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The Right and the Good in International Ethics

Introduction

At the beginning of the 1990s,  as normative theorizing about world politics began to

enjoy unprecedented growth within the discipline of International Relations, Robert Jackson

drew a clear link between the question of the "good" and the focus of the field of international

ethics. International theory, he argued, had traditionally ignored questions about the good life,

mainly "because diplomacy and international law, by and large, ignore it".1 However, affirmed

Jackson, changes in world politics were forcing questions of the good life onto the international

theory agenda:

Today, political and moral theorising on international relations is expanding,

arguably because the good life is affected more and more by events external to

states. The growth of interest in international ethics involving such questions as

nuclear war, nonintervention, self-determination, human rights, global economic

distribution and the environment is an indication.2

In this paper, I want to take up the treatment of the question of the good - or rather, lack

of it - within IR theory. Pace Jackson, what I shall aim to show is the way normative theorizing

about world politics is contributing, not to critical reflection on the good in the global context,

but to the marginalization of such reflection.

Given postmodernism's rejection of universalizing discourse, it can be argued that

postmodern IR theory is limited in its ability to promote critical reflection on notions of the

"good life".3 Accordingly, my focus here is on modernist approaches to international ethics.

Following Charles Taylor's critique of mainstream ethical theory,4 I will argue that international
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ethics, notwithstanding its willingness to universalize - and indeed, in part because of it -

contributes to an "ethics of inarticulacy"5 which robs ethical reflection of its power to promote

emancipatory change.6

Charles Taylor, Identity and the Good

The starting point for this discussion is the germinal contribution made by Taylor in his

efforts to outline and defend a view of human beings as active subjects whose moral intuitions

and responses must be taken seriously. More specifically, Taylor argues it is necessary to explore

the "moral ontology" which lies behind our intuitions and responses, and which makes sense of

them. It does this by "offering background assumptions to our moral reactions" and by

"providing the context in which these reactions have sense".7 To phrase the matter in slightly

different terms, what Taylor advocates is an exploration of "the frameworks which articulate our

sense of orientation in the space of questions about the good".8

For Taylor, it is crucial that these frameworks not be seen as some optional extra since

they provide "a kind of orientation essential to our identity". In this, he is intent upon countering

the naturalist temper permeating modern philosophical thought, both within the academy and in

society at large. It is this naturalist temper, he argues, which directs us to think of our moral

reactions as being beyond any meaningful sense-making, on par with nausea,9 or, more

sophisticatedly, as values people project onto a neutral world, and within which they live

unconsciously, but from which they might also abstain.10 It is this naturalist temper, moreover,

which blinds us to the centrality of "strong evaluation" in assessing ethical claims; an evaluation

which goes beyond mere preferences, and
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deploys a language of qualitative worth (for example, of justice or injustice,

courage or cowardice, nobility or ignobility) of the desires entertained or

alternatives under consideration .... [and which] deploys a vocabulary of deeply

contrastable ways of life or ways of thinking about alternatives.11

As such, "strong evaluation" involves 

discriminations of right or wrong, better or worse, higher or lower, which are not

rendered valid by our own desires, inclinations or choices, but rather stand

independent of these and offer standards by which they can be judged.12

What is particularly relevant for our discussion here is the fact that Taylor's target

extends beyond the naturalist temper to include modern moral theory itself. The problem with

much of this philosophy, in Taylor's view, is that it "strives to do away with these distinctions

altogether, to give no place in moral life to a sense of the incomparably higher goods ...." It does

this by conceiving of morality purely as a guide to action, concerned exclusively with what it is

"right" to do, rather than with what it is "good" to be. As such, the central task of moral theory is

identified as defining the "content of obligation" rather than the nature of the good life.

