in favour of an illusory individual “salvation” within the 
domestic sphere. The illusion of digital self-determination collides with 
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the restoration of patriarchal and neoliberal values. In their attempt to 
flee the precarity of contemporary life—and rather than fighting for dig-
nified wages, efficient public services, and a genuine redistribution of care 
responsibilities within the couple—tradwives ultimately not only priva-
tise the welfare crisis in its entirety but reproduce the very same logic of 
market exploitation. In promoting a domestic and private lifestyle, these 
creators condemn themselves to constant visibility on social media, ex-
changing their emancipation and freedom of choice for fierce misogyny 
and fragile economic dependency.
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dissertation. Aarhus: Aarhus University

Valerio Alfonso Bruno

Man is least himself when he talks in his own person.
Give him a mask, and he will tell you the truth.

(Wilde, 1891)

Wilde’s paradox has quietly become a working principle of con-
temporary politics: the leader speaks most truthfully from behind 
a mask. As the party recedes, public life is increasingly conducted 
through a persona (and for a public), and it is by means of that mask, 
not in spite of it, that political conviction is now made legible. If 
political parties have shed their organisational density and their me-
diating function, individual leaders have moved to the centre of po-
litical competition, supplying the identification, the cognitive short-
cuts and the affect that programmes and party labels once provided. 
This longer transformation, from the democracy of parties to the 
democracy of the public and now to a “bubble democracy” in which 
a once shared public fragments into self-referential bubbles, has re-
cently been reconstructed by Damiano Palano (2020).

It is against this backdrop that Alberte Bové Rud’s doctoral disser-
tation, defended in the history of ideas at Aarhus University, proposes 
a concept, “personality-driven politics”, and tests it against the Italian 
case through Silvio Berlusconi, Matteo Salvini and Giorgia Meloni. 
The research question is deliberately two-directional: does the staging 
of personality-driven politics in Italy undermine or revitalise democ-
racy? The early merit of the book lies in its refusal of the declinist 
reflex, and in the seriousness with which it pursues the harder and 
more interesting hypothesis, namely that the personalisation of po-
litical attention might be a revitalising, even a re-enchanting, force.

The most interesting move is conceptual. Bové Rud distin-
guishes between the “focus of attention” and the “focus of power”. 
Personality-driven politics, the author argues, is not primarily about 
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the concentration of power in the hands of an individual, the terrain 
of personalised or presidentialized politics, but about the centrality 
of the leader’s “identity” as the very source of legitimacy: not what 
the politician offers, but who he or she is, or claims to be. From this 
follow three theses: a) that political narratives are built on biography, 
body, family and emotion; b) that they are communicated through 
the logic of entertainment (politainment); and c) that the leader is 
staged as singular and authentic. The category is positioned at the in-
tersection of three established literatures: Weberian charismatic au-
thority, the personalisation of politics (Rahat and Kenig, 2018) and 
politainment. None of the three exhausts it, and the distinction be-
tween attention and power is elegant and does real analytical work.

Methodologically, it rests on a two-legged foundation: a con-
textualism extended well beyond the written text, and a deliberate 
selection of non-textual sources such as gestures, social-media posts, 
events and bodies. The opening historical chapter reconstructs three 
epochs of twentieth-century Italian leadership, namely the sublime 
(fascist) leader, the anonymous (post-war) leader and the unreliable 
(post-1968) leader, before the rupture of 1994 from which person-
ality-driven politics emerges. The three protagonists are then read 
through mythological personae, with Berlusconi cast as the “knight”, 
Salvini as the “jester” and Meloni as the “witch”, and positioned along 
three representational dualities: reason and instinct, distinction and 
identification, distance and intimacy. The result is an imaginative 
and well justified expansion of what may count as a political source.

