








From colonialism to theology

A statesman differs from a professor in a university; the latter has only the general view
of society; the former, the statesman, has a number of circumstances to combine with
those general ideas, and to take into his consideration ... A statesman, never losing sight of
principles, is to be guided by circumstances; and, judging contrary to the exigencies of the

moment, he may ruin his country forever.*

Wight declared himself to be a Rationalist or Grotian.3° He is a man of the
middle: a moderate. But the middle way in international affairs is no high road: it is
ameandering track through forest and heath where it is easy to lose one’s way, and
also one’s grip. I'm tempted to think Martin Wight would agree with Benjamin
Disraeli’s remark: ‘Finality is not the language of politics.” The theorist and practi-
tioner to whose thought Wight is particularly drawn, in that regard, is Burke.
Edmund Burke, MP, surely would have subjected President Woodrow Wilson’s
international pronouncements to scornful criticism. Wight makes the following
comment after quoting from Burke:

Politics is the perpetual movement from one stage of the provisional to another. There are
no complete solutions, only the constantly repeated approximation towards the embodi-
ment of justice in concrete arrangements, which do as constantly dissolve with the passage
of time. Thus to be a Rationalist politician is to exist in a state of moral tension between
the actual and the desirable.?"

In his concluding comment on the foreign policy of Anthony Eden’s govern-
ment in the Suez crisis—which he compares to the role of Brutus in attempting to
save the Roman Republic—Wight makes the same point in a more concrete way:

Was Brutus the hero of liberty, ‘by awful virtue urg'd’ to the last extremity in defence of
principle, or a traitor in the senseless hope of restoring a regime past restoration? ... Reduce
the heroic scale; make it international society and not the Roman Republic; and Eden
explored the same region of the moral universe of politics, with similar high-mindedness
and self-righteousness, blindness and clear-sightedness, misjudgement and courage.?*

Wight regarded this ambivalent and indeterminate situation as the permanent
predicament of international politics.** All the goodwill in the world, and all the
scientific study, is not enough to change it. Here I believe he is making plain his
fundamental outlook. His position on this foundational issue is very near to that of
Reinhold Niebuhr and Herbert Butterfield. Niebuhr saw political and diplomatic
activity as permanently poised between human ideals and difficult circumstances;
the tragedy of the human condition as epitomized in Brutus or Eden.3* Butterfield
saw tragedy and other fundamental human predicaments as lodged in the nature
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Quoted by A. Coll, ‘Normative prudence as a tradition of statecraft’, Ethics and International Affairs s, 1991, p. 45.
“You will have guessed that my prejudices are Rationalist, but I find I have become more Rationalist and less
Realist ... during the course of giving these lectures’: Wight, International theory, p. 268.

Wight, International theory, p. 243.

M. Wight, ‘Brutus in foreign policy: the memoirs of Sir Anthony Eden’, International Affairs 36, July 1960, p.
309.

I expand on this point in ‘Martin Wight’s thought on diplomacy’, Diplomacy and Statecraft 13, Dec. 2002, pp.
20—-25.

3 R. Niebuhr, Beyond tragedy (New York: Scribners, 1937). See also J. D. Barbour, ‘Niebuhr versus Niebuhr: the
tragic nature of history’, The Christian century (1984), pp. 1096—1099.

°

32

3

b

359

International Affairs 84: 2, 2008
© 2008 The Author(s). Journal Compilation © 2008 Blackwell Publishing Ltd/The Royal Institute of International Affairs

INTA84_2_09_Jackson.indd 359 18/2/08 17:47:59



Robert Jackson

of international relations and resistant to any ideologies or policies that might seek
to overcome them.3’

Vi

Wight’s scepticism was deeply rooted not only in extensive historical knowledge
but also in traditional Christian theology. Hedley Bull has pointed out that Wight
‘was something of an odd man out both as an historian and as a student of Interna-
tional Relations ... because the questions which concerned him most were ethical
and theological ... at a time when this was unfashionable’.3% Unless we take hold
of the discernible Christian sensibility and perception of Martin Wight’s thought
we shall not fully understand it. I've become increasingly aware of that as I've read
and reread his work over the years. His writings have transported me into intel-
lectual worlds involved with theology about which previously I had been almost
entirely ignorant.

