Herbert Butterfield, the English School

and the civilizing virtues of diplomacy

PAUL SHARP*

One of the things you ought to be discussing is the question whether the sheer
technique of diplomacy really adds anything to the life of the world—does diplomacy
do more than simply oil the wheels of international intercourse—has it a creative role so
that it can achieve something apart from what power as such can achieve—and what are
the limits of what diplomacy can do, especially when it has to grapple with power?'

Does diplomacy matter, and can the study of it yield anything of importance for
our understanding of what happens and what ought to happen in international
relations? I shall attempt a response to these questions by examining Herbert
Butterfield’s thought on the institutions and processes by which the members of
an international society represent themselves and their interests to one another.
My inquiry is prompted by two considerations. The first is a rather narrow scholarly
concern with the way Butterfield’s place in the English School has been inter-
preted by proponents of the latter’s revival in recent years. He 1s in danger of being
written out of the story as a man who did much to get one of the English School’s
precursors, the British Committee on the Theory of International Politics (British
Committee), up and running, but whose own intellectual contribution to its work
was at best modest, and at worst at odds with the real spirit of inquiry and specu-
lation which animated the subsequent development of the committee’s work.>

* I am grateful to an anonymous reviewer, Raymond Cohen, Geoft Wiseman, Alan James, Robert Jackson
and Richard Langhorne for their comments on earlier versions of this article, and to the University
Library and the Centre of International Studies at Cambridge University for their help.

Herbert Butterfield, undated submission to C. A. W. Manning on the establishment of an undergraduate
programme in International Relations at the London School of Economics, Butterfield papers, file 295,
Cambridge University. The paper was read for him, December 1948. For this and Manning’s response
see file s31.

Ian Hall’s ‘History, Christianity and diplomacy: Sir Herbert Butterfield and International Relations’,
Review of International Studies 28, 2002, pp. 719—36, will, I am sure, do much to stimulate further interest
in Butterfield. The British Committee on the Theory of International Politics was set up principally by
Herbert Butterfield with encouragement from Kenneth Thompson and funding from the Rockefeller
Foundation in the late 1950s. Other figures associated with its founding were Martin Wight and Hedley
Bull. The key concept associated with their work was the idea of an international society which, to an
unspecified extent (contested to this day), is said to mitigate the effects of international anarchy. For an
excellent interpretative history of the committee and the ‘English School’ to which its deliberations gave
rise see Tim Dunne, Inventing intemational society: a history of the English School (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1998).
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This interpretation is based on an overly narrow sampling of Butterfield’s work
which excludes from consideration his historical research, his essays on historio-
graphy, and his commentaries on Christian ethics and the great international
questions of his day. Thanks not least to the contributions of scholars working in
the English School tradition in recent years, a broader conception of what it means
to theorize about international relations has emerged, making it easier to include
writings such as these as both evidence for and contributions to our discussions.?

My second, and more important, reason for revisiting Butterfield is that
within the broader corpus of his work is to be found a way of getting beyond
the important, but necessarily first-order discussions of the nature of inter-
national society which continue to be the subject of the most interesting
English School debates. Considerable progress has been made in this regard in
recent years by scholars who have deployed the techniques of historical socio-
logy to build upon the British Committee’s insight that international societies
should be regarded primarily as historical phenomena.* These gains have been
purchased, however, at the expense of putting another British Committee
insight, that international relations are nothing more or less than the conduct of
human beings informed by their reflections, at risk by emphasizing the structural
and technological conditions which constrain and enable what happens.?

The members of the British Committee maintained that at the heart of what
happens and what might happen in international relations lies diplomacy, and
that at the heart of any worthwhile theory of international relations must lie a
theory of diplomacy; but neither they nor anyone else subsequently were able
to do much with this insight. What has emerged, instead, is a series of reflec-
tions on the requirements of good diplomacy in general which seems to rest
heavily on the experience of a particular historical epoch. Butterfield’s own
contributions to the published work of the British Committee, his essays on the
balance of power and the new and historical (as he termed it) diplomacy, are
prime examples of what some have characterized as nostalgia for a rather
uncritical and selective portrayal of the international relations of eighteenth-
century Europe, what Butterfield calls ‘the golden age of diplomacy’.® However,

See e.g. Ole Waever, ‘Four meanings of international society: a trans-Atlantic dialogue’, in B. A.
Roberson, ed., International society and the development of International Relations theory (London: Pinter, 1998),
p. 80; Roger Epp, ‘“The “Augustinian moment” in international politics: Niebuhr, Butterfield, Wight
and the reclaiming of a tradition’, International Politics Research Paper no. 10 (Department of
International Politics, University College of Wales, Aberystwyth, 1991); and, more recently, Charles
Jones, ‘Christianity and the English School’, paper presented at the annual convention of the
International Studies Association, Chicago, 2001.

See e.g. Barry Buzan and Richard Little, International systems in world history: remaking the study of
International Relations (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000).

For an exchange on the extent and the significance of this tilt towards structures, see Ian Hall, ‘Still the
English patient? Closure and inventions in the English School’, and Barry Buzan and Richard Little,
‘The “English patient” strikes back: a response to Hall’s mis-diagnosis’, both in International Affairs 77: 4,
Oct. 2001, pp. 931—46.

‘The balance of power” and ‘The new diplomacy and historical diplomacy’, in Herbert Butterfield and
Martin Wight, Diplomatic investigations (London: Allen & Unwin, 1966). All sources cited below are
Herbert Butterfield unless attributed otherwise. The ‘golden age’ quote is from his notes for a lecture on
‘The character of eighteenth century diplomacy,” Butterfield papers, file 328, Cambridge University.
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[ shall argue that elsewhere in his writings are to be found the elements of not
just a theory of diplomacy between sovereign states, but what amounts to a
theory of how human relations are and might be conducted between groups
that seek to live separately from one another and hold this separation to be both
good and desirable.”

This diplomatic theory of international relations is grounded in Butterfield’s
philosophy of history, and especially his conviction, borrowed from the German
Historical School and developed in his own essays on historiography, that it is
impossible to understand fully the life experiences and priorities of those separated
from us by time and space. It recommends, on the basis of the necessarily incom-
plete and partial understanding with which the subjects of his own historical
research conducted their affairs, a position of emotional distance and intellectual
detachment from most of the great international issues and the terms in which
they are argued over at any particular time. And finally, Butterfield’s Christian
ethics suggest how diplomats ought to conduct themselves and how they ought
to enjoin those they represent to conduct themselves. In a world of separate,
partial and, in their respective judgements of one another, imperfect people,
right conduct should seek to embody self-restraint and charity towards others.

Diplomacy

‘Diplomacy’ is a notoriously tricky term. People like to use it because the word
conveys a certain weight to what they want to describe thus, composed in equal
parts of status, power, mystery, ambiguity and, less certainly, virtue. They use it,
however, to convey many and different things. Particularly in the United States,
people use the term as a synonym for statecraft, foreign policy and, indeed,
international relations in general. Henry Kissinger’s book Diplomacy might
accurately have had any one of these terms as its title, but—with the possible
exception of ‘statecraft’—mnone of them would have conveyed so well both the
general scope of the human activity and the part he sets out for judicious obser-
vation and agency within it.®

In contrast, others often insist that the term ‘diplomacy’ should be reserved
for the way in which accredited representatives of sovereigns, or those organiza-
tions established by sovereigns to serve their collective purposes, contribute to
the making and implementation of policies which are decided upon by political
leaders. To do otherwise, in their view, is to commit a formal error with practical
consequences. The least of these is that the observer will fail to grasp, and
probably underestimate, the importance of professional diplomats for an under-
standing of what happens in international relations. The greatest is that such
wrongheadedness about what is and what is not diplomacy will lead to a

For another approach to recovering prescriptive pluralism in the English School tradition, see John
Williams, ‘Territorial borders, toleration and the English School’, Review of International Studies 28, 2002,
pp- 737-58.

Henry Kissinger, Diplomacy (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1994).