Several strengths deserve emphasis, and they are considerable. 
The book rejects the tired framing of Italy as “backward” or “anom-
alous”, treating it instead as a laboratory and a magnifying glass for 
tendencies visible across consolidated democracies, a welcoming 
premise for anyone working on the Italian case. Its normative pos-
ture is genuinely even-handed: the chapter on the threats of per-
sonality-driven politics, namely oversimplification and authoritari-
anism, is balanced by one on its democratic hopes, and the author 
productively problematises the inflationary use of the word “crisis”. 
The methodological wager, that a Facebook photograph or a hand 
gesture can be read as a meaningful political act, is bold and, within 
the history-of-ideas tradition, persuasively argued. The mythological 
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personae, finally, are evocative and could travel as a heuristic well be-
yond the three cases.

If one approaches the book from comparative politics, a few 
questions remain open rather than answered. The first concerns the 
cost of setting aside the personalisation and populist-radical-right 
literatures. The author does epokhē on populism as too broad and too 
loaded, leaning on the minimal definition of Mudde (2004) chiefly 
in order to move beyond it. The choice is coherent with the histo-
ry-of-ideas framing, yet it invites the question whether personali-
ty-driven politics re-describes phenomena already theorised, among 
them personalisation, charismatic leadership, the “digital prince” 
(Calise and Musella, 2019) and “telepopulism”, as much as it adds 
to them. The novelty claim, attention rather than power, would land 
with still greater force if defended explicitly against the supply-side 
tradition (Mudde, 2004; Albertazzi and Vampa, 2021), which has 
long held that leadership is one variable among several and that par-
ties, not personae, do much of the explanatory work. The tension is 
a productive one: if the personalisation of politics matters above all 
because it tracks the erosion of the party as an organisation, then a 
framework that foregrounds attention rather than power leaves an 
inviting question for the author’s next book.

A second and especially stimulating question concerns the atten-
tion and power distinction once Meloni is in office. The proposition 
that personality-driven politics is strong in attention but not in pow-
er fits the Berlusconi of spectacle and the Salvini of Facebook well; 
it is tested by Meloni “in government”, where attention is precisely 
what is being converted into institutional power, through attempted 
constitutional reforms (the premierato), the entrenchment of execu-
tive leadership and the organisational consolidation of Fratelli d’Ita-
lia. A dissertation completed in 2024 could hardly anticipate the full 
arc of this governing phase, and the case usefully suggests that the 
cardinal distinction may be less a fixed property of the phenomenon 
than a variable dependent on the point in the political cycle (Bruno 
and Morini, 2026). Far from weakening the framework, this is an 
extension it readily accommodates.

A few further points invite development rather than detract from 
the achievement. The cases are chosen because they are the most vis-
ible, which raises the familiar issue of selection on the dependent 
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variable; the footnote on Mario Draghi registers it gracefully, and 
for an interpretive project the matter is not pressing, though it 
would weigh more were the democratic-effects question framed 
causally. The personae, vivid as they are, occasionally verge on the es-
sentialist, and the gendered framing of Meloni as the “witch” might 
repay further reflection, given that her project has been built pre-
cisely on inverting the stigma of the outsider (Baldini et al., 2022). 
The hopeful thesis of revitalisation and re-enchantment, the book’s 
most original wager, could be sharpened with an explicit threshold 
for distinguishing democratic revitalisation from authoritarian ero-
sion (Urbinati, 2019). And for a study of Italy the apparatus, rich in 
political theory (Müller, 2016; Mair, 2013), might be complement-
ed by closer engagement with the empirical scholarship on Italian 
parties and elections, where the picture of a weak party culture with 
little party loyalty would be qualified by the history of the DC and 
PCI subcultures.

None of this diminishes the accomplishment. On its own terms, 
as intellectual history and political theory, Persona and Politics is 
original, learned and genuinely ambitious, and it is written with 
a verve uncommon in doctoral work. Its strength lies in the bold-
ness of its method and in its welcome refusal of “declinism”; the 
questions it leaves open, about the populism literature, about the 
attention and power distinction under the test of Meloni in office, 
and about its normative criteria, are the questions of a project rich 
enough to provoke them. It will be read with profit by anyone inter-
ested in the staging of power, and it deserves a readership well be-
yond the history of ideas. Read in 2026, the dissertation has gained 
rather than lost in interest: as Meloni consolidates an executive built 
around her own persona, and as personalised, party-light leadership 
spreads across Europe and the Atlantic, its framework supplies a 
vocabulary for naming what is unfolding before us, so that its one 
unresolved question, whether such politics finally undermines or re-
vitalises democracy, now reads less as an academic puzzle than as a 
live political stake. It is, in conclusion, a stimulating and unusually 
well-crafted contribution that one hopes will soon find its way into 
print as a book.
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Kranich S, Knewitz S, Pirazzini D, and Bruns H (eds.) (2026) 
The Language of Democratization; Roles, Social Positions 
and Discourse. New York: Routledge

