
Moral Limit and Possibility in World Politics

At what point can we concede that the realities of world politics require that
moral principles be compromised, and how do we knowwhen a real ethical
limit has been reached? This volume gathers leading constructivist scholars
to explore the issue of moral limit and possibility in global political dilem-
mas. The contributors examine pressing ethical challenges such as sanc-
tions, humanitarian intervention, torture, the self-determination of
indigenous peoples, immigration, and the debate about international crim-
inal tribunals and amnesties in cases of atrocity. Their analyses entail
theoretical and empirical claims about the conditions of possibility and
limits of moral change in world politics, therefore providing insightful
leverage on the ethical question of ‘what ought we to do?’ This is a valuable
contribution to the growing field of normative theory in International
Relations and will appeal to scholars and advanced students of interna-
tional ethics and political theory.
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Preface

The intellectual trajectory from which this book grew owes much to my
interactions and collaborations with fellow students, instructors and
colleagues, and my own students over the years. The question of ethics
in world politics has been my abiding intellectual interest since my
master’s degree at Carleton University, where I wrote a thesis on the
ethics of strategic defences. Fen Hampson, an International Relations
scholar, and Tom Darby, a political theorist, generously humoured my
immature probings into a subject that didn’t really fit in either discipline
as commonly practised, particularly when I ventured astray from tradi-
tional moral philosophy and into interpretive approaches to ethics, the
philosophy of technology and other terrain that was quite exotic for a
subject traditionally under the ambit of strategic studies. As I look back
upon that project, I see this volume in many ways as the logical and
(hopefully) more mature outcome of that earlier, less self-conscious and
more inchoate attempt to bridge philosophy, ethics and politics. Peter
Katzenstein, Henry Shue and Judith Reppy subsequently lent their
essential support to an interpretive and structural approach to under-
standingmoral norms in world politics for my Ph.D. dissertation, later a
book, which examined the chemical weapons taboo from a genealogical
perspective. The move from interpretivism to constructivism, and later
from structure to agency, occupied the next stage of my intellectual
agenda, one that was particularly and powerfully influenced by my
interactions with my fellow students at Cornell, colleagues encountered
through Peter Katzenstein’s Culture of National Security project and
elsewhere, and colleagues and students at the University of Minnesota.
Representatives from all of those intellectual communities are in this
volume, thoughmany of course could not be included within an already
substantial book, which John Haslam of Cambridge University Press
has been so generous in accommodating. But the absence of those
colleagues and others from this volume is not because I have learned
any less from them: Dan Thomas, Nina Tannenwald, Beth Kier,

ix
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Michael Barnett, Alex Wendt, Thomas Risse, Emanuel Adler, Ward
Thomas, Neta Crawford, Helen Kinsella, Rado Dimitrov, Kristin
Willey, Nick Wheeler and Jeff Checkel to name a few, with sincere
apologies to any I have neglected to mention. Often it was the flash
inspired by a single comment from one such colleague that sparked core
ideas for my own pursuit. My years at the University ofMinnesota were
the perfect sounding board for engaging the strengths and shortcomings
of constructivism and critical theory in thinking about ethics, given the
intellects of Kathryn Sikkink and Bud Duvall and the graduate students
who sometimes felt pushed or pulled betweenmainstream International
Relations, constructivism and critical theory, but who always came out
the better because of it. This project grew directly out of those interac-
tions, since I became convinced that the current incarnations of neither
constructivism nor critical theory to date had satisfactorily responded
to the pressing prescriptive questions of ethics. Namely, just what
should we do? What is ethically justifiable if we are obviously not in a
position to attain our highest ideals, which may spring from our most
clever critiques of what others have actually been able to accomplish in
the world? Both traditions of course have enormous potential to con-
tribute in a more satisfactory and direct way to howwe think about and
answer ethical challenges in world politics, and this volume is a first
attempt to lay out an architecture of what such a synthesis might entail.
It is a genuinely collaborative book, to the extent that so many of the
formulations or even precise sentences and paragraphs appearing in any
given chapter may have come from another participant in the project
that we decided to dispense with the courtesy of acknowledged sources
with a footnoted ‘thanks to so and so for this formulation’ and instead
issue this blanket acknowledgement that the individual chapters them-
selves typically bear no small imprint of the other collaborators.

This volume was supported by a Social Sciences and Humanities
Research Council of Canada Aid to Research Workshops and
Conferences in Canada grant, financial and administrative support
from the Center of International Relations at the Liu Institute at the
University of British Columbia, and matching financial support from
the Department of Political Science, Faculty of Arts, and Vice President
Research, all of the University of British Columbia. I am most grateful
for the efficient research assistance of Alana Tiemessen and Scott
Watson.
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Sincere thanks to the reviewers of this volume, as engaging with their
generous and challenging comments considerably improved this book.
Thanks for the same reason to the participants at meetings where this
project was presented – the University of Minnesota, University of
Chicago, the Australian National University, the University of British
Columbia, the University of Queensland, and the American Political
Science Association Annual Meeting in Philadelphia.

Thanks to Jesse and Annelise for allowing pops/daddy to kick you off
the computer somany times with such good cheer, to Lisa for putting up
with the late nights spent at the keyboard, and to Nova for being such a
good companion by my side as I typed.

Vancouver
May 18, 2007
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