857



Paul Sharp

systematic depreciation of the work of diplomats, together with the resources
and the conditions they need in order to function effectively.

Finally, there exists what we may regard as the common usage of ‘diplomacy’
to signify a particular way of conducting human relations involving the appli-
cation of intelligence and tact by people who can respond to special calls on
what are common qualifications and virtues.? In this conception is contained
the idea of communicating without causing unnecessary or, at least, unwanted
offence. To be a diplomat in this sense is generally regarded as a good thing, for
there are many difficult things in life which have to be communicated to those
who will not want to hear them. The fact that people may not want to hear
what is to be communicated, however, opens up the possibility that dirty work
is afoot and has to be concealed or obscured. In its common use, therefore, the
idea of diplomacy carries troubling connotations, and to call someone a good
diplomat is not always a compliment.

The argument implied here over how diplomacy is properly to be defined
cannot be settled decisively, not least because other people will continue to use
the term in different ways. Nor should we want to declare it settled in this sense,
for all that will result in is the need to break off relations with those who persist
in refusing the diktat. In what follows, therefore, I will use the term ‘diplomacy’
in a particular version of the common usage outlined above, namely to suggest a
way in which relations between groups that regard themselves as separate ought
to be conducted if the principle of living in groups is to be retained as a good,
and if unnecessary and unwanted conflict is to have a chance of being avoided.
This prescriptive conception of diplomacy is derived from Butterfield’s argu-
ment that we should look to the accumulated historical experience of relations
between sovereign states, as these are conducted principally by professional
diplomats, if we want to understand how international relations might be made
more civilized. Its application, however, is not restricted to the relations
between sovereign states.

Diplomacy and the British Committee

In their own treatments of diplomacy, Butterfield and his colleagues provide
considerable evidence of the slippery character of the term. They use it in differ-
ent ways from one another and, at times, in different ways within their own
writings. Bull, for example, explicitly identifies different uses of the term and
then indicates the one in which he is interested and about which he intends to
write. Wight and Butterfield, in contrast, sometimes write about diplomacy as
the activity of diplomats and sometimes as the core component of the whole
ensemble of international relations (usages which are not necessarily inconsis-
tent with one another). Nevertheless, there is little room for doubt that
diplomacy, however conceived, was supposed to lie at the centre of the British

9 Nevile Bland, ed., Satow’s guide to diplomatic practice (London: Longman, Green, 1958), pp. T, vii; M.
Bernard, Four lectures on subjects connected with diplomacy (London: Macmillan, 1868), p. 148.
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Committee’s quest for international theory. The committee’s most well-known
collection of published papers is called Diplomatic investigations, and here the
term ‘diplomatic’ is not merely a synonym for ‘international relations’. As
Butterfield and Wight make clear in their preface, they are not interested in
foreign policy or the limits or uses of international theory so much as in ‘the
diplomatic community itself’. The ‘assumptions and ideas of diplomacy’ as a
matter for investigation they rank second only to ‘the nature of the international
states-system itself’. Indeed, on one occasion Wight calls the diplomatic system
the ‘master institution of international society’."®

Yet, as Neumann notes, the rich flow of reflections on the idea of inter-
national societies prompted by the British Committee’s work has not been
matched by a comparable output on diplomacy from either the original
members or their successors."" It is not so much that they did not try. Explicitly
devoted to diplomacy, we have among the British Committee’s published
works the two essays by Butterfield noted above, a chapter by Bull, an essay and
lectures by Wight and a book by Watson. However, these efforts have been
either largely ignored or judged to be less fruitful than the rest of their work.'?

Butterfield’s two essays in Diplomatic investigations suggest why this is so. The
first begins by examining the origins of the idea of the balance of power, but the
essay’s centre of gravity lies in asserting what the consequences of a balance of
power system existing between states must be for what they do. Conduct
oneself with restraint, Butterfield says, and ally with others against those who do
not. Ignore the first injunction and you will eventually come unstuck. Ignore
the second and possibly everyone will come unstuck. These injunctions are
given a law-like quality for emphasis because Butterfield believed that they had
been forgotten, ignored or actively rejected by the great powers in the first half
of the twentieth century, with devastating consequences.

That this is his preoccupation becomes clearer in the second essay, on new
and historical diplomacy. This is, for the most part, a Nicolsonian attack on the
conference diplomacy of the League of Nations and the Wilsonian assumptions
about democracy and foreign policy on which that system rested. Nineteen-
nineteen and all that, he alleges, resulted from ‘a facile attempt to pander to the

' Butterfield and Wight, Diplomatic investigations, preface, pp. 11—12. Martin Wight, Power politics, ed.
Hedley Bull and Carsten Holbraad (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1979), p. 113. It should be noted that
Wight tended to use the terms ‘system’ and ‘society’ interchangeably, while Bull sought to distinguish
between the two. It is useful to think of them as the poles of a continuum along which actual
international systems/societies occupy positions determined by the degree to which they manifest
accepted conventions and rules about what is and ought to be going on.

Iver Neumann, The English School and diplomacy, Discussion Papers in Diplomacy no. 79, March 2002.
Three recent exceptions are Robert Jackson, ‘Martin Wight’s thought on diplomacy’ (published in
Diplomacy and Statecraft 13: 4, Dec. 2002, pp. 1-28), Geoffrey Wiseman, ‘Adam Watson on diplomacy’,
and Andrew Hurrell, ‘Hedley Bull and diplomacy’, all papers presented at the International Studies
Annual Convention, New Orleans, March 2002.

Martin Wight's chapter on diplomacy in Power politics and three lectures on the theory of diplomacy in
Martin Wight, International theory: the three traditions, ed. Gabriele Wight and Brian Porter (Leicester:
Leicester University Press, 1991), Hedley Bull’s chapter on ‘Diplomacy and international order’ in The
anarchical society (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1977) and Adam Watson’s Diplomacy: the dialogue between states
(London: Methuen, 1983).
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masses’ by people who should have been asserting ‘the continuity of history’
and the importance of gaining all we can from historical experience. It is possible,
he continues, that ‘statesmanship and the rules of policy are not amenable to the
kind of arbitrary re-definition that was envisaged in the years after 1919’, and
that if there are ‘rules of diplomacy and laws of foreign policy, then these must
be valid for men, women, whites, blacks, monarchies or democracies, cabinets
or parliaments’. The techniques of diplomacy may change, but rules of policy
and the way in which ‘consequences proceed out of causes in international
relations’ cannot. There must be, therefore, ‘if not something like a science of
diplomacy’, then ‘at least a ripe kind of wisdom’ about ‘the nature of diplomacy
itself’."3

It is not hard to see how both articles provide ammunition for the claim that
the English School, in its classical variant at least, is nothing more than political
realism with manners. If this is so, then the door to further theorizing about
diplomacy is effectively closed. As far as those who agree with the claim are
concerned, everything of importance on the subject of diplomacy has already
been said by the great thinkers associated with power politics and the rise of the
modern states-system and is reflected in the principles of diplomatic theory."*
All that 1s needed are reminders from time to time that this is so when theore-
tical debates become too detached from the ‘realities’ of international politics.
For the rest, the student of diplomacy’s time is best spent undertaking empirical
studies of a broadly historical nature which confirm the essentials of the business
and the underlying realities that provide its character.">

In contrast, those who accept neither political realism as the last word on
international relations nor the claim that the English School is no more than
political realism dressed up seek to imply that Butterfield has not grasped that
which was so potentially fruitful in the work of his colleagues, notably Martin
Wight. In their view, international relations theory is not a process of discover-
ing and affirming what are mistakenly taken to be fixed and objective truths
about the real nature of international relations.' It is more accurately seen as
both a commentary on and a participant in the process by which the world of
international relations emerges from what people actually do and their reflections
upon their actions. Butterfield, therefore, has erred in presenting the social world
as a law-governed universe in which people possessed of an imperfect but fixed
human nature vary only in their ability and willingness to recognize the con-
straints which circumstance and nature impose upon them.