Margherita Farinella

Edited by Svenja Kranich, Simone Knewitz, Daniela Pirazzini, and 
Hanna Bruns, this volume brings together 11 contributions from var-
ious authors, organized into 3 main sections: Language and discourse 
variation and change as reflections of social roles and positions; 
Discourse, roles and language(s) in language politics and education; 
and Roles and social positions in discourse on (de-)marginalization. 
The chapters are designed to explore processes of democratization 
and de-democratization in various ways and contexts in relation to 
language processes and discourse. A comprehensive and clear intro-
duction links the contributions and summarizes the volume’s overall 
objective, as well as those of the different sections and individual chap-
ters; yet this does not detract from the richness found in the details—
of individual discourses, historical trajectories, or the various person-
alities and organizations described—that emerge in the case studies, 
thereby capturing the specificities and perspectives within which 
broader and sometimes interconnected processes are embedded.

An important theme that runs throughout the volume is the 
consideration of an expanded concept of democracy. Democracy 
is understood not only in its formal principles—such as elections, 
party systems, institutions, etc. criteria—but also as a historical phe-
nomenon practiced at the micro-political level and in everyday life. 
This concept is discussed theoretically in the introduction and the 
opening sections of various chapters and is also demonstrated in 
practice through the case studies presented, using approaches that 
combine linguistic, literary, cultural, and historical studies. While 
liberal democracies have managed to reduce social structures of ex-
clusion and discrimination through concepts of pluralism, equality 
and protection of minority rights, structures of power and inequal-
ity continue to be reproduced, leading to phenomena of “simulated 
egalitarianism” and instrumental uses of democratization rhetorics. 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
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This volume has the merit of revealing these dynamics, which may 
not be immediately apparent when discussing democratization.

The contributions stand out thematically and offer a rich va-
riety of methodologies, languages, contexts, and experiences, ef-
fectively capturing the complexity and multifaceted nature of 
societies. Covering Italy, France, and other European countries, 
the United States, Sri Lanka and Indonesia, and examining dias-
pora, native, LGBT and racialized communities, The Language of 
Democratization; Roles, Social Positions and Discourse demonstrates 
the interplay between various themes and discourses, their implica-
tions at the political, cultural, social, institutional, and legal levels, 
and ultimately the impact that language and discourses have on 
people’s lives through the processes of inclusion and exclusion they 
generate. This multidisciplinary research is grounded in a discourse 
analysis approach that unifies the contributions; and the data range 
from linguistic corpora, questionnaires, and literary analyses to so-
cial media posts and videos, and political speeches, often employing 
comparative approaches.

As part of the Routledge Studies in Applied Linguistics series, 
this volume explores a fundamental aspect of democracy: language 
and discourse. It highlights something constitutive yet sometimes 
overlooked, namely how language and discourse are foundation-
al to democracy, as they shape public opinion, power and politi-
cal decisions. Through language and discourse, democracy can be 
developed or limited, generating practices of inclusion and exclu-
sion, constructing identities, and shaping policies and rights. At the 
same time, discourses and linguistic practices are linked to broader 
movements of democratization and de-democratization, both na-
tional and transnational, which are connected to the very use of lan-
guage(s) and explored in the various contributions to the volume. By 
tracing historical vicissitudes, the book also demonstrates how lan-
guage is closely linked to historical and political dynamics. A strik-
ing example is presented in Chapter 2, which describes the history of 
the Tamil diaspora—a history deeply intertwined with its linguistic 
recognition—and analyzes new practices for expressing Tamil-ness 
in a different language—that of English—among the second and 
third generations. Language is thus shown in all its potential: it can 
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be a cause of war and exclusion, but also a means of recognition and 
emancipation for minority groups.

