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ix

Foreword

Richard Ned Lebow

Realists believe that international relations are all about security and that 
we would have a peaceful world if the status quo powers had unques-
tioned military superiority and the resolve to use it in defense of the 

international order. Liberals believe that politics, domestic and international, 
are all about possessions and that we would have a peaceful world if everyone 
had enough material goods. Th eorists in both paradigms assume that politi-
cal actors are largely rational and defi ne rationality in a manner consonant 
with their claims. Th eir formulations verge on the tautological: Realists defi ne 
rational in international relations as the pursuit of security, and liberals as the 
pursuit of wealth.

Th eir logical contradictions aside, both paradigms err in more funda-
mental ways. Th ey are based on unduly restrictive assumptions about human 
motivation. Fearful people may put their security above other consider-
ations, but it fl ies in the face of reality to think that most peoples and states 
feel threatened most of the time by other states. If people in the great powers 
are threatened, it is increasingly by nonstate actors, pathogens, terrorists—
most of whom are homegrown—and the consequences of neoliberalism and 
globalization. Military force has marginal utility at best in coping with these 
problems. Th e same is true of wealth. People want material possessions, but 
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they also want respect, sympathy, aff ection, sex, good health, attractive bod-
ies, education, and any number of other things. Th e World Values Survey 
indicates that aft er people achieve a moderate degree of economic security, 
they opt for increases in status over increases in wealth.1

Modern theories of politics and international relations have all but 
excluded the quest for honor, standing, and status. Th ey are nevertheless very 
much present in political life, and I tried to bring them into the picture in A 
Cultural Th eory of International Relations.2 In a follow-up book, I assembled 
a data set of all wars fought since 1648 that had at least one rising or great 
power on each side. Among other things I coded for was initiator motives 
for going to war. Over 60 percent of leaders were motivated by the quest for 
honor or standing or by revenge, the latter as a result of losing status in a pre-
vious violent confl ict. Th is percentage does not decline over the centuries.3

I do not believe that any one motive should be given precedent over 
others. For this reason, most paradigms and theories in international rela-
tions that do show a poor fi t with reality. For most people, and that includes 
political actors, multiple motives are in play most of the time. Social scien-
tists must identify the diversity of motives, the contexts in which they are 
likely to be paramount, and the ways in which they infl uence thinking and 
behavior. International relations is a subset of human behavior, and fewer 
motives and emotions may be in play, but they are still plentiful. To cite just 
a few examples, Irving Janis and Leon Mann have made a case for anxiety 
reduction; Avner Off er and I among others, for honor; and Felix Berenskoet-
ter for friendship.4

Our goals and behavior are very much infl uenced by our peer group 
and the wider society. Constructivists argue that society constitutes us and 
provides roles. In a more general sense, it teaches us who we are, what we 
should aspire to be, and how it is to be achieved. International practice is 
rooted in a normative order.5 States function in a society, not in a system, as 
Realists would have it, and their leaders are generally very responsive to cues 
from other actors. In all societies, actors seek recognition, a key means of 
enhancing self-esteem. Actors’ goals and behavior are shaped by what peer 
groups and societies defi ne as admirable.

What is valued changes over time. In international society, status was 
formerly attained through slashing, burning, and territorial expansion. 
Today, war and conquest are frowned upon, and states that draw the sword 
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without authorization from appropriate international organizations lose 
standing, as the United States and Russia have in recent years. Contempo-
rary states achieve status in diverse ways: through political and economic 
innovation and leadership, wealth, looking aft er their citizens, foreign aid 
and humanitarian assistance, providing common goods, and cultural, scien-
tifi c, and sporting achievements. Th ere is an ongoing struggle not only for 
status but over the nature of the status hierarchy. Leaders want their state’s 
pathway to status to be highly valued. Where you stand depends entirely on 
the judgments of others. States, like people, accordingly have strong incen-
tives to impress foreign leaders and publics in favorable ways and to convince 
others, but example or pressure, to emulate them. International relations, 
like social relations, involve role models and imitation. People and states are 
constantly comparing themselves to others, and mimicking or distancing 
themselves depending on their judgments about which will enhance their 
status. Because Louis XIV, at the apex of the status hierarchy, built palaces 
and gardens and supported the arts and sciences, other rulers aped him, and 
in the process confi rmed the French king’s status. Th e same would hold true 
of colonies, navies, nuclear weapons, and space exploration.

Th is is where Jodok Troy enters the picture. Drawing on mimetic theory, 
he explores why people and states practice imitation. Mimetic theory assumes 
that human beings are driven to behave this way and that it is a source of 
confl ict. When everybody wants the same thing and there is only so much of 
it to go around, competition and confl ict are inevitable. What is important 
here is the arrow of infl uence. It is not scarcity that causes confl ict but com-
mon, if not universal, desires for something that is responsible for scarcity. 
It is a social construction not a material condition. Th is insight has all kinds 
of important implications for international relations, and this book does an 
excellent job of teasing them out.

Mimetic theory extends the boundaries of international relations to the 
social world because this is the source of much imitation. Epistemologically, 
it makes no sense to pretend that international relations—or economics, for 
that matter—are separate, largely self-contained domains that can be studied 
on their basis of their own internal dynamics. Troy contends that Hans Mor-
genthau understood this fundamental truth about politics, but this aspect 
of his thinking had received little to no attention. Mimetic theory helps to 
bring out the intersubjective and relational features of classical Realism and 
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of the practice of international relations. It off ers insight into power and its 
changing nature. Of equal interest, it allows a novel exploration of the evolv-
ing relationship between the sacred and the profane and their implications 
for international cooperation and confl ict.

Troy’s book meets a high standard for intellectual innovation, thought-
ful analysis, and careful empirical work. It speaks to diverse communities: 
constructivists, Realists, humanists, and even policymakers. I have learned 
much from reading it.
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Preface

Harry S. Truman, former president of the United States, believed that 
politics and social life is about “competition without shooting each 
other.”1 He assumed that humans are competitive rather than aggres-

sive.2 Indeed, humans constantly compete with their peers in private life, at 
work, and certainly in politics. According to mimetic theory, this is because 
they compete in imitating the desire of others (“mimesis”). Studies in identity 
politics come to the same conclusion.3 At the same time, humans struggle 
to make themselves distinct to point to the diff erences between themselves 
and others. In a world that increasingly grows together, this is an important 
individual asset. It is therefore sameness, not diff erence, that turns out to be at 
the root of many social and political problems.4

Mimetic theory assumes that the fundamental drive of human conduct 
is the imitation of the desire of others.5 Humans do not know what to choose 
for themselves and thus imitate what others desire. Gilbert Keith Chesterton 
aptly formulated a critique of this all too human desire:

In the modern ideal conceptions of society there are some desires that are 
possibly not attainable: but there are some desires that are not desirable. 
Th at men should live in equally beautiful houses is a dream that may or 
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may not be attained. But that all men should live in the same beautiful 
house is not a dream at all; it is a nightmare.6

Humans do not only fi ght over diff erences. Rather, human conduct is poten-
tially confl ictual because humans are the same and imitate the desires of 
others, which leads to endless competition among humans. Eventually, the 
scapegoat mechanism, the persecution of a victim, solves the mimetic crisis. 
Sacrifi cial rituals are a common form to canalize violence, which oft en led 
to the founding of religions and cultures.7 Although analyses of domestic 
political problems pick up this train of thought, it is less  recognized in the 
international realm.8 Th ere, the continuing existence and bloody outcomes 
of international events, recurring patterns of power-seeking political actors, 
revolutions, or the prevailing occurrence of violence within societies puzzle 
International Relations. Much of the lack of comprehension traces back 
to a one-sided view that is stuck in the assumption that if valued goods 
were only equally distributed, peace would prevail. Peace, in other words, 
is assumed to be a status conditioned upon the satisfaction and rational 
distribution of certain goods.9 Still, we have “All these theories yet the bod-
ies keep piling up.”10

International Relations and international political theory, I argue in 
this book, fail to acknowledge what mimetic theory is aware of and what 
classical Realism hinted to during the foundational years of the discipline in 
the twentieth century: human conduct and thus politics cannot avoid the 
desire for power. Th e imitation of desire of others is the cause of many of 
international politics’ most persistent problems. It is not only a scarcity of 
and the missing distribution of resources that drive rivalry. Rather, it is oft en 
the other way around. Research on revolutions and identity politics reinforce 
the theoretical claims of mimetic theory. Relative deprivation drives the “gap 
between what people feel rightfully entitled to and what they are capable 
of achieving under existing circumstances.”11 Among others, the continuing 
existence of nationalism, political religion, intra group violence, longing for 
nuclear weapons, diplomatic aspirations of non-state actors, and societal 
changes are outcomes beyond actors’ will only to survive.

Mimetic theory gained some resonance in International Relations 
research but struggles to gain traction.12 Th is is not surprising. Mimetic 
theory challenges some of the discipline’s core assumptions such as the 
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autonomy of the individual, violence as a subordinate of politics, a clear-cut 
distinction between the religious and secular realm, and the assumption 
of (a liberal) order as the default status in political conduct. International 
Relations assumes that faults in international political conduct can be fi xed 
if the appropriate instruments are applied.13 Conducting research this way, 
International Relations misses that actors imitate the desire of others, that 
they are not as autonomous as the International Relations canon holds, and 
that those patterns aff ect international politics because the success of instru-
ments (e.g., the human rights regime) and values (e.g., democracy) is mea-
sured at the standards of others.14 In other words, rationalism, as described 
by Michael Oakshott, dominates current International Relations’ theory and 
much of its practice:

the conduct of aff airs for the rationalist is a matter of solving problems . . . 
the politics it inspires may be called the politics of the felt need . . . political 
life is resolved into a series of crises each to be surmounted by the appli-
cation of “reason” . . . (rationalist politics) are the politics of perfection 
and they are the politics of uniformity . . . the rationalist cannot imagine 
a politics that does not consist of solving problems or a political problem 
of which there is no rational solution . . . (and while) there may not be one 
universal remedy for all political ills . . . the remedy for any particular ill is 
as universal in its application as it is rational in its conception.15

Prominent Realist scholars such as Hans J. Morgenthau have been aware 
of the problems that scholars of mimetic theory like René Girard and critics 
of rationalism like Oakshott point out. However, those insights are either 
forgotten, ignored, assumed as not important, or have simply not been dis-
covered yet. Mimetic theory and critics of rationalism point out that at the 
roots of this rationalist take on theory and practice lies a certain doctrine 
of human knowledge. Th e classical approach’s take on political “practice” 
illustrates that this doctrine confuses the requirements of practice, technical 
knowledge, and practical knowledge. Technical knowledge is the knowledge 
of “rules which are, or may be, deliberately learned, remembered and . . . put 
into practice.” Practical knowledge is knowledge that “exists only in use, is 
not refl ective and [unlike technique] cannot be formulated into rules’. In 
rationalism these two are collapsed into one: technical knowledge.”16
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In this book, I attempt to bring together Morgenthau’s Realism and 
Girard’s mimetic theory to see what a marriage of convenience could look 
like and what they could achieve together in better understanding interna-
tional politics. I take a critical stance on modern-day political science and 
International Relations and their quest to solve puzzles as if all political 
problems are accessible to rationalist frameworks and solutions. “Were it 
not for ignorance and emotions,” Morgenthau argues, “reason would solve 
international confl icts as easily as and as rationally as it has solved so many 
problems in the fi eld of the natural sciences.”17 In a certain way, Realism 
and mimetic theory are puzzle-solvers as well because they show us ways to 
approach the greatest puzzle of all—how to think about politics.

Seen from this angle, the book is a nomothetic attempt, which will give 
rise to criticism. Th e “disenchanted” world, to use Max Weber’s term, has 
become more complex, not simpler. Frequently, and legitimately so, Inter-
national Relations counters this complexity with ideographic explanations 
based on single case studies, testing theories and hypotheses. However, as I 
attempt to illustrate in this book, “without the ability to think symbolically, 
we fi nd it harder to navigate the world, not easier. Why? Because the sym-
bolic allows for mystery and uncertainty, which (if you haven’t noticed) is 
what most of our human experience is comprised of.”18 Equally, this narrative 
and novelistic approach holds valuable insights on the intellectual history 
of Morgenthau and others’ Realism, whose arguments, according to Martti 
Koskenniemi,

led beyond law as the banal application of (formal) rules but also beyond 
sociology and ethics as scientifi c disciplines or bureaucratic techniques. 
Instead, they brought into existence international relations as an academic 
discipline that would deal “realistically” with the functioning of eternal 
human laws in a condition of anarchy. Already the problem-setting 
involved a contradiction. Realism claimed to be based on science; yet its 
argument was anti-scientifi c. Th e “eternal laws” of politics claimed the 
status of deep insights tint social and psychological life. But the polemics 
against the behavioralists had been directed precisely against the idea that 
the fi eld could be reduced to scientifi c laws.19
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Discovering Realism and Mimetic Theory

I do not seek to look into Girard and his take on mimetic theory as another 
thinker and to normalize that thinker for International Relations. Nor do I 
set out to call for a “mimetic turn” in International Relations. Rather, I aim to 
point out, fi rst, that International Relations’ analysis can gain a supplemental 
conceptual perspective by discovering insights from mimetic theory. Second, 
toward this end, I discover rather than confi rm some of the basic commit-
ments and epistemological assumptions of classical Realism with the help of 
mimetic theory.20

While I focus on Realism in terms of Morgenthau, I also look at the 
broader Realist tradition. It is the focus on and concept of practice that 
makes the classical approach a valuable guide to focus on mimetic desire and 
how it infl uences agency and practice in international politics.21 Th e classical 
approach rests on what Martin Hollis and Steve Smith declared as the insider 
account of studying politics.22 Other than the outsider (spectator) approach 
of the natural science tradition, which stresses the explanation to identify 
laws of the social and political realm, the insider approach stresses interpre-
tation. Th e inside approach in particular “is to learn to make sense of and 
to perform actions, taking place inside the contexts of distinctive practices. 
Th ere is no external, social scientifi c way of learning such practice-dependent 
performances.”23 Such an approach helps International Relations research 
conduct to gain deeper insights into the impacts of mimetic desire as it looks 
at the intentions of actor’s conduct rather than the causes of actor’s behavior. 
Mimetic desire is an essential and functional component of the action that 
“takes place among entities, rather than being generated by them.”24

Like Hedley Bull, I take the international as a generalized one, acknowl-
edging the general uncertainty of a “sphere where security and order are not 
the ultimate aim, but where complexity and diversity are acknowledged and 
dealt with politically, not obliterated.”25 Many of International Relations’ 
theoretical shortcomings addressing this concept of the international trace 
back to the premises of Realism, much of which mimetic theory shares, par-
ticularly an  anti-rationalist point of view on the conduct of politics. More-
over, Realism and mimetic theory’s epistemology start from assumptions of 
violence and disorder. Th ey acknowledge that throughout history, violence 
has been a persistent feature of human conduct and war has been the basis 
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of legal and social structures.26 Mimetic theory digs even deeper into the 
epistemology, ontology, and teleology of international politics. Only a few 
scholars deal with mimetic theory, and even fewer discuss the International 
Relations canon against the foil of mimetic theory. Aft er all, as signaled ear-
lier, mimetic theory illuminates as well as challenges the substantial aspects 
of the international in terms of the social, sacred, and global facets.27

Realism, as I take it here, frames politics and power as intersubjective 
and relational concepts.28 Not surprisingly, then, these assumptions deter-
mine large parts of Realism’s methodological approach. Realism, while hav-
ing a keen eye on agency, points to the political and power as intersubjective 
and relational concepts. Like mimetic theory, it approaches societal aspects 
of international politics under the assumption of violence and disorder as the 
principal social condition. However, Realism holds that power evolves from 
dialogue between actors. Hence, the classical approaches of Realism and the 
English School are intriguing as a methodological lens. Th ese approaches 
take practice as constitutive of international politics bound by the struggle for 
power that evolved rather than being something intentionally generated by 
the actors. On the other side, the explanation of violence that mimetic theory 
off ers is foremost processual rather than substantial. However, International 
Relations also needs a debate, as Friedrich Kratochwil suggests, based on “a 
closer engagement with the substantive issues characterizing political action, 
and the realm of praxis.”29 In the course of this book, I illustrate that mimetic 
theory also provides insights into substantial aspects of international politics.