In short, argues Taylor,

A satisfactory moral theory is generally thought to be one that defines some

criterion or procedure which will allow us to derive all and only the things we are

obliged to do. So the major contenders in these stakes are utilitarianism, and

different derivations of Kant's theory, which are action-focused and offer answers

exactly of this kind. What should I do? Well work out what would produce the

greatest happiness of the greatest number [utilitarian-consequentialist]. Or work
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out what I could choose when I have treated other people's prescriptions as if they

were my own [Kantian-deontological].13 

Significantly, qualitative distinctions serve no purpose in this context - they are crucial to

the agenda of articulating the contours of the good life, but it is exactly this task which

mainstream moral theory holds to be of little relevance. Notes Taylor, "All we need are action-

descriptions, plus a criterion for picking out the obligatory ones".14

The reasons behind this marginalization of qualitative distinction are mixed. To a degree,

Taylor locates them in the pervasiveness of the "naturalist temper" noted above, according to

which we should understand human beings in the same terms as the extra-human sciences of

nature. As required by the naturalist orientation, descriptions which bear on the significance of

things for human beings are rejected in favour of "absolute ones", where human affairs are

described in external, non-culture-bound terms. The corresponding orientation in terms of moral

theory is one which thinks in terms of action - the "right".15

There are, however, also admirable sources for this focus on the "right" over and against

the "good". Among them Taylor notes

the defence of ordinary life and desire against the (supposedly specious) demands

of "higher" goods, the modern conception of freedom [according to which, for

example, individual differences in preference are to be respected], and one

reading of the demands of benevolence and altruism.16 

Perhaps most significantly, in terms of the factual diversity of conceptions of the good globally,

is the laudable desire for a fully universal ethic. As Taylor notes,
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The goods that we articulate in qualitative distinctions are frequently those of a

particular cultural group and are embedded in their way of life. If the aim is to

avoid above all parochial ethical principles, then one has another reason to

sideline these distinctions.17

In sum, argues Taylor, various combinations of motives and influences serve to bring

Kantians and utilitarians, deontologists and consequentialists, together around theories of

obligatory action, and a procedural - as opposed to substantive - conception of ethics.18 In so

doing, however, mainstream moral theory - theories of the right - suffer from serious

contradictions. First, while displacing qualitative distinctions, and a mode of argumentation to

defend and justify them, mainstream moral theory nonetheless retains distinctions in an

unexamined form. Utilitarianism, for example, "accords rationality and its corollary benevolence

the status of higher motives, commanding admiration", even while the "express theory aims to do

without this distinction altogether".19 Similarly, Kant, in insisting that "our moral obligations

owe nothing to the order of nature ... rejects vigorously as irrelevant all those qualitative

distinctions which pick out higher and lower in the order of the cosmos or in human nature",

even while incorporating as foundational the doctrine of the dignity of rational agents.20

Perhaps the greatest liability of theories of the right, however, is that in suppressing the

qualitative distinctions involved in deliberation about the good, they also suppress "the

background understanding surrounding any conviction that we ought to act in this or that way ...

the peculiar background sense, central to much of our moral life, that something incomparably

important is involved".21 Accordingly, theories of the right have no answer to the question of

why one should be moral. It is not that they cannot "prove" right and wrong to someone who
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does not share their moral beliefs: this is an impossible task for any theory. Rather, they cannot

articulate, even in their own terms, what about their injunctions is good, or valuable, or why they

should command assent.22 In short, argues Taylor, theories of the right which dominate in

mainstream ethical discourse "have the paradoxical effect of making us inarticulate on some of

the most important issues of morality".23

Implications for International Relations

I wish to move now to the core concern of this paper - modernist international ethics. I

have gone on at some length about the arguments of Charles Taylor because I believe them to

have particular relevance for a field which is, understandably, highly derivative of the ethical

traditions of social and political theory more generally.24

To begin, it seems readily apparent that the dominant form that normative theorizing

about world politics takes is that of a theory of obligation, a theory of right action. When one

reviews the significant interventions on international ethics over the last decade or so, they

almost invariably break down into some variant of what Taylor has termed "procedural ethics",

whether of the utilitarian-consequentialist variety, or efforts in a Kantian-deontological vein.25