Moreover, language is considered as closely linked to power, as it 
can influence what is excluded or included, as well as thoughts and 
behaviors. The contributions examine this interplay across multiple 
dimensions, from interpersonal, to cultural and institutional. A clear 
example of linguistic phenomena used to display prestige and cul-
tural capital is found in Chapter 4 which describes the use of français 
cultivé and analyzes the speeches of Emmanuel Macron, Marine Le 
Pen, and Jean-Luc Mélenchon, thereby exposing the links between 
political and discursive democratization. Furthermore, power rela-
tions and processes of democratization and de-democratization are 
evident in different ways of relating and interacting, for example 
through the use of more or less direct strategies, with cultural and 
generational differences in the conception of hierarchies and so-
cial roles, as shown in Chapter 1 on recent variations in American 
English. Democracy changes the way people interact and speak to 
each other. Power relations are therefore analyzed, connecting de-
mocracy to workplace role conceptualizations, dialogues in restau-
rants or shops, and even casting choices within the theater industry, 
as highlighted in the final chapter (Chapter 11), which explores the 
staging of three Shakespeare plays to shed light on contemporary 
processes of transformation in hierarchies and power structures.

The contributions in the central section particularly highlight 
the role of education, institutions, and collaborative practices in 
processes of inclusion and exclusion. Furthermore, the political 
nature of certain linguistic choices and policies is emphasized, in-
cluding through the analysis of European and national legislative 
acts. For example, Chapter 5 links processes of democratization and 
de-democratization to policies and instruments for the inclusion of 
newcomers, analyzing language policies and admission criteria as 
gatekeeping measures for inclusion and participation, while Chapter 
6 examines the differing implementation in Spain and Germany 
of the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages 
(ECRML), highlighting the relationship between the protection 
and promotion of democracy and the protection and promotion of 
linguistic diversity.
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Another merit of the contributions in this volume is their abil-
ity to capture the richness of the debates surrounding these issues, 
successfully conveying the complexity and diverse positions for or 
against practices of inclusion and exclusion without trivializing 
them. As seen, for example, in Chapters 3, 7, 8, 9, and 10. These 
chapters address, respectively: the use of the feminine form of titles, 
offices, and professional names in Italian; the discourse on integrazi-
one scolastica in Italy in the mid-1970s; Critical Race Theory (CRT) 
and the opposing rhetoric of the right in the United States; the dis-
cursive strategies and practices of Freedman equality and inclusion 
in the Cherokee Nation; and anti-LGBT discourse in Indonesia.

Especially in the final chapters, the role of identity and emotions 
in shaping discourse, communities, reactions, and perceptions, as 
well as highly polarized discourses, emerge. The capacity of polit-
ical discourses to influence and transform societies is evident, in-
cluding through the activities of various associations that mobilize 
and advance political discourses, as in the case of the parental rights 
organization Mom’s for Liberty intervening in the debate on CRT 
described in Chapter 8. Finally, the book demonstrates how dem-
ocratic mechanisms can be exploited for anti-democratic purposes, 
as in the case of non-normative gender identities and LGBT groups 
in Indonesia described in Chapter 10. This chapter highlights the 
significant role of national identity discourses in the inclusion and 
exclusion of certain groups, as well as the use of anti-Western stances 
and oppositions to international discourses perceived as foreign.

The book thus demonstrates how practices of inclusion/exclu-
sion, representation, and (de)marginalization are present and en-
acted in various spheres of daily life, contributing to the shaping of 
democratization or de-democratization processes. At the same time, 
these processes of (de-)democratization influence discursive practic-
es and role conceptualization, showing that power and politics are 
deeply connected to language and part of everyday human interac-
tion and activity. In discussing inclusion and exclusion dynamics, 
this same volume also helps to make marginalized groups more vis-
ible. The full richness of diversity is revealed, as different cultures, 
countries, communities, languages and experiences are studied 
and interconnected, and history and contemporary practices are 
intersected. Finally, after reading this book, it becomes even more 
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difficult to ignore language and discursive practices when discussing 
the preservation and enactment of democracy. Language is not only 
linked to power relations and structures; by acting upon them, pro-
cesses of linguistic democratization can also be implemented.
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Rocco W. Ronza (2024) L’Africa australe. Il Sudafrica e i suoi 
vicini. Bologna: Il Mulino

