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Portrait of Reinhold Niebuhr by Hannah Strauss,
original commission, 2017. A pensive Reinhold
Niebuhr considers the scene before him, surrounded
by iconic images from the Second World War. While
referencing historical events, horrific locations, and
the machinery of warfare, these images also suggest
the focal points of Niebuhr’s internal conflicts as he
wrestled with his own theological and ethical con-
ceptual dilemmas. Immediately behind Niebuhr is an
amphibious assault, with warfighters disembarking
a landing craft and wading toward a shoreline al-
ready engaged with the fire, smoke, and din of bat-
tle. Above him, bombers swarm in deadly formation.
Below are rendered scenes depicting the hated guard
towers and dreaded gate of Auschwitz-Birkenau and
the atomic bombing of Hiroshima, Japan. Taken to-
gether, these scenes begin to describe the reach, the
moral and political complexity, and the devastation

of human conflict.
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BOOK REVIEW

PARADIGM LOST

Review by Matt Gobush

A WORLD IN DISARRAY
RICHARD HAASS, Penguin Press, 2017, 352 Pages

In 1947, between a second
world war and a cold one,
Secretary of State George
Marshall formed the Policy
Planning Staff at the State
Department, directing it “to
devise basic policies crucial
to the conduct of our foreign
affairs.” Present at the cre-
ation as its first director was
diplomat George Kennan,
who’s anonymous “X” ar-
ticle in Foreign Affairs the
same year first framed the
U.S. strategy of containment
against Soviet communism.

Kennan was a realist who
advocated a singular focus
on national interests and
saw the world through the
prism of power politics. He
sought the counsel of oth-
er realists, including practi-
tioners, theorists, and even

a theologian—Reinhold
Niebuhr. Together, they
helped bring order to a world
in disarray, crafting policy
that would position the U.S.
opposite the USSR and at the
center of defense alliances
and market economies unit-
ing the free world.

Seventy years later, a suc-
cessor of Kennan, Richard
Haass, similarly seeks to
bring order to a world in
disarray with a new book
of that title. Haass served as
the first director of Policy
Planning in the George W.
Bush administration; for the
last 14 years, he has served
as president of the Council on
Foreign Relations, publisher
of Foreign Affairs. Like his
predecessor at State, Haass is
a self-described ““card-carry-
ing realist”; unlike Kennan,
however, Haass’ realism is
chastened by the Iraq War,
over which he resigned his
position at State in protest.
As one would expect, his
brand of realism is notably
conservative in its prescrip-
tions and minimalist in its
ambitions.

This prudence does not pre-
vent Haass from recognizing
radical threats to internation-
al order, however. Indeed, he
is at his best in describing the

disruptive forces wrought
by globalization, including
transnational terrorism, nu-
clear proliferation, pandem-
ic disease, cyber warfare,
and climate change. “Almost
anyone and anything, from
tourists, terrorists, and both
migrants and refugees, to
e-mails, weapons, viruses,
dollars and greenhouse gases,
can travel on one of the many
conveyer belts that are mod-
ern globalization and reach
any and every corner of the
globe.” Given this new real-
ity, a traditional realism “that
speaks only to the rights and
prerogatives of states,” Haass
asserts, “is increasingly inad-
equate, even dangerous.”

Haass’ solution is to redefine
realism based on a new un-
derstanding of sovereignty.
Inspired by the Concert of
Europe that restored stabili-
ty following the Napoleonic
Wars, he calls for a new
sense of “sovereign obliga-
tion” such as that voluntari-
ly assumed by Metternich,
Castlereagh, Tallyrand, and
the other envoys of the conti-
nent’s royal courts two centu-
ries ago. Sovereignty, Haass
urges, must extend beyond
respect for the territorial in-
tegrity and domestic auton-
omy of states to encompass
the duties states have to one
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another. A state’s indepen-
dence is dependent upon its
cooperation in the mainte-
nance of a stable international
order.

Although Haass’ innovation
is impressive and his defense
of realism admirable, it suf-
fers from a crucial flaw. In
the current context, in which
the United States remains
“the most powerful coun-
try in the world for decades
to come,” Haass’ renewed
realist paradigm points to
a paradox. If world order
is in U.S. national interests
and such order requires a
balance of power, it follows
that it is in the interests of the
world’s predominant power
to elevate one or more states
to serve as a counterbalance,
either by strengthening them,
or weakening ourselves. Is
such national self-sacrifice
politically realistic? Would
Americans willingly cede
an advantage to a rival in the
interests of a balanced world
order? The question answers
itself.

The implications of Haass’
realism are not only polit-
ically unrealistic. They are
also morally unconscionable.
The British Empire managed
its decline and a rebalancing
of world order by encourag-
ing the growth of the United
States, a like-minded liberal
democracy. No such alter-
native exists today. Neither
Russia nor China, the world’s
other contenders for predomi-
nance, are liberal states likely

willing to enforce a liberal
world order. The manner by
which their authoritarian re-
gimes manage competing
domestic power centers and
use force internally are in-
dicative of their intentions
to uphold a stable, peaceful,
and just international order.
Repressive regimes tend to
become rogue ones.

