The
Deeper
Revolution

How Worldviews Shape
Western International
Politics

Emily Lange




The Deeper Revolution

How Wotldviews Shape Western International Politics

Emily Lange

Institut fiir Sozialstrategie (1£S)
PIRON Global Development
Bonn 2025



CONTENTS

Foreword
Introduction
Chapter 1. Martin Wight and International Relations theory
1. A Biographical Introduction to Martin Wight
1.2. An Approach to International Politics
2. Wight’s Historiography and Body Of Concepts
2.1. The Birth of the Modern State
2.2. Doctrinal Conflagrations
2.3. Revolutionism
3. The Doctrinal Conflagration Framework of Analysis
3.1. The Framework of Analysis
3.2. Key-Concepts in the Framework of Analysis
Chapter 2. The First Doctrinal Conflagration: The Reformation
1. Phase 1: Medieval Christendom
1.1. An Embedded Christian Society
1.2. The Politics of Medieval Christendom
1.3. Christianity as Dominant Doctrine and Worldview
2. Phase 2: Rising Challenges to Church and Christendom
2.1. Political and Religious Expectations on the Ground
2.2. Theological Debates and Innovations from Above
2.3. Political Crisis at the Heart of the Church
3. Phase 3: The Conflagration
3.1. Luther Nails it
3.2. From Luther to the Pope (top-down movements)
3.3. From Luther to the Peasants (bottom-up movements)
3.4. From Luther to Politics
3.5. Doctrinal Disputes
3.6. “Revolutionary” Wars
4. Phase 4: A Divided Christendom
4.1. Inadvertent Beneficiaries
4.2. The Death of Christendom

Chapter 3. The Second Doctrinal Conflagration: The French Revolution

1. Phase 1: Post-Christendom and European Seculardoms
1.1. The Western States-system
1.2. The Rise of the Modern State
2. Phase 2: Tensions within the French State
2.1. Enlightenment Critique
2.2. Ancien Régime and Society
2.3. The Glorious Revolution
3. Phase 3: The French Revolution

19
19
21
28
29
32
33
37
37
40
48
49
50
51
54
55
56
62
72
78
80
83
84
88
93
99
101
102
104
107
108
109
112
123
123
127
133
135



3.1. Key Events in the French Revolution
3.2. Republicanism, Jacobinism, and Revolutionary Wars
4. Phase 4: The New Balance of Power
4.1. The Concert of Europe
4.2. Emancipations
4.3. Modern Ideological Politics
Chapter 4. The Third Doctrinal Conflagration: The Russian Revolution
1. Phase 1: Europe in the Balance
1.1. The Age of Empires
1.2. Dominant Doctrines in the Nineteenth Century
1.3. Russia in the Nineteenth Century
2. Phase 2: A Century of Tension and Upheaval
2.1. A Modern, Industrialised, and Politicised Society
2.2. The Rise of Nationalism
2.3. Ideas and Ideologies
2.4. Political Context in Russia
3. Phase 3: The Russian Revolution
3.1. War and Revolution in 1917
3.2. Sights of Revolutionary War
3.3. Doctrines in Clash
4. Phase 4: A Post-War World
4.1. The World Post-Second World War
4.2. Inadvertent Beneficiaries and Modern Political Principles
Chapter 5. The American Revolution
1. The American Context
1.1. The American Colonies and Colonial Society
1.2. America and Britain: From Neglect to Intervention
1.3. Political and Theological Background Debates
1.4. American Revolution and Independence
2. Placing the American Revolution
2.1. The American Revolution as Part of the Second Wave of International
Revolutions
2.2. The American Revolution as Part of a British Revolution
2.3. The American Revolution as a Doctrinal Conflagration
2.4. The American Revolution: Conclusions
Chapter 6. Western International Society Today
1. Setting the Scene: From Liberal Optimism to Current Uncertainties
1.1. America’s Gift to International History: Liberal Internationalism

2. Historical Context: American Foreign Policy since the American Revolution

135
137
139
140
141
148
13
154
154
156
158
159
160
163
167
175
180
181
187
191
198
200
202
208
209
209
211
215
223
224