Mattia Fumagalli Casati

Caught between West and East, between opposing pulls and 
models, Southern Africa will once again, in the coming years, 
have to decide its direction of travel. Yet it seems unlikely that it 
will choose to abandon altogether the trajectory of political and 
economic development toward which history, though so full of 
contradictions, has steered it thus far (Ronza, 2024: 161)1.

Rocco Ronza offers a wide-ranging reconstruction of the politi-
cal trajectories of Southern Africa, a region that has all too often 
slipped to the margins of both public debate and scholarly attention 
(Ronza, 2024: 7). Despite the significant progress of liberal, multi-
party democracy over the past decades, public and policy discourses 
continue to be shaped by powerful simplifications: migration flows, 
the region’s role as a supplier of strategic resources, and a persistent 
tendency to treat Africa as an undifferentiated whole.

Already in the opening chapter, Ronza insists that “unpacking 
Africa into regions” is neither a straightforward nor a neutral oper-
ation (Ronza, 2024: 8). Southern Africa, he argues, is set apart from 
the rest of the continent by at least two structural features. First, it 
displays a markedly unipolar configuration in demographic and eco-
nomic terms: South Africa weighs disproportionately on the region-
al balance. Second, it combines relatively higher levels of economic 
development with more robust democratic institutions: four of the 
seven African economies classified by the World Bank in 2021 as up-
per-middle income—South Africa, Botswana, Namibia, Mauritius—
are located precisely in this part of the continent. At the same time, 
Southern Africa is the only African region with a historically positive 
migration balance. Yet, when measured through the Gini index—
among the most widely used indicators of income inequality—it also 

1 All translations from Italian are by the author, unless otherwise stated.
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appears as one of the most unequal regions in the world. The intro-
ductory pages thus frame Southern Africa as a historically specific 
configuration of prosperity and exclusion, foreshadowing themes that 
are further developed in the subsequent, box-rich chapters.

The first chapter addresses the historical formation of Southern 
Africa. Ronza revisits J.A. Hobson’s classic analysis (1996), which 
distinguishes late nineteenth-century European imperialism from 
earlier forms of colonial expansion. Hobson drew a sharp line be-
tween “settler colonialism”—based on the permanent appropriation 
of territory and the expulsion or assimilation of indigenous popu-
lations—and “exploitation colonialism” that rest primarily on the 
subordination and economic exploitation of the colonised. Ronza 
engages this distinction through the lens of Veracini (2013), situ-
ating Southern Africa within a broader history of settler projects. 
The discussion then turns to the Scramble for Africa (1880–1914), 
the expansion of European capitalism, and the first wave of terri-
torial consolidation; here Box 1.1 focuses on the Boers and the 
Afrikaners, key actors in the construction of regional political and 
identity structures. Ronza closes with the emergence of represent-
ative government, the debate on suffrage, and the tension between 
“civilisation” criteria and claims to self-government. The crisis and 
eventual dismantling of segregationist regimes mark the threshold 
of the twentieth century and prepare the ground for later conflicts.