Many scholars of international relations display an exclusively secular view of
their subject. If religion captures their attention, it is as a historical or sociological
factor: something that can be used to explain something else. It is not treated as a
part of their toolkit for understanding international relations: a way of looking at
the world and reflecting on it. They fail or refuse to recognize that theology is an
academic subject, and one of very long standing. It is comparable to philosophy and
law in that regard. I held that secular view until I began to read Martin Wight with
an eye on his theological commentary. He changed my outlook fundamentally.
I came to appreciate that theology is a valuable body of knowledge for grasping
the international ways of the world, and that knowledge of theology—Christian,
Muslim or other—can be quite separate from one’s religious convictions or lack
thereof.

Wight was a traditional Christian, however, and that committed him to
a certain theology concerning the nature of God and the relation of Christian
men and women to that deity. A traditional Christian—either Protestant or
Catholic—is someone who recognizes the permanent place of sin and grace in
human affairs and cannot subscribe to any doctrine of the progress and perfection
of humankind.’” Humans may perhaps mature in their moral refinement and they
may also progress in the technical sophistication of their lives. There is civiliza-
tion and there is science, both of which are human achievements of the greatest
importance. But even if some people are well-meaning and sincerely try to do
their best, even if human societies can and do advance at certain times or places,
humankind, as such, cannot progress. The leopard cannot change his spots: human
nature is permanently fixed by God’s act of creation. The gravest Christian sin is

33 See Herbert Butterfield, History and human relations (London: Collins, 1951) and Herbert Butterfield, Christianity
and history (London: Bell & Sons, 1949).

3¢ H. Bull, ‘Introduction: Martin Wight and the study of international relations’, in Wight, Systems of states,
p- 4.

37 Sin is to be understood as flawed human nature, grace as mercy or kindness. See L. Stelton, Dictionary of eccle-
siastical Latin (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1995), p. 111.
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committed when people think they can create heaven on earth, which is the sin of
pride in which they attempt to take the place of God. In Christian theology that
sin is associated with a doctrine called Pelagianism, named after a Roman British
servus Dei, a servant of God, whose teachings Augustine was determined to have
condemned as heresy. Martin Wight arguably is an Augustinian in his view of
history and world affairs.3®

Hedley Bull draws our attention to the importance of theology in Wight’s
thinking:

In his 1948 article in the Ecumenical Review he attacks the Pelagian belief that ‘we are on the
whole well-meaning people doing our best, who will somehow muddle through’, together
with secular optimism, ‘the belief that because we are well-meaning and doing our best,
things will therefore tend to come right; or (for optimism sidesteps subtly into fatalism) that
what does happen will be for the best anyway’. Neither of these beliefs, he says, is Christian.
“We are not well-meaning people doing our best; we are miserable sinners, living under
judgment, with a heritage of sin to expiate ... We will not somehow muddle through; if we
... cast ourselves upon God’s mercy we have the promise that we shall be saved—a totally
different thing, which carries no assurance of muddling through in this world.’*

Wight was critical of the same intellectual hubris that Reinhold Niebuhr
portrayed as the ‘ideological taint’ of modern social thought,** which was and
still is a predilection of some scholars of international relations.* The following
passage by Niebuhr could have been written by Wight.

[Man’s] basic sin is pride. If this pride is closely analyzed, it is discovered to be man’s
unwillingness to acknowledge his creatureliness. He is betrayed by his greatness to hide his
weakness. He is tempted by his ability to gain his own security to deny his insecurity, and

refuses to admit that he has no final security except in God. He is tempted by his knowl-

edge to deny his ignorance.**

In another passage Niebuhr writes: ‘Proud men and successful civilizations find it
difficult to know God, because they are particularly tempted to make themselves
God.®3

A traditional Christian is somebody who is deeply sceptical about the possi-
bilities of human perfectibility and the fulfilment of human destiny in the city

3 See the insightful comments on this point in Roger Epp, “The “Augustinian moment” in international politics:
Niebuhr, Butterfield, Wight and the reclaiming of a tradition’, International politics research occasional paper
10 (Aberystwyth: Department of International Politics, University of Aberystwyth, 1991).