At the example of nationalism, Faared Zakaria points out one of today’s 
major paradoxes: “desire for recognition and respect is surging throughout 
the world. It may seem paradoxical that globalization and economic mod-
ernization are breeding political nationalism. But that is only if we view 
nationalism as a backward ideology, certain to be erased by the onward 
march of progress.”30 I illustrate that the desire for power is the desire for 
recognition. Other than liberal and critical approaches of International Rela-
tions, mimetic theory and Realism point to the dangers of a rising global cul-
ture that is prone to generate rivalry, competition, and thus more confl ict.31 
Mimetic theory, then, provides insights into the interplay of the evolving and 
nature of power. Th is is obvious at the example of one of mimetic theory’s 
most plain postulates regarding human conduct: sameness is the agitator and 
troublemaker in the social sphere, not diff erence.32
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Mimetic theory, then, also challenges the prevailing liberal notion 
of a clear-cut distinction between a secular political and a sacred religious 
sphere.33 Religion and religious violence are thriving topics of today’s Inter-
national Relations research. Mimetic theory is mainly a theory about the 
origins of culture and religion. Not surprisingly, the bulk of International 
Relations studies turning to mimetic theory thus is interested in issues of 
religion and violence.34 Mimetic theory can indeed contribute theorizing 
on religious issues in international politics. For example, the “global resur-
gence of religion” proves the secularization thesis wrong—contending that 
modernization leads to decline of religion or at least to its privatization.35 
Religion is in the focus of International Relations academia, “God is back,” 
and the discipline seems to have come to terms with religion.36 However, 
existing International Relations’ research does so by recognizing specifi c 
actors and less so by a substantive engagement with the relational features 
and even constitutive entanglement between the religious sphere and the 
political sphere.37

Compared to existing International Relations literature dealing with 
mimetic theory and religion, I point out that Realism is prone to follow up 
on mimetic theory’s assumption of the linkage between sacred violence and 
secular political order. Th is kinship between mimetic theory and classical 
Realism partly exists because Realism itself developed out of a critique of sec-
ularism.38 Research on mimetic theory and confl ict routinely points out the 
dangers of imitation and desire and the destructive forces of human character 
traits at great length.39 In parts, I do as well. However, a conceptual engage-
ment with mimetic theory within the fi eld of International Relations also 
brings to light rather positive outcomes.40 Being aware of the implications 
of mimetic theory’s and Realism’s insights into the darkness and destructive 
facets of human conduct is the fi rst step to overcome them. While mimetic 
desire might be responsible for many violent acts, mimetic desire, as Girard 
himself is keen to point out, is “intrinsically good.”41

Mimetic theory is certainly in danger of being overstretched and over-
simplifi ed. It can be overstretched when used for every phenomenon that 
comes along in international politics. It can be oversimplifi ed, for example, 
by using the scapegoat mechanism as an excuse for explaining certain policies. 
Considering that the scapegoat mechanism, in terms of Girard’s theory, only 
works if perpetrators are convinced of the guilt of the victim, it is obvious 
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that it is fi rst an anthropological theory. Adapting anthropological theories 
may prove to be too limiting to explain every political action. In particular, 
psychological and socio-psychological studies show potential for explain-
ing issues such as perception and misperception closely related to mimetic 
theory’s explanatory potential.42

As Morgenthau’s Realism stresses, “Politics is a struggle for power over 
men, and whatever its ultimate aim may be, power is its immediate goal 
and the modes of acquiring, maintaining, and demonstrating it determine 
the technique of political action.”43 In the words of Cliff ord Geertz, “Th e 
extraordinary has not gone out of modern politics, however much the banal 
may have entered; power not only still intoxicates, it still exalts.”44 It is there-
fore that politics, and even more so international politics, always have a tragic 
component hardwired into their conduct, aff ecting the epistemological and 
ontological conditions of politics and political practice.45 Political action is 
inherently contradictory, pending between self-constitution and meaning. 
Much of rationalist social science analyses thus fall short to grasp the com-
plexity of human nature.46 For Realism, the concepts of the political and of 
power are relational ones, yet Realists are rather silent about the relational 
nature of actual political practices. Th e English School’s notion of practice, 
as introduced in the next chapter, is therefore helpful. Similar to mimetic 
theory, it holds that particular actions, not only the concepts such as the 
political and power, take “place among entities, rather than being generated 
by them.”47
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1 .

International Politics and 

Realist Thought

This book is not an attempt to rescue Realism from twisting its intel-
lectual heritage with the help of mimetic theory.1 Least of all do I claim 
that my reading of the Realist tradition is the accurate one. My aim 

is more modest. I turn to thinkers such as Hans Morgenthau in order to use 
their concepts and theoretical frameworks to understand various aspects of 
international political conduct. Introducing mimetic theory to such a project 
illustrates the explanatory and normative power of Realism, sheds light on 
epistemological issues with which Realism struggles, and discovers new facets 
in the bulk of Realist thought. Th is is in particular as mimetic theory is “a 
parsimonious, critical yet foundational, anti-rationalist, and intersubjective 
account to international politics that starts from the study of violence and 
ends with eschatology of salvation.”2 Mimetic theory, Realism and, to a lesser 
degree, the English School, which I take as an research enterprise closely 
related to Realism, share a wide array of epistemological assumptions. I take 
Realism as an approach relying on a distinct concept of power and politics. 
More specifi cally, as Alison McQueen proposes, Realism is

a distinctive family of approaches to the study, practice, and normative 
evaluation of politics that tend to (a) affi  rm the autonomy (or, more 
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minimally, the distinctiveness) and contextual specifi city of politics; (b) 
take disagreement, confl ict, and power to be ineradicable and constitutive 
features of politics; (c) reject as “utopian,” “idealist,” or “moralist,” those 
approaches, practices, and evaluations which seem to deny these facts; 
and (d) prioritise the requirements of political order and stability over 
the demands of justice (or, more minimally, reject the absolute priority of 
justice over other political values).3

Th e English School, on the other side, is an approach that primarily rests on 
the concept of international society, which is

conceived as of a now-global society in which states are the primary actors, 
collectively producing the rules and accepted practices by which they 
manage their interrelations. Th e ES [English School] is a social theoretic 
approach in the sense, in which action refl ects the ideas, cultural contexts, 
identities, and shared understandings of individual and state actors.4

Th e proposed framework and its subsequent qualitative methodology 
assumes that International Relations does not merely need more and bet-
ter facts. In today’s world the social sciences, and International Relations 
in particular, probably have as many facts and data available as ever before. 
Instead, I stress the need for supplementary ways of approaching the facts 
and data available, of looking how puzzle pieces fi t together without per-
ceiving International Relations genuinely as a rationalistic problem-solving 
science as pointed out earlier. Th is calls for a critical engagement with theory, 
questioning existing structures and orders, and going beyond a mere prob-
lem-solving approach of research puzzles in International Relations.5 Th e 
Realist tradition, just like Isaiah Berlin and others emphasized, is keen not 
“to mistake increases in methodological precision for increases in genuine 
understanding.”6

Such a nomothetic approach to theory does not immediately produce 
general propositions.7 However, there is no view from nowhere. Reality is 
always interpreted reality.8 Hence, I rely on an interpretive approach of epis-
temology and research design, based on the assumption that “people act on 
their beliefs and preferences” and that “we cannot read off  people’s beliefs 
and preferences from objective facts about them.”9 Paying attention to agency 
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and practice, a humanistic view of politics bridges interpretive and herme-
neutic approaches and normative theorizing. Such a view does not necessary 
lead to humanistic answers but illustrates “what individual willpower can 
do in foreign policy.”10 Yet international politics is not only about “human 
conduct in a world of states,” but also about human conduct in a world of 
social and socialized actors and the relationships between them.11 In other 
words, relational “subjects are not related to each other in the weak sense of 
being only empirically contiguous; they are ontologically related such that an 
identity can only be deciphered by virtue of its ‘place’ in relationship to other 
identities in its web.”12 Yet an interpretative approach is not to be confused 
with explaining human conduct.  In the classical approach,

Interpreting human conduct does not involve discovering “true” motives 
or “real” intentions, and it does not involve explaining processes or forces 
that bring a particular state of aff airs into being. Th e character of human 
conduct is disclosed, not in an unbroken chain of causes and eff ects, but in 
a particular context of activity; a context that conceives conduct “as actions 
and utterance, wise or foolish, which have reasons, adequate or inadequate, 
but not causes.”13

In National Interests in International Society, Martha Finnemore points 
toward actors encompassing their interests infl uenced by socialization.14 
Norms and rules construct interests via the actors’ understanding of the 
social structure they fi nd themselves confronted with. Interaction, then, con-
structs interests and identities. Ideas do matter for the Realist tradition but 
they matter beyond instrumental constructs, as a rational framework tends 
to frame them. It is not that mainstream International Relations sweeps 
aside ideas. However, rationalist frameworks oft en treat them as constructs 
to achieve certain ends.15 I challenge this notion of norms and ideas and their 
infl uence on international politics. In the next step, I delineate how Realism 
understands practice and how this understanding challenges the positivist 
notion of cause and eff ect of norms and ideas. One way to illustrate this is to 
have a closer look at narrative theory.

In his narrative theory, Alasdair MacIntyre cautions not to separate 
(subjective) ideas from their rationality and tradition (i.e., the objective con-
text).16 Th e implications of this caution become, for example, eminent in the 
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case of researching issues of religion and terrorism, where research tends to 
see the religious motivation out of context. “It is very diffi  cult to understand 
terrorism or other forms of collective violence apart from how the people 
themselves involved understand their goals, values, and passions. It matters 
that terrorist groups or political movements are religious organizations, or 
are motivated by how they understand their religion.”17 Th roughout the 
following chapters, this book evaluates the interplay between idea people, 
behavioral people, and relational people, as Charles Tilly framed them 
regarding the study of violence. Idea people stress that the basis of human 
conduct is consciousness, which shapes their conduct by ideas. Behavioral 
people stress the importance of the autonomy of motives, impulses, and 
opportunities. Relational people stress the importance of shaping personali-
ties via the interaction and interchanges with others.18

In International Relations scholarship, Realism displays this aspect of 
focusing on Tilly’s relational people. In its methodology, Realism is situ-
ated between interpretative approaches as outlined earlier (and opposed to 
approaches of explaining) without proposing law-like patterns of politics. 
Such an approach does not separate normative reasoning from an empirical 
understanding of political and social practices.19 In other words, MacIntyre’s 
and Tilly’s approaches question a clear-cut distinction between facts and 
values, let alone that we can distinguish between the diff erent purposes of 
knowledge claims.20 It is one of the basic scientifi c premises of Realism that 
how political actors are doing things is at least as important as what they 
do. Hence, Morgenthau warns, “No study of politics and certainly no study 
of international politics in the mid-twentieth century can be disinterested 
in the sense that it is able to divorce knowledge from action and to pursue 
knowledge for its own sake.”21

Th e research conduct of this book relies on qualitative and comparative 
methods in line with Realism’s research agenda, which prefers a conceptual 
analysis, focusing on agents, agency, and ideal types. Th is analysis calls for 
and constructs a theoretical framework to interpret and “interrogate the 
practice of statespersons to discern its normative content” that are “constitu-
tive of international order.”22 In the words of Martin Wight, International 
Relations “assumes that moral standards can be upheld without the heav-
ens falling. And it assumes that the fabric of social and political life will be 
maintained, without accepting the doctrine that to preserve it any measures 
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are permissible. For it assumes that the upholding of moral standards will in 
itself tend to strengthen the fabric of political life.”23

Agents, Practice and Desire

Th e focus on agents, agency, and practice in international politics sets out 
from the aspiration to gain insights into its rules of conduct, which consti-
tute a set of social relations, in other words, an institution. I rely on J önsson 
and Hall’s defi nition of an institution that takes it, broadly understood, “as a 
relatively stable collection of social practices consisting of easily recognized 
roles coupled with underlying norms and a set of rules or conventions defi n-
ing appropriate behavior for, and governing relations among, occupants of 
these roles.”24 Th e rules of conduct that eventually constitute an institution 
in compliance with norms and practices do not cause anything by them-
selves. Th ey “do not exist before being demonstrated in action.”25 Th ey are 
eff ects, not causes as the positivist branch of research on international norms 
assumes. How international society and order is constructed and achieved 
is a question of the practice of the codes and rules of conduct of the partici-
pating actors in society. As a theory relying on philosophical and historical 
refl ections on politics, Realism thus emphasizes practice and the local con-
text of practice as the shaping condition of politics.26

International political practices, according to Chris Brown, are “under-
stood as produced by inarticulate, practical, common-sense knowledge rather 
than by the application of theoretical knowledge.”27 Th is conception of prac-
tice emphasizes practices’ telic notion: “A person engaging in a telic practice 
is guided by its standards rather than being caused to perform in some man-
ner, and telic practices are directly accessible to empirical investigation.”28 
For research conduct this means to study a wide range of contemporary and 
historical accounts and discover conceptual cores of the actions and practices 
of the objects under scrutiny together with the study of secondary literature 
in which the eff ects of the agent’s actions have been set out.29 A practice is a 
set of standards that do not cause something but guide the practitioner. It “is 
an activity—a form of action. It is ‘socially established’—it is a social artefact. 
And it is marked by ‘standards of excellence’—standards which defi ne the 
activity.”30 It is thus that Martin Wight argued that the practice of diplomacy 
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is based on the “requirements of social existence and true to the constant 
experience of diplomatic life.”31

Th is understanding of practice opens up avenues of understanding 
mimesis’s impact on international political conduct. However, not all inter-
national activity conforms to a practice. Fieldwork starts from the assumption 
that “contingency, habit and instrumental behaviour that ignores procedural 
constraints all fall outside an empirical understanding of practice.”32 Prac-
tices such as diplomacy are conducted according to standards of excellences, 
which are set forth in particular forms of interpretation.33 It is therefore that 
there can be no a priori positivist explanation of human conduct in politics. 
“Conduct (and misconduct) is exclusively a human activity that is judged by 
a moral or legal standard of some kind.”34 Th is notion of practice has diff erent 
origins. Next to Michael Oakshott’s take on practice, MacIntyre’s concept of 
virtues in his narrative political theory provide an ample characterization of 
a telic, which is a purposive, practice. MacIntyre defi nes practice as

any coherent and complex form of socially established cooperative human 
activity through which goods internal to that form of activity are realized 
in the course of trying to achieve those standards of excellence which are 
appropriate to, and partially defi nitive of, that form of activity, with the 
result that human powers to achieve excellence, and human conceptions of 
the ends and goods involved, are systematically extended.35

Th e method, required by such a framework, then is to get the hands dirty 
by digging into archives; looking at foreign offi  ce documents, memoirs, and 
newsprints; and conducting interviews to grasp the notion of practice, self-
conception, and the discourses of self-justifi cation of the actors involved.36 In 
other words, classical Realism is an intersubjective and sociological approach 
to study politics that strives beyond the mainstream assumption of the pri-
macy of structure over agency (particularly attributed to the English School 
today).37 Classical Realism does not simply rely on the Hobbesian tradition 
of power as a means of self-preservation.38 Rather for Morgenthau, power is a 
“psychogenic condition which rested on inter-subjective relations . . . power 
was for Morgenthau generally created through the interaction of people: as a 
result and quality of human action.”39
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Morgenthau’s notion of power is comparable to Hannah Arendt’s. 
Arendt defi ned power as a product of action arising between people. Th ere-
fore, only a group can possess power. Once the group breaks down, so does 
power. Arendt is thus critical of the Aristotelian notion of the inherently 
political human being (i.e., the zoon politicon) as one person alone can never 
be political.40 Based on similar assumptions, Morgenthau stressed the impor-
tance of observing humans’ position among their fellows. In his fragments of 
an autobiography, Morgenthau distanced himself from the Freudian infl u-
ence (which he attributed as “reductionism”) that apparently resonates the 
term “desire.”41 Still, the desire for power is a constant element in Morgen-
thau’s work. Th is is obvious in Politics among Nations, which translates the 
desire for power into international political conduct via the three political 
forms of the politics of the status quo, the politics of imperialism, and the 
politics of prestige.42 In social life, in other words, “the principle of desire 
is translated into the lust for power,” refl ected in the three aforementioned 
expressions.43

Particularly in the case of Morgenthau’s Realism, epistemological 
assumptions easily become complicated, leading to accusations of Realism 
as a positivist enterprise. Th is is a rather obvious accusation as Morgenthau 
himself declared certain objective laws of international politics. Such a view, 
however, confl ates Morgenthau’s ontological view and methodological 
choice. For Morgenthau those laws are what ideal types are for Max Weber.44 
Th ey are concepts to idealize reality and do not correspond to, let alone 
display, reality. Ideal types, maxims, or refl ections are instruments of under-
standing, to give meaning to the objects under study. Realism thus does not 
assume an epistemological separation between the subject (i.e., International 
Relations) and its objects (i.e., international politics).45 Cliff ord Geertz 
summarized for his anthropological approach of culture what holds true for 
Morgenthau as well, including important proceedings for the methodologi-
cal approach of this book:

Believing, with Max Weber, that man is an animal suspended in webs 
of signifi cance he himself has spun, I take culture to be those webs, and 
the analysis of it to be therefore not an experimental science in search of 
law but an interpretive one in search of meaning. . . . Operationalism as a 
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methodological dogma never made much sense so far as the social sciences 
are concerned, and except for a few rather too well-swept corners—Skin-
nerian behaviorism, intelligence testing, and so on—it is largely dead now. 
But it had, for all that, an important point to make, which, however we 
may feel about trying to defi ne charisma or alienation in terms of opera-
tions, retains a certain force: if you want to understand what a science is, 
you should look in the fi rst instance not at its theories or its fi ndings, and 
certainly not at what its apologists say about it; you should look at what 
the practitioners of it do.46

Conclusion

Abductive research logic illustrates the comprehensiveness of this amalgam 
of qualitative research methods and an interpretative epistemology. Abduc-
tion’s typical situation is

when we become interested in a class of phenomena for which we lack 
applicable theories. We simply trust, although we do not know for certain, 
that what we see is not random. We collect pertinent observations while 
applying concepts from existing fi elds of our knowledge. Instead of trying 
to impose an abstract theoretical template (deduction) or “simply” infer-
ring propositions from facts (induction), we start reasoning at an interme-
diate level (abduction).47

Abduction highlights a nonlinear research logic (instead of a “fi rst this, then 
that” logic), constantly going “back and forth in an iterative-recursive fash-
ion between what is puzzling and possible explanations for it.”48 Th e focus on 
agential political conduct as presented here certainly struggles with what is 
asked for today in academia and the policy-making world: problem-solving 
approaches that reduce theory to a problem-solving social endeavor. Th e 
epistemological pitfalls of the latter route are particularly vexing in current 
International Relations literature that sets out to solve puzzles.49 For Real-
ism, what International Relations needs are theoretical approaches of how to 
frame, understand, and explain beyond merely explaining by naming actors 
and their practices.50 Classical Realists, then, are also problem solvers because 
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they oppose a rationalist framework, yet at the same time helping to solve 
how to think about international politics. Doing so along a nonlinear research 
logic is particularly tempting if we have a closer look at two main streams of 
thought: Realism and mimetic theory.
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2 .