The second chapter examines the legacies of racial segregation 
and the challenges of democratic transition. The figure of Nelson 
Mandela, presented as the “face of solidarity”, embodied for many 
observers the hope of an “end of history”, or at least the end of the 
intense ideological conflicts that had marked the short twentieth 
century (Ronza, 2024: 37). Ronza contrasts two major interpretive 
traditions. On the one hand, a liberal perspective locates the roots 
of underdevelopment in the exclusion of black populations and in 
systematic violations of the universalist principles on which liber-
alism claims to rest. On the other, a Marxist perspective—formed 
within the Third International and later influential in Western uni-
versities—treats racial segregation and capitalism as profoundly in-
tertwined. From this angle, eliminating inequality cannot be reduced 
to repealing discriminatory laws: it requires intervening in the under-
lying relations of production; in this sense box 2.1 surveys the main 
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liberation movements of Southern Africa. Ronza then turns to wel-
fare and social policy. The end of legally codified segregation leads to 
a formal equalisation of access to services and benefits, accompanied 
by a reallocation of social spending toward poorer segments of the 
population. Yet expectations of sustained economic growth remain 
largely unfulfilled; box 2.2 takes up the highly contentious land ques-
tion across the region. From the late 2000s onwards, the need to pre-
serve cohesion within the black majority becomes a central concern 
of ruling parties, especially in the run-up to elections.

The third chapter, devoted to post-apartheid South Africa, re-
constructs what Ronza aptly describes as a contradictory trajectory. 
South Africa appears as a “South African mosaic”, a deeply heteroge-
neous and ethnically divided society (Ronza, 2024: 66). The apart-
heid regime had aimed to build a welfare state comparable to those of 
industrial democracies but structurally organised around four legally 
defined population groups. In 1958, the launch of “Grand Apartheid” 
ushered in an ambitious plan to reorganise the entire territorial struc-
ture, seeking to transform the “homelands” into self-governing enti-
ties—an arrangement rife with both formal and substantive ambigu-
ities; box 3.1 is devoted to Mangosuthu Buthelezi, the Zulu question, 
and the politics of ethnicity. The chapter then follows the rise of the 
African National Congress (ANC) as governing party, from the in-
terim constitution of 1993 to the first democratic elections of 1994 
and the construction of a new social bloc. Yet the book is clear in 
highlighting a central tension: despite undeniable achievements, the 
structural poverty affecting the black majority remains one of the un-
resolved problems of the post-apartheid order.

Chapter four shifts the focus to Zimbabwe, Zambia, and Malawi. 
After revisiting the “Scramble for Africa” and the exploratory journeys 
of David Livingstone from 1851,—box 4.1 turns to Cecil Rhodes 
and the contradictions of British imperialism—Ronza examines the 
partnership frameworks devised in the late colonial period, the pas-
sage to independence, and the consolidation of single-party regimes, 
all the way to the democratic transitions of the 1990s and 2000s. 
Zimbabwe occupies a prominent place in this narrative: presented as 
a “laboratory not only African” Ronza, 2024: 93), it is marked by the 
land seizures of 2000 and a severe economic and political crisis that 
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sharply differentiates it from both Zambia and Malawi; box 4.2 offers 
a portrait of Robert Mugabe as “the last imperialist”.

The fifth chapter analyses the political paths of Botswana, 
Namibia, Lesotho, and Eswatini. Attention is paid to institutional 
architectures and historical memory: box 5.1 revisits the genocide 
of the Herero in 1904, tracing the ways in which that episode con-
tinues to reverberate in contemporary politics. While each country 
follows a distinct trajectory, Ronza shows how they collectively mir-
ror broader regional trends in state-building, growth, and inequality.

The sixth chapter turns to Angola and Mozambique, with a focus 
on the struggle against Portuguese colonialism and the subsequent 
transition from single-party systems to multiparty democracies. In 
Mozambique, the first pluralist elections of 1994 follow peace agree-
ments mediated by the Italian government; in Angola, a more protract-
ed and violent process ultimately leads to a comparable stabilisation.

The final chapter situates Southern Africa within the internation-
al system across three historical phases. 1) From 1902 to 1945, the 
region moves from the Anglo-Boer War to the creation of the Union 
of South Africa (1910) and the progressive transformation of the 
British Empire into a more federal configuration, culminating in the 
Commonwealth. The doctrine of “trusteeship” – the “responsibility 
to tutelage” of colonised peoples – plays a central role. Here box 7.1 is 
devoted to Ian Smith and the relationship between South Africa and 
international order. 2) Between 1945 and 1990, South Africa partici-
pates in the founding of the United Nations but increasingly becomes 
the stage upon which the contradictions between self-determination, 
human rights, and Cold War logics are played out. Apartheid comes 
into direct conflict with the universalist principles articulated by the 
post-1945 international community. 3) From 1990 to the present, the 
end of the Soviet threat, the fall of the Berlin Wall, and a series of 
Euro-American agreements favour negotiated transitions to majority 
rule, without revolutionary ruptures or large-scale nationalisations. 
At the same time, the rise of non-democratic powers such as China 
and Russia offers alternative sources of support and models of devel-
opment. Yet, as Ronza underlines, the core partners of the region re-
main the United States, Germany, Japan, and the United Kingdom.