Bull, ‘Introduction: Martin Wight and the study of international relations’, pp. 11—12. Bull is referring to
Wight's essay ‘The church, Russia and the West’, Ecumenical Review 1, Autumn 1948.

Reinhold Niebuhr, ‘Christian faith and natural law’, repr. in Paul Sigmund, ed., St Thomas Aquinas on politics
and ethics (New York: Norton, 1988), p. 223.

In noticing Wight’s deep and abiding opposition to Pelagianism (in its modern idiom of secular faith in prog-
ress), Bull locates a religious root of his international thought. Here is how one commentator sums up the
Pelagian doctrine: “We are born characterless (non pleni), and with no bias towards good or evil (ut sine virtute,
ita et sine vitio). It follows that we are uninjured by the sin of Adam, save in so far as the evil example of our
predecessors misleads and influences us (non propagine sed exemplo). There is, in fact, no such thing as original
sin, sin being a thing of will and not of nature.”

Niebuhr, ‘Christian faith and natural law’, pp. 222—3. Wight's high regard for Niebuhr is registered in some of
his book reviews, such as ‘Discerning the signs of the times’, International Affairs 23, Oct. 1947, pp. 558—9.

R. Niebuhr, “The Christian church in a secular age’, in R. M. Brown, ed., The essential Reinhold Niebuhr: selected
essays and addresses (New Haven, CT and London: Yale University Press, 1986), p. 84.
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of man.** He or she accepts the second best, or the best in the circumstances.
Pelagianism seeks to create heaven on earth which, for a traditional Christian, is
both impossible and profane. According to Peter Brown, Pelagius ‘appealed to a
universal theme: the need of the individual ... to feel free to create his own values
in the midst of the conventional, second-rate life of society’.*> In his magnificent
biography, Brown captures the kernel of Augustine’s theological opposition to
Pelagianism: “The deadly perfectionism of the Pelagians was distasteful to him: he
also was trying to be perfect; but [in Augustine’s words| “in their exhortations, let
them urge the higher virtues; but without denigrating the second-best.”’#% The
traditional Christian’s attitude to politics is one of pessimism about what might be
achieved and gratitude for what is achieved; but it is emphatically not an attitude
of hope or confidence that anything can be achieved if we only put our minds to
it and keep an open heart. Hope is a theological virtue; it is not a political virtue.*’
The first virtue of politics is almost the opposite: prudence.

In politics, including international politics, we should of course strive to do our
best. But we should be under no illusions about what we may hope to achieve by
our efforts, for all that we can reasonably expect is a temporary adjustment to a
recurring situation or difficulty which admits of no permanent or final solution.
Wight comments on this point: ‘If this is indeed the character of international
politics, it is incompatible with progressivist theory.’48 Hedley Bull remarks in this
connection on the international thought of Martin Wight:

In his attitude to international affairs he was remarkably free of the impulse that drives
so many students of the subject to advocate policies or canvass solutions to the problems
of the day. Wight emphatically did not stand for an attitude of what today is called
political commitment, and this was because his commitment, while it was very powerful,

was not political in nature, but intellectual and moral—and, most fundamentally of all,

religious.*

The ability to hold oneself aloof from the subject one is studying, while yet
appreciating the difficulties and dilemmas that the activity presents to the people
involved with it—that combination of detachment and empathy is a striking

feature of Martin Wight’s thought. It is the same scholarly disposition that Herbert

Butterfield associates with the narrative historian.>°

* St Augustine, The city of God, trans. Marcus Dods, repr. in R. M. Hutchins, ed., Great books of the western world
(Chicago: Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1952), pp. 129—618. The adjective ‘traditional’ has been required in the
past century owing to the politicization of some Christian churches around the idea of a political Christ.
One is here referring to ‘the reinterpretation of religious values as political values’, rather than merely ‘the
involvement of religion with politics’, which has been the relation throughout the long history of Christian-
ity. See E. Norman, Christianity and the world order, BBC Reith Lectures, 1978 (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1979), p. 4-

4 Brown, Augustine, p. 346.

4 Brown, Augustine, p. 325.

47 As emphasized by Martin Wight. See H. Bull, ‘Martin Wight and the theory of international relations’, British
Journal of International Studies 2, 1976, p. 108.