3 “The new diplomacy and historical diplomacy’, in Butterfield and Wight, Diplomatic investigations, pp.
181—92.

'+ Diplomatic theory here meaning diplomacy’s internal account of itself and its operating rules, as opposed
to the theory of diplomacy, being external attempts to understand its operations and to suggest how it
might operate. The distinction is by no means watertight in practice.

'S See e.g. G. R. Berridge, Maurice Keens Soper and T. G. Otte, Diplomatic theory from Machiavelli to
Kissinger (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 2000).

16 Neumann (The English School and diplomacy) and Dunne (Inventing international society), while generous to
Butterfield in the attention they pay him, may both be read as passing such a judgement.

860



Herbert Buttetfield, the English School and the civilizing virtues of diplomacy

There is, however, much more going on in both Butterfield’s essays. As the
pairing of terms like ‘science’ and ‘wisdom’, and ‘laws’ and ‘rules’, suggests,
Butterfield was aware that, for all his efforts to anchor what he construed as
good diplomacy in the realm of necessity, the balance of power does not operate
independently of human purpose and understanding. This becomes clear in his
discussions of its origins. First and foremost, the balance of power is an idea
which acquires a ‘conscious formulation’ in the course of modern history as
sovereigns and their advisers (in particular, Fénelon) develop a ‘more enligh-
tened view’ of their interests, limiting short-term objectives for the sake of
long-term advantage. As Butterfield notes in a letter to a colleague, before the
eighteenth century all we see are ‘certain ingenious diplomatic moves which
remind the modern reader of the idea of the balance of power’. An international
order, then, is not ‘a thing bestowed by nature, but is a matter of refined
thought, careful contrivance, and elaborate artifice’, and it requires ‘the same
kind of loyalty and attention which people give to their countries and private
causes’. Without this loyalty, one cannot apply the ‘rules’ of the balance of
power because they ‘come to appear irrelevant’.'”

The claim cannot be sustained that Butterfield was unaware of the com-
plexity of the relationships between the idea of a balance of power, the state of
affairs the idea attempts to capture, and the course of action within that state of
affairs, so presented, that it prescribes. He was, however, unsure what to make
of this complexity. An image that he uses several times and credits to Bacon
captures both awareness and uncertainty. What Bacon detected, according to
Butterfield, was the ‘nervous tension’ which ran throughout an international
system, with no one really trusting any other, but all watching each other’s
moves, with ‘diplomacy being unremittingly awake, and the whole still [emphasis
added] serving the purpose of peace’."™ At first glance, this appears to be a
‘hidden hand’ argument, in which each state’s interest freely pursued auto-
matically leads to some kind of general good, but the use of ‘still” in the sense of
‘even so’ indicates that this is not the case. Butterfield may have wished to
convince contemporary statesmen and diplomats that, if they wanted things to
turn out well, then they had to conduct themselves in a way which embodied
the principles, if not the forms, of eighteenth-century diplomacy in Europe. He
may have believed that loyalty to the principle of the balance of power and
attention to its operation should be regarded as responsibilities of diplomacy and
diplomats. His whole argument, however, implies the possibility that diplomats
or those they represent might not so choose.

The processes by which such choices, indeed any choices, are made by
diplomats and their political leaders are left undeveloped in Butterfield’s two
published British Committee papers. So long as there are sovereign states (and

'7 ‘Balance of power’, in Wight and Butterfield, Diplomatic investigations, pp. 140, 147; undated letter to
Professor Weiner, Butterfield papers, file 466.
'8 “Balance of power,” in Wight and Butterfield, Diplomatic investigations, p. 137.
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Butterfield acknowledges the possibility of their passing only in such a way as to
suggest that he does not see the state as the same kind of fragile human artifice as
the balance of power), then a states-system presents an optimal course of action
for each of its members. The wise will recognize it and the brave and good will
choose to follow, in the teeth of opposition from the wicked, who accept no
restraint upon their appetites, and the foolish, who allow their hopes to subvert
their wisdom or the wisdom of others. For a richer sense of the world in which
such choices have to be made and the kinds of people who actually have to
make them, it is necessary to turn elsewhere, specifically to Butterfield’s works
on historiography and his own historical research.

Diplomats and progress in Butterfield’s historiography and history

As a student of historiography, Butterfield was committed to three interlinked
propositions which are of considerable significance for his understanding of
diplomacy. The first proposition is his insistence that we must begin by
acknowledging the difterences, rather than the similarities, between ourselves
and those who are distant from us in either time or space, if we hope to gain any
sort of sense of them at all. At all costs, we must avoid the conceit of assuming
that our understanding of life is shared by others, for this may lead to attempts to
impose our preoccupations on others, both theoretically and practically. Butter-
field frequently cites, with approval, Ranke’s claim that all historical epochs are
equidistant from eternity."?

In some fundamental and primarily moral sense, human beings share a
common understanding of themselves and can recognize this commonality in
one another, for ‘life is all one and essential experience is ultimately the same.’*°
We all know what it is to be loved, respected and free. We all know what it is to
want these things or to be denied them. However, the way in which these
values find their expression in the lives of people varies radically by time and
space. Thus, Butterfield claims in his first book, the twentieth century diftered
from the twelfth century ‘not merely in its dress, its implements, and its armour,
but in its whole experience of life’.?" The first task of the historian, therefore, is
to establish what these differences are and to establish an understanding of
people on their own terms by an exercise of ‘imaginative sympathy’.** Quite
simply, we do our best to make their sense of their lives.

Butterfield’s second proposition, however, is that people’s understandings of
their own circumstances are necessarily incomplete and wilfully partial, especially
in their disputes with one another. The challenge to the historian and those
who would aspire to avoid such contlicts, therefore, is to provide a better under-
standing of the protagonists than those protagonists had of themselves, seeking

9 See e.g. Christianity and history (New York: Charles Scribner & Sons, 1950), p. 66.
9 The historical novel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1924), p. 112.

! Ibid., pp. 34, 102.

** The Whig interpretation of history (London: Bell & Sons, 1931), p. 92.
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out, for example, how they came to difter and the points on which they agreed,
albeit unwittingly. While we begin, therefore, by taking pity on ‘men who had
perhaps no pity for one another’,>3 we proceed to an analysis which lays bare
‘the essential geometry of the problem’ and isolates ‘the fundamental predica-
ment that required a solution’.** Somehow we must develop a degree of
detachment and maintain a degree of distance by which we are able to see the
quarrels of those whom we study not just differently from how the protagonists
saw them, but more completely.

The language Butterfield uses to make this point, his suggestion that any
human problem possesses an essential and underlying geometry which can be
laid bare and isolated, would seem to throw us back into the positivist concep-
tion of social reality and causation which colours his British Committee papers.
However, his third proposition makes it clear that this is not the case. Stripped
of all incidental and specific features, Butterfield argues, ‘we shall find at the
heart of everything a kernel of difficulty which is essentially a problem of
diplomacy as such.”*> To find out what he means by ‘diplomacy as such’, we
must shift our attention from Butterfield’s historiography to his actual historical
studies, specifically his work on British politics in the time of George III and
Lord North, and his study of European diplomacy between Napoleon’s defeat
of Prussia at Jena in 1806 and Tsar Alexander’s seduction by the French cause at
Tilsit the following year.>0

Running through both of these analyses is a specific and limited conception
of the kind of progress to which partial people with imperfect understandings of
each other can reasonably aspire. The people recovered by Butterfield’s historical
research are presented not as the bearers of social structures or the agents of
historical forces, but as human personalities whose actions are guided by their
own understanding of what is happening and what is important. As he argues in
his study of the historical novel, every public action is also a private act, the
personal decision of somebody; thus personality remains ‘the real power’ even if
its influence is ‘not direct, and immediate, and palpable’.?”