Typical is the following formulation of international ethics, offered in a recent piece aimed at

promoting "systematic thinking" about international ethics: "To think systematically about ethics

and statecraft is to draw logically valid conclusions from ethical premises about the proper

course of action in such a way as to render like evaluations in like cases".26 
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Nor is it only in terms of ethical theory that we see this pattern. The conception of norms

and rules in terms of the right is also evident with discipline's study of descriptive ethics - as the

case of regime analysis demonstrates. The definition of regimes as 

implicit or explicit principles, norms, rules, and decision-making procedures

around which actors' expectations converge in a given area of international

relations27

is, of course well known. Equally significant in terms of the present discussion, however is

Krasner's subsequent precision of principles and norms as "beliefs of ... rectitude .... [and]

standards of behaviour defined in terms of rights and obligations".28

Defining international ethics in this way has important consequences for theorizing the

normative in the international realm. Specifically, in a context in which it appears self-evident

that normative theorizing about international politics must be conceived as a theory of the right -

when it becomes difficult even to think in terms of an alternative - the limitations of a right-

oriented approach can go unrecognized, the normative content (and liabilities) of a theory of the

right unexamined. To sketch out what I mean by this, I will now engage briefly the work of four

individuals whose efforts represent a significant contribution to international ethics, both in

terms of an analysis of the state of the field as well as in terms of their prescriptions for

improving normative theorizing: i) Terry Nardin; ii) Klaus-Gerd Giesen; iii) Chris Brown; and

iv) Andrew Linklater.

i) Terry Nardin
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Nardin's Law, Morality and the Relations of States29 and his subsequent elaborations on

the arguments he made there,30 have had a major impact on the development of the field of

international ethics. His Oakeshott-ian arguments surrounding the nature of "purposive" and

"practical" associations have elicited much commentary and discussion,31 and provided one of

the earliest efforts to construct both a meaningful organizing device for ethical argumentation in

the international realm, as well as a defence of one particular tradition as superior to others.

The crucial dimension of Nardin's work is, of course, the distinction between "purposive"

and "practical" associations. Nardin's starting point is a pluralistic society of states, all pursing

their own goals in accordance with their different conceptions of the good. Such states may join

together to pursue common goals in what Nardin terms "purposive" associations -  as with

defensive alliances or liberal trade organizations. By definition, however, such joinings can only

be "contingent" in nature. As such they can never form the basis of morality. 

In contrast, Nardin's notion of "practical" association is presented as the proper subject

matter of international ethics, for only it is both compatible with the inherent plurality of

international society and capable of providing a stable basis of rules of conduct. Nardin's use of

the word "practical" is meant to signal that it is "authoritative practices" that are meant,

understood as "a set of considerations to be taken into account in deciding and acting, and in

evaluating decisions and actions".32 It includes such authoritative practices of diplomacy and

international law. As Brown notes, while the content of these practices may be up for debate,

what is crucial is that the adjective "authoritative" means just what it says:

... what is at stake is the terms under which autonomous political communities

conduct their common affairs and these terms are not optional. Any political
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association which considers itself to be a state - and wishes others so to consider

it - must accept the authoritative practices which statehood entails.33

With its focus on rules of action, and its concern to establish the nature of obligation in

international intercourse, Nardin's approach clearly conforms to a theory of the right.34 As such,

Nardin's formulation is also subject to the kinds of criticisms advanced by Taylor. The primary

difficulty with theories of the right - including deontological theories - is the way they

themselves enter self-contradiction with regard to the good. On the one hand, they postulate not

just first order goods, understood as desires or wants (for example, the individual purposes of

states) but also higher order goods that stand qualitatively above others - in Nardin's case, the

higher good of the pluralism of international society within which each state must have the right

to pursue "its own ends and its own conception of the good".35

At the same time as qualitative distinctions of the good are being made, however,

discursive space for a reasoned critique of such qualitative distinctions is denied. Thus when

Hoffman endeavours to call Nardin's postulated overall good of pluralism of state purposes in

international society into question, by noting that "The important question is ... what kind of

society is desirable?",36 Nardin's response is to accuse Hoffman - in good deontological style - of

engaging in a consequentialist form of argument that reduces moral concerns to "desirability".37