Desire for Power 

and the Power of Desire

Understanding International Relations as a form of practical philosophy, 
rather than an off spring of social science, means, foremost, an under-
standing of the entanglement between political theory and political 

practice.1 It is not least therefore that such an approach of theorizing political 
phenomena in the international realm coincidences with core assumptions 
of mimetic theory. Taking the assumptions of mimetic theory regarding the 
international serious warrants the use of this theory in international politi-
cal analysis and, at the same time, illustrates why mimetic theory is a helpful 
tool rather than a meta-theory. A fi rst assumption, as mimetic theory reminds 
International Relations, is that international society is not based on some kind 
of a social contract. Th at societies work or function on the basis of some kind 
of social contract—that people literally sat down and talked out the rules, 
which is an act of reason or will—remains a persistent illusion mainly because 
it explains how societies work but not why they are what they are.2 Skepticism 
of the autonomous individual is a second major assumption of mimetic theory 
with grave consequence for theorizing international politics. Th is is perhaps 
Girard’s own most paramount verdict and of grave consequences for social 
sciences and practical philosophy alike. Unfortunately, it is rarely outspoken 
and far from self-evident in terms of description in his work.3
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I argue that the insights of mimetic theory enrich thinking about Self, 
Other, and identity in International Relations theory within the theoretical 
framework of Realism and particularly within the work of Hans Morgen-
thau. Bringing Girard’s and Morgenthau’s thoughts into discussion illustrates 
that Morgenthau’s thoughts point toward insights delivered by Girard’s 
mimetic theory as well.4 Most oft en, however, these theoretical underpin-
nings of Realism remain outspoken and implicit. What is more, turning to 
mimetic theory sheds light on what Morgenthau addressed in the “laws that 
govern human nature” but seldom made explicit: the importance of desire 
and imitation in human conduct.5

Despite the similarities between mimetic theory and Morgenthau’s 
Realism, there are only few attempts to make use of Girard’s mimetic theory 
for Internatio nal Relations.6 Mimetic theory is a diverse and contested fi eld 
in the social sciences and humanities, and Girard’s version is certainly con-
tested.7 Part of the reason for the disinterest of many social science subjects 
is that Girard’s version of mimetic theory is essentially a Christian anthro-
pology. It consists of three core elements: mimetic desire, the scapegoat 
mechanism as the origin of culture, and a theory of religion emphasizing 
the diff erence between pagan myth and the Biblical revelation.8 Th e former 
archbishop of Canterbury, Rowan Williams, captures the essence of Girard’s 
mimetic theory as

something like a “novelistic” version of human origins—a bid for a nar-
rative that will allow all of us to “read” our human experience diff erently 
and with greater honesty or truthfulness. And it is important to say—in 
the light of some critical comments in recent discussion—that, like a novel 
(indeed, arguably like Jewish-Christian scripture as well), this does not of 
itself endorse, let alone sacralize, what it narrates: it seeks to induce a kind 
of recognition that makes possible a diff erent narrative. Girard provides 
not only a narrative of origins but also a narrative—the Christian narrative 
of a radically nonviolent deity—that equips us to recognize what we would 
rather not recognize because it simultaneously opens a new path.9

In the following, I rely on the fi rst two elements pointed out by Wil-
liams. Already Plato and Augustine stressed the interdependence between 
imitation and desire: we always imitate what we admire.10 Religious traditions 
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and doctrines not only understand the connection between imitation and 
religion. Th ey are also aware of the dangers that come along with imitation 
if it turns into envy. In the Biblical tradition, it is the tenth commandment 
of the Decalogue that shows this awareness most clearly. Girard strongly 
emphasized the importance of this Biblical text. “Th e Christian tradition has 
also always emphasized the longing for God as our highest good—our sum-
mum bonum—as a way to overcome and avoid envious rivalry.”11 For Girard, 
mimetic rivalry is the main cause of interpersonal violence. He denies the 
Rousseauean belief of the natural amicability of humans as well as theories 
that assume a natural (instinctive) aggressive human drive.12

Girard uses the Greek term mimesis to point to the connection between 
desire and imitation. However, it is not the desire for a defi nite or original 
object but to follow the desire of others.13 Imitation therefore does not sim-
ply mean to copy others. What is desired is socially constructed and occurs 
in a “triangular desire,” consisting of the Self, the Other (“mediator”), and 
the object that is desired by the subject.14 Th is is “because the person knows, 
imagines, or suspects that the model or mediator desires it as well. Th ere-
fore, the goods or objects people desire, and their ideas about what to desire, 
are based on the ideas and desires they learn from others.”15 As long as the 
desired object is nonexclusive, such as education, mimetic rivalry may even 
lead to social improvement. Once an exclusive object is desired, mimetic 
rivalry potentially leads to violence.

Mimetic rivalry is particularly obvious in civil wars. Th e smaller the 
diff erence between people, the more they are fi xated on it. Sigmund Freud 
called this the “Narcissism of minor diff erences.”16 Pierre Bourdieu as well 
outlined this confl ictual trait of identity: “Social identity lies in diff erence, 
and diff erence is asserted against what is closest, which represent the great-
est threat.”17 Th e genocide in Rwanda might serve as an illustration of this 
mechanism that mimetic theory points out. Tutsis were, due to many rea-
sons (e.g., bonding with the colonial masters and distribution of resources), 
in better social, political, and economic positions than the Hutus. Hence, 
“these satisfi ers became Objects of mimetic desire on the part of Hutus. It is 
easy to see that this desire for the Objects was an ontological desire to be like 
the Tutsis—to be Tutsi.”18 People destroy what they most love and that civil 
war is indeed the “primary form” of war. Th e longing for recognition just 
where there is minor space for recognition is a prevailing feature, particularly 
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in civil wars.19 Hunger and despair, in fact, do not blur all the diff erences 
and do not make us all the same. Rather, as Victor Frankl observed, people 
became more diff erentiated.20

Th e bottom line of mimetic theory is that humans are not free to choose 
their desires or that desire is autonomous.21 It is not because we fi nd something 
charming and desirable but because others do so. Consequentially, desire has 
little to do with need. What humans need (i.e., to survive) is oft en diff erent 
from their desires (e.g., recognition) that are prone for confl ict.22 If politics, 
as commonly assumed, would only be about the negotiation of the shortage 
of goods and institutions and individual choice, there would be no need for 
political science, and politics would be much more peaceful. A large portion 
of what makes mimetic theory alluring for political science and International 
Relations is the explanation it off ers on violence. Th is explanation, however, 
refers neither to philosophical nor to biological insights but rather argues for 
a third social way of understanding human conduct—imitation.23

Since humans, unlike animals, are not restrained in violence (i.e., in fol-
lowing an instinct), unleashed mimetic desire may lead indeed to Hobbes’s 
“war all against all.” No instinctive brakes can prevent humans from destroy-
ing themselves. People do not fi ght because of diff erences, but because they 
are similar and they long for the same.24 Mimetic desire, then, causes “dis-
unity among those who cannot possess their common object together.” In 
turn, mimetic desire creates “solidarity among those who can fi ght the same 
enemy together.”25 Th e blow of one of the rivals eventually fascinates others 
leading them to imitate this action in striking a weaker one. “Th e war of all 
against all suddenly becomes a war of all against one. Th e single victim is 
expelled or killed. Girard calls this unconscious, collective deed the scapegoat 
mechanism.”26 Th e world today, according to Girard, is in a state of a constant 
competition due to mimetic rivalry on a global scale. Th e consequence is a 
manifest danger of the escalation to extremes.27 More oft en than not, the 
result of this spiral toward extremes is that humans no longer curse and then 
bless scapegoats. Rather, scapegoats today only get cursed.
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Religion, Politics, and Mimetic Theory

One of the main purposes of culture as a custodian of order, following 
Girard’s arguments, is the containment of mimetic rivalry. Girard’s theory 
assumes the scapegoat mechanism as the origin of culture, meaning the 
spontaneous psychological mechanism when we accuse someone to be guilty 
of something. In a lengthy analysis of ancient literature and literary “fi gures 
of desire,” Girard identifi es the scapegoat as the origin of culture, since the 
scapegoat—the victim—is demonized and divinized at the same time.28 Th e 
metaphysical foundation of religion, the sacred, which is blessed and cursed 
at the same time, is essential for the functioning of society.29 Th is is because 
the scapegoat mechanism is a sacrifi cial substitution to protect society from 
its own inherent destructive tendencies due to mimetic rivalry.30

As one of the fi rst social scientists, Scott Appleby pointed out this 
“ambivalence of the sacred” and its importance regarding international poli-
tics.31 However, pointing to the ambivalence of religion is not suffi  cient for 
a social science analysis. First, religion certainly can be a source for confl ict 
and for confl ict transformation. It certainly can also “function” as neither 
of those two. Second, it is problematic, as some of the contemporary stud-
ies in religion and international relations do, to see religion, or even special 
branches of religion such as Christianity or Islam, as unifi ed social phe-
nomena. Although one tradition may share a certain, at least thin common 
theological standard, this does not mean that this is accepted or interpreted 
everywhere in the same way.32

Beyond its anthropological insights, mimetic theory’s assumptions also 
call for a deeper religious discourse in the public as Jürgen Habermas called 
for. Scholars successfully applied this discourse to illustrate the diff usion of 
religious norms into a secular context and language via institutional transla-
tion.33 However, secular language eliminates the originally religious aspect 
and produces irritations. When sin transforms into guilt, when misdoings 
against religious rules transforms into off ense against secular-human law, 
something gets lost.34 Girard himself attempts to limit “politics to make 
way of faith.”35 Th is is particularly evident in Girard’s last major work 
in which he sets out to challenge, at the example of Raymond Aron, the 
assumed shortcomings of International Relations scientifi c (i.e., rationalis-
tic) premises.36
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Mark Juergensmeyer argues that religious nationalism holds the poten-
tial to start a new Cold War between religious groups and the secular West.37 
If this is true, then Girard’s anthropological theory of violence can be of 
methodological use, since many theories of violence in the context of inter-
national politics rely on Max Weber’s dictum of the state’s legitimate use and 
monopoly of violence.38 Th e state, Morgenthau wrote in 1945, “has become 
indeed a ‘mortal God’” that “actually delimits the manifestations of the indi-
vidual desire for power.”39 In international politics today, it seems that there 
are a growing number of battles between the sacred and the profane. Th is 
description traces back to Émile Durkheim’s distinction between “the sacred 
and the profane,” in other words, the sacred and the secular.40 As a matter of 
time, Morgenthau was more worried of rising nationalism:

For the claim to universality which inspires the moral code of one particu-
lar group is incompatible with the identical claim of another group; the 
world has room for only one, and the other must yield or be destroyed. 
Th us, carrying their idols before them, the nationalistic masses of our time 
meet in the international arena, each group convinced that it executes 
the mandate of history, that it does for humanity what it seems to do for 
itself, and that it fulfi lls a sacred mission ordained by providence, however 
defi ned. Little do they know that they meet under an empty sky from 
which the gods have departed.41

Th ere is a tradition and practice in every world religion that through the 
adjustment toward the holy, the “sacred, human life can ban evil. “Evil,” in this 
sense, refers to the mimetic desire that Girard calls the source of violence.42 
According to the theological element of Girard’s theory, people have to rec-
ognize the importance of the rules laid out in the Decalogue, particularly the 
fi rst commandment, which “addresses God who as our highest good enables 
us to reach mimetically out for him without being at the same time forced 
into envious destruction.”43 “Th e sacred,” in terms of Girard, is sensitive of 
the violence arising out of mimetic rivalry. For mimetic theory, particularly 
monotheistic religious traditions are aware of the prevailing existence of vio-
lence. Th ey teach what to do and what not to do in order to avoid the fl aming 
up of violence based on mimetic rivalry.44 Taking the Decalogue seriously 
and sticking to religious rituals transforms the violent scapegoat mechanism 
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into a ritual one. Th is acknowledgement is supposed to lead to a life that does 
not end up in the deadlock of mimetic rivalry.45

For mimetic theory, the persistent pattern of mimetic desire is the source 
of “evil.” Evil is thus potentially inherent to any political and social act. Mor-
genthau distinguishes between ethics and politics and solving it in practice 
by choosing the lesser evil.46 He warned that just because evil is inherent to 
any political action, the “idea of the ethical end justifying unethical means 
leads to the negation of absolute ethical judgements all together.”47 Mimetic 
theory points International Relations toward the need for a relational ontol-
ogy of human desire and political order. Th is is even more so if we rely on the 
hypothesis that politics “is social action that helps men to solve the tension 
between their needs and social facts.”48 International politics, consequently, 
is “the attempt of certain groups of individuals to solve the tensions between 
the needs of their own people and the social facts of others and the world.”49 
Th ere is, in other words, no conceptualization of political agency outside its 
structure. Th is is where classical Realism and its relational conceptualization 
of the political comes in.50

Realism and Mimetic Theory

Defi ning Realism, scholars emphasize skepticism, relationally, power, and 
power politics. Th ere are at least three principles and core assumptions 
of Realism. First, human beings cannot survive as individuals but rather 
in groups. Group centricity and tribalism are facts of social and political 
interaction with which International Relations theory has to come to terms. 
Second, politics is a struggle, but it also represents cooperation between 
self-interested groups under the conditions of uncertainty and fear.51 Th ird, 
power is a given in social and political interaction, and is a necessary require-
ment in order for groups to achieve their goals. Morgenthau argued, “the 
social sciences cannot hope to master the social forces unless they know the 
laws which govern the social relations of men.”52 Sixty years aft er Morgen-
thau’s statement, Alexander Wendt claimed the same: that social theory 
must begin with some theory of the human nature.53 Yet still, conventional 
wisdom has it that Morgenthau and Realism resemble a Machiavellian-
Hobbesian approach, that is, foremost rationalist and positivist.
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Girard’s mimetic theory is one possible key for a better and more com-
prehensive understanding of Realism. Morgenthau’s theoretical outlines 
point to the gap between assumptions of humans as “political animals by 
nature” and assumptions of humans as “moral animals.” Contemporary 
political Realism tends to ignore this gap.54 In an attempt to identify the 
social constructivist element in Realism, Samuel Barking, for example, char-
acterizes power politics as relative, relational, and social: power politics are 
meaningful only in relation to other actors; targets of power are themselves 
actors; and social groups (i.e., states) wield power.55 What is more, this view 
of Realism posits that political action is inherently (self ) contradictory.56 
Politics produces meaning yet, at the same time, falls short to address the 
complexity of human nature, its contradictions, and tragedies.57 “‘He who 
acts,’” Morgenthau approvingly cites Goethe, “‘is always unjust; nobody 
is just but the one who refl ects.’ Th e very act of acting destroys our moral 
integrity.”58

Classical Realism, then, confl ates Neorealism’s inevitable strive for 
survival in the anarchical international system. Whereas for Neorealism 
tragedy is the missing of an alternative to escape the anarchical international 
condition (i.e., the struggle for survival), for Realism the tragic character of 
international politics resembles the tragic “character of political choice.”59 
Yet choose we must, and a mimetic lens on Realism helps to point out that 
we are not as autonomous in our choices as commonly assumed.

Th e premises of classical Realism beg several epistemological questions. 
A pressing one is whether its assumptions about agency and power can hold 
up to the mainstream dogma of the individual’s autonomy given the complex-
ity of human nature, its tragic condition, and the resulting tragic condition 
of international politics. I propose that what drives agency is not autonomy 
(i.e., due to an assumed rationality) but desire. Th is is not only a question 
of epistemology but also one of ontology. Brent Steele, for one, points out 
that “states pursue social actions to serve self-identity needs, even when 
these actions compromise their physical existence.”60 Th ose identity needs 
are also based on the imitation of the desire of others. Morgenthau, along 
with Reinhold Niebuhr, in his acknowledgement of emotions and change 
in politics, pushed “us to consider the protean forms of emotional agency 
fuelling political contestation across local and global levels.”61 Realism, then, 
transcends the separation of the levels of analysis, demanded by Neorealists 
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and Constructivists alike.62 Mimetic theory provides a pattern of taking 
emotional agency seriously as outlined by classical Realists. International 
Relations research, on the other side, only marginally touched this aspect.63

Th ere are at least two factors that justify discussing the insights of 
mimetic theory and twentieth-century Realism in parallel. First, we are 
witnessing a revival of the synthesis of International Relations theories and 
political theory (e.g., political theology took a grasp of international political 
issues).64 Th e global resurgence of religion almost forced new strings of dis-
cussion in International Relations theory.65 Prominent philosophers—some-
times not genuine philosophers of religion—like Charles Taylor and his A 
Secular Age or Jürgen Habermas’s discussion with Cardinal Ratzinger (later 
Pope Benedict XVI) touched on issues of religion and international poli-
tics.66 A second factor propelling a discussion between Girard and Morgen-
thau is the growing relatedness between International Relations theories and 
domestic political issues, particularly regarding confl ict.67 Failed states and 
humanitarian intervention led to changes in thinking about international 
politics, placing a strong emphasis on global politics, global governance, and, 
consequently, on the Other and strangers.68 Neorealism is about the third 
image—the international level—largely leaving aside, in Kenneth Waltz’s 
terms, the fi rst and second image, meaning man and the state.69 Although 
Morgenthau and Waltz never meant to strictly divide between the domestic 
and the international or systemic level, this is the prevailing textbook con-
sensus.70 Recent scholarship on Realism, dealing with material, “hard fact,” 
issues of international politics, also addresses the importance of cultural fac-
tors and identity-related variables.71

Th e “struggle for power among nations” Morgenthau had in mind, and 
which became synonymous for the Realist family of thought, is also the 
struggle for the imitation and desire among nations.72 Seen from the Real-
ist perspective, seeking gains such as the global common good by assumedly 
universal notions of justice and freedom is not a practice in politics.73 Rela-
tive gains thus matter to Realism and mimetic theory, which becomes obvi-
ous when looking at their insights on confl ict and political conduct. Already 
Th omas Hobbes pointed to the fatal consequences of mimetic rivalry in poli-
tics: “If any two men desire the same thing which nevertheless they cannot 
both enjoy, they become enemies, and in the way to their End . . . endeavour 
to destroy, or subdue one another.”74
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An interesting question about mimetic desire concerns the reasons why 
some societies are more prone to violence then others. Th at is, why do some 
societies manage to contain the mimetic desire more than others? Scholars of 
war and international politics have pointed to the politics of identity, explain-
ing confl icts aft er the Cold War as a problem of in-groups and out-groups.75 
In particular, ethnic and religious confl icts such as in civil wars consist of 
elements that seem to have less in common with traditional material inter-
ests. Th e interests at stake oft en are of social, cultural, or religious nature. 
Th is does not mean that they are irrational, but their particular condition 
makes them “nasty, brutish, and long.”76 Anthropological approaches such 
as mimetic theory contribute more ways of understanding a more globally 
interconnected world—which is, according to Barry Buzan, on its way “from 
international to world society.”77 International politics, aft er all, are a realm 
of human experience.78 A discussion between Girard and Realism helps to 
expound on problems of cultural foundations of international order and 
disorder, both inevitable within the “realm of human experience.”