These personalities are distinguished by frailties, strengths and idiosyncrasies.
They do not fit well within the conventional understandings subsequently
imposed on the periods in which they lived as way stations on the road to the
present. For example, George III, that emblem on the barrier to popular repre-
sentation, sees himself as his people’s only sateguard against an ambitious oligarchy
which wants to establish itself in their name. Lord North, generally regarded as
being instrumental in failing to avoid a war for the American colonies which is
eventually lost, asks for nothing more of his monarch than to be relieved of his

3 Ibid., p.1.

** History and human relations (London: Collins, 1951), p. 26.

3 Tbid., p. 26.

26 George III and the historians (London: Collins, 1957); George III, Lord North and the people (London: Bell &
Son, 1949); The peace tactics of Napoleon, 1806—1808 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1929).

*7 The historical novel, p. 74.
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duties, but stays on because they are his duties and he executes them with skill.
Tsar Alexander lurches from brave and principled opposition to Napoleon’s
designs to despair on the basis of premature and over-pessimistic combat
reports, before finally throwing in his lot with Napoleon for reasons which, in
so far as they are ascertainable, are no less brave and principled. Meanwhile, the
court of his Prussian cousin schemes and complains, reckless of its own reduced
circumstances and dependence on the forbearance, charity and sacrifice of
others. And all around the principals are lesser figures, no less human and, often,
no more immune to their own passions, ambitions and wilfulness, adding their
own barriers and channels to the flow of events and, on occasion, intervening
with decisive eftect.

In worlds such as these, progress is certainly not achieved by the triumph of
the virtuous over the wicked, for no side in any conflict enjoys a monopoly of
either virtue or wickedness. Nor can it always be achieved through the applica-
tion of reason to the adjustment of substantive interests by negotiation, for even
between people of goodwill, many differences are so real and so fundamental as
to be non-resolvable, and certainly non-resolvable on the terms of any one of
the protagonists.2® Rather, according to Butterfield, progress is achieved, almost
in spite of the protagonists, when the processes of conflict themselves lead to
something genuinely new and better. Thus, for example, the growth of tolera-
tion and liberty in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century England does not result
from the triumph of the Whigs, who purported to advocate such values, over
the Tories, who were said to oppose them. It emerges from a shared determin-
ation to avoid repeating the experience of a civil war and its attendant horrors,
which had damaged the protagonists, their causes and the political system in
which they sought to advance the latter.>® In Butterfield’s account, maintaining
the peace, these people come to believe, is more important than resolving
anything over which they wish to argue. Indeed, it is the precondition of
success on terms that are worth anything to them.

Periods of peace, according to Butterfield, make possible ‘the gradual growth
of reasonableness’ by allowing ‘the healing effect of time’ to take the sting and
bitterness out of old arguments.3° Therefore, it is not what people argue about
or the directions their positions imply for human history that matter so much as
the manner in which they conduct their arguments at critical moments. It is
then that we see that, ‘over and above the irrationalities of the world, the social
pressures and the sheer play of forces, there moves something of a rational
purpose, something of the conscious calculations of reasoning and reasonable

28 Indeed, wilfulness, good and bad, is a considerable part of the problem. See ‘Diplomacy’, in Ragnhild
Hatton and M. S. Anderson, eds, Studies in diplomatic history: essays in honour of David Bayne Horne
(London: Archon, Longman, 1970), pp. 360—1.

9 The Whig interpretation of history, p. 48. In George III, Lord North and the people, p. 8, Butterfield maintains
that liberty was saved because the contest was fought and no one won.

39 The discontinuities between the generations in history: their effects on the transmission of political experience, Rede
Lecture 1971 (London: Cambridge University Press, 1972), p. 28.
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men.”3" It is not possible to pin down or fix the subject or content of this
reasonableness. Indeed, to attempt to do so is to miss the point, for it would
involve the imposition of the necessarily partial view of some upon others. It is,
however, possible to identify some of its best exponents, good statesmen and
good diplomats, for these people operate in circumstances where it is more
important to be skilful in handling disputes than to be right about the substantive
points at issue. This may seem an unlikely conclusion to be drawn from Butter-
field’s own historical narratives, populated as they are by hysterics, neurotics and
manic depressives at all levels of statecraft. Clearly, statecraft is a stressful business
which has a way of bringing out the worst in those whose nervous constitutions
are not robust.?”

However, the good and the best are also present in Butterfield’s narratives.
The best statesmen, for example, are identified not by their vision of where they
want to take the world so much as by a capacity to keep all the forces in play in
their mind. Thus Pitt, not Napoleon, is the great statesman. The best diplomats
are not those who serve their masters most faithfully or negotiate most
effectively, but those who keep what Butterfield calls a ‘mental reservation’, the
diplomat’s equivalent to the historian’s sense of distance or detachment, about
all that is going on around them. Thus Tolstoy and Metternich, respectively
Russia’s and Austria’s representatives in Paris, work diligently for alliances with
Napoleon, all the while loathing him and knowing that all roads will lead
eventually to a coalition of the great powers against the tyrant. Their mental
reservation or arriere-pensée allows them, not only to pursue their masters” policies
with their fingers putatively crossed behind their backs, but also to realize that
the time is not ‘ripe’ for doing otherwise.

While Tolstoy’s and Metternich’s conduct in Paris may be presented as an
example of a game between aristocratic elites well played, however, it is not
clear why we should be invited to regard it as praiseworthy in any more than a
technical sense. Indeed, it might be equally read as a fine example of the sort of
cynical and self-serving activity which sent modern diplomacy’s reputation into
decline in the aftermath of the First World War, a decline from which the
growth of democratic nationalism and popular politics has prevented a full
recovery. How might actively working to secure an alliance which one believes
to be wrong with a regime one believes is wicked and doomed be regarded
otherwise? This question is not effectively answered in Butterfield’s works of

3 George III and the historians, p. 205.

32 This point is best made through sketches of the diplomats throughout Peace tactics. Andréossy, France’s
ambassador in Vienna, cannot stand the Austrians and keeps quiet about French motives so that Austria
will fear an attack, when the real thrust of French policy is to do all in its power to persuade Austria into
an alliance against Britain. Merfeldt, Austria’s ambassador in St Petersburg, is pro-British and personally
upset by the Tilsit settlement. Starhemberg, Austria’s ambassador in London, is also pro-British. He
attempts to delay Austria’s entry into Napoleon’s continental system, and leaks to the French the fiercest
part of his representations to the British while hiding the qualifying language with which he always
delivers them. Alopeus, the Russian ambassador in London, pursues a freelance policy of accommodation
with Britain in conjunction with his unofficial counterpart in St Petersburg, long after the tsar has lost
even his pretence of interest in it.
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diplomatic history. Indeed, the concluding paragraphs of Peace tactics make clear
that he is torn between admiration for the diplomacy of the arriére-pensée and
mental reservation, for which a public platform cannot be mobilized, and concern
that the same diplomacy cannot be democratized. In their own world,

these diplomats are like giants of the financial market, using a specialized science and
terminology, pursuing thought in dry categories of their own, and utterly forgetful of
the farmer with his corn, the worker at his loom, the small shareholder at his desk, over
whose heads the abstruse speculation is carried on, like a kind of fatality, remote and
sinister.33

Butterfield was no simple realist, content to acknowledge the inevitability of
human tragedy but compelled to tell the scientific truth about its unavoidable
causes. He had a great deal to say about the way in which distance, detachment
and mental reservations might be seen as the great virtues of diplomacy,
rendering diplomacy a virtue in itself, but it is to be found neither in his works
of historiography nor those of history. It is in his popular writings on Christianity
and the great international issues of his time that Butterfield gives these virtues
their wider moral content and, in so doing, elaborates his conception of
diplomacy as a civilizing influence.