As Taylor notes, the deontological assertion of the right over the good, which

characterizes Nardin's response to Hoffman, has value only when confronted with

consequentialist arguments:

Where "good" means the primary goal of a consequentialist theory, where the

right is decided simply by its instrumental significance for this end, then we ought
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indeed to insist that the right can be primary to the good.  But where ... [good]

means whatever is marked out as higher by qualitative distinction, then we could

say that the reverse is the case, that in a sense, the good is always primary to the

right. Not that it offers a more basic reason [in the sense of proof] ... but that the

good is what, in its articulation, gives the point of the rules which define the

right.38

In sum, it is more than possible to ask Hoffman's question in the sense of interrogating

the adequacy of the overall good postulated in the terms of "strong evaluation". The problem,

however, is that in leaving no space for reasoned debate about such qualitative distinctions,

Hoffman's question is one Nardin's approach cannot answer. On this crucial dimension, Nardin's

theory of the right must remain, lamentably, inarticulate.

ii) Klaus-Gerd Giesen

An undeniable strength of Giesen's work on international ethics has been his focus on

"sociology of knowledge" issues within the discipline of international relations - that is, the way

relations of power and interest can combine to delimit academic discourse in support of

particular political projects; the way disciplinary practices can serve to restrict acceptable

discourse in such a way to way as to insulate conventional wisdom from critical interrogation.39

Particularly compelling is his critique of the way in which the dominance of realism has served

to drive ethical reflection down paths which are compatible with raison d'état - specifically, a

utilitarian-consequentialist path, on the one hand, and an empiricist path on the other.40
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At the same time, argues Giesen, the realist-dominated discipline has resisted and

marginalized the deontological approach to ethics because of its "subversive" potential in regard

to structures of power and privilege:

... realists prefer a greater flexibility of judgement, one which will ensure they do

not encounter any "absolutist" obstacles, but rather enjoy the greatest possible

room to manoeuvre in their role of advisor to the prince ...41

Hence the hostility of the realist-dominated discipline to a deontological approach which, argues

Giesen,

by its very nature (unconditional prohibition of certain acts) ... can break any

bond of cooperation, not to mention collusion, between science and political

power.42

It can do so, he affirms, because a deontological approach provides criteria to formulate norms

which must be respected unconditionally - most importantly, the rights of individuals

independent of context:

Accordingly, any deontological theory strives to delimit a field of moral action

where the inviolable rights of the individual take precedence over any other

consideration.43

There is much in Giesen's work that is commendable. His emphasis on sociology of

knowledge is a valuable corrective to any temptation to consider ethical theorizing in the

discipline in ideal terms, divorced from the reality of disciplinary limit-setting. It is important to

be reminded of just how marginalized traditions not consistent with realist assumptions have

been, though there may be some opening up in this regard in recent years. It is, of course, also
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always agreeable to see a critical orientation with regard to realism as disciplinary orthodoxy,

though some might locate the problems of the discipline even more in the dominance of

instrumental reason.44 Finally, one must welcome the obvious commitment to finding some way

to defend human dignity in the face of inhumane political agendas.

It is also the case, however, that there is much that is problematic in Giesen's arguments,

particularly in light of Taylor's critique of mainstream moral theory. To begin, given the

acceptance within many realist circles of Nardin's deontological defence of practical association,

the notion that deontology has traditionally be marginalized would have to be modified.45 Giesen

might well respond, with some justification, that in privileging the state as ethical subject,

Nardin's formulation represents a fatal concession to realism that undercuts deontological

reasoning's critical potential. As such, it could be countered that what is required is an

individual-based deontology that makes human rights its focus. And an important part of such a

formulation would be the right of individuals - not states - to pursue their conceptions of the

good. Indeed, Giesen sees it to be one of the prime strengths of deontology that "it refrains from

making statements about the good and just life, and thereby leaves to actors - whether individual

or collective - complete liberty".46

The response here, however, parallels the critique of Nardin above: specifically, i)

Giesen's individual-based deontology postulates a overall good of a society which respects

individual rights and autonomy; but ii) in denying any place to reasoned deliberation about

qualitative distinctions of the good (e.g., statements about the good and just life), Giesen's human

subject-focused deontology allows no means for articulating an answer the most basic of
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questions: why should a theory which makes basic human rights and dignity command our

assent?