224
230
234
240
243
244
247
249



2.1. From Isolationism to Internationalism
2.2. Wilson and Wilsonianism
2.3. The Promise of the League of Nations
2.4. The Variants of Wilsonianism
2.5. Imperialist Neo-Wilsonianism
3. The Philosophical Assumptions of Liberal Internationalism
3.1. Liberal Philosophy and Democracy
3.2. The Kantian Type of International Theory
3.3. A Procrustean Project
4. Current Conflagration—Phase 1: Western Liberal Internationalism
4.1. Liberal iNternationalism within a Secular Humanist Worldview
4.2. American Liberal Internationalism
5. Current Conflagration—Phase 2: Challenges to American Liberal Internationalism
5.1. Inadvertent Beneficiaries in the Western Liberal Order
5.2. Emergent Challenges to Liberal Internationalism
5.3. Alternatives to Liberal Internationalism
5.4. Signs of Doctrinal Conflagration
6. Current Conflagration: Concluding Reflections
Conclusion
Acknowledgements
References

249
250
253
254
257
259
259
264
267
270
271
274
279
279
281
293
298
301
309
323
325



FOREWORD

The Deeper Revolution is the first book of a young scholar, Emily
Lange, and is characterized by a “big think” that has become rare in the past few
years of international relations scholarship. Perhaps new scholars are best
poised to think boldly, for they have not been socialized yet into the ruts of the

discipline and may look afresh at international affairs.

Lange understands that behind what we think are the forces that matter
in international politics is a view of the forces that have mattered in
international politics — over the /longue durée. She wants to look anew at history
and make an argument about what matters. She ventures that ideas matter —
ideologies, philosophies, programs — and that they operate relatively
independently from material causes. More so, she thinks that religion matters.
In her training in the field, she has felt herself “swimming in an overarching
secularist way of seeing the world,” which “was not only suspicious of, but

tended to exclude any faith-based or religious contributions and perspectives.”

So, she turned to the writings of Martin Wight, the British international
relations theorist of the middle twentieth century who also sought to look
outside the reigning views of his time, especially a materialist realism, and to tell
the big story of international history. To boot he wrote out of his Christian
convictions. She seeks to reconstruct, develop, elaborate and expand Wight’s
theory of international history. It proceeds through “doctrinal conflagrations”
she says, by which she means a series of world-historical revolutions that are
primary driven by ideas that challenge reigning normative international orders:
The Protestant Reformation, the French Revolution, and the Russian
Revolution. She shows how in each one of these revolutions ideas challenged
the reigning international order, a period of contestation resulted, and then a

new order was established.

She then boldly proposes to contribute two additional conflagrations.
The first is the American Revolution. Intriguingly, the second is going on today,
she argues, as the liberal international order that seemed to have triumphed at
the end of the Cold War is being challenged by populism, nationalism, and
religion. Her attention to secularism leads her to stress this latter factor, which
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the liberal international order has suppressed. As the US. begins the second
term of President Donald Trump, the outcome of today’s conflagration is yet

to be seen.

Lange is careful, rigorous, and precise in her method, but sweeping, bold
and monumental in her claims: big think. The Deeper Revolution is a book that
every international relations scholar ought to read. It does for all of us what she
has sought to do at the outset of her career, challenge the narrowness of the
discipline and raise the big questions that we have forgotten. It is also a book
for a wider audience. As an interdisciplinary contribution, it goes beyond her
field and invites scholars of other disciplines to consider international politics,
history and theology as interconnected, carving out a space of conversation
across academic fields. In this way, it is a book intended for any interested reader
of our current times, inviting us to take a step back, explore the political history
of the West and come back to the present by considering a revolution that
comes from wotldviews, which shape, as they have always shaped, international

politics.

Daniel Philpott
Professor of Political Science at the University of Notre Dame
27 February 2025



INTRODUCTION

“How would we tell the story of the last 500 years of international
politics in the Western world?” — I knew this was a tricky question to pose to a
group of academics who would immediately pick on keywords and ask, who is
the “we”, why only the Western world, and why “story” — is that even an
academic exercise? I was at the “History and Theory of International Relations
Colloquium”, at the University of Groningen, presenting the main findings of
my doctoral research. My audience were the leading experts in History and
Theory of International Relations, so I did not risk waiting for rejoinders I
might struggle to fence off. My question was more to arrest their attention, and
garner gut reactions that might reveal how embedded we are in overarching
narratives and ways of seceing the world. And this remains one of the

motivations for writing this book.