Civilization and Butterfield’s Christian sense of diplomatic virtue

Butterfield was a Christian and one for whom his faith informed what he had to
say about international relations and diplomacy. Generally speaking, he con-
formed to the prevailing professional convention of his time that faith is a
personal matter involving claims that are not susceptible to empirical tests and
proofs. As a consequence, he regarded the fruits of his own historical research as
a form of ‘technical history’, incapable of answering the most important
questions about human life and its significance for which people most com-
monly sought answers. Butterfield engaged those by lay preaching and by
commenting extensively on international affairs from a Christian perspective.
That faith-based claims pose problems for those who do not share the faith,
Butterfield was well aware. They cannot be established by conventional argu-
ment, only arrived at by prayer and reflection. Nonetheless, he argues that
they provide the foundations not only of one’s faith, but also of one’s
interpretation of life in general. Indeed, Butterfield maintains, each of us obtains
our understanding of what life is about, not from the study of subjects like
history, but from the application of reflections on our own life to the
evidence.3*

Reflections such as these lead Butterfield to believe that the significance of
each person is to be understood in terms of his or her relation to God. People

33 Peace tactics of Napoleon, pp. 319—20.
34 Christianity in human history (London: Collins, 1952), p. 20.
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ought to love God and, in so far as they do, all else falls into place; but they are
tempted to be wilful, denying Him and committing the sin of self-love in a way
which is harmful to both themselves and others. However, people are also
capable of exercising self-restraint, feeling sympathy for those who fail to do so,
and working for exterior conditions which make self-restraint and resistance to
temptation easier. It is the presence of such conditions, identified only by their
consequences, and not by any content from a specific place or time, which
Butterfield regards as civilization, a system of relations which exist for ‘the
heightening and enrichment of the human personality itself’.33 It is good diplo-
macy, as Butterfield understands it, which may help civilize the conduct of
international relations in this sense.

People may choose to be bad or good. They can also consciously attempt to
shape the conditions which influence their choices and the choices of others in
this regard. It is from the tension between these possibilities that the ‘drama of
human life’, with its potential for developing and enriching human personalities
capable of understanding, love and charity or of going in the opposite direction,
emerges. It is this drama which provides the true measure of all the ‘big’ stories
about the march of history and the rise and fall of specific civilizations which
feature so centrally in our thoughts about human affairs.3® The collapse of
Woestern civilization, for example, would not mean the end of everything. As
Augustine had realized when confronted by the fall of Rome, this drama of
human life continues and, in the midst of the worst evils, goodness is to be
found. Even in the horrors of the concentration camp all was not despair, for
wickedness itself provided opportunities for love and charity to blossom.

Throughout history, Butterfield maintains, the great danger emanates from
those who do not accept this perspective on specific human projects, and who
seek to impose their own conceptions of salvation and right order on the world.
Such people transform the ‘abstract nouns” which we use ‘as a species of short-
hand’ about political life into ‘pervading systems’ of control in whose name all
sorts of horrors may be perpetrated.3” For this reason, Butterfield argues, people
should not have too much faith ‘in projects for saving human nature by the
process of rectifying institutions’.3® There are a few principles ‘existing in a rare
and lofty realm’ to which we cannot attach ourselves too firmly, but ‘for the
rest, the mundane affairs of men and women and their attempts to deal with
them, the mind can hardly attain the mobility which the case requires.’3” This is
a comment to which I shall return.

The principal consequences of Butterfield’s religious position for diplomacy
and diplomats appear to be as follows. First, because the interests of those they
represent are derived from understandings which are necessarily incomplete and
partial, good diplomats will realize, in a spirit of humility, that they ought to
35 George III and the historians, p. 205.

36 International conflict in the twentieth century: a Christian view (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1960), p. 15.
37 Christianity in human history, p. 57.

38 hid., p- 52.
39 International conflict in the twentieth century: a Christian view, p. 13.
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conduct themselves with restraint and urge a similar restraint upon those who
send them. Second, because a full understanding of the imperatives which drive
others is impossible, but a recognition of the equal moral worth of others, if not
of their imperatives, is right, good diplomats will realize, in a spirit of charity,
that they ought to conduct themselves with generosity, and urge a similar
generosity on the part of those who send them, in their judgements of the
actions and arguments of those who receive them. Finally, recognizing that a
good system of diplomacy performs the role of civilizing international relations,
in the sense of fostering the conditions within which human personalities are
heightened and enriched, and that such a system has its own needs if it is to be
maintained and function, its own ‘raison de systéme’, good diplomats will realize
that they ought to represent these needs to both those who send and those who
receive them.

Butterfield’s virtuous diplomacy in practice

What did Butterfield see as the practical implications of this notion of virtuous
diplomacy? The picture that emerges from his commentaries is unclear, although
always stimulating and sometimes alarming. Butterfield argues, for example,
that, during the Second World War, the Allies should have made peace with
the Nazis once it became clear that the USSR had become the greater threat, so
that the two ‘rascals’ might be allowed ‘to fight it out’.*® The extent to which
this argument rests on a mechanical application of balance of power principles,
or upon Butterfield’s deeper conviction that Russia posed a greater threat than
Germany, even under the Nazis, is hard to tell. What is clear, however, is that
Butterfield’s argument implies a degree of insensibility to both the practical
difficulties and the moral implications of executing such a policy which is, to say
the least, surprising.

Three other stands which he took on great international issues of his day
were much more clearly derived from his ethical position. The first is Butter-
field’s conviction that even the great power that is most virtuous and civilized,
in terms of its internal values, is more likely to become a threat to peace and
international order if it is not kept in check by countervailing force. If com-
munism were to collapse and the United States were left ‘as a single giant,
lording it alone in the world’, and if the US and Britain decided that only a
certain kind of democracy was conducive to world peace and that they would
tolerate no other systems, then the result, Butterfield argued, would be ‘indis-
tinguishable from a project of Anglo-American domination’.#

49 “Official history: its pitfalls and criteria’, in History and human relations, pp. 218—19. They should not be

allowed to fight to the point where one triumphed over the other, however, for the interests of
civilization were served by their operating as a check upon one another. See also ‘Aggression’, in
Christianity, diplomacy and war (London: Collins, 1951), pp. 58—9.

41 International conflict in the twentieth century: a Christian view, p. 87; Christianity, diplomacy and war, p. 117. On
this theme see Paul Sharp, “Virtue unrestrained: Herbert Butterfield and the problem of American
power’. Paper presented at a Workshop on Diplimacy, University of Birmingham, 23 June 2003.
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The problem here lies not in the egotism of the great power per se, for it may
choose not to impose its values on the world. Nor does it lie in the nature of the
values themselves or the extent to which the great power does or does not
subscribe to them. It may genuinely espouse them. The problem lies in the act
of imposition itself, the pride and self-righteousness it implies, and the denial of
others’ freedom and right to find their own salvation which it entails. Its
diplomats (and others) should urge self-restraint upon the great power tempted
to impose its convictions on the world, but the call for such restraint will be
rendered more eftective by the probability of external resistance.

Second, and as a modest corollary of the claim that no degree of internal virtue
could guarantee external virtue on the part of the great power unchecked,
Butterfield argues that no state is sufficiently wicked to be excluded from the
international order which diplomacy works to maintain. Every state is the
authentic expression of at least some aspect of its people’s will and aspirations,
and hence enjoys a measure of legitimacy.**> And even if they are not working
for international order, ‘we cannot leave anybody out of the system, cannot
send any nation or creed or regime or ideology to Coventry.™*3

The extent to which this claim about the measure of legitimacy which all
states enjoy is a categorical one derived from classical first principles, as opposed
to an empirical one grounded in shrewd, if disturbing, observations about the
relationships between peoples and their governments, even when the latter are
wicked and oppressive, is not clear.## It is easy to read into these two examples
an uncritical assumption that states-systems are the only likely way in which
diverse expressions of human identity and freedom can be accommodated and,
thus, a complacent inference that any particular states-system must enjoy a
measure of legitimacy, even though particular states necessarily privilege some
expressions of identity and freedom over others. There may be a strong
circumstantial case for arguing the former and strong prescriptive, if pragmatic,
grounds for claiming the latter, but Butterfield did not make either.