Taken as a whole, Ronza’s book stands out for its analytical clar-
ity, historical depth, and careful attention to long-term structures. 



BOOK REVIEW: L’AFRICA AUSTRALE. IL SUDAFRICA E I SUOI VICINI	 189

The use of thematic boxes is not a mere didactic device; it allows 
the author to weave together biographies, concepts, and critical ep-
isodes in a way that makes the volume accessible without sacrificing 
complexity. For scholars and advanced students alike, it offers a con-
cise but remarkably dense introduction to Southern Africa’s politi-
cal history. One may regret that the work is available only in Italian 
but this, however, does not diminish its value. On the contrary, the 
book’s clear architecture, its judicious engagement with both liberal 
and Marxist traditions of interpretation, and its insistence on the 
entanglement of domestic and international dynamics make it a par-
ticularly timely contribution for anyone seeking to understand why 
Southern Africa, “caught between West and East, between opposing 
pulls and models”, is unlikely to abandon the long, uneven trajectory 
along which history has pushed it so far (Ronza, 2024: 161).
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In his monumental treatise on the method of natural law, Christian 
Wolff (1679–1754) wrote: “Man is obliged to attain happiness and 
to avoid unhappiness, or he is obliged to make efforts to be happy, 
but he must take care of himself in order not to be unhappy.” In that 
principle one may discern not only the basis of the German thinker’s 
entire philosophical edifice, but also the theoretical foundation of 
his conception of the State. Wolff, who in his works touched upon 
virtually every domain of scientific knowledge of his time, outlined 
in particular the profile of a new “science of the State,” conceived as 
an instrument for securing the happiness of individuals. It was in 
part thanks to this reflection that a novel discipline flourished in 
German-speaking territories: Verwaltungswissenschaft, the “science 
of administration.”

A century later, its principal exponent would be Lorenz von 
Stein (1815–1890), who sought to modernise state action through 
the tools of political economy, statistics, and sociology, with the 
aim of forestalling the traumatic conflicts that industrial socie-
ty seemed destined to generate. After the victory over France in 
1870, the Prussian model of state organisation became the par-
adigm that nearly all European states endeavoured to emulate. 
As Andrea Rapini demonstrates in his volume A Social History of 
Administrative Science in Italy. Planning a State of Happiness from 
Liberalism to Fascism—published first in English and subsequently 
in an expanded Italian version, Lo Stato della felicità. Una storia so-
ciale della Scienza dell’amministrazione in Italia (1875-1935)—this 
influence was equally palpable in Italy.
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Within the still-young Italian nation-state, segments of the lib-
eral ruling class came to believe that a significant contribution to 
institutional consolidation might derive precisely from that “science 
of administration” first inaugurated by Wolff and then shaped more 
decisively by von Stein. To argue that the State, in order to confront 
the urgent “social question” and avoid being taken by surprise by 
convulsions similar to those experienced in France, required new 
analytical tools and competencies meant challenging a professional 
elite trained in the Faculties of Law, which regarded its own forma-
tion as the sole legitimate gateway to public office. In other words, 
the science of administration, by placing itself alongside traditional 
legal disciplines, threatened what Rapini aptly calls “the monopoly 
of the symbolic legitimation of the State.” For several decades, this 
foray into a domain that jurists believed they monopolised enjoyed 
modest success, and the science of administration began to take 
shape in Italy as well.