Quite some time before Girard, Raymond Aron acknowledged the 
anthropological insight that the diffi  culty of peace is more a problem of the 
humanness than the animalistic nature of man. In a chapter on the “roots 
of war as an institution,” Aron ends his thoughts, like Girard, by addressing 
the dangers of uncontrolled mimetic rivalry not stopped by instinct. Only 
humans are capable of preferring their own truth to humiliation and revolt. 
Th e hierarchy between master and servant will never be defi nite: “Tomor-
row the masters will not need the servants any longer and then they have 
the power to exterminate them.”79 Aron excluded violence (i.e., war) in the 
thermonuclear age as a defensible possibility of international politics. In the 
1950s, Morgenthau realized that a straightforward Realist approach of (lim-
ited) war in the nuclear age was absurd and rejected it.80

Surprisingly, Girard criticizes Aron as too rational.81 Aron pronounced 
his understanding of rationality and Enlightenment as follows: “Th e 
rationalist is not unaware of the animal impulses in man, and the passions 
of man in society. Th e rationalist has long since abandoned the illusion 
that men, alone or in groups, are reasonable. He bets on the education of 
humanity, even if he is not sure he will win his wager.”82 Probably the best 
attempt to pinpoint the discussion between Girard and his accusation of the 
blind rationality of political science, as illustrated in the example of Aron 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:51 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Desire for Power and the Power of Desire 21

and International Relations theory, is Morgenthau’s Scientifi c Man vs. Power 
Politics. Th e Realist who is still said to think only in terms of harsh power 
politics and enlightened rationality pointed out the misunderstandings of the 
philosophy of rationalism turning into an “instrument of social salvation:”

Th e philosophy of rationalism has misunderstood the nature of man, the 
nature of the social world, and the nature of reason itself. It does not see 
that man’s nature has three dimensions: biological, rational, and spiritual. 
By neglecting the biological impulse and spiritual aspirations of man 
it misconstrues the function reason fulfi ls within the whole of human 
existence, it distorts the problem of ethics, especially in the political fi eld; 
and it prevents the natural sciences into an instrument of social salvation 
for which neither their own name nor the nature of the social world fi ts 
them.83

Girard might have put forward a theoretical framework of anthropology 
that inherently aims to abolish the need of political science and International 
Relations. Nonetheless, International Relations does address the issues 
Girard pointed to without much sympathy for International Relations.84 For 
example, Morgenthau argued for the “autonomy of the political sphere” just 
as he argued for the autonomy of each other scientifi c subject. However, the 
defense of the autonomy of the political seems to imply that a Realist under-
standing of politics forbids applying morality or irrationality to politics in 
order to understand or shape them. In fact, when Morgenthau was thinking 
about power, particularly in the context of the national interest, he was always 
thinking about morality as well: humans are both animal longing for power 
and creatures with a moral purpose.85 Morgenthau, moreover, pointed out 
that the state—an institutionalized form of a self-interested group—is essen-
tial but by no means self-suffi  cient. Th erefore, this particular form of political 
interaction is open for change. Put diff erently, a striking attribute of Realism is 
its engagement with power. Although a rather elusive concept, Realism urges 
for the centrality of power in all aspects of life, as Morgenthau frequently 
stressed.86 Changing trends in culture, on the other side, can infl uence the 
conduct of international politics and therefore power, as Girard emphasizes.

International Relations theory has come to terms with an already exten-
sive body of literature dealing with the formation of the Self—according 
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to Waltz, the fi rst image—which is certainly intertwined with the other 
images.87 However, Realists’ third image—or structural—approaches to 
international politics also illustrate the danger of what Girard calls a constant 
competition due to mimetic rivalry on a global scale.88 Robert Gilpin, for 
example, pointed out that international politics are not only about power 
but also about wealth.89 Neoclassical Realists illustrate this point with regard 
to the globalization of economic growth, producing political confi dence and 
national pride leading, eventually, to a confl icted “rise of the rest.”90 Desiring 
what others desire—such as economic growth and wealth—could be a point 
at which Girard’s theoretical approach of mimetic desire and rivalry can 
meet the aspirations of “the rest.” Increasing globalization and the continu-
ing intertwining of the three images, the vanishing of diff erences, not the 
“clash” of them may lead to greater potential for future confl ict.91 In terms of 
mimetic theory, not diff erence but sameness is the problem. Rivalry emerges 
from “relative” rather than absolute “disadvantage.”92 Social, political and 
economic inequalities do not lead to confl ict and violence, per se. Rather, 
the danger lies within the possibility that groups can compare themselves to 
their peers. Oft en, Girard pointed out the danger of comparison.93 At this 
point, his mimetic theory meets the one of Carl Schmitt who had a strong 
impact on twentieth-century Realism, particularly on Morgenthau.

Mimetic rivalry becomes most intense if confl icts turn into confl icts 
over identity. Th e less diff erence between identity there is, the more accented 
any borderline must be. Oft en, confl icts over identify resemble the “Narcis-
sism of minor diff erences.”94 Because we know best the ones that are closest 
to us, we likely compare ourselves with them, which opens potential space for 
confl ict. Schmitt was aware of this facet of human conduct.95 In his memoirs, 
he details his conception of “the enemy.” He asks, “Who can I acknowledge 
as my enemy? Certainly only the one who can question myself. And only 
I, myself, or my brother can question me really. Every Other proves to be 
my brother and the brother proves to be my enemy. Th e enemy is our own 
question as Gestalt.”96 Similarly, Girard points to a diff erent understanding of 
violence as assumed by the theory of in-groups and out-groups or the clash of 
civilizations.97 Th e problem of violence is one within, not genuinely between, 
groups.98 Morgenthau developed a diff erent concept of the political to Carl 
Schmitt, instead relying on a model of intensity:99 For Morgenthau, “the 
political in the specifi c sense consists on the particular degree of intensity of 
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the connection created by the state’s will to power between its objects and the 
state.”100 Politics is thus “never an either/or state of aff airs, but always a matter 
of degree, necessarily depending on how intense—and potentially violent—a 
confl ict had become.”101 He contends that what turns a matter into a political 
one is a contest for the will to power, either by maintaining it, increasing it, 
or demonstrating it.102 In an attempt of explaining why this is the case, he 
pointed out the human trait of comparison.103 Confl ict “was a pervasive facet 
of human existence. Interstate confl ict remained exceptional chiefl y because 
it typically constituted a particularly intense—and thus explosive—form of 
antagonism. It was there that we most commonly encounter what Schmitt 
described as potentially violent confl icts between friend and foe.”104

Two examples may illustrate this point: In the fi rst example, Morgen-
thau, having a rather pessimistic view of the human nature, stated in the 
disarmament debate that people “do not fi ght because they have arms. Th ey 
have arms because they deem it necessary to fi ght.”105 A second example is 
Morgenthau’s sense of violence within and between societies. Modern societ-
ies (i.e., in states) condemn violence as a norm in the physical sense while 
struggling for power within the society. Nevertheless, all societies endure the 
killing of enemies in the struggle for power, for example, during war. Girard, 
Schmitt, and Morgenthau in due course address a simple but important 
observation regarding international politics: the relations between groups—
either states or societies—are diff erent from the relations within groups.106 
To understand this intense relationship within groups, the desire to prove 
oneself is a key, which leads us directly to a deeper engagement with Girard 
and the fi rst “image,” to human conduct.

The Desire to Prove Oneself

Both, Morgenthau and Schmitt relied on an interpretation of Hobbes’s 
insights, built on the notion that if any two individuals desire the same thing, 
confl ict is inevitable. Schmitt’s and Morgenthau’s theories are therefore 
aware of the problems of mimetic desire. Th is is especially obvious since both 
acknowledge the intensity of internal confl ict, which is particularly the case in 
contemporary societies fostering the democratic dogma of egalitarianism.107 
Alexis de Tocqueville pointed out the dangers of Western Egalitarianism in 
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his observations on the American democratic culture. “Whatever the general 
eff ort undertaken by a society to make its citizens equal, particular individual 
pride will always fuel attempts to escape this sort of levelling and eff orts to 
generate somewhere some inequality that it might benefi t by.”108 Th us, Toc-
queville writes,

As social conditions become more equal, the number of persons increases 
who, although they are neither rich nor powerful enough to exercise any 
great infl uence over their fellows. Have nevertheless acquired or retained 
suffi  cient education and fortune to satisfy their own wants. Th ey own 
nothing to any man, they expect nothing from any man; they acquire the 
habit of always considering themselves as standing alone, and they are 
apt to imagine that their whole destiny is in their own hands. Th us, not 
only does democracy make every man forget his ancestors, but it hides his 
descendants and separates his contemporaries from him; it throws him 
back forever upon himself alone, and threatens in the end to confi ne him 
entirely within the solitude of his own heart.109

Th roughout his career, Morgenthau remained a rather skeptic conserva-
tive. A turn to the status quo was most desirable for him.110 His later leaning 
toward Aristotle illustrates this point even more.111 Not “everyone is equal 
in their ability to rule.”112 Skepticism toward unquestioned societal equality 
always has been a conservative characteristic. Most importantly, it was neces-
sary to prevent what unleashed desire can destroy, as pointed out earlier in 
the relative disadvantages in second image competitions. In 1945, three years 
before his seminal study Politics among Nations fi rst appeared, Morgenthau 
wrote about the animus dominandi. In his piece “Th e Evil of Politics and the 
Ethics of Evil,” his later famous term “lust for power” comes close to Girard’s 
refl ection on desire. Interestingly enough, Morgenthau described this “lust 
for power” as “desire for power” in relation to others:

Th e other root of confl ict and concomitant evil stems from the animus 
dominandi, the desire for power. Th is lust for power manifests itself as the 
desire to maintain the range of one’s own person with regard to others, 
to increase it, or to demonstrate it. In whatever disguises it may appear, 
its ultimate essence and aim is in one of these particular references of one 
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person to others. Centered as it is upon the person of the actor in relation 
to others, the desire for power is closely related to the selfi shness of which 
we have spoken but is not identical with it.113

Parallel to Girard’s conception of mimetic rivalry, which illustrates the 
initiating point of mimetic desire beyond the concern of plain survival, a 
simple selfi shness eff ort, the early work of Morgenthau points toward the 
same direction. Trusting Sigmund Freud, he identifi ed two fundamental 
drives of human nature: the drive for self-preservation (Selbsterhaltungstrieb) 
and the drive to prove oneself (Bewährungstrieb).114 As Morgenthau wrote, 
the desire for power

concerns itself . . . with his position among his fellows once his survival 
has been secured. Consequently, the selfi shness of man has limits; his will 
to power has none. For while man’s vital needs are capable of satisfaction, 
his lust for power would be satisfi ed only if the last man became an object 
of his domination, there being nobody above or beside him, that is, if he 
became like God.115

Even more so, in Science: Servant or Master, Morgenthau contended, 
“all seek to assert themselves as individuals against the world by mastering 
it. It is only when they choose as their object other men that they enter the 
political sphere.”116 In the essay “Love and Power,” Morgenthau elaborates 
that the “will of the object of his power mirrors his own.”117 Already in his 
unpublished essay “Th e Signifi cance of Being Alone,” Morgenthau paved the 
way toward his mutual understanding and interconnectedness of love and 
power in relation to desire:

Power and love are intimately connected, the desire for one growing out of 
the fulfi lled or frustrated desire for the other, one state shading impercep-
tibly into the other; and the longing for immortality. For the perpetuation 
of one’s existence beyond its natural limits, intermingles with the desire for 
power and love.118

Realism, then, does not stand still at the mainstream interpretation of 
the Hobbesian tradition of power as a means for self-preservation. It 
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acknowledges Girard’s position that violence is not a genuine problem 
between groups but one within social groups. Th e simple selfi shness instinct 
or will for survival has its limits. Th e desire for power, concerned with 
human’s positions among their fellow human beings, has no limits and is 
therefore prone to escalation.

Girard sees the only escape from the violent potential of mimetic desire 
in a turn toward the recommendations of the Sermon on the Mount. Girard 
argues that the Biblical revelation, other than pagan myths, is directed toward 
unveiling the scapegoat mechanism in criticizing the collective prosecution 
of innocent scapegoats. In the fl ow of unveiled violence, it only produces a 
greater contagion of violence.119 Turning to the Sermon on the Mount and 
the cultural mechanisms of Christianity as an escape from the scapegoat 
mechanism, resulting from mimetic desire, is not what Schmitt or Morgen-
thau would have accepted or recognized in the fi rst place. In Schmitt’s opin-
ion, the demand to love one’s enemy was a private one, having no connection 
whatsoever to the insuperable enmity between groups.120 Morgenthau was 
convinced of the necessity of the distinction between the offi  cial and private 
sphere of politics in theoretical terms because Realism

maintains that universal moral principles cannot be applied to the actions 
of states in their abstract universal formulation, but that they must be fi l-
tered through the concrete circumstances of time and place. Th e individual 
may say for himself: “Fiat justitia, pereat mundus (Let justice be done, even 
if the world perish),” but the state has no right to say so in the name of 
those who are in its care.121

Morgenthau’s Realism, aft er all, is not a positivist explanation of inter-
national aff airs. Rather, it stresses human and moral choices, even if they are 
tragic.122 In doing so, Realism attempts to explore the tension between politi-
cal and ethical imperatives.123 In due course it is not surprising, although 
oft en overlooked, that Morgenthau, regarding religious norms, noted similar 
to Girard that

the Decalogue is a code of ethical norms which cannot be derived from 
premises of rational utility. Th e concept of virtue as the sum of human 
qualities required by ethics bears no resemblance to the standard of 
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utilitarian rationality. . . . the ethical norms which men feel actually bound 
to follow . . . endeavour to satisfy nonutilitarian aspirations.124

In a diff erent manner, another prominent Realist, E. H. Carr, echoed 
this observation. Relying on Fyodor Dostoevsky’s thoughts, he stated, “‘eter-
nal harmony’ was too high if it included the suff erings of the innocent.”125 
Quite diff erently, current self-described Realists such as Robert Kaplan, a 
promoter of the power politics aspect of Realism, go as far as requesting a 
pagan ethos for leadership. Kaplan does not acknowledge the dangers of 
unveiled violence as pointed out by mimetic theory.126 Others, however, have 
emphasized that in-group cohesion does not necessarily require out-group 
hostility (i.e., produced by the scapegoat mechanism), that identities are far 
more fl exible than assumed, and that collective identities are overlapping 
and not a coherent system.127 In addition, the English School addresses these 
problems. Based on its take of practice and human conduct, the English 
School acknowledges the insights of the dangers in a standstill at the recog-
nition of politics, especially international politics, as a friend-foe distinction. 
In turning to cosmopolitanism, solidarists, for example, emphasize the indi-
vidual over the interest of the state and pursue a solidarist society, as opposed 
to a plural one.128

While looking to anthropological theories like mimetic theory, Interna-
tional Relations perhaps must bet, in the words of Aron, “on the education 
of humanity, even if he is not sure he will win his wager.”129 Th e open-ended 
discussion between mimetic theory and Realism can help International 
Relations to pursue a better understanding of international politics and its 
basic theoretical claims. Th at remains true even if an appreciation of Girard’s 
thoughts can only help to make implicit claims and theoretical assump-
tions of Realism—like Morgenthau’s stressing of desire and the evolution of 
power—more explicit.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I initiated a dialogue between Girard’s mimetic theory and 
Morgenthau’s Realism. Realism addresses issues like the power of desire, just 
as mimetic theory does. I illustrated that there are approaches in Girard’s 
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work where a fruitful discussion with International Relations can set in. To 
that end, I pointed out similarities in the theoretical approaches of Girard’s 
theory and the Realist tradition of International Relations. Knowing the 
wider framework of various approaches of International Relations theory, 
other than their genuine disciplinary sources, can help deepen our under-
standing and use of them. Girard off ers insights that can help International 
Relations to pursue a better understanding of problems and basic assump-
tions of twentieth-century Realism, particularly about power and the politi-
cal in the context of the three images.

An obvious example illustrating the power of desire is Realism’s foreign 
policy advice, particularly in terms of great power politics. Realists calling 
for off shore balancing illustrate the need to act as a role model for others, 
leading by example and not by coercion. Sure enough, all great powers claim 
their spheres of infl uence; however, these spheres of infl uence are infl uential 
by way of eff ective management. In the end, soft  power might be the more 
sustainable way to lead by example at the national or international level. Soft  
power, to get others unconsciously what you want them to do, is arguably a 
willful manipulation of mimetic desire.

I readily acknowledge the problematic equalization of human desire 
and the desire of political actors such as states. Such equalizations drift  into 
a perception of methodological individualism.130 What is desired (e.g., the 
pursuit of the national interest) is a result of imitating others. In the “human 
conduct in a world of states,” it is unlikely that one state would or even could 
exclude itself from the framework of conducting politics in the mainstream 
way.131 Th erefore, it may be that, as Alexander Wendt argued, in an arena 
of contestation, the common denominator is to say that states are actors or 
persons, attributing those properties and qualities such as rationality, identi-
ties, interests, beliefs.132 However, what constructivist attempts miss, is the 
recognition of the political nature of humans, which is, as I suggested here, a 
struggle for power caused by the desire for power.133
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3 .