However, he was by no means as closed on either issue as his British
Committee papers might suggest, even in those of his writings explicitly
devoted to international theory. Butterfield too had his ‘Hagey moment’—Iless
famous than, but predating by several years, Hedley Bull’s lectures on
international justice—when, towards the end of his career, he speculated on the
possibility that the states-system was ‘withering away . . . submerged in a feeling
for human beings as such’ (a development which, if true, he believed provided

4 ‘Morality and international order’, in Brian Porter, ed., The Aberystwyth papers: international politics 1919—
1969 (London: Oxford University Press, 1969), p. 353. His specific example was the USSR, and he
suggested that the possibility existed that, in time, people might come to think that the USSR offered at
least part of an answer to how they should come to terms with modernity.

+3 International conflict in the twentieth century: a Christian view, pp. 99—120, p. 78.

4+ Butterfield certainly entertained the idea of collective guilt and the possibility of divine retribution, and
attracted some controversy for his discussion of the suftering of the Germans during the Second World
War in these terms: see Christianity and history, pp. 50—3. Retribution, however, belonged to God, not to
people.
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grounds for concern).*> And, much more importantly, a considerable part of his
own historical research agenda was devoted to exploring the practices by which
new social forces in eighteenth-century Britain came, in his own words, to
‘emerge into eftective politics’ and how the civilized ways of doing this without
creating greater misery and wickedness were painfully learned.*S Not only did
Butterfield stress that different people see the world in quite radically different
terms at different times, he also accepted that their ways of identifying
themselves and conducting their relations might also change radically over time.

On only one of the great international issues of his day, however, did Butter-
field explicitly exercise that mobility of mind which he believed was necessary
when considering mundane human affairs and arrangements. He rejected nuclear
deterrence as morally indefensible and believed that those who possessed nuclear
weapons ought to destroy them, unilaterally if necessary. This is a matter of
some controversy. It has been suggested that Butterfield’s unilateralism was a
brief phase or position and that he was soon talked down from this particular roof
by his colleagues on the British Committee emphasizing the irresponsibility of being
meek in a world where the ruthless are prepared to take advantage of you.*”
However, the argument that no system or set of principles can be of sufficient
worth to put at risk all human life, and thus the possibility for future good and
love in the world, is certainly consistent with the core of Butterfield’s ethical
position. And those who would threaten such a possibility, let alone carry it out,
on behalf of ‘abstract nouns’ would be just the sort of selt-righteous and certain
egotists who have, in Butterfield’s view, bedevilled human history.

Certainly this was a position about which Butterfield was uneasy. He had
little to say about it in his writing on international theory and declined the offer to
be honorary president of the branch of the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament at
Cambridge, saying that he did not believe that campaigns on such issues helped.*®

45 ‘Morality and international order’, in Porter, ed., The Aberystwyth papers, p. 336. Even so, Butterfield
insisted that, because justice was so often no more than interest dressed up, ‘love and charity must be
above Justice and that diplomacy is in a position to go one better than the law’ (p. 350). Elsewhere,
Butterfield acknowledged a moral obligation on the part of the rich and the strong to listen to the claims
for redress of the poor and the weak. Hedley Bull’s Justice in international relations, Hagey Lectures
(Waterloo, Ontario: University of Waterloo, 1984) is sometimes presented as Bull’s opening to the idea
that the transformation of international relations might be more than a theoretical possibility. In his
‘Notes for a discussion of the theory of international politics” (Jan. 1964), Butterfield identifies political
theory as ‘the enemy’ for presenting people’s duties to one another as duties to the state or society. ‘I am
inclined to believe that we shall not be led very far if we consider the theory of international politics as
analogous with any form of political theory’: Butterfield papers, file 335, Cambridge University.

George III, Lord North and the people, p. 1.

47 See e.g. Alberto R. Coll, The wisdom of statecraft: Sir Herbert Butterfield and the philosophy of international
politics (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1985), p. 3.

48 In a series of letters between 1960 and 1964, Butterfield made clear both his position on nuclear weapons
and his reasons for not campaigning against them. He believed his contribution was better made in other
ways, and worried that campaigns might harm the case because of the political company which they
attracted (presumably the communist left): file 425, Butterfield collection, Cambridge University.
Discussing a British Committee paper, Butterfield said: ‘It might be better that the whole world be
united in communism than that these methods should be used. It might be better that Christianity
should . . . suffer persecution than . . . share power with governments that need the nuclear weapon’: file
336, Butterfield papers, Cambridge University.
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I suspect that on the issue of nuclear weapons Butterfield adopted Martin Wight’s
position on the use of force, understanding why governments would find them-
selves undertaking actions for which, nevertheless, he found it impossible to
provide a moral justification which could satisty himself. It is an unsatisfactory
resolution, although perhaps easier to accept when applied to nuclear weapons
rather than to the use of force in general.

A more important criticism of Butterfield’s commentaries is that they fail to
reconcile his Augustinian desire to keep specific human projects in perspective
and at arm’s length with what some have called his Machiavellian attraction to
exploiting the problem of power for secular, but good, ends.* How can one
espouse unilateral nuclear disarmament and advocate a ruthless application of
balance of power principles at the same time? To be fair to Butterfield, the
problem which stumps him is one which has stumped everyone else. How is one
to act virtuously in a world where others may exploit your virtue? Butterfield
did not have a consistent answer to this question. He did, however, succeed in
avoiding the slide into the smooth patterns of argument which might let one be
casily reconciled either to the need for all security measures up to and including
nuclear weapons or to making no effort to safeguard oneself and those for
whom one is responsible. Those who have resolved this tension to their own
satisfaction in either direction inspire less confidence as advisers or leaders than
those who carry it around on their backs.

Butterfield’s failure in this regard, therefore, should not be seen as grounds
for calling a halt to the examination of his thought. Instead, I propose to follow
one of Butterfield’s own injunctions, namely that we should read the works of
old historians with ‘a more disrespectful treatment of their remains’ to see if
there is ‘a history to be wrung out of them totally unlike anything that the writers
of them ever had in mind’.’° The possibility of nuclear annihilation presented
by the marrying of technical capabilities with the reason of states, Butterfield
claims, calls the latter into question as nothing else in history ever has. This is just
a crack in his otherwise statist framework for understanding international rela-
tions. However, I shall attempt to widen that crack by identifying the elements
of his account of how diplomacy is and ought to be conducted that survive when
his assumptions about the durability of the present states-system are relaxed.

Butterfield’s implied pluralism

To do this involves employing another Baconian technique of which Butter-
field was fond: namely, asking what it is that is taken for granted in his account
of relations between human beings.’" At first, the answer may simply seem to

49 For the view that Butterfield was a Machiavellian in the sense of being preoccupied with the possibility
of secular progress in a world of power see Cornelia Navari, ‘English Machiavellism’, in Cornelia Navari,
ed., British politics and the spirit of the age (Keele: Keele University Press, 1996), pp. 107—39.

3% Man on his past (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1969), p. xiii.

Y International conflict in the twentieth century: a Christian view, p. S1.
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be the system of sovereign states whose rise he charted and whose operations he
admired. While Butterfield acknowledges the historical character of the Euro-
pean states-system, that it had come into being in the past and that it might
cease to be in the future, the implications of neither struck him as particularly
important when compared to reflecting on the implications of relations between
sovereigns. The states-system appeared to him to be one of the less mutable
elements of the social world. More importantly for my purpose here, Butter-
field regarded the states-system as a good way, a civilizing way, of mediating
and giving expression to relations between people whose whole experience of
life and sense of what was significant in it differed.

This presents a puzzle if one recalls Butterfield’s assertion that only individual
personalities in their relations to God are completely real and that all else—
ideas, principles, institutions and organizations—are but species of shorthand
and notions we create to make sense of things, and have worth only in so far as
they contribute to the enrichment of the human spirit. We cannot live in isola-
tion; but why do we live in aggregates which clearly cannot be justified in purely
functional terms but to which we assign value? Why do we not live in condi-
tions of universal human solidarity or, at least, assert unambiguously that this is
how we would want to live if we could? Admittedly, these are difficult questions
to answer, and most attempts to do so involve a mix of functional explanations
for the general tendency to social aggregation and historical explanations blending
considerations of material and psychological need, technological capacities and
the will of some or all to power to account for the particular, partial and incom-
plete expression of the aggregation principle which exists at any given time.