As a student of International Relations in the New University of Lisbon,
I felt myself swimming in an overarching secularist way of seeing the world,
which was not only suspicious of, but tended to exclude any faith-based or
religious contributions and perspectives. Like a fish that does not usually
question the water it swims in, I hardly realised the extent to which this
worldview was grounded in the story being told of how international politics
emerged and developed. In very broad terms it went something like this:
Medieval times were most unfortunate “Dark Ages”, but thankfully the story of
our modern Europe (sort of 500 years ago) starts when we began to see the
light. The Renaissance and the Enlightenment brought us humanism and
rationalism, releasing us from the shackles of mysticism and belief. From a
shady world of Church-dominated politics, modern political Europe was
founded on political philosophers, rational thought, and social contracts. It was
a bumpy but progressive process, clinched by the French Revolution, which
dealt the final blows to the coffin of religion and Church while also swiping off
the king’s head. Liberté, égalité, fraternité — Western Europe galloping towards
an increasingly rules-based, rights-oriented, liberal, constitutional and
democratic society and politics. And, of course, Western Europe led the way the
whole world was expected to follow.

Fortunately, I stumbled upon Martin Wight in the library. That and

4
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several other encounters began a slow journey that uncovered many holes in
this narrative. Medieval times, apparently, also had a lot of light, and their
contributions seeped into the modern wotld — a clean cut is not really possible
between medieval and modern Europe. The foundation of modern political
(Western) Europe brings with it many medieval theological assumptions, while
the first political philosophers (i.e., John Locke, Thomas Hobbes) wete steeped
in God-talk and veritable theological commentators. While the Protestant
Reformation was not even mentioned in my history lectures, it played a pivotal
role in the transition from medieval to modern times, while also being the
context for the first social contract theories. The French Revolution was as dark
as it was bright, gifting us democracy alongside tyranny, republicanism alongside
totalitarianism. Finally, we ought to lament the damaging assumption that
Western Europe was a paradigm of development to be followed, be it in the
destructive heritage of colonialism but also in more recent imperialist attempts

to dictate development and impose democracy or other “Western ideologies.”

While reading Martin Wight’s Power Politics, I became inspired to write
the doctoral thesis which is discussed in this book. In a sense, this British
histotian and international relations theorist asked himself the question 1
started with. And he sought to develop a different answer than that which was
being presented by his contemporaries.

Martin Wight claimed the story of the last five hundred years could be
told by looking at three “international revolutions,” and that this lens offered a
“different picture of international society.””' Instead of starting international
political analysis by looking at sovereign states as self-contained “units,” or by
looking at the rise and fall of powerful states and their empires, Wight invited
readers to look for “the recurrent blaze of conviction and fanaticism.” Under
this lens, Wight identified three key historic moments which he called “doctrinal
conflagrations”. By “conflagration”, think violent clash. Wight’s “doctrinal
conflagration” capture historic moments when the world was set on fire by
belief and change, sparked off when certain ideas crystallised into revolutionary
doctrines, conflicted with other political doctrines, led to international
revolutions, and reshaped the history of the Western world. To Wight, these
doctrinal conflagrations led to three waves of international revolution: the first
! Power Politics, pp.86-87. “International society” is the international community where the state is the

key player, but where there is a recognition that other actors are involved, both above (inter or
supranationally) as well as below state level (the individual).

5
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began with the Protestant Reformation, the second with the French Revolution;
the third with the Russian Revolution.

Wight was writing in the 1940s, challenging his contemporaries and
arguing that international politics could not be understood simply in terms of
“mechanics,” or material considerations; for states—or as he usually described
them, “powers”—“have qualitative differences as well as quantitative,” and
people “possess not only territories, raw materials and weapons, but also beliefs
and opinions.”? When the default analysis of his day (and to a certain extent this
remains true today) was to tell the story of international politics as the sequence
of dominance and fluctuations of balance between states, Wight read history
from a wotldview which values ideas, opinion, conviction, belief and faith. This
allowed him to see more clearly the power and effect these may carry — both

positive and negative.