A Realist Mimetic View on 

Reconciliation

If reconciliation is to be reconciled with liberalism, it will only be when 
liberalism is at its most liberal,” notes Daniel Philpott.1 A mainstream 
Western, enlightened understanding of science, particularly social science, 

thus has to be exceedingly liberal (i.e., generous) to accept reconciliation 
as a political concept, worth being applied in post confl ict theaters.2 Most 
oft en, this is done in order to regain social cohesion of a community or to 
establish social cohesion in the fi rst place. Indeed, reconciliation, a genu-
inely theological concept with a hardwired transcendental aspect built in, 
has come a long way from its traditional roots in religious practices to be 
acknowledged as a desirable political practice. Th e call for retributive justice 
(i.e., not punishment) is a pressing argument of liberals to oppose reconcili-
ation as a substitute for confl ict settlement, addressing structural confl ict 
causes.3

Samuel Huntington’s study of the third wave of democratization in the 
late twentieth century illustrates the applicability and use of reconciliation 
particularly in emerging democracies.4 Reconciliation managed to work its 
way around the globe. Th e South African Truth and Reconciliation Com-
mission (TRC) is only the most prominent example up to now. Th e TRC 
has spread around the world as a kind of role model or best practice model, 

“
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also stressing the progressive aspect of national reconciliation in emerging 
democracies.5 Despite the contestation over its political relevance, the con-
cept of reconciliation has found its way into social science analysis because of 
its impact on political practice. In times of focusing on individual account-
ability and responsibility, it provides a means helping justice prevail on more 
societal levels than only on political leadership and international criminal 
justice.6

Th ose trends and applications notwithstanding, a naive look and 
understanding of reconciliation as a means to post-confl ict settlement (aka 
a reconciliation between victim and perpetrator is good for political stabil-
ity and helps to prevent future atrocities of the same kind) is misleading. 
Th is is because the prevailing liberal understanding of politics and political 
practice has several shortcomings, as discussed earlier.7 Realism, according 
to Morgenthau, fundamentally holds that politics is a relational intercourse. 
Additionally, mimetic theory, according to Girard, illustrates that reconcilia-
tion in the context of political confl icts should address the confl ictual—that 
is, mimetic attitudes prior to human intentions and assumed rational actors.8 
Bringing in Realism and mimetic theory to the discourse of reconciliation 
in confl icts causes anyone interested in reconciliation to think beyond the 
achievement of a simple reconciliation between victim and perpetrator. 
Reconciliation requires digging deeper into the fundaments of politics and 
human intercourse. Girard’s mimetic theory and its engagement with today’s 
frequent use of victimization around everyday political life, particularly con-
fl ict, sheds light on the dangers of moralization in politics—not least because 
it singles out individuals. Mimetic theory illustrates that confl ictual mimesis 
occurs prior to the actual confl ict, a fact that is likely forgotten in reconcili-
ation’s practice.

Reconciliation

Ever since the introduction of reconciliation as a means of governmental 
politics in the twentieth century (e.g., via the TRC), there remains a persis-
tent prejudice against the practice of reconciliation in the secular political 
sphere. Th is is mainly because, at its core, reconciliation is a religious con-
cept, even a sacrament in Catholic terms.9 I follow Philpott’s defi nition in the 
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political context: “Reconciliation is a concept of justice, that is to say, a set of 
propositions that tell us who ought to do what to whom, for whom, and on 
behalf of whom and the reasons why. Th e central meaning of reconciliation 
is the restoration of right relationship.”10 It is the last part of this defi nition 
that makes further exploration into the very conception of reconciliation 
worthwhile: “the restoration of right relationship.” Although oft en framed 
as a process that in practice it has to be as well, reconciliation is an end, not 
a means. It is the end of forgiveness, itself not contrary to justice but refl ec-
tive of it.11 Th e ultimate goal of forgiveness is reconciliation since forgiveness 
includes the “elimination of one’s negative feelings toward the wrongdoer.”12 
Nevertheless, while reconciliation’s tendency to harmonize is an important 
and helpful instrument for diplomacy, it is actually an antagonism to politics. 
Th is is because of its inherent tendency toward confl ict on its own. Th ere are 
several central elements within a political order that need to be matched if 
reconciliation is to be successful (i.e., at the end of forgiveness). Th ose ele-
ments therefore “open up a space for politics between former enemies”; truth 
telling, accountability, reparation, repentance and forgiveness.13

Truth telling should take place within public bodies such as illustrated 
at the TRCs work in South Africa.14 People involved with these commis-
sions saw the victim not just as a violated citizen but also as a suff erer. Th e 
diff erence to a trial, where the aim is to decide between guilt and innocence, 
is that ignorance of the truth is itself part of injustice. It is thus necessary 
to practice truth telling within a public body. Truth telling is one of the 
fundamental religious practices on the way to reconciliation, because it is 
believed that telling the truth can set humans free.15 Accountability amounts 
to punishment and therefore to retributive justice. Without accountability, 
reconciliation would be cheap. A direct consequence of accountability is 
reparation. Th is may also include monetary reparation (e.g., health care 
for the victims) and could therefore be assessed as a form of punishment. 
Repentance means that the off ender has openly (e.g., in front of a public 
body) expressed his or her sorrows to pave the way for forgiveness (e.g., 
President Bill Clinton’s apology to Rwanda for failing to intervene during 
the genocide).16 Forgiveness mirrors repentance, expressed explicitly if it is 
to be a constitutive element of reconciliation. Two things are important to 
note, one in terms of theory and one in terms of the political practice of 
reconciliation. First, all elements have the restorative purpose in common. 
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Second, so far only South Africa’s TRCs applied all fi ve dimensions of rec-
onciliation in praxis.17

In moral terms, reconciliation refers to the restoration of a wrongdoer to 
a community.18 In political terms, referring to Schmitt and his friend-enemy 
distinction of the political, to reconcile means to resolve or to settle.19 Th at 
means that reconciliation is always limited by the very nature of the friend-
enemy distinction (and therefore the confl ictual nature of politics), implying 
the pluralism of political realities. Because plurality is placed in the source 
of a higher unity (i.e., God), it cannot be fully accorded to a political under-
standing and a traditional understanding of politics. Th e ideal is to heal and 
to harmonize. It seems to be impossible that reconciliation can match its 
ideals in a political world guided by a friend-enemy distinction. Th erefore, 
it is necessary to develop an ethical concept of the political. Reconciliation 
can push that attempt forward through practice. Nevertheless, “political rec-
onciliation must be conditioned by an awareness of its own impossibility.”20

As outlined before, Carl Schmitt was everything but a liberal thinker. 
Nonetheless, liberalism has its own problems accepting reconciliation as a 
proper instrument in diplomatic or domestic aff airs. Th ere are four main 
points against it as a political instrument from a liberal perspective: liberals 
argue (1) for retributive justice, including some sort of punishment, (2) that 
reconciliation is a personal rather than a political aff air, (3) that reconcilia-
tion is a religious concept and can therefore not be adapted to secular poli-
tics, and (4) reconciliation’s divisiveness suggests that it could undermine 
social unity.21

However, the way from forgiveness to reconciliation to the reestab-
lishment of harmony in a community in practice seems to trump liberal 
concerns. Reconciliation is not genuinely designed to eliminate guilt.22 
Regardless of whether it is a religious concept or technique, it also matches 
secular communal problems. Moreover, its aim is to promote rather than 
undermine social unity and harmony. It is important to note that successful 
reconciliation includes justice as a constitutive element. It would be wrong to 
assume a cheap reconciliation in which the part of forgiveness would argue as 
if the sins were not there.23 Reconciliation, then, “should never be advanced 
through general amnesties” since forgiveness does not replace justice.24 
Rather, to “forgive outside justice is to make no moral demands; to forgive 
aft er justice is not to be vindictive.25 In the case of the TRC, for example,
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by focusing on human-rights violations, which were by their very nature 
extreme (and, even in South Africa, illegal), the TRC neglected the more 
banal evils that sustained apartheid—the myriad ways in which everyday 
life itself was an insult to, indeed a negation of, human rights and human 
dignity. Th e hearings may, paradoxically, have thus enabled a majority of 
whites—who, aft er all, were not criminals or sadists themselves, merely 
benefi ciaries of a criminal, sadistic system—to wall themselves off  from 
responsibility.26

Reconciliation’s Political Quality

Arendt was one of the fi rst political thinkers in the twentieth century who 
came to appreciate the importance of reconciliation in the context of poli-
tics.27 Arendt acknowledged the importance of reconciliation even if it is the 
ethical power of  nonreconciliation and revenge, as in the case of Adolf Eich-
mann.28 As pointed out earlier, reconciliation always operates at the “border 
between theological and political praxis.”29 It is thus, per defi nition, not a 
private enterprise. In order to qualify reconciliation within the context of 
the political, I fi rst outline two approaches of a defi nition of the political. 
Th e fi rst approach and arguably most prevalent one determines the political 
sphere by the separation of “us” and “them.” Schmitt prominently outlines 
this approach of the political in his dualism between friend and enemy.30 
Schmitt’s Concept of the Political is oft en misunderstood as a demonizing one. 
However, as Schmitt makes clear, what he calls the enemy is not necessary a 
bad or evil person. He is just the Other. Th is dualistic distinction certainly 
invites for speculation and misuse.

If politics is understood in Schmittian terms, any attempt of recon-
ciliation is doomed to fail since the concept rests on an absolute distinction. 
Reconciliation thus can be seen as taking part in political responsibility. Th at 
also means that the practice of reconciliation in international politics runs 
counter to the trend of holding individuals accountable and responsible (e.g., 
for war crimes) despite structural infl uence or the fact that such gross crimes 
can never be pursued by individuals alone.31 Th is is not least because some 
evil indeed may not be forgivable but reconcilable just because reconciliation 
deals with the individual and not his acts.32
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Morgenthau developed a similar but nevertheless diff erent approach of 
the political, deserting Schmitt’s dualistic notion and instead relying on the 
degree of intensity.33 Th e political has, according to Morgenthau, no fi xed 
ground. Rather, it “depends on circumstances of time and place and does not 
result from a ground of principle.”34 Anything can become political. Realism 
thus opens a political gap to comprehend and value reconciliation—since any 
human relationship is potentially political. Morgenthau and other Realists 
relied on a genuine social understanding and theorizing of politics. Realism 
frees international politics from their static mainstream assumption—be it in 
terms of Schmitt’s us versus them or liberal attempts of fi nding technocratic 
(i.e., rationalistic) solutions to political problems.35 Th is is obvious in Mor-
genthau’s concept of power and the consequent struggle for power, which 
essentially streams from the desire for power that concerns itself with com-
paring positions among others.36 Th e Realist core assumption is not simply 
the “national interest defi ned in terms of power” for the purpose of self-pres-
ervation.37 Th e essential human struggle for power concerns itself foremost 
with our own position among our followers. Politics, thus, operates at the 
borderline to the private sphere. Political action is inherently contradictory. 
On the one side, it is self-constituting and produces meaning; on the other 
side, it falls short of the complexity of human nature.38 For Morgenthau’s 
Realism, then, those who act are always unjust because “‘nobody is just but 
the one who refl ects.’ Th e very act of acting destroys our moral integrity.”39

Publicity in the political sphere, as it turned out in the experience around 
the TRC in Rwanda, is a necessary element for successful reconciliation.40 
Individual agency takes shape only in and due to sociality.41 “Th e very notion 
of an individual moral agent presupposes the existence of a collective practice 
with its associated ethic embedded in it.”42 Th e political quality of reconcili-
ation requires the public to be present and witness. Th e important distinc-
tion between political and personal realms applies similarly to the concept 
of reconciliation. Personal reconciliation, simply stated, involves a common 
understanding among individuals, a particular victim, or co-victim, and a 
particular off ender. It is limited to the boundaries of the private sphere and 
is not inherently related to, nor does it aff ect, others on a broad public level. 
Considering reconciliation at the political level is more diffi  cult to isolate. 
Most broadly, political reconciliation is a moral consensus, as it involves a 
common understanding and recognition of an event that took place between 
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two confl icting sides.43 Realism’s conception of politics thus defi es Schmitt’s 
antagonistic conception.44

Liberal internationalism is one of Realism’s major concerns and worries 
within the international realm. Because Realism builds its theory upon a 
social theory based on human interaction, this tradition is open to nonlib-
eral concepts such as reconciliation.45 Th at is not to say that there is a clear-
cut distinction between Realism’s conception of human “nature” and human 
“condition.” Interpretations of Morgenthau’s thought on this reach from the 
Jewish tradition over Aristotle to Sigmund Freud and many others. With 
this invoking of Realism, it becomes clear that this particular tradition of 
thinking of international politics and, moreover, its unit and individual level 
of analysis, is far more progressive regarding interpersonal political ambi-
tions such as reconciliation as commonly assumed.46

Reconciliation and Mimetic Theory

Taking a closer look at violence on the global scale, various acts of violence 
reveal themselves as largely taking place within, rather than between, societ-
ies. One explanation for this distinctive feature of violence is that mimesis 
overreaches because people fi nd it easier to compare themselves with their 
peers. Just like commercials make us believe that we all can achieve the same 
goals, status, and goods, the off spring of civil war are likely to follow the same 
mechanisms.

Th e largest genocide since the end of the Second World War in Rwanda 
dramatically illustrates this. Because of Tutsis oft en better social position 
(e.g., bonding with the colonial masters, resources) “these satisfi ers became 
Objects of mimetic desire on the part of Hutus. It is easy to see that this 
desire for the Objects was an ontological desire to be like the Tutsis—to 
be Tutsi.”47 Empirical and theoretical research on revolutions supports this 
route of explanation based on mimetic theory.48 It is not because people are 
poor that they revolt. Rather, they revolt aft er they experience an improve-
ment in living conditions. Th e relative deprivation drives the “gap between 
what people feel rightfully entitled to and what they are capable of achieving 
under existing circumstances.”49 Mimetic theory buttresses these empirical 
fi ndings. Th e more options there are to imitate, the more likely it becomes 
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that people struggle to achieve and consequently rival over them. Th e “Nar-
cissism of minor diff erences” turns out to cause confl ict, not the large diff er-
ences once there has been a relative improvement in the living condition.50 
Th e closer people are to each other, the harder it is to fi nd a diff erence and 
the closer the threat grows. Realism and mimetic theory meet in their appre-
ciation of reconciliation in the observation that “the moralization of politics 
has also driven the mimetic spiral of polarity.”51

Liberal internationalism’s moralization of politics has come a long way 
since its awakening aft er the First World War. Particularly the period aft er 
the Cold War has shown that worldwide intervention on liberal grounds 
became intermingled with humanitarian concerns.52 Th e rising of a global 
justice movement by the end of the Cold War also propelled the quest for 
reconciliation as a means for a suitable post-confl ict settlement.53 Cur-
rent trends of reconciliation eff orts largely do away with their embedding 
in grand narratives—sometimes at great peril.54 Realism believes in the 
political quality of global political interaction beyond political institutions, 
processes, and structures, in other words, in the primacy of politics in inter-
national politics.

Mimetic theory, on the other side, senses uneasiness because the 
enforcement of the liberal peace idea and the entrepreneurship of global 
justice and its democratic and egalitarian dogma lead to a mimetic crisis.55 
Oft en, the experience of a social and political improvement harbors more 
confl ict.56 Th e more freedom and equality humans are able to imitate, the 
more they expect. If left  unfulfi lled, these expectations potentially humili-
ate everyone.57 Th is in turn fuels the potential for a mimetic crisis. On the 
other side, it is necessary to acknowledge that reconciliation is a far wider 
approach than the idea of liberal peace and a liberal stress on human rights.58 
Still, the prevailing notion that mimetic theory teaches us on the process 
as well as the events that eventually lead to reconciliation is that there are 
fewer diff erences between humans than we think there are. What is true for 
the mimetic crisis at the international level also holds true for the individual 
and domestic level:

It is not surprising that in the era of globalization . . . when wars are increas-
ing, mimetism has gained ground since 1945 and is taking over the world. 
Everyone now knows that the looming confl ict between the United States 
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and China, for example, has nothing to do with a “clash of civilizations,” 
despite what some might try to tell us. We always try to see diff erences 
where in fact there are none.59

Despite the long-term trend that the world is becoming a less violent 
and instead a safer place, we are increasingly witnessing the spontaneous 
outbreak of uncontrolled violence.60 Th is is true for the suburbs of Western 
cities, in the southern hemisphere and within the context of intra religious 
and intra ethic violence. Violence against one’s fellow human being—civil 
and civic war—is indeed the “primary form of war” and is as prevailing as 
ever.61 One trend that we can identify around the world where violence 
erupts is that it certainly owes a great deal to humiliation. Frantz Fanon, for 
one, described the Algerian anti-colonialist struggle primary as one waged 
due to humiliation and not due to hunger.62 In Talking to the Enemy, Atran 
observes nothing less than this phenomenon—the experience of the witness 
of humiliation likely accelerates people’s alternation to extremism.63 Th ere 
certainly is a growing need and demand for reconciliation aft er the outbreak 
of violent confl ict and for the healing of past atrocities. Even more so, as 
the fi rst major reconciliation projects in the twentieth century illustrate, 
reconciliation is oft en asked for during the transition of political systems. 
Th e greatest hindrance for any reconciliation process is the human desire 
for revenge.64 Realism and mimetic theory are aware of this fact, so was 
Arendt. Her conclusion from witnessing Adolf Eichmann’s trial was that 
he must die.65

Conclusion

In this chapter I illustrated the complexity of desire and the interdependent 
social relations aff ected by it. Reconciliation is likely to be successful when 
the antagonists become aware of their interdependence.66 Yet it is an inter-
dependence that must step aside from judicial approaches of reconciliation 
alone, for example relying on reciprocity.67 Moreover, “Models of reconcilia-
tion based on legal distinctions or acknowledgment of rights underestimate 
how sacred causes and true beliefs deny the other’s humanity.”68 It is thus 
not surprising that scholars have identifi ed the great, although rarely used 
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potential of the institutionalized religions (i.e., churches) in the process of 
reconciliation.