Butterfield, however, does not directly address these sorts of questions.
While the significance of human life must be seen in terms of the relations of
individual human personalities to God, the particularities and diversity of
expression which individuals manifest are largely assumed to come from their
lives within groups which form and sustain them. When Butterfield cautions us
not to assume that we can obtain a full understanding of others, for example, it
is not you and me sitting next to each other or growing up in the same town or
country he seems to have in mind. It is ‘us’, the people of today, looking back at
the people of the twelfth and seventeenth centuries; or ‘us’, the leaders and
diplomats of a great power, thinking about the interests and values of another
great power. Implicit, therefore, in Butterfield’s thought is the assumption that
people live in and identify with groups, and absent from it is any sense that this
is a matter for regret. It is, rather, both a given and a good.

It is at the level of life in groups that Butterfield’s claims about the impossi-
bility of attaining a complete understanding of what others value and how they
see life, plus the permanent temptation to refuse to accept that this is so, come
into full play. Together, these factors make relations between groups difterent
from relations within them. Relations within groups are characterized by fuller
shared understandings and more elaborate systems of rules which enjoy wide-
spread and strong acceptance. Relations between groups are characterized by
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the relative scarcity and weakness of both. Accordingly, relations between
groups require far more attention to the conditions which make them possible
than to any substantive purpose for which those relations are conducted. This
has been a general condition of humanity to date, Butterfield assumes, and we
have little evidence to suggest either that it is about to change or that we should
want it to change.

It is in the relations between groups of people, of which a states-system is but
one iteration, that we find the material of Butterfield’s diplomacy. Each group
possesses a sense that the shared understandings, conventions and rules by which
matters are settled and life given meaning within it do not, and ought not to,
necessarily apply within other groups, and, hence, do not apply to relations with
those groups. These groups may range through hunter-gatherer bands and
families on a modern street, through state or transnationally based private enter-
prises realizing some private or public good, to sovereign states, regional associ-
ations and international organizations.

Not all their relations are diplomatic in character, for group identities may
overlap and some groups be subsumed by others for certain purposes. Families
on a street conduct some of their relations with one another as citizens of the
same town or country, but in so far as they conduct other relations with one
another on matters outside such frames and about which each family may have
its own rules, for example, about the time their respective children who play
together are supposed to be home in the evening, such relations have a
diplomatic character. There is no right time for children to be in and no agreed
procedure for establishing what that time might be; but, somehow, the question
must be settled in the knowledge that better and worse outcomes exist.

While Butterfield himself regarded the pluralist character of human existence
as a good, and would doubtless have been happy to bring down the weight of
history in support of not thinking much about it in other ways, it may be seen
that this conception of diplomacy does not imply an a priori settling of the
question of whether it is best to see people in pluralist or solidarist terms.
Diplomacy begins and ends with relations between groups of people on issues
where they regard themselves as separate. Thus it is not, for example, within the
remit of diplomats to build a political community like the European Union, to
rebuild a damaged country like Afghanistan, to develop an international regime
for supplying credit, or to establish an international system of courts by which
individual or collective criminals might be brought to justice. Their job, as diplo-
mats, is to maintain the system of relations between the various, but separate,
parties who deploy their experts (or others) to realize such projects. This is best
accomplished by advice on the consequences of particular policies which is
grounded in a scepticism about the universal claims of any particular scheme
and a bias towards respecting the positions and objections of others, even when
the grounds upon which they rest cannot be fully understood, let alone accepted.

In a sense, there is a measure of truth in the old jibe that foreign offices repre-
sent foreigners, if by foreigners is meant foreigners in general, for diplomats
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come closest to pursuing their craft in its purest form when they represent what
they judge to be la raison de systéme to the countries or other human collec-
tivities which send and receive them.>? They will not always be able to practise
good diplomacy in this sense, for they will not always be allowed to do so.
More importantly, they ought not always to practise diplomacy in this sense, for
sometimes other and compelling considerations may outweigh the need to
advocate restraint and charity in relations with others. A disposition so to advo-
cate, nonetheless, provides the basis for diplomacy’s and diplomats’ contri-
bution to the conduct of relations between groups.

The contemporary relevance of Butterfield’s thought on diplomacy

I have attempted to extrapolate from Butterfield’s thought a somewhat abstracted
conception of diplomacy as a way of conducting relations not just between
sovereign states, but also between other groups of people who regard them-
selves as distinctive and value their independence. The reasons for so doing,
when the empirical and prescriptive implications of claiming that we live in an
international society of states are coming under increasing challenge, should be
clear. Sovereign states may one day pass, but the need for diplomacy as way of
conducting relations between groups which see themselves as distinct and value
their independence will—and, Butterfield would add, ought to—persist. It may
be objected, however, that this is to get far ahead of ourselves, for the world
remains very much a world of states in which people find it hard to think about
international relations in other than state-like terms. It may also be objected that
Butterfield’s question, with which this article began, has yet to be answered.
Does ‘the sheer technique of diplomacy’ really add anything to the life of the
world by helping to civilize international relations? Can good diplomacy, to
borrow a favourite phrase of Butterfield’s, steal a march on power?

Clearly, elements of his thought resonate with what might be termed
contemporary policy relevance. Butterfield would likely have taken a dim view
of attempts to send countries like Iraq, Iran and North Korea to Coventry on
both moral and prudential grounds. It is wrong to treat others as the repositories
of all evil, and it is unwise to stop talking with those who have both the means
and the motive to harm you, if they are still willing to talk. Further, the con-
cerns he expresses about even the most virtuous of powers unchecked, which
got him into trouble with Life magazine in the early 1950s, would still unsettle
those elements of the conservative American establishment which currently
exert great influence over US foreign policy.’3 Arguably, the double failure of

3% For a different and more conventional attempt to capture the idea of pure diplomacy, see José Calvet de
Magalhies, The pure concept of diplomacy (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1988); and for an effective
critique of this attempt to ‘capture’ diplomacy, see Costas M. Constantinou, On the way to diplomacy
(Minneapolis: University of Minesota Press, 1996).

33 ‘A new British line? The old balance-of-power gets some high-minded and wrong-headed support’, Life,
2 Nov. 1953; review of Christianity, diplomacy and war plus related correspondence, file 99, Butterfield
papers, Cambridge University.
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American diplomacy to secure either concessions from Iraq or the support of
important allies for the subsequent war the US chose to wage was in some part
attributable to the kind of self-righteousness in statecraft which Butterfield
identifies as being particularly dangerous. Self-righteousness, especially among
the righteous, encourages leaders to believe that negotiating with their enemies
is neither good nor necessary, and that friends who think otherwise should be
kept at arm’s length until they come to their moral senses. Butterfield may have
been a Christian conservative, but he was not a doctrinaire, and interventions
based on his views might have added a width to the present debates on
American foreign policy in particular and globalization in general which is
currently missing.

General observations such as these, however, seem to underline the point
that while we might wish to see the values of a certain conception of diplomacy
guiding policy and statecraft, they more often do not. This is not a first-order
problem for Butterfield. People have free will and they may choose to act badly
and foolishly. That is why we have a subject. The problem, for Butterfield, is
one of creating the civilizing conditions which make it easier for people to be
good and less likely that they will feel tempted to be otherwise. In international
relations, one way of attempting this is to have leaders, people who work under
terrible pressures and have to respond to multiple constituencies and considera-
tions, and whose motives are not always of the finest, surrounded by virtuous
advisers and agents embodying and advocating the values of diplomacy. If this is
so, the important question is not so much what Butterfield’s thought on
diplomacy has to tell presidents, prime ministers and dictators, nor even foreign
and defence secretaries, at first hand, but what it has to tell the first secretary en
poste, the third secretary, the desk officer and, indeed, all those people who are
performing similar functions on behalf of private enterprises and associations
about what they ought to be doing when they engage in diplomacy.’* The
challenge is to shape the immediate milieu in which leaders make foreign policy
and conduct statecraft.