The leading proponent of the need to renew the “sciences of 
the State” by drawing on new methods of inquiry was Angelo 
Messedaglia, who held that such tools were indispensable for con-
fronting an increasingly pressing social question. Following similar 
intuitions, Ruggiero Bonghi, as Minister of Public Instruction, is-
sued a regulation in 1875 establishing a juridical-administrative cur-
riculum within the Faculties of Law, which included both Statistics 
and Administrative Science. The innovation proved short-lived, 
however, and it would ultimately fall to the Fascist regime to create 
new Faculties of Political Science—without, however, eliminating 
the deep-rooted mistrust, if not outright hostility, of a substantial 
portion of the jurists.

As Rapini convincingly shows, administrative science—an ec-
lectic disciplinary container encompassing elements of political 
economy, statistics, sociology, and the broader social sciences—was 
not perceived merely as a corporative threat by those who believed 
that legal science represented the principal, if not exclusive, instru-
ment for the governance of society. At the heart of the conflict lay 
a different conception of the State itself. For the “national juridi-
cal school,” whose foremost representative was Vittorio Emanuele 
Orlando, the State, insofar as it was a persona, had to be conceived as 
a unitary subject, sharply distinct from society and from all “private” 
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organisations (including political parties). Conversely, the scholars 
of administrative science tended to regard the State as an instrument 
at society’s service, designed to address the problems generated by in-
dustrialisation. Giovanni Vacchelli, for instance, insisted on placing 
the “sociological fact”—that is, the social foundations upon which 
institutions rested—at the centre of analysis, and maintained that 
the democratic State ought not merely preserve existing social equi-
libria but seek to attain the “greatest possible well-being of society.”

The clash between these two visions—reconstructed by Rapini 
also through an insightful analysis of university competitions—pro-
duced, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, a first, 
tentative institutionalisation of the discipline. After 1915, however, 
the trend reversed, culminating in the abolition of administrative 
science courses with the 1935 university reform. A notable excep-
tion was the Università Cattolica del Sacro Cuore, which, from its 
founding, had established a Faculty of Social Sciences and which, 
in stark contrast to developments elsewhere, maintained sustained 
attention to the discipline, thanks in part to Vacchelli and to Romeo 
Vuoli, long-time lecturer at Father Gemelli’s university. This was 
no coincidence: the “political sciences” cultivated at the Cattolica, 
while recognising the State’s fundamental role, were grounded in 
the primacy of society and its myriad associative expressions. The 
State, rather than being conceived as a persona, was understood as 
an instrument requiring continual updating through new forms of 
knowledge to address the social question.

As Sabino Cassese observes in the introductory pages:

This book is not only the story of a discipline that established itself, 
developed and disappeared in the space of 60 years, but is also a 
gallery of portraits, sketched with great wisdom, at the centre of 
which is that of Luigi Rava, who became a fascist, while later Sergio 
Panunzio, although a critic of “juridical melancholies”, would turn 
towards corporate law rather than the administrative science. The 
result of intense work in libraries and archives around Northern 
Italy, this book is written with a taste not only for grand synthesis, 
but also for meticulous prosopographic analyses and excavations 
into the events of legal culture. It is also a chapter in the history of the 
welfare state, in which social legislation, the organisation of culture, 
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educational systems, university posts, magazines, industrialisation 
and the social question are intertwined (Rapini, 2022: 7).

Rapini’s volume thus stands as a highly valuable instrument for inter-
preting the development of political science in Italy, the intricate set 
of political-cultural obstacles that its institutionalisation was com-
pelled to overcome, and the profound impact of the North American 
model after 1945. After its near disappearance from Italian univer-
sity curricula, administrative science re-emerged only in the after-
math of the Second World War. This time, however, the model was 
no longer the “science of happiness” elaborated by Wolff and von 
Stein, but rather American “political science”. The substantial U.S. 
investments aimed at forging durable cultural ties and intellectual 
exchanges with European milieus also shaped the social and human 
sciences: the theoretical and disciplinary paradigms developed in the 
United States became, more or less explicitly, the standard to which 
European scholars were expected to conform. The “new” administra-
tive science thus bore little resemblance to that inaugurated by von 
Stein and was oriented far more toward the analysis of state institu-
tions and their functioning than toward the study of society itself.
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