In Th e Brothers Karamazov, Fyodor Dostoevsky recalls the limits of 
reconciliation and its political quality. Th e answer to the question of what 
we can do against the evil perpetrated in the world is that we should protest 
against it in order to make sure that no harmonization attempts to make 
“evil into something to forget or something to serve some fi nal triumph of 
good on earth, in heaven, or in hell.”69 Th us, in Th e Brothers Karamazov, the 
character of Ivan pledges:

How are you going to atone for them? Is it possible? But what do I care 
for avenging them? What do I care for a hell for oppressors? What good 
can hell do, since those children have already been tortured? And what 
becomes of harmony, if there is hell? I want to forgive. I want to embrace. I 
don’t want more suff ering. And if the suff erings of children go to swell the 
sum of suff erings which was necessary to pay for truth, then I protest that 
the truth is not worth such a price. I don’t want the mother to embrace the 
oppressor who threw her son to the dogs! She dare not forgive him! Let 
her forgive him for herself, if she will, let her forgive the torturer for the 
immeasurable suff ering of her mother’s heart. But the suff ering of her tor-
tured child she has no right to forgive, what becomes of harmony? Is there 
in the whole world a being who would have the right to forgive and could 
forgive? I don’t want harmony. For the love of humanity I don’t want it. I 
would rather be left  with unavenged suff ering. I would rather remain with 
my unavenged suff ering and unsatisfi ed indignation, even if I were wrong. 
Besides, too high a price is asked for harmony; it’s beyond our means to 
pay so much to enter on it. And so I hasten to give back my entrance ticket, 
and if I am an honest man I am bound to give it back as soon as possible. 
And that I am doing. It’s not God that I don’t accept, Alyosha, only I most 
respectfully return Him the ticket.70

Realism’s view on reconciliation cautions, along the lines of the Aristote-
lian notion of virtues, that politics it is not about the last questions of how a 
perfect society would or should look like. It is, as least as importantly, about 
the day-to-day practice of living a good life—ethical compromises included. 
Mimetic theory, taken seriously in normative terms, fi rst, shows that there 
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are fewer diff erences among humans than we  wish them to be. Second, 
mimetic theory leads to the conclusion—particularly when looking at “suc-
cessful” reconciliation eff orts (including healing processes and accomplished 
forgiveness)—that the consequence must be to strictly refuse violence in the 
fi rst place, let alone harmonize or humanize it.71
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4 .

Dag Hammarskjöld—International 

Civil Service and Mimesis

The Swedish second secretary-general of the United Nations (1953–1961) 
Dag Hammarskjöld (1905–1961) is a modern example illustrating the 
positive eff ects that a religious ethical framework can have, opposing 

the widespread fear of actors motivated by religion. Hammarskjöld’s unique-
ness lies within his rationality, characterized by a realistic notion of politics and 
the conduct of his political agency as secretary-general of the United Nations 
(UN).1 His mystical private life was not discovered until aft er his death, when 
his diary Markings was found and published posthumously.2 Hammarskjöld 
referred to Markings as his “white book concerning my negotiations with 
myself—and with God” and wrote that it was “the only true ‘profi le’ that can 
be drawn.”3 Although most times ignored or overlooked, it “is impossible 
to understand the statesman Hammarskjöld absent his moral convictions.” 
Rather, “it is possible to generalize that Hammarskjöld’s ethical framework 
also infl uenced both his international political agenda and his method of 
administration.”4 Th e life and legacy of Hammarskjöld possess some of the 
most important elements of international aff airs such as questions of war and 
peace. He is also an example of the signifi cance of individuals and leadership 
in international aff airs.5 In the case of the UN secretary-general, it was the 
“call to promote a global ethic [that] falls most squarely . . . on the shoulders 
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of the secretary-general as the head of the UN system.”6 Th is promoted global 
ethic, lying on the shoulders of the secretary-general, was founded in and 
infl uenced by a mystical experience that, he holds in Markings is

always here and now—in that freedom which is one with distance, in that 
stillness which is born of silence. But—this is a freedom in the midst of 
action, a stillness in the midst of other human beings. Th e mystery is a con-
stant reality to him who, in this world, is free from self-concern, a reality 
that grows peaceful and mature before the receptive attention of assent. In 
our era, the road to holiness necessarily passes through the world of action.7

Hammarskjöld is an example of how “diplomatic theory and prac-
tice can be informed and enriched by experimenting with spirituality,” an 
oft en forgotten or ignored aspect of diplomacy.8 I set out to answer Costas 
Constantinou’s question of whether we are “willing to innovate with and 
politicise discourses that refl ect on the spiritual dimension of Otherness and 
its value in knowing the Self ?”9 What guides the chapter in answering this 
question is the value of understanding diplomats belief systems in managing 
confl icts when “the juxtaposition of two mutually exclusive versions of truth 
is arguably the greatest enemy of diplomacy.”10 Hammarskjöld’s legacy as a 
diplomat and an international civil servant in particular, it turns out, draws 
on the Realist tradition of international relations that, outlined by Morgen-
thau, “combines the importance of judgment, the need to act on the basis 
of those judgments, and a self-knowledge that can allow for morality and 
self-interest to sit side by side.”11 However, it is also mimetic theory and its 
insights into Realist premises that opens up a more comprehensive under-
standing of Hammarskjöld’s legacy.

The Mystic and Diplomat Hammarskjöld: Realistic Optimism

An “ethical framework can be defi ned as the combination of personal values 
that establish the beliefs, forms of reasoning, and interpretations of the world 
that guide an individual when making judgments about proper behavior in 
specifi c contexts.”12 Th ere is a nearly endless body of literature approaching 
defi nitions of mystics. Bernard McGinn, for example, defi nes “the mystical 
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element in Christianity [as] that part of its belief and practices that concerns 
the preparation for, the consciousness of, and the reaction to what can be 
described as the immediate or direct presence of God.”13 More adequately, 
particularly regarding the person of Hammarskjöld, is the defi nition and 
distinction of Gnostic spirituality and erotic-mystics or agape, outlined by 
Fred Dallmayr:

In essence, gnostic spirituality culminates in the recognition of one’s own 
basic unity or identity with the godhead, hence in a form of deifi cation. It 
is chiefl y on this point that erotic-mystical or, agape, spirituality demurs. 
By not accepting the radical dualist scenario, erotic spirituality also refuses 
to endorse its telos or cosmic teleology. In lieu of the eventual conquest 
or erasure of the world by the divine, agape stresses the mediated and 
covenantal relation between the two shores; accordingly, the gnostic path 
of deifi cation or self-deifi cation is here replaced by the ascending path of 
loving redemption.14

Hammarskjöld’s mysticism was infl uenced by the Jewish philosopher 
Martin Buber and the German protestant theologian and physician Albert 
Schweitzer, as well as by the Christian tradition of the Imitatio Christi by the 
mystics Tomas à Kempis, St. John of the Cross, and Meister Eckhart. Th e 
morality of Hammarskjöld “goes beyond the public-private distinction. It 
is best explained as a three-way exchange between one’s own personal com-
munication with God, God’s infl uence on the mundane world (manifest in 
public service), and the personal divinity that one applies there as well.”15 
Shortly before his death, Hammarskjöld had started translating Buber’s I and 
Th ou. He agreed with his mentor Buber “that a separation of politics and 
spirit was a sin against the spirit as well as a sin against politics.”16 Hammar-
skjöld’s fondness for the philosopher Buber is not surprising. “In every case, 
Christian agape spirituality involves a loving relationship between an ‘I’ and 
a ‘You’ . . . between humans and the divine.”17 Hammarskjöld’s own words 
capture his take on medieval mysticism best in the context of his understand-
ing of serving as an international civil servant who “is active as an instrument, 
a catalyst, perhaps an inspirer—he serves.”18 But to fulfi l this duty as someone 
who serves the international community, it is necessary to say yes to every 
demand and fate:
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But the explanation of how man should live a life of active social service 
in full harmony with himself as a member of the community of the spirit, 
I found in the writings of those great medieval mystics for whom “self-
surrender” had been the way to self-realization, and who in “singleness of 
mind” and “inwardness” had found strength to say yes to every demand 
which the needs of their neighbours made them face, and to say yes also to 
every fate life had in store for them when they followed the call of duty.19

One characteristic of Hammarskjöld’s spirituality is that it is compat-
ible with a reasonable ethical framework one would expect from a Western 
socialized diplomat. He was convinced that reason can be a starting point for 
mystics and that mystic can lead to reason.20 “For Hammarskjöld, mystics are 
real fl esh and blood persons who have chosen to risk a lifetime in service.”21 
John of the Cross, who Hammarskjöld’s intensively studied and meditated 
on, stressed the active and rational component of agape:

As John [of the Cross] himself elaborates: “Our soul becomes unifi ed with 
God not through cognition of mental representations, nor through passive 
enjoyment or anything sensual, but intellectually only through faith, recol-
lectively through hope, and actively through love”—where love means an 
ekstatic movement towards the “You” of God and also laterally toward the 
“You” of fellow human beings.22

For Hammarskjöld, mystics must not be detached from the real world 
or become an end in itself. On his search for universal principles, he draws 
from his personal mystic, with its basic concepts of love, patience, justice, 
and prudence, to concrete political activity. He was well aware of the clas-
sical mystical dictum, which can already be found in the John of the Cross’s 
Imitatio Christi: “‘If you rely on yourself alone, nothing is accomplished; but 
if you rely on God, heaven’s grace redeems you.’”23 Th is is also refl ected in 
Markings:

“Treat others as ends, never as means.” And myself as an end only in the 
capacity as a means: to shift  the dividing line in my being between subject 
and object to a position where the subject, even if it is in me, is outside and 
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above me—so that my whole being may become an instrument for that 
which is greater than I.24

Alynna Lyon summarizes Hammarskjöld’s ethical framework as one formed 
by the triangular construction of his spirituality with God, the spirituality 
in his private life, and his spirituality regarding the perception of his public 
service:

Th e fi rst involves his own spiritual relationship with God (coram Deo). 
Spirituality in his private life (coram hominibus) provides the second pil-
lar. Spirituality in his public service (coram mundo) provides the third. 
Within this triad there are several layers, beginning with his personal con-
victions and broadening out to the public sphere. Faith, receptivity, and 
acceptance are the core principles that set a foundation for all other engage-
ments. His ethical framework, then, holds public service, self-sacrifi ce, and 
neutrality as more public manifestations of the fi rst stratum. From here his 
personal convictions broaden out to include more community-oriented 
values. . . . Th e fi nal dimension really takes shape through his service as 
secretary-general. Th e values of peaceful resolution of confl ict, economic 
opportunity, political equality, and international justice are manifestations 
of his more personal operational code.25

Th ere are several baselines of Hammarskjöld’s professional ethical frame-
work: to serve in awe of life, integrity, universality, solidarity, and optimism, 
and the importance of comprehensive standards in culture, literature, and 
politics. What is remarkable while having a closer look at the basics of Ham-
marskjöld’s ethical framework is that, despite the oft en claimed pessimism 
of mysticism, he remained optimistic. Th is aspect becomes especially signifi -
cant in considering Hammarskjöld’s accomplishments as secretary-general.

Hammarskjöld’s eff orts during his tenure as secretary-general illustrate 
his realistic perception of the bigger picture as recommended by ethical Real-
ism. Still, as a former (impartial) politician, he was also aware of the “tem-
poral perspective” in ethics.26 Hammarskjöld’s ethical framework infl uenced 
his administrative duties (e.g., in his opposition to McCarthyism) as well as 
his diplomatic eff orts in several international crises (e.g., the U.S.-Chinese 
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dispute in 1954, the Suez Canal crisis, or the peacekeeping mission in the 
Congo). He was neither a genuine idealist nor a realist. For him, mystical 
belief was characterized by practical political engagement. Due to his neu-
tral engagement in political crises during the Cold War, he was rejected by 
governments in the East and in the West alike.27 One of Hammarskjöld’s 
most prominent legacies is silent or private and preventive diplomacy as well 
as the UN’s military engagement (blue-helmet missions). Hammarskjöld 
“regarded the United nations as a mission.”28 Lord Gladwyn, the fi rst acting 
secretary-general of the UN, describes Hammarskjöld’s intellectual way of 
dealing with problems as follows:

Th e majority of the problems he confronted where quite insoluble, any-
how in the short run, so it was probably a good thing to try to get the 
parties together on the basis of some complicated formula that none of 
them properly understood. . . . But this may have been for quite another 
reason. For Hammarskjöld had more charm than most, and a strong desire 
to please.29

Th e secretary-general possesses no hard material power. Rather, he repre-
sents a quintessence, the “abstraction of the international community.”30 It is 
thus that he can justifi ably be viewed as a voice, speaking out moral principles 
on the international stage and desires to please.31 Nevertheless, the various 
eff orts and diplomatic actions of the secretary-general can have consider-
able infl uence on political outcomes. Secretaries-general are aware that their 
power to shape political discourse and outcomes can suddenly disappear. 
Th e constraint of power on authorities is also evident in the agency of the 
secretary-general who can fi nd innovative ways in blocked situations such 
as Hammarskjöld did. Just like Hannah Arendt’s emphasis upon the “legiti-
macy of power,” Hammarskjöld holds in Markings, that “only he deserves 
power who every day justifi es it.”32

The Legacy of Hammarskjöld

Hammarskjöld was an old-style, some would say aristocratic, diplomat, keen 
not to force issues, knowing how the rules of the game work.33 He saw the UN 
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as a “means to an end, and not an end in itself [that] might be superseded.”34 
Th e UN is a “venture in progress towards an international community living 
in peace under the laws of justice.”35

Similarly, Herbert Butterfi eld put forward an idea of diplomacy as way 
of civilizing infl uence: “A system of diplomacy incorporating the virtues of 
charity and self-restraint constituted an element of civilization which made 
it easier for people to be good in their relations with those whom they saw 
as others, outside their own society or community of shared rules, under-
standings and outlook.”36 For Butterfi eld, diplomacy lies at the heart of 
international relations. Paul Sharp captures Butterfi eld’s understanding of 
diplomacy in two basic propositions. First, one must acknowledge “the dif-
ferences, rather than the similarities, between ourselves and those who are 
distant from us in either time or space.” Second, “people’s understandings 
of their own circumstances are necessarily incomplete and wilfully partial, 
especially in their disputes with one another.”37 Th ird, as Butterfi eld himself 
argues, “we shall fi nd at the heart of everything a kernel of diffi  culty which is 
essentially a problem of diplomacy as such.”38

Some scholars and activists argue that the UN is a Christian (and thus 
Western) organization. Th e argument therefore is that the discourse on 
peace, a Christian legacy, rather than the one of justice, is predominant—
whereas Islam and Judaism discourses appear more concerned with justice 
and are not adequately represented in the UN.39 Still, the gravity supporting, 
for example, Catholic social teaching is its aim toward social justice. Justice is 
thus not least part of a Christian discourse. Moreover, in Catholic teaching 
there is “no peace without justice.”40 Two years aft er Hammarskjöld’s death, 
Pope John Paul’s encyclical Pacem in Terris linked the quest for peace to 
human rights and the pursuit of justice, addressing all people, not merely 
Catholics. In the light of Hammarskjöld’s ethical framework, this Catholic 
concern of the interdependence between peace and justice refl ects his con-
cerns to bridge the gap between the notions of the UN as an organization 
dominated by the discourse of peace at the expense of justice.

Hammarskjöld’s quest for the UN was not least to establish a political 
philosophy of the organization. He realistically acknowledged the fact that 
the nation state was the “highest fully organized form of life of peoples.”41 He 
accepted that the UN was dependent on the will of its members, particularly 
the permanent ones in the Security Council. At the same time, however, he 
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saw the organization as a new element in international aff airs, especially due 
to its principles anchored in the Charter like justice and equal political and 
economic opportunities. His view was that “a reliable and just world order 
could only be built pragmatically by making precedents and by case law.”42 
Hammarskjöld’s notion of international aff airs was one of focusing on the 
international society (the primacy of nation states) rather than on world 
society (the primacy of individuals). Nevertheless, he and his legacy were on 
the way “from international to world society.” International society mainly “is 
about the institutionalisation of shared interest and identity amongst states, 
and puts the creation and maintenance of shared norms, rules and institu-
tions . . . having constitutive rather than merely instrumental implications.”43

Hammarskjöld was convinced that the UN was a new element in inter-
national aff airs. It is thus not surprising that Hammarskjöld thought of the 
secretary-general as a “secular pope.”44 His eff orts while in offi  ce put “tran-
scendence of the states-system at the centre of IR theory,” which “does not 
rest on an ontology of states” but focuses on “global societal identities and 
arrangements.”45 At the same time, Hammarskjöld was aware that any society 
in international aff airs does not entirely relies on individuals. Th e secretary-
general was, as his successors still are, in other words, indeed a part of the 
global elite. Th is is particularly because the rules of conduct and political and 
diplomatic innovation are made, to a large degree, by this very global elite.46

Hammarskjöld’s political and diplomatic innovations have been the 
introduction of the so-called quiet or private diplomacy, preventive diplo-
macy, and the UN presence in confl ict areas (the so-called blue-helmet 
missions).47 Understanding the UN and particularly the secretary-general as 
a front line of a moral force, Hammarskjöld focused on preventive diplo-
macy.48 In 1955, for example, he obtained the release of American aviators 
imprisoned in the Peoples Republic of China by extensive silent diplomacy. 
Markings refl ects this experience:

He broke fresh ground—because, and only because, he had the courage to 
go ahead without asking whether other were following or even understood 
. . . he had been granted a faith which required no confi rmation—a contact 
with reality, light and intense like the touch of a loving hand: a union in 
self-surrender without destruction, where his heart was lucid and his mind 
loving.49
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Although Hammarskjöld viewed the UN also in an idealistic manner, he 
remained realistic in his actions. He saw the UN as “a symbol of ideas, and 
. . . an attempt to translate into action a faith—the faith which one inspired 
a Beethoven . . . to his great profession of freedom, the brotherhood of man. 
And a world of harmony.”50 It may be this very notion, which comes close to 
a characterization of a religious institution, that persuaded Hammarskjöld in 
his belief of the necessity of the UN. In a certain sense, it can justifi ably be 
described, “in essence [not in language as] a religious institution.”51 On a UN 
concert day, Hammarskjöld described analogies to the task of the UN along 
Beethoven’s ninth Symphony:

On this road from confl ict and emotion to reconciliation in this fi nal 
hymn of praise, Beethoven has given us a confession and a credo which 
we, who work within and for this Organization, may well make our own. 
We take part in the continuous fi ght between confl icting interests and 
ideologies which so far has marked the history of mankind, but we may 
never lose our faith that the fi rst movements one day will be followed by 
the fourth movement. In that faith we strive to bring order and purity 
into chaos and anarchy. Inspired by that faith we try to impose the laws 
of the human mind and of the integrity of the human will on the dra-
matic evolution in which we are all engaged and in which we all carry our 
responsibility.52