The vision of diplomats as virtuous advisers and agents may seem naive to
those who know some of them. Diplomats themselves may object that
Butterfield’s is an idealized conception of diplomacy, the opportunities for
which are being crowded out by the daily demands of other tasks. If they are to
survive and remain ‘relevant’, it is often argued, diplomats have to behave more
like their counterparts in the home services of their countries as they become
more involved in the public administration of international governance. At the
same time, they must also become more like businesspeople charged with
promoting the products and public images of their respective corporations by
taking advantage of developments in information technology as their countries
are recast primarily as vehicles for successtul international economic

34 Contrast this, however, with the argument that a classical international relations theory is properly
concerned with the relatively small number of people who represent states and entities created by states
in Robert Jackson, The global covenant (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000).
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competition.’3 And finally, it is often claimed, diplomats must sharpen their
cultural skills, for they can no longer be sure that a common diplomatic culture
allows them to serve as the intermediaries between nations, states, religions,
civilizations, enterprises, individuals, men, women, children and other forms of
identity on behalf of which people are claiming places on the world stage
and roles in redesigning the sets and lighting. In short, it is practically impossible
for diplomats to occupy some sort of position of privileged detachment
from a world which is just as too much with them as it is too much with the
rest of us.

A number of responses suggest themselves. First, diplomats have never been
allowed to pursue good diplomacy to the exclusion of all else, any more than
the members of other professions are allowed to stick to what they judge to be
the essentials of their own vocations. Indeed, there always exists a tension
between what the members of a profession believe they should be doing and
what those who pay them and are served by them believe they should be doing.
Nevertheless, good diplomats, in the terms elaborated here, will approach these
non-diplomatic tasks in a certain spirit which distinguishes the important from
the merely necessary, while bad, or less good, diplomats will not. One can
imagine, perhaps, the mental reservations of Tolstoy and Metternich about the
participation of their respective powers in Napoleon’s system to be mirrored in
similar reservations today about matters ranging from the construction of a
comprehensive European Union to the construction and maintenance of an
embassy presence on the World Wide Web. Participation in such activities is
necessary. [t may even amount to something, but a sense of perspective regard-
ing its importance to the primary business of diplomacy, keeping the system
running while such matters great and small are worked through, remains the
lodestone of their contribution.

Second, for every ‘old’ diplomat burdened by the weight of necessary but non-
essential business, it might be argued, there are many ‘new’ diplomats, the repre-
sentatives of increasingly important and successful non-state actors, who are
seeing the need to acquire the attributes and orientations of something like
good diplomacy as that has been described here.5¢ Specifically, they may come
to realize that if the organizations they represent need a better and clearer
standing in international relations, then that quest implies that they already have
a stake 1n a system, not necessarily a states-system exclusively, which makes both
standing and relations possible. This is to say neither that they are being co-
opted into the states-system, nor that they are transforming it; merely that the

35 See e.g. Reinventing diplomacy in the information age (Washington DC: Center for Strategic and
International Studies, 1998), Diplomacy: profession in peril? (Wilton Park, 1997) UK government FCO
report; and Mark Leonard and Vidhya Alakeson, Going public: diplomacy for the information society (London:
Foreign Policy Centre, 2000).

56 Although in comments at the 44th annual convention of the International Studies Association, Portland,
1 March 2003, Richard Langhorne presented an interesting argument for why the process of ‘becoming
diplomatic’ appears to be arrested by environmental factors such as the ready availability of information
in some cases.
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process of settling questions such as these will be better handled if mediated
through diplomacy by good diplomats.

From where, it may be objected, are such good diplomats, urging respect for
others and self-restraint based upon an ethic of charity, philosophical scepticism
and a commitment to the requirements of a system which embodies these
values, to come? Leaders have never liked the idea of their servants also serving
higher, or even other, ends than themselves, and this state of affairs is, if
anything, made worse by the shift from personal to popular sovereignty. Thus,
it is difficult to imagine the reward structure of any foreign service being
explicitly organized around such apparently subversive values. The various
diplomatic academies which aspire to train and educate junior diplomats build
their programmes around the acquisition of more mundane skills and a general
knowledge of relevant academic subjects. And even if they did more, it might
be hard to imagine such values surviving long in organizations which justify
their existence to their immediate constituencies in terms of advancing the
national interest or, more recently, by measures of value-added.?”

Upon reflection, however, it may be seen that the question, How are we to
get good diplomats? is merely an instance of two broader questions, the impor-
tance of which is not confined to diplomacy: Why should people be good, and
how might the prospects of their being so be strengthened? These, of course,
are questions which drive any international theory that aspires to be more than a
science or an art for its own sake. Butterfield’s own answer is a modest one.
One appeals, in so far as one can, to the ethical sensibilities which any normative
theorist must assume people possess and which allow them to see, if not neces-
sarily act upon, what is right. One advocates, in so far as one can, civilization,
the conditions which make it easier for people to choose to do the right thing.
In international relations, Butterfield argued, a system of diplomacy incorpora-
ting the virtues of charity and self-restraint constituted an element of civilization
which made it easier for people to be good in their relations with those whom
they saw as others, outside their own society or community of shared rules,
understandings and outlook.

Butterfield’s understanding of history and his pessimism about any particular
human project allowed him little confidence in the belief that wisdom and
virtue would continually develop and that things would turn out right in the
end. The requirements of civilized behaviour, while they may be discovered,
imparted and learned, may also change, be forgotten or, indeed, at times be
actively suppressed. What Martin Wight might have called Butterfield’s religious
optimism about the potential for love and goodness in all human beings,
however, allowed him to hope for better things and to believe it was worth
striving for them. As Damon Runyon’s narrator puts it, in life the odds are
generally against, but close enough to keep it interesting. Indeed, Butterfield’s

37 For a critical discussion of diplomacy employing this sort of managerial vocabulary, see Shaun Riodan,
The new diplomacy (Cambridge: Polity, 2002), p. 4.
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admiration for eighteenth-century European diplomacy, as he understood it, was
fuelled by his sense that it was just such a triumph against the historical odds,
and that it was so because it was built on this wisdom about people’s limitations
and the kind of progress which was the proper object of civilization.

The war to rid Iraq of Saddam Hussein and weapons of mass destruction
provides weighty evidence for the rightness and reasonableness of Butterfield’s
conception of good diplomacy. This is not so much in the sense of the double
failure of US diplomacy referred to above. It is by no means clear that a
satisfactory outcome for all the antagonists might have been arrived at by more
diplomacy, nor that more diplomacy would have avoided divisions among the
great powers and built a stronger coalition for acting effectively against Iraq. A
hallmark of the crisis leading to war, however, was a sense on the part of the
stronger party that it knew the problems of Iraqis and the rest of the Arab world
better than the Iraqgis and the Arabs themselves knew them, and believed it
knew how to fix them. Advice to this effect would not have come from good
diplomats in Butterfield’s sense. Whether or not in some abstract or particular
sense the stronger party is right regarding what is good for the weaker party is
far less important than the consequences of acting on this assumption. In this
case, the result has been an assertive and scarcely provoked act of power which
will seem to confirm the claim of those among the weak who say that the only
answer to their own problems is to acquire power themselves. This conse-
quence would have been pointed out by good diplomats in Butterfield’s sense.

Encounters and, indeed, collisions between peoples whose ‘whole experience
of life’ differs seem to be firmly on the international agenda for the foreseeable
future in a world in which it has always been wrong, and is becoming
increasingly difficult, to assert that one experience of life is the master organizer
of the others. In such a world, the case for the diplomacy of self-restraint and
charity towards others is perhaps best made by the consequences of ignoring it.
It may, indeed, be naive, and even unreasonable at times, to expect the leaders
of countries to embody these virtues, but diplomats should seek to inject them
into the process by which relations between those whom they represent are
conducted. If international theory has a message for those condemned to
conduct international relations, it is that good diplomacy may make a difference
and that good diplomats will continue to try.
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