Again, Taylor's remarks about modern moral theorizing seem very much on the mark:

The more one examines the motive - what Nietzsche would call the "genealogy" -

of these theories of obligatory action, the stranger they appear. It seems they are

motivated by the strongest moral ideals, such as freedom, altruism, and

universalism.... And yet what these ideals drive the theorists towards is a denial of

all such goods. They are caught in a strange pragmatic contradiction, whereby the

very goods which move them push them to deny or denature all such goods. They

are constitutionally incapable of coming clean about the deeper sources of their

own thinking. Their thought is inescapably cramped.47

In sum, even if successful, the strategy of strengthening individual-based deontological

reasoning in international ethics would be of limited use. Put simply, such a strategy would offer

only an expansion of the dominant orientation in ethical theorizing - a fixation with the right

over and against the good. As such, it represents little in the way of a break with dominant

theorizing, or with the debilitating inarticulacy that such an approach produces.

iii) Chris Brown

I want now to turn briefly to a consideration of the work of Chris Brown. Brown's

International Relations Theory: New Normative Approaches48 represents one of the most

influential efforts to sketch out the state of the field of international ethics. Combined with his

other contributions,49 his work represents a compelling case for the importance of international
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normative theory. At the centre of his work stands the distinction between cosmopolitan and

communitarian approaches to international ethics. The difference between these two approaches,

respectively, centres upon three points: i) the concept of the human subject (pre-social versus

socially constituted); ii) the ethical significance of states (no normative relevance versus

necessary context for ethical action); and iii) the scope of ethical judgment (universalist versus

community-bound).50

This is, in many ways, a superior organizing device, allowing contending approaches to

international ethics to be compared on a variety of crucial dimensions. Of course, as with any

organizing device there are also problems. How is one to classify Mervyn Frost, for example?51

His neo-hegelian efforts would certainly seem to correspond to the communitarian approach, but

what then do we make of his efforts to universalize ethical judgements.52 Similarly, where is one

to place Terry Nardin, whose work combines a communitarian emphasis on the state as primary

and ethically significant with a deontology typical of cosmopolitanism to justify the respect of

basic normative practices in interstate relations?

In terms of the focus of this paper, however, it is the space allowed for treatment of the

good that bears noting. On the one hand, it can be argued that the categories themselves -

especially that of communitarianism - allow for the possibility of ethical theorizing oriented to

the good and not just to the right. This is to be welcomed, and can be taken as evidence of the

superiority of framing ethical approaches in the way that Brown does.

 At the same time, it can be argued that some of Brown's key formulations are more likely

to accommodate than challenge conventional assumptions about ethics. One sees this, for

example, in his acceptance of the highly problematic distinction between "normative" and "non-
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normative" theory.53 And in terms of the concerns of this paper, one sees this as well in his

insufficiently critical adoption of categories central to modern theories of the right, as is

evidenced in his engagement with Martin Wight's well-known "Why is There No International

Theory?".54 

Brown targets, quite legitimately, Wight's contentious definition of political theory as

"speculation about the [sovereign] state".55 This definition has as its major effect the limiting of

international theory to "speculation about relations between states" - a derivative category

characterized by second-rate contributions which look all the worse when contrasted with the

substantive achievements of political theory proper. Brown challenges Wight's problematic

definition of political theory - a definition Wight characterizes as the "traditional meaning" of

political theory "from Plato onwards" - noting that such definition "is particularly bizarre since

one of the things we know for sure about Plato is that he had no experience of a `state', much less

a `sovereign' state". In its place, Brown offers a decidedly less state-centric formulation: political

theory as "the study of the search for justice in society".56 

There is no question that Brown's alternative definition of political theory is a vast

improvement over that of "speculation about the state", allowing, as it does, for a much broader

and far richer understanding of international theory as a discourse not separate from - but rather a

part of - political theory. This revised understanding continues to allow for "speculation about

relations between states" without limiting international theory to consideration of this dimension

of world politics alone. What must be highlighted as problematic, however, is the way that