As Kurt Waldheim, one of his successors, put it, “Hammarskjöld did 
not, I think, regard the secretary-general primarily as ‘force’ in world politics 
but rather as an honest broker, a catalyst, and someone to whom govern-
ments could go for help in critical situations.”53 Hammarskjöld’s diplomatic 
actions were characterized by his realistic face-saving approach.54 Realism 
stresses that international actors should avoid situations where they cannot 
pull themselves out without losing face. Due to his idea of diplomacy, Ham-
marskjöld engaged in multilateral diplomacy through which he sought to 
transcript the world toward a world society not overridden by “sovereign 
national states in armed competition.”55 Hammarskjöld’s view of the UN 
was thus not a structural or mechanical one—of which the foremost task is 
applying pressure or maintaining a balance—but rather a process-oriented 
one. Just as he interpreted his position as secretary-general, Hammarskjöld 
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believed that the organization of the “United Nations stands outside—nec-
essarily outside—all confessions but it is, nevertheless, an instrument of 
faith.”56 Th is is also obvious in Markings: “Dare he, for whom circumstances 
make it possible to realize his true destiny, refuse it simply because he is not 
prepared to give up everything else?”57 To say yes and to leave everything 
behind was his approach to the position of the secretary-general, understood 
as an international civil servant as he outlined it at a lecture delivered at 
Oxford University in 1961:

Th e international civil servant must keep himself under strictest observa-
tion. He is not requested to be a neuter in the sense that he has to have no 
sympathies or antipathies, that there are to be no interest which are close 
to him in personal capacity or that he is to have no ideas or ideals that 
matter for him. However, he is requested to be fully aware of those human 
reactions and meticulously check himself so that they are not permitted 
to infl uence his actions. . . . If the international civil servant knows himself 
to be free from such personal infl uences in his actions and guided solely 
by the common aims and rules laid down for, and by the Organization 
he serves and by recognized legal principles, then he has done his duty . . . 
this is a question of integrity, and if integrity in the sense of respect for law 
and respect for the truth were to drive him into positions of confl ict with 
this or that interest, then that confl ict is a sign of his neutrality and not of 
his failure to observe neutrality—then it is in line, not in confl ict, with his 
duties as an international civil servant.58

His statement before the Security Council in the course of the Suez 
Canal crisis 1956 further testifi es to his commitment to international justice 
and peace, bound by the attempt of pursuing international justice. Moreover, 
the statement illustrates Hammarskjöld’s image of the world organization 
and its secretary-general:

Th e principles of the Charter are, by far, greater than the Organization in 
which they are embodied, and the aims which they are to safeguard are 
holier than the policies of any single nation or people. As a servant of the 
Organization, the Secretary-General has the duty to maintain his useful-
ness by avoiding public stands on confl icts between Member Nations unless 
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and until such an action might help to resolve the confl ict. However, the 
discretion and impartiality required of the Secretary-General cannot serve 
of any other assumption than that within the necessary limits of human 
frailty and honest diff erences of opinion—all Member nations honour 
their pledge to observe all Articles of the Charter . . . Where the Members 
to consider that another view of the duties of the Secretary-General than 
the one here stated would better serve the interests of the Organization, it 
is their obvious right to act accordingly.59

The Other and Positive Mimesis

Hammarskjöld remained neutral in his political eff orts and a mystic in pri-
vate life. His “value system, which upheld public service guided by morality, 
found a fi rm footing in the role of international servant.”60 Th e outstanding 
insight about this posthumous Nobel Peace Prize winner is that his political 
actions were not least guided by his mystical worldview. He saw his belief 
not as a kind of request for inner immigration, but rather as a demand to act 
according to his belief. Th is is most obvious while having a closer look at the 
civic component of his ethical framework, which “was his personal sacrifi ce 
to public service.”61 Th is “personal sacrifi ce to public service” illustrates the 
importance of personal qualities and virtues of the offi  ce holders.

Oft en it was the personal qualities and persistence of the secretary-general 
that were the key to successful implementation of the chosen means. 
. . . Good faith, honesty, truth telling—all the old-fashioned virtues—can 
become tools of peacemaking in the hands of the secretaries-general, espe-
cially if they are perceived as using those qualities in the service of some 
greater good.62

Like Buber, Hammarskjöld shared the emphasis of the attitudes toward 
the Other, refl ecting “the tension between realism and idealism and exclu-
siveness versus inclusiveness.”63 Th is tension is mirrored in Hammarskjöld’s 
eff orts as he optimistically acknowledged the UN as an idealistic enterprise 
but, at the same time, was aware of its realistic constraints. His conception 
comes close to the concept of Emanuel Levinas who
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developed a thought in which there is no allergy to otherness. At the same 
time he [Levinas] realistically appreciated the modern state. He recognized 
that ethics demand politics but situated ethics above politics. His nuanced 
position is both realistic, taking into account human violence, and norma-
tive in describing a person’s infi nite responsibility. His thought combines 
the call of the other with a realistic approach that also guarantees the rights 
of the same.64

It becomes clear that Hammarskjöld saw the UN, and particularly the prin-
ciples of the Charter, as the way to reconcile the diff erences of single nation 
states. “Th e Charter was the foundation stone of his public self, as his reli-
gious faith was the foundation stone for the private man.”65 Hammarskjöld, 
like every other secretary-general, had to balance diff erent interests and 
values: interests between the UN members and personal values. Th e ideal 
secretary-general might thus as well be a normative negotiator seeking bal-
ance while considering the international body as a collection of possibilities 
confronting various evils.66

For mimetic theory, “evil” refers to the mimetic desire that René Girard 
accounts for as the source of violence.67 For Girard, as illustrated previously, 
mimetic rivalry is the main cause of interpersonal violence. We always imitate 
what we admire.68 Hammarskjöld acknowledged this insight into mimetic 
rivalry in his thoughts about Lucifer in Markings: “It was when Lucifer fi rst 
congratulated himself upon his angelic behavior that he became the tool of 
evil.”69 Yet in his writings, we fi nd illustrations of positive mimesis, founded 
in mysticism.

Because God is a personal God, “a vision in which God is,” as Hammar-
skjöld put it in Markings, what counts is the inner life.70 Th e introspective 
abilities, which he admired, illustrate how peace is its highest implementa-
tion and realization of being. It is thus, as Miroslav Volf argues, that peace 
can only be achieved by an appeal for the practice of (social and political) 
reconciliation that refl ects the love of God.71 Religion therefore cannot be 
distinguished from the political sphere. Eric Voegelin acknowledged this 
by recognizing if the political community loses its summum bonum—an 
orientation toward the transcendental instead of a summum malum—only 
passionate fear for a violent death will control human action and ends in 
aggressive overcoming of the Other.72 Hammarskjöld acknowledged this in 
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his mystic ethical framework. Not surprisingly, he thought about the under-
standing of Original Sin and of how to overcome it in a living relation with 
God:

We can reach the point where it becomes possible for us to recognize and 
understand Original Sin, that dark counter-center of evil in our nature—
that is to say, though it is not our nature, it is of it—that something within 
us which rejoices when disaster befalls the very cause we are trying to serve, 
or misfortune overtakes even those whom we love. Life in God is not an 
escape from this, but the way to gain full insight concerning it. It is not our 
depravity which forces a fi ctitious religious explanation upon us, but the 
experience of religious reality which forces the “Night Side” out into the 
light. It is when we stand in the righteous all-seeing light of love that we 
can dare to look at, admit, and consciously suff er under this something in us 
which wills disaster, misfortune, defeat to everything outside the sphere of 
our narrowest self-interest. So in a living relation to God it is the necessary 
precondition for the self-knowledge which enables us to follow a straight 
path, and so be victorious over ourselves, forgiven by ourselves.73

In relating to Christian mystics, particularly in the tradition of the Imi-
tatio Christi, Hammarskjöld, the secular pope was unknowingly well aware 
of positive mimesis’s force to overcome human conditioned violence through 
relating oneself toward Christ. He is thus an example how faith can infl uence 
political structures in international aff airs—in this case, even the world orga-
nization UN. It is thus in fact “possible to generalize that Hammarskjöld’s 
ethical framework also infl uenced both his international political agenda 
and his method of administration.” At the same time, it is important to note 
that Hammarskjöld’s “ethical framework never revealed itself as a public 
crusade.”74 According to O’Brien, “Hammarskjöld, more than anyone else, 
gave the UN a focus of moral authority that would attract an international 
loyalty, and used it in the cause of peace and justice.”75 His emphasis toward 
the Other can be understood as the secretary-general’s understanding of 
God’s fraternalism. His life and legacy give a positive answer to the question 
of whether we are “willing to innovate with and politicise discourses that 
refl ect on the spiritual dimension of Otherness and its value in knowing the 
Self ?”76
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Having illustrated Hammarskjöld’s ethical framework, his main thought 
in Markings is obvious. One has to let his ego—and thus the negative mime-
sis—go and act as an instrument of God: “Not I, but God in me!,” as he 
puts it in Markings.77 He was certain that his task would lead to the ultimate 
sacrifi ce. As he put in Markings, it is the responsibility for, not to, God that 
is essentially telling oneself: “If you fail, it is God, thanks to your having 
betrayed Him, who will fail mankind. You fancy you can be responsible 
to God: can you carry the responsibility for God?”78 It is thus certainly no 
coincidence that he took up the responsibility for a political community, the 
UN, and consequently perceiving it as an instrument of faith in saying yes to 
oneself, to God, and to every fate one may face. Hammarskjöld’s statements 
during the Cold War illustrate his struggle between “I” and “you” in the 
interpersonal sphere. Hammarskjöld is, in the words of Rowan Williams, a

picture of an adult politician in a not very adult world. One could say that 
he expected too much of professional politicians and all those whose job 
it was to defend local interests. But he off ered a perspective without which 
all politics is empty. His work and words declare that it is possible to see 
the world with what could best be called creative detachment, and without 
self-pity.79

Conclusion

Th e international civil servant Hammarskjöld united mystics and realistic 
diplomatic engagement in a unique manner because he amalgamated his 
personal convictions and the spirit of the Charter of the UN, knowing that 
the destructive powers of the world are here to stay as both Realism and 
mimetic theory point out. It is thus not surprising that the two books he 
constantly kept with him were the Charter of the UN and the Psalms. His 
concerns are echoed in the question verbalized by Herbert Butterfi eld: “All 
we can ask—while the military force heaps itself up around us—is the ques-
tion: Can the world be made more tolerable in spite of this power which 
solidifi es in great masses amongst nations and empires?”80 Toward  this end, 
the United Nations, in the words of Hammarskjöld, “was not created to 
bring us to heaven but to save us from hell.”81 However, the insights of both 
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mimetic theory and classical Realism help to fi gure out how to stay on that 
road. Because of its awareness of humans drive to mimesis, both stress that 
politics is an interplay between principles and contingent facts. In practice, 
as Hammarskjöld’s legacy illustrates, that means that politics is more art than 
engineering.82
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5 .

Toward  Competition 

without Violence

L ife and politics are about “competition without shooting each other,” 
Harry S. Truman refl ected in his memoirs, which I used as a starting 
point in the preface.1 Similarly, Hans Morgenthau argued, “the crude 

methods of personal combat have been replaced by the refi ned instruments 
of social, commercial, and professional competition.”2 We live in a violent 
world; there is no question about that. However, it likely has always been 
this way. Realism and mimetic theory were always clear about that. Violence 
remains a part of social and political conduct. “Ideals are peaceful, history 
is violent.”3 Politics is about taming this competitive and eventually violent 
state of political conduct. Ideals, however, oft en rely on violent means to 
bring the promised peace—that is why “history is violent.” Th e introduction 
of the Leviathan in Th omas Hobbes’s war of all against all, for example, led 
to a war of all against one.4

History shows that it is insuffi  cient to assume any kind of a rational 
social contract as the basis for society. Disorder is the normal state, order the 
exception that constantly needs to be proved and explained. Much of disorder 
and violence is due to sameness not diff erence between people, as mimetic 
theory points out.5 Th is is, however, not only true for liberal-style democracy. 
Extremists also take on to egalitarian ideas to enlist and empower followers. 
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Scott Atran concluded that “Jihad” is in fact “an egalitarian, equal-opportu-
nity employer.”6 Globalization propels the very existence of cultural diversity 
and the awareness of it. Religious traditions, as it turns out, are well aware of 
this insight. So were political leaders and diplomats like Hammarskjöld and 
George Kennan. When asked to witness about the character of his colleague 
Robert Oppenheimer on a security clearance hearing, Kennan stated:

I think the church has known that. Had the church applied to St. Francis 
the criteria for relating solely to his youth it would not have been able for 
him to be what he was later . . . It is only the great sinners who become the 
great saints and in the life of the Government there can be applied this 
analogy.7

At the same time, as argued earlier, global culture increases the likeli-
hood that this will generate rivalry, competition, and confl ict.8 As we are all 
the same, we all long mimetically for the same goods. Th ose goods are chiefl y 
not the fantastic and  unreachable ones but the very closest ones. It is when 
we enter into a dialogue and pursue power that the political gets its shape 
in the degree of intensity of the connection between subjects and objects. 
What is true for interpersonal relations, as Girard’s anthropological theory 
holds, is also true for international politics as Morgenthau acknowledged.9 
From this perspective, it is logical for Realism to tie power and politics into 
one single term.10

Th roughout this book, I make no distinction between structural vio-
lence and other forms of violence such as the actual use of force.11 Th e basic 
assumptions of Realism and mimetic theory alike forbid such a sharp dif-
ferentiation. Th e political has no fi xed interest. “Its limits lie only in the con-
frontation between divergent wills, interests, and the forms of power they 
can wield.”12 Realism is thus foremost a tool of political judgment, mixing 
positive and normative theory.13 For classical Realism, international politics 
is and remains uncertain, contingent, and consequential. Hence, what mat-
ters is that people seek more than just power and security.14

Th e Realist principle of the desire for power, emphasizing agency, 
translates in social life into lust and consequently the struggle for power. In 
international politics, this refl ects itself in the politics of the status quo, of 
imperialism, or of prestige.15 Th ere is thus no diff erence between domestic 
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and international politics. Politics, ultimately, for Realism derives from indi-
viduals. Morgenthau conceded that there is no escape from the desire for 
power in any kind of politics. However, there are ways that it can be tamed 
via ritualization.16 Th e oft en invoked but assumedly materialist principle of 
the balance of power is thus in fact a societal and actual social phenomenon.17 
Realism is well aware of the need for checks and balances, as the human drive 
for power is one that will not be satisfi ed by survival and securitization.18

We Ourselves—the Desire for Recognition,

 Status, and Revenge

To desire what is recognized as a standard proceeding is logical. It is thus 
that many so-called Th ird World states suff er from an internal lack of posi-
tive role models to imitate. For example, the foreign policy of the Islamic 
Republic of Iran, since the Revolution in 1979, can be explained in consider-
ing two intertwined factors: the ideology of Islamism as a kind of countering 
the “evilness” of modernity as represented by the West, and a distinct Th ird 
World ideology as can be seen in the rhetoric of the former Non-Aligned 
Movement. Th e regime cannot appreciate the engagement (i.e., in off ering 
civil nuclear facilities) of the West, since this would mean to lose the concept 
of the enemy. Th e desire to gain such (nuclear) power arises because the West 
generates these weapons of its own power. It is therefore not a desire simply 
to copy the West but to follow what others desire, like the will for (nuclear) 
power.

Other examples include South Africa and Ukraine. Aft er various 
changes (diff erent leaders and group thinking; regime change or diff erent 
costs; changing geopolitical factors of the end of the Cold War) South Africa 
gave up its nuclear weapons program.19 Although it eventually did so in the 
mid-1990s, the newly independent nation of Ukraine in 1991 immediately 
was on the lookout for a diff erent role model and found it in the politics of 
the West. William Wallace reports of a seminar in 1991, provided by Harvard 
University to the government of Ukraine:

It was attended by a dozen ministers, including the ministers of foreign 
aff airs and economics, a number of military and civilian offi  cials, and 
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members of the Ukrainian Parliament. Many had never been abroad; MPs 
from Rukh had never previously met anyone from outside the USSR. Th ey 
knew almost nothing of the basic rules and assumptions of the interna-
tional society of which they claimed membership; the foreign minister’s 
opening statement declared the “basic aims” of Ukrainian foreign policy to 
be full membership of NATO and the EC by the end of 1993.20

Next to the obvious mimetic statement of the government’s will to join 
NATO and the EC is the introduction of the reporting author that makes 
clear that international politics is also about the rules of the games (e.g., 
diplomacy). Th ey make international politics (i.e., the desire for power) 
what they are, and that practice, in the fi rst place, actually makes interna-
tional society (i.e., the taming, the ordering of the former).21 What mimetic 
theory reminds us of is that in our enlightened age we are either not used to 
it anymore or, and indeed more oft en, we consciously veil violence and let 
it work unconsciously. Western politicians readily decry the use of violence 
as a means of politics, as we can see at the condemnation of Russia’s foreign 
policy concerning Ukraine and in many other instances. At the same time, 
however, it causes surprise that the Western (i.e., mainly the U.S.) way of con-
ducting foreign policy in the twentieth and twenty-fi rst centuries produces 
so much anger and resentments across the world, leading to questions such 
as why the “rest” hates us?22

One reason is that this kind of foreign policy is not guided by politi-
cal ends but primarily by military means pursued by interventionism for 
the sake of global dominance.23 Another warrant leading to this conclusion 
is the ever-growing use of violent means as self-defense. Th e off ensive-
defensive distinction becomes blurred ever more in relying on prevention 
in order of proclaimed self-defense.24 Seen from the perspective of mimetic 
theory, John Mearsheimer’s thesis that the crisis in Ukraine is also the fault 
of the West seems appealing.25 Th e external promotion of human rights, 
the European Union’s and NATO’s eastern outreach, and actual enlarge-
ment confl icted with Russia’s interest in the region. Far from being the 
only reason, these promotions as well fueled the rivalry between East and 
West. One of the main ingredients of the success of the United States as a 
superpower is, according to Henry Kissinger, its practice of the “cultivation 
of shared principles.”26 In other words, the United States tried to achieve 
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peace throughout the world via spreading the democratic principle, thereby 
generating itself as a role model.