While recent decades have enriched us with contributions from
constructivist, feminist and postmodern perspectives,’ bringing us different
“histories” that often contest traditional readings and also highlight the
importance of ideas, many of them fail to challenge secularist assumptions and
end up not accounting for or fully understanding the role and power of belief,
faith and religion. Wight was convinced that political power “varies very much
in effectiveness according to the strength of the beliefs that inspire its use.”™ In
times of ideological resurgence, and in a still very religious world, recovering
Wight’s proposal is a timely contribution to discussions today, particularly when
he does not shy away from including religious fervour and strength of belief
into his narrative of the last five hundred years of the Western political world.

Nevertheless, Wight does not claim his reading holds the “key to
history,” which is a sobering reminder in the way we go about commenting,
theory-building and discussing. Each reading (these chapters included) holds its

own interpretive lens and carries unspoken assumptions. We cannot do

? Wight, Power Politics, p.81.

* In International Relations, constructivist proposals reinforce the importance and value of ideas in the
international arena; the material power of states (e.g., GDP or size of its military) are not all that matters
— its ideas (ideology) also affect politics and the potential for partnership. Constructivist proposals also
draw from the idea that reality (whole or in part) is constructed by ideas and theories, criticising great
power politics for conferring too much power on states and contributing towards international political
instability. Along with feminist and postmodern perspectives, there is an effort to deconstruct many of
the more traditional concepts within International Relations, and bring to light ignored voices or lenses.

* Wight, Power Politics, p.81.
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otherwise, and the healthy way forward is not to stop or block discussion, rather,
to seek greater humility and self-awareness when exchanging views. By
looking at Wight’s or others’ assumptions, we open up the way to questioning

our own.

Wight’s chosen lens, the “recurrent blaze of conviction and fanaticism”,
led him to find three doctrinal conflagrations as key moments that reshaped the
Western world. In this book, our starting point is Wight’s lens and we will
consider what this tells us about the story we tell ourselves regarding Western
international politics. As we examine the ideological transitions that occurred
during these three revolutions, we will consider what this reading brings to our

current times.

Why Martin Wight?

When I stumbled upon Wight, I had no idea who he was beyond the fact
he was one of many theorists of the twentieth century we were supposed to get
acquainted with as part of our lectures in Theory of International Relations at
the NOVA University of Lisbon. And so, I found myself in the library, reading
his most famous work, Power Politics. There was much I did not understand,
but I was generally struck with a sense that this was a wise and moral author.
Attracted by his history of ideas approach, I found in his book the lines that
inspired my thesis. His historical depth, prudence and moral consideration were
refreshing compared to most of the political analyses and commentaries I had
come across. Only later did I find out that Martin Wight was known for
precisely this, an unusual combination of classical and philosophical knowledge,
depth of thought, breadth of knowledge and wisdom. Later still, I found out
he had been a committed Christian, a conscientious objector during the Second
World War, and involved in the UK Christian student ministry and the Wozld
Council of Churches. If his theological background made some of his fellow
scholars uncomfortable, others have remarked on how unique Wight’s
contribution becomes through the way he integrated his theological reflections

into his theorisation.

Some people today may not want to listen to an old Western author who
peop y may
grew up in a society with an imperialist overhang. Wight has been criticised for

being Eurocentric and as with any other person, we ought to take his ideas with
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The Deeper Revolution is characterized by a “big think” that
has become rare in the past few years of international
relations scholarship. Lange understands that behind what we
think are the forces that matter in international politics is a
view of the forces that have mattered in international politics
— over the /ongue durée. She wants to look anew at history and
make an argument about what matters. She ventures that ideas
matter — ideologies, philosophies, programs — and that they
operate relatively independently from material causes. More

5o, she thinks that religion matters.

Lange is careful, rigorous, and precise in her method, but
sweeping, bold and monumental in her claims: big think. The
Deeper Revolution is a book that every international relations
scholar ought to read. It is also a book for a wider audience...
intended for any intetested reader of our current times,
inviting us to take a step back, explore the political history of
the West and come back to the present by considering a
revolution that comes from worldviews, which shape, as they

have always shaped international politics.
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