Brown's definition of political theory counters more than just the notion of political theory as

"speculation about the state". Significantly, it also reinforces the tendency to marginalize Wight's
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second definition of political theory, which he contrasts with that of international theory as the

"theory of survival": political theory as the "theory of the good life".57 

Just as Wight's notion of political theory as "speculation about the state" (as opposed to

justice in society) limits thinking about world politics, so a notion of political theory/

international theory as oriented to the question of justice (as opposed to the good life) limits our

thinking about ethics. As was already noted, modern theories of justice are theories of right

action, of obligation, which develop and refine their notions of the former as they exclude and

marginalize deliberations about the good. 

The point can be made in terms of the classical origins of political theory. Brown is

certainly correct to point out that Plato was a stranger to the modern notion of the "sovereign

state". It is also true, however, that Plato would have been equally mystified by the modern

notion of justice, not simply because of the fact that "over time the scope of `justice' has steadily

widened, coming more and more to incorporate international as well as domestic concerns",58 but

because of the modern limitation of ethics to procedural morality, separated from discussions

about qualitative distinctions about the good. As Taylor notes, the broader notion of ethics which

does not separate, but rather links the just and good also allows for a consideration of more than

right action in regard to others. It includes as well what, for want of a better term, he calls

"spiritual" questions relating to human identity - "what underlies our own dignity, or questions

about what makes our lives meaningful or fulfilling....", in short, what makes our lives worth

living.59 It was these questions no less than those of right action that were central to classical

political thinkers, even as they have been expunged from so much modern ethical discourse.
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In sum, from one perspective what we have in international ethics is a rich plurality of

contending traditions offering radically different answers to the question "what is justice?" From

another, however, international ethics is characterized by a limited discourse which is grounded

in assumptions about the "good and just life", but which does not provide a vocabulary for a

reasoned assessment of those assumptions. Accordingly, what is required is a re-definition of

international theory which not only goes beyond the limits set by the notion of "speculation

about the society of states" but which also challenges the constraints imposed by modern

conceptions of ethics as theories of the right.

iv) Andrew Linklater

Andrew Linklater's Men and Citizens in the Theory of International Relations was a path-

breaking work when it first appeared and remains a major contribution in the effort to articulate a

vision of a more "humanized international relations".60 His concern with developing a self-

consciously critical approach to world politics - an approach making human emancipation a

central preoccupation - has been a challenge to the mainstream and an inspiration to theorists on

the margins. And his conception of critical theory as one affirming that "the normative purpose

of social inquiry should be considered before all else"61 has helped to promote both reflexivity

and ethical reflection in a discipline not noted for its attentiveness to either.

Linklater's work offers important resources for addressing the question of the "good life"

in global terms. To begin, he is highly critical of the utilitarian ethics of neo-functionalist

thought - an ethics, it should be stressed, which prides itself on its rejection of the "myth of the

common good".62 Rather, Linklater takes his cue from neo-hegelians such as T. H. Greene,
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orienting his work in support of the project of the "extension of the area of the common good".63

Additionally, one notes an explicit concern to link the classical emphasis on the good as

indispensable to discussions of ethics to modern discussions of international justice.64 Finally, his

work evidences a concern both with the material conditions of life,65 as well as a commitment to

expose false universalizations and to resist unnecessary exclusions of difference.66

At the same time, there are limitations in Linklater's arguments. For despite explicit

reference to the centrality of the good, Linklater develops his arguments in support of ethical

universality and the "extension of moral and political community"67 beyond the state in terms

very much derivative of theories of the right. One sees this in his contrasting of the notions of

internal and external obligation,68 in his promotion of a conversation of moral claims leading to

the formation of "community expectations about right action",69 and in the fact that his

discussion of the "good international citizen" is largely limited to explicating the notion of

"citizenship" while saying surprisingly little about the "good".70

Formulating ethics in terms of a theory of the right is hardly surprising, given Linklater's

heavy - though not uncritical - reliance on Kant. However, it can be argued that it is in