On the other hand, an
America unbound is also un-
likely to foster global stabil-
ity, if only because it would
breed resentment and pro-
voke challenge. The neces-
sary check on our own power,
then, must come from with-
in, rather than from without.
Structurally, our constitution-
al separation of powers and
democratic institutions limit
overreach, but these are only
as effective as the people that
comprise them. Ultimately,
self-discipline—for nations
as with individuals—entails
moral struggle. It is a test
not of our compliance with
domestic or international law,
but of our commitment to
abide by a higher law, one
that respects dignity, supports
flourishing, and seeks justice
for all.

Here realism is blind. Haass
insists on the strict separation
of the moral from the materi-
al in foreign affairs, consis-
tent with classic realism. An
example of this is his strained
distinction, bordering on the
semantic, between “sovereign
obligation” and “sovereign
responsibility.” The former

speaks only to states’ duties
to one another; the latter, cap-
tured in the emerging norm of
the Responsibility to Protect,
addresses states’ duties to
their citizens, and the duty of
all states to protect innocents.
Per Haass, to preserve world
order, sovereignty must be
made dependent on a state
meeting its obligations, such
as preventing terrorists from
operating from their territory
or limiting its greenhouse gas
emissions. It is not contingent
on it fulfilling its responsibil-
ities, such as preventing mass
atrocities within its territo-
ry. But is such a separation
sensible, especially in an in-
creasingly porous world? It
is revealing that in his brief
summary in the book of just
war doctrine—a doctrine he
elsewhere dismisses as too
“subjective”—Haass omits
entirely the criterion of right
intention, arguably the most
critical from a moral per-
spective. His new concept
of sovereignty remains in-
different to the character and
intentions of the states that
claim it, viewing all as mor-
ally equivalent.

In his own recent book on
sovereignty, eminent just
war scholar James Turner
Johnson excavates the con-
cept to discover that in fact
it was a moral one from its
inception. Sovereignty, in
Roman jurisprudence and
Christian thought, was un-
derstood as “responsibility
for the common good of so-
ciety that is to be exercised to
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vindicate justice.” It was a sa-
cred duty reserved for leaders
with no secular superior (sou-
verain in the old French) and
constituted the grounds for
granting them the sole right
to wield organized, deadly
force. Only after the Peace
of Westphalia in 1648—re-
alism’s Genesis—was sover-
eignty shorn of responsibility
and reduced to the rights of
territorial integrity and do-
mestic inviolability.

Unless Americans cultivate
a sense of moral responsi-
bility in our foreign policy,
promoting universal justice
as well as national interest,
Haass cautions that we risk
falling into what has been
called the Thucydides Trap:
a world order, like that of an-
cient Peloponnesian Greece,
in which vying powers react
on their worst fears of others
and the hegemons suppress
rising competitors. While, as
the strongest power today, the
United States could benefit
from such a ruthless system,
history suggests the rewards
would be fleeting, for in such
conditions the outbreak of
war becomes almost inevita-
ble, and the only peace is that
of the graveyard. No sover-
eign obligations assumed by
others would keep mankind
from blundering into the trap,

and Thucydides’ snare would
be sprung. It is our unique
duty, therefore, as the world’s
undisputed leader, to ensure
the world order we shape
serves not only our national
interests but the common in-
terest as well.

During their time together
at the State Department and
beyond, George Kennan and
Reinhold Niebuhr carried
on a lively correspondence
reflecting their deep regard
and respect for one anoth-
er. It was Kennan who fa-
mously called Niebuhr “the
father of us all.” On most
matters, they were in strong
agreement. But the two real-
ists differed in one important
way: the role of morality in
foreign affairs. Kennan as-
serted that prudence dictates
that national interests “have
no moral quality.” Niebuhr,
on the other hand, believed
it necessary “to draw upon
another moral and spiritual
resource to widen the con-
ception of interest... a sense
of justice that can prevent
prudence from inevitably ar-
resting the impulse toward,
and concern for, the life of
the other.” His realism was
a Christian realism, shaped
by a more enlightened ethic
than the cynical egoism that
classic realism can fall prey

to. It was a realism that rec-
ognized our fallen nature but
also our transcendent destiny.
It was a realism informed by
hope as well as sin.

With his novel concept of
sovereign obligation, Haass
makes an important advance
in the search for peace and
stability in a disoriented
world. For this reason, his
book deserves a place among
the modern classics of re-
alism. But its advances fall
short, unable to grasp the
essential moral quality of
world order, especially one in
which to balance power today
would require empowering
illiberal states. Without the
influence and inspiration of a
moral guide such as Kennan
had with Niebuhr, Haass’
renewed realism remains a
paradigm lost. [P]

Matt Gobush served on the staff
of the National Security Council
in the Clinton White House, the
U.S. Department of Defense, the
U.S. Senate, and the U.S. House
of Representatives International
Relations Committee. He also
served as chairman of the
Episcopal Church’s Standing
Commission on Anglican and
International Peace with Justice
Concerns. He currently works
in the private sector and lives in
Dallas, Texas with his wife and
three internationally adopted
children.
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