Th e end of the Cold War, the beginning of which was in Truman’s tenure, 
and its rival visions of world order were once thought to be the beginning of 
a new world order. What happened instead was that scholars and the public 
found themselves bewildered by the surge of aggression marked by civil wars, 
terrorism, and power politics. Aft er years of an assumedly reasonable rela-
tionship between East and West, Russia’s military intervention in Ukraine 
and Syria took scholars of peace by surprise.27 Th e former U.S. secretary of 
state John Kerry, for example, remarked on that occasion, “You just don’t in 
the 21st century behave in 19th century fashion by invading another country 
on completely trumped up pre-text.”28

Other puzzling features of international politics include the outcomes of 
the Arab Spring. As the events unfolded, the revolutions were supposedly the 
unleashing of public energy longing for freedom. Instead, the events shocked 
scholars over their religious context and violent fallouts. Facing continuous 
confl ict in the Middle East and other regions, we are struggling to under-
stand the sweeping success of the Islamic State, even more so to fi nd a moral 
vocabulary for its brutality. Most oft en, this practice aims to achieve a state, 
as various political movements from the IRA to the Kurds to the Islamic 
State illustrate. However, it is not just “we ourselves.”29 A state seeks recogni-
tion from the international community. Th is was the case for most political 
movements that achieved or struggled to achieve a state.

Th e desire to play along with the rules of the game of the international 
remains the rule to which most actors stick. Th e Islamic State’s lack of inter-
est for recognition on the international stage as a legitimate entity of inter-
national relations is the exception. Even the Taliban opened an embassy in 
Qatar.30 Th e beheading of U.S. and UK journalists, made publicly available 
by the Islamic State in 2014, not least served as a legitimation for interven-
tion.31 Th e reaction around the world thereupon is illustrative for the signifi -
cance of mimetic theory’s most basic foundational principles: sacrifi ce and 
victimhood, illustrating that politics inevitable rests on individualization.
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The Individualization of Politics and Responsibility

International politics become more and more individualized and interna-
tional society became one to hold not states but individuals accountable. 
Th e former taboo of the assassination of political leaders slowly vanishes.32 
Th e war against terrorism is illustrative for this development: the killing of 
individuals with the objective to seek revenge and justice, legitimized by 
rules that are grounded in the belief of moral progress via legalization.33 On 
the other side, beheadings of individuals, distributed via social media, led to 
an increase of the intensity of the U.S. and other states’ military engagements 
against the Islamic State. Th e growing awareness of cruelty around the world 
pushes great powers to act.

Classical, twentieth-century Realists understood this dilemma while 
they craft ed the analytical concept of the “national interest,” which is nei-
ther objective nor fi xed. Th e national interest is rather a corrective at which 
the exercise of power must measure itself.34 Morgenthau’s phrase “lust for 
power” comes close to Girard’s refl ection on desire. We live in an age of 
a growing excess of individual accountability and responsibility.35 Inter-
national politics oft en pursues justice by bringing individuals before the 
International Criminal Court.36 Th is is not surprising, as a judicial system 
subsidizes the mimetic desire for revenge and sacrifi ce. Th e judicial system 
in domestic and international politics alike replace sacrifi ce in order to keep 
peace. However, the logic of sacrifi ce persists where the judicial system has 
no stronghold.37

Mimetic theory and Realism illustrate that violence does not prevail 
only among societies but primarily within them. Individual accountability, 
a trend that began with the Nuremberg War Trials in the aft ermath of the 
Second World War, is an epiphany of veiled violence. Although not explicitly 
acknowledged, the scapegoat mechanism is what keeps societies together. 
Crimes, also in the international realm, largely attributed to individuals and 
courts are perceived as an important and appropriate measure to engage 
with this belief. International criminal law holds that “responsibility for 
war crimes rests with individuals.”38 Th is “excess of responsibility” is based 
on the comforting myth that few people are responsible and the deception 
that other causes of violence are obsolete, for example structural causes.39 
Th e judicial system, seen in the light of mimetic theory, is an institution 
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to replace sacrifi ce and to keep peace. Where it has no hold, the logic of 
sacrifi ce persists.40

However, not only events far away from enlightened Western academia 
call for a Realist mimetic lens to understand them. Recall, for instance, Mar-
garet Th atcher’s statement on TINA (there is no alternative) regarding the 
world fi nancial crisis. Germany’s chancellor Angela Merkel made a similar 
remark stating that the fi nancial aid for Greece was without alternatives. 
Reducing policy and politics to but one choice is certainly a dangerous drive 
of current world aff airs. Recall the reactions of the various uprisings from 
Libya to Syria. Policy makers and scholars argue that there is no alternative 
to a humanitarian intervention.41 Such calls, however morally justifi ed as 
they may be, most oft en only give short- or at least middle-range advice.42 
Moreover, they do not recognize that restrained actions such as no-kill 
zones never can remain genuinely defensive and thus not as minimalist as 
they claim to be.43

While mimetic theory and Realism focus on order and disorder, disor-
der is paramount. “Th e refusal to recognize the primitive symbolic character 
of modern confl ict, the radical un-modernity of our warfare is one of the 
most dangerous illusions of our time,” writes former archbishop of Canter-
bury, Rowan Williams44 Th ere is an obvious link between the natural state 
of disorder and the fabricated nature of order, just as the judicial system 
illustrates. Acknowledging this fact of social and political life, the Realist 
tradition was primarily concerned with order as a moral problem rather than 
an instrumental problem.45 Th is is also evident when we have a look at the 
political problems caused by urbanization.

Urbanization and the Politics of Resentment

Empirical research shows that population growth, which results in increased 
density in urban space, can increase the likeliness of confl ict, thus potentially 
becoming a driving force of the political’s existential logic.46 Th is is not to 
say that there is a causal link between urban density and violence.47 None-
theless, the very existence of the potential of the political’s existential logic 
illustrates that the density accompanying urbanization exceeds authorities 
and residents responding to it.48 Density, according to Colin McFarlane, is 
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at “once a topographical” problem and a “problem of topological politics of 
space.”49 Urban uprisings are increasing on a global scale.50 Th e Arab Spring, 
for example, was partly motivated by the access of youth to social media, 
which made them aware of Western lifestyles in other parts of the world, 
buying into a “justice-based international order.”51 Urbanization, in this 
regard, serves as an equalizing force that makes people aware of what others 
have. As such, urbanization contributes in various ways to the generalization 
of the international realm, where complexity and diversity are acknowledged 
and dealt with politically.52

Finding and defi ning identity is more diffi  cult where there is less diff er-
ence between people, such as in dense urban areas. Since the end of the Cold 
War, cities have made the  coexistence of many diverse identities possible.53 
But as Pierre Bourdieu observed, “Social identity lies in diff erence, and 
diff erence is asserted against what is closest, which represents the greatest 
threat.”54 Th e point here is not that identities have to clash to emerge and 
shape in a violent manner, rather that the vanishing of diff erences may lead to 
greater potential for future confl ict facing a growing globalization.55 In terms 
of mimetic theory, this means sameness, not diff erence, is the problem in 
political interaction. Rivalry indeed emerges from relative rather than abso-
lute disadvantage.56 Social, political, and economic inequalities do not lead 
to violence per se. Given the increasing possibilities of comparison between 
individuals, there is certainly a potential danger of the outbreak of violence. 
Mimetic theory points to the danger of comparison, and Morgenthau’s 
concept of the political assumed the individual’s struggle for the “position 
among his fellows” as a condition for the contestation over power, which 
characterizes the political.57

In a world that becomes fl at, where physical distance is less of an issue, 
humans tend to compare their lifestyles with others and imitate each other’s 
material and  nonmaterial desire.58 Th e democratic dogma of egalitarianism 
potentially pushes rivalry to its edges, based on wholesaling the possibility 
to imitate the desire of others.59 Globalization’s homogenization eff orts led 
to a globalized “Jihad” on the one side and a globalized “McWorld” on the 
other side, both propelled by the globalization of resentment.60 Peer-group 
comparison, an awareness of what others have and want, is one reason why 
growing economic wealth, pressed by globalization, goes hand in hand with 
strong sentiments of nationalism.61 Th e more options there are to imitate, 
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the more likely it is that people struggle over the options available. Urbaniza-
tion, seen from the angle of demographic development and leading to partial 
improvement of social and economic conditions for some, raises the stakes 
of rivalry over relative gains for others.

Th e relative deprivation of basic living conditions drives the “gap 
between what people feel rightfully entitled to and what they are capable 
of achieving under existing circumstances.”62 Eventually the long-fueled out-
break of desiring what others desire, oft en disguised as nationalism, serves as 
a condition of civic confl ict in the urban sphere. For example, research on 
political confl ict in sub-Saharan and Asian cities points out that urban social 
disorder is associated with low economic growth and hybrid democratic 
regimes.63 An early study on urbanization and world politics concluded 
that most worries about political order and social wellbeing in the context 
of “rapid urban growth and underemployment [are] political rather than 
economic.”64 Civic confl ict is “directly related to the urban realm in that it 
generally takes place in cities and it is linked to the socioeconomic and spa-
tial particularities of cities.”65 While civil confl ict is “essentially instrumental, 
civic confl ict is generally expressive and . . . falls short of taking control of 
formal structures of power.”66 In other words, security becomes urbanized.67 
Saskia Sassen describes this expressive character of civic confl ict as the com-
plexity of powerlessness.68 Th e protest movements during the Arab Spring 
and other urban uprisings may have had no power in a material sense, but 
they still were political via their presence on city streets and squares. One 
reason why civic confl ict is globally on the rise is that it “is a common response 
to that rapid urbanisation.”69

Violence and disorder within groups are persistent components of 
political conduct. Paradoxically, however, scholars of political theory and 
international studies became concerned with a notion of the political that 
aligned with a desire for order, despite the fact that disorder and violence 
remain the off spring of political entities.70 As James Scott concludes in his 
study of the state, the “enlightenment belief in the self-improvement of men 
became, by degrees, a belief in the perfectibility of social order.”71 An appar-
ent example of this belief in the self-improvement of men can be seen in 
city planning that fails to account for the subjectivity of those living there.72 
Th is is obvious in the conditions of the suburbs in the northern hemisphere, 
planned at the drawing board, illustrative for a mechanistic urban policy. Th e 
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Banlieues of Paris are only the most prominent examples, eventually declared 
to be counter excavations in the search for  nonpolitical instruments to solve 
political urban problems.73

Urbanization in the Global North set in aft er there was a consolidated 
state in place, one that did not promote civic confl ict because it could not 
provide the essential needs, security, and welfare for its citizens. Cities in the 
Global North began to rise before the communication revolution, which 
made the rest of the world aware of Western materialism.74 What is more, the 
urban space as an economic hub once tended to solve confl icts by economiz-
ing them via material tradeoff s. Today, this intervening economizing action 
of the urban is challenged around the globe. Cities no longer only mitigate 
confl ict. It is more likely that structural challenges of civic and civil order 
make cities breed confl ict themselves.75 Th e urbanizing international realm, 
however, also illustrates the relational carvings of the political, showing that 
the political signifi es only the possibility, not necessity, of violence.

Conclusion

Mimetic theory argues that desire is not merely socially constructed. Doing 
so questions mainstream assumptions of the rational autonomy of the indi-
vidual and spontaneous desire.76 Th e Realist revival in international political 
philosophy, I argue, is not least that persistent because of the traditional Real-
ist claim that there is no use of a clear-cut distinction between descriptive 
and prescriptive theory.77 Th is is because politics cannot be split up between 
how we think about living together and how we actually do so. As Realism 
and mimetic theory illustrate, we are not completely free and autonomous 
to choose the way we conduct social and thus political aff airs. If this were the 
case, there would be no need for the study of International Relations once 
survival is secured. Forces beyond cost-benefi t analysis and the satisfying of 
basic human needs ultimately drive politics. Although Morgenthau’s concep-
tion of the political “depends on circumstances of time and place and does 
not result from a ground of principle,” there are circumstances of time and 
place such as the desire for power and recognition that remain the same.78

Mimetic theory provides insights to the interplay of the evolving and 
nature of power. Th is attaches mimetic theory with Realism’s assumptions 
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about norms, ethics, and morality in politics. Mimetic theory itself points 
toward the dangers of egalitarian approaches and refl ects instead on tradi-
tion-dependent mindful virtues. Realism does so as well, pointing to the 
virtue of prudence of political leaders. It is thus that I make the “case for a 
classical approach,” as Hedley Bull called it.79 International theory is more of 
a practical philosophy.80 In the words of Martin Wight, “international theory 
is the political philosophy of international relations.”81

Certainly, there is no one-size-fi ts-all approach to explain or even 
understand international politics via such a conceptualization of Realism. 
Although Girard himself and some of his students might evoke this assump-
tion, I do not. Th is does not mean that International Relations scholars were 
not able to point to the dangers of violence provoked by mimetic desire. 
International Relations, while looking at anthropological theories like 
mimetic theory, must bet “on the education of humanity, even if he is not 
sure he will win his wager,” in the words of Raymond Aron.82

Th e discussion I try to initiate between mimetic theory and Realism 
helps International Relations pursuing a better understanding of its theoreti-
cal claims and actual politics. Th at remains true, even if an appreciation of 
Girard’s thoughts can only help International Relations to make implicit 
claims and theoretical assumptions of Realism more explicit. Th is is, for 
example, the case in turning to a Realist view on reconciliation. It reminds 
us that politics is not only about the last questions of how a perfect society 
would or should look like. Rather, it is about the day-to-day practice of living 
a good life despite all compromises one might have to make. Mimetic theory 
shows that there are fewer diff erences among humans then we wish. What 
is more, mimetic theory leads to the conclusion—particularly when look-
ing at “successful” reconciliation—that the consequence must be to strictly 
refuse violence.83 Mimetic theory, seen with the lens of classical Realism, 
illustrates the uselessness of attempts that rely on political and juristically 
processes primarily on fi nding individual accountability and responsibility. 
Th e continuation of the war on terrorism, largely waged with special opera-
tions and targeted killing practices, only accelerated this trend in doing away 
with reciprocity in warfare.84 Yet still, even

if the mimetic nature of human desire is responsible for most of the violent 
acts and distresses us, we should not conclude that mimetic desire is bad in 
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itself. If our desires were not mimetic, they would be forever fi xed on pre-
determined objects; they would be a particular form of instinct. Human 
beings could no more change their desire than cows their appetite for grass. 
Without mimetic desire there would be neither freedom nor humanity. 
Mimetic desire is intrinsically good.85

Dag Hammarskjöld illustrates why mimetic desire is intrinsically good. 
Th e UN secretary-general was able to play out character traits of mysticism 
and realistic diplomatic assessment and engagement. He was able to do so 
because he amalgamated his personal convictions, which never have been 
static, and the spirit of the UN Charter. In his own words, “Th e United 
Nations was not created to bring us to heaven but to save us from hell.”86 
With his emphasis toward the Other, Hammarskjöld’s life and legacy gives a 
positive answer to the question of whether we are “willing to innovate with 
and politicise discourses that refl ect on the spiritual dimension of Otherness 
and its value in knowing the Self ?”87 Hammarskjöld, as Rowan Williams 
contemplated, “recognized that public offi  ce is not about anxiously conserv-
ing status or winning arguments. He was sharply aware of the shadows in 
his own motivation, and confronted them patiently and remorselessly in his 
private writing.”88

Th e desire for recognition, the power of mimetic behavior and its 
implications, such as the fading distinction between normative and posi-
tive theory, does have a real impact in international aff airs. I outlined this 
with several examples, from individual agency to questions of international 
society, the international system, and specifi c practices. It turns out that not 
only the mechanisms of mimetic desire and its taming instruments provide 
ample potential to understand international politics more comprehensively, 
but also that the very reason of mimetic desire is a major aft erburner in 
international political conduct. Th is is contradictory to many normative 
assumptions about international politics, for example the fact that global 
inequality rises. However, mimetic desire does not only, maybe not even 
primarily, orient itself at material objects. Th e possibility of an awareness of 
what others desire is not limited to access to material wealth. Simply being 
aware of what others desire is where it all starts. Th is might mean being aware 
of what celebrities desire, but more oft en than not, it means being aware of 
what our neighbor desires. Th e less distance there is, the more complicated it 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:51 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Toward Competition without Violence 69

gets to fi nd a distinction. International politics, aft er all, aff ects our daily life 
just because it also is about daily life around the world.

Th e struggle for power among nations that Morgenthau had in mind 
and that became synonymous for the Realist family of thought is also based 
on the struggle for the imitation and desire among nations, becoming fi xed 
on the other until fi nally scapegoating it. Indicating assumptions of mimetic 
theory, human’s desire for power is a continuum in Morgenthau’s work.89 
Seen from the Realist perspective, seeking absolute gains such as the global 
common good by assumedly universal notions of justice and freedom is not 
a practice in politics.90 Perceived from this angle, I take a renewed look at the 
discussion of relative and absolute gains in International Relations theory.91 
If at all, relative gains matter for Realism. Th roughout the book, I illustrate 
that this focus on relative gains is one that classical Realism and mimetic 
theory share.

I acknowledge the problematic equalization of human desire and the 
desire of political actors such as states. Such equalizations are persistently in 
danger of drift ing into a perception of methodological individualism. None-
theless, what is desired is a result of imitating others. In the “human conduct 
in a world of states,” it is unlikely that one state would or even could exclude 
itself from the framework of conducting politics in the mainstream way.92 
It may be therefore, as Alexander Wendt argued, that in an arena where 
everything is contested, the common denominator is to say that states are 
actors or “persons,” attributing them properties and qualities such as ratio-
nality, identities, interests, and beliefs.93 However, what constructivists miss 
is the recognition of the relation between the political nature of humans and 
the ensuing political conditions. Th e political nature is a struggle for power 
caused by the desire for power, constituting the condition of politics. It is 
therefore that politics, and even more so international politics, always have 
a tragic component hardwired into their conduct.94 Political action is inher-
ently contradictory, pending between self-constitution and meaning. Analy-
ses ignoring the insights of Realism and mimetic theory are thus bound to 
fall short of the complexity of human nature, as Realism points out, and the 
complexity of the resulting political conditions, as pointed out by mimetic 
theory.95
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