Linklater's attempt to outline an explicitly "critical" approach - and his attending efforts to

integrate the work of contemporary critical theorists such as Habermas71 - that one can identify a

reinforcement of the traditional Kantian privileging of the right over the good. As Taylor notes,

the concern to define some criterion or procedure which will allow us to derive all and only the

things we are obliged to do typifies Habermas' communicative ethics as well, where one is

enjoined to
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think what norm would be agreed by all the people affected, if they could

deliberate together in ideal conditions of unconstrained communication.72

The difficulty with formulating questions of ethics in this way parallels arguments made

above. For example, Linklater may be right to conclude that our obligations are prior to the state;

but what of the rejoinder that a conception of the good life is, of necessity, prior to notions of

obligation? Furthermore, the weakness of deontological ethics of the Kantian (or Habermasian

variety) is not just that they risk devolving into empty formalisms, (a weakness Linklater

notes),73 but that they cannot provide an answer to the question of why we should respect our

obligations without assuming some notion of the good.

The problems attached to inarticulacy about the good become even more acute in light of

Linklater's promotion of Habermas' solution to the problem of defending universals in the

absence of ultimate foundations: what Habermas has termed the "unforced force of the better

argument".74 As Brown has noted, in the present context it is imperative that critical theorists

"resist unnecessary obscurity"75 - a minimal requirement, to be sure, for any approach trying to

achieve the position of "better argument". Yet it is just such obscurity on matters of the good that

is entailed by formulating questions in terms of theories of the right. To the extent that

conceptions of the good/ good life are unreflectively smuggled in and not subjected to critical

review, the danger of falsely universalizing and unnecessarily excluding difference becomes that

much the greater.

Inarticulacy about the good is also a liability in terms of Linklater's efforts to promote a

reflexive orientation on the part of students of world politics. In the face of incommensurability

of theoretical traditions, scholars must expand their criteria of reasoned assessment to include the
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politico-normative content of contending interpretations and prescriptions.76 This, in turn,

touches upon the question of the identity of international relations scholars: the answer we give

to "which interpretation of world politics is most persuasive" and "what shall we do in response"

cannot be divorced from the question of "who we are" and "who we want to be". To answer

these questions requires that we be at least minimally articulate on matters of the good as well as

the right.

Perhaps most critically, however, is the importance of articulacy about the good to

Linklater's efforts to develop a mode of theorizing oriented to promoting human emancipation.

Put simply, international ethics may have no more vital task than to articulate visions of the good

that the wider human community can draw upon as they deliberate about the world in which they

live - both to understand it and to change it. For as inarticulacy cramps our ability to make sense

of ourselves and our world, so articulations of the good "can bring us close to the good as a

moral source":77 

To come closer to them, to come to grasp what they involve, is for those who

recognize them to be moved to love or respect them, and through this love/

respect to be better enabled to live up to them. And articulation can bring them

closer. That is why words can empower; why words can at time have tremendous

moral force.78

In short, notes Taylor, "Moral sources empower."

Conclusion
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The contrast between moral theory oriented to the right as opposed to the good

challenges many of our most basic assumptions about the field of international ethics. If it is true

that most theorizing about international ethics is done in some variant of a theory of the right,

then it places the established debates between Kantian-liberals and utilitarian-realists in a new

light. Specifically, it directs us to see that this debate, while a real debate, is also a limited one.

Indeed, it might even be suggested that the debate parallels the real but also limited debates

between neoliberals and neorealists that mark so much mainstream American IR discourse. 

Accordingly, efforts to expand the realm of theoretical-empirical discourse in the

discipline more generally must have their parallel in the field of international ethics. Expanding

ethical discourse to create room for contending articulations of the good - for reasoned

deliberations about qualitative distinctions of the good - is imperative if international ethics is

not to blunder about in the same fog of inarticulacy that has plagued normative theory generally.

It is doubly imperative if international ethics is to be reconstituted as a truly “critical” discourse

about world politics.
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