8 Wight, “Why is there no international theory?’, p. 26.

4 Bull, ‘Introduction: Martin Wight and the study of international relations’, p. 11.

3% “The only thing in the universe which any of us can know in any sense from the inside is a single personality—
namely, himself; and only from an internal knowledge of ourselves can we begin to build up our impressions
of other people’: H. Butterfield, History and human relations (London: Collins, 1951), p. 140.
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Wight was a historian of ideas, but he never lost sight of the fact that ideas begin
and end with human beings, with their thinking and their thought.’* To know
other people we must know what they think. To know other worlds we must grasp
the ideas of the people who inhabit them, and we must appreciate what those ideas
mean to them. To frame and pursue an intelligent and humane foreign policy we
must know what the people on the receiving end are thinking, what they are like,
and how they see us. Wight identifies that humane scepticism with the rationalist
ethics of diplomacy, and he discerns it in the commentaries of George Kennan. We
lose sight of those ethics of human imperfection when we start to believe that our
ideas are superior and begin to expect that other peoples with different ideas ought
to become enlightened and agree with us. That expectation is not only intolerant;
it is dangerous. The greatest danger is that it may lead to doctrinal warfare, which
is a subject on which Martin Wight wrote with characteristic discernment and
insight.’* I think we are all well aware that that expectation is unfortunately held
by some leaders of major western powers and their advisers at the present time,
with regrettable consequences for international peace and security.*

Vil

What distinguishes Martin Wight from most other scholars of International
Relations s the fact that he has so many different dimensions and can be approached
from so many different directions. To read his books and articles is not only to
learn about history and international relations. It is also to enter the worlds of law
and philosophy, religion and theology, and more. Yet Martin Wight was more
typical of his time than we may realize. His subjects were also of interest to many
other scholars of his day. I have become more fully aware of that over the past
decade as a result of perusing the huge academic treasure of scholarly publications
that are now available on electronic websites, and one in particular: Jstor or Journal
Storage. I was struck by the large number of mid-twentieth-century commenta-
tors on world affairs and related subjects—not only British but also American,
European and others—who shared the same humanistic approach and wrote in the
same idiom as Martin Wight.

A good way to enter his intellectual world is to read the works of some of
these authors, almost all of whom were making their contribution in the middle
decades of the twentieth century. I can call your attention here to only a small
personal selection of those thinkers, with some of whose writings Martin Wight
clearly was familiar: Garrett Mattingly on Renaissance diplomacy and the Spanish
Armada; C. V. Wedgwood on the Thirty Years War; John U. Nef on war and
human progress; René Albrecht Carrié on diplomatic history; Gerhard Ritter on
the German Reformation and Frederick the Great; Friedrich Meinecke on power

' That is also R. G. Collingwood’s basic point about the notion of history. See The idea of history (London:
Oxford University Press, 1956), part V.

32" See Power politics, p. 139.

33 R. Jackson, ‘Doctrinal war: religion and ideology in international conflict’, The Monist 89, April 2006, pp.
274—300.
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politics and reason of state; Jacques Maritain on sovereignty and natural law;
Harold Nicolson on diplomacy and peacemaking; Alfred Vagts on intelligentsia
versus reason of state; A. F. Pollard on the balance of power; Martin Foss on the
idea of perfection in the western world; Heinrich Rommen on Francis Suarez and
natural law; Leo Gross on the Peace of Westphalia and the crime of aggression;
Charles H. Alexandrowicz on new and original states; Majid Khadduri on Islam
and the modern law of nations.

Those authors and others like them inspired me to try to escape from the
‘mean, narrow, provincial spirit’ of my time and to gain the academic perspec-
tive that scholarship demands. They show up in the footnotes of my books and
on my reading lists, to the dismay of some of my students who consider them
old-fashioned and irrelevant, but to the delight of other students who see them as
enlightening and horizon-widening.
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