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Conversations in International Relations:
Interview with Robert Gilpin

Editor’s introduction

This is an edited and much shortened version of an interview between Professor
Robert Gilpin and, for International Relations, Professor Ken Booth, Professor Ian
Clark, Professor Andrew Linklater and Dr Colin Wight. It was held in Aberystwyth,
Wales at the Department of International Politics on 16 October 2003.

Robert Gilpin has been one of the most distinguished scholars of international
relations over the past quarter of a century. Born in 1930, he taught at the Woodrow
Wilson School and in the Politics Department at Princeton University, and is
presently Eisenhower Professor of Public and International Affairs emeritus.

Following service in the US Navy, he was a Congressional Fellow of the
American Political Science Association, a Fellow of the Science and Public Policy
Program at Harvard University, a Guggenheim Fellow, a Lehrman Fellow, an Abe
Fellow, Vice-President of the American Political Science Association, and an
elected member of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences.

He has had various visiting positions: at the London School of Economics in
1964, as a Rockefeller Fellow in France in 1964–5, at the International University
of Japan in 1984, and at the European University Institute in Florence in 1989. In
recent years, he has also taught at the Catholic University in Milan and at the
University of Bologna.

Among his books are American Scientists and Nuclear Weapons Policy (1962),
France in the Age of the Scientific State (1968), US Power and the Multinational
Corporation: The Political Economy of Foreign Direct Investment (1975), War and
Change in World Politics (1981), The Political Economy of International Relations
(1987), The Challenge of Global Capitalism: The International Economy in the
21st Century (2000), and Global Political Economy: The New International
Economic Order (2001). Most of these books have been translated into one or more
foreign languages, and several have won prizes.

IR Your distinguished academic career is based largely on your writings about
realism and in the field of international political economy (IPE). We will come to
IPE later. First, though, what sort of realist do you think you are?

RG Well, I consider myself a ‘soft’ realist because I think of realism as a philo-
sophical position regarding the nature of man, society and politics. Realism is not a
science, subject to the test of falsifiability, but rather a way of looking at the world.
When I am analysing political events, I focus on the interest and power of the
actors; however, ideas are also important. Today, for example, religion is obviously
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extraordinarily important because it involves important aspects of the identity of the
individual and his/her group affiliation. Ideas complicate academic international
politics but we want it simple; we want a world of interest and power and we do not
want all these other ‘extraneous’ things. But today religion is certainly not
extraneous; indeed, religion is becoming much more important.

IR As a ‘soft realist’, you have moved quickly from traditional realist concerns
with interest and power to ideas. Where exactly do ‘ideas’ fit in your worldview?

RG We need only acknowledge the importance of religion in international affairs
these days to understand the significance of ideas. Consider Christian, Islamic and
Jewish fundamentalism, for example. Members of all these fundamentalist groups
believe their ideas are real, and they act upon them. Thus the ideas are indeed real.
Reading a report about a suicide bombing in the ultra-orthodox part of Jerusalem in
which a number of people were killed, I was surprised by the response. Those ultra-
orthodox Jews did not respond as Sharon or the secular right wing would have
responded, by seeking out the perpetrators and killing them. Instead, their view was
that they must have done something that had upset God, so they must go and pray
and learn what they had done to make God act towards them as he had. This episode
demonstrates to me the importance of ideas in human behaviour.

IR Can you clarify what you think? Is your view of history something like this:
important ideas come along and hit reality; there is then a compromise; we go
through a phase of realist accommodation; then a new set of ideas turns up; and the
struggle goes on. Is this picture fair or unfair?

RG It is fair. But reality is even more complex. Ideas are always bubbling up, but
if an idea does not get some kind of power behind it, it will disappear. I have in mind
when Constantine decided that Christianity would serve his interests and he there-
fore converted to Christianity. Had it not been for Constantine, one of the many
other religions or forms of Christianity around at the time might have triumphed.
One of my colleagues, a brilliant professor of English, has been working on early
Christian manuscripts, and she has discovered that there were many strands of early
Christianity and most did not survive. But one particular strand did make it.
Political and social ideas must be backed by power if they are to be effective. An
apostate or heretic at that time, who did not believe what the powers of the day
believed, would have been killed. It is very hard for me to think of any idea that has
moved society, and has become an important force in the world, without having
won the support of some material power.

IR Are you saying that religious interests are as real as material interests – for
example, as ‘real’ as Britain wanting, historically, to keep the Low Countries out of
enemy hands?
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RG No, I would not say that because there is a test of reality in the latter case. If
Great Britain had not fought to prevent Spanish or French domination of the Low
Countries, or if they had said ‘This is really not very important’, they would have
found themselves in the same position as US isolationists in the period running up
to the Second World War. The isolationists said: ‘What does the rest of the world
have to do with us?’ Shortly afterwards Pearl Harbor was attacked. So there is a
sense in which, if your ideas are not right about the reality of the world, you will pay
for it. Some ideas do not get tested in the same way. Here, I suspect, my thinking
has been very much influenced by John Dewey’s pragmatism: truth is what works.

IR At one level we can agree that ideas are real, but surely you would accept that
it is very difficult to know, for example, whether there is a God. So, in a sense,
whether an idea is true or not is not the point: what is true, what is real, is the effect
it has on the real.

RG Of course. The rise and fall of religions have to be explained in terms of
material factors. A religion will not survive without consideration of the material.
Take the example of Christianity which I have just given. Material circumstances,
such as the adequacy of financial backing for a particular religious institution,
shaped the triumph of that religion. It could have been different. History is littered
with ideas that lacked material support. They disappeared.

IR Let us return to your ‘soft realism’, and your critique of US foreign policy.1

The typical realist response to the Bush policy would argue that the United States
is not acting in its own national interests. For you the national interest is decided
by the political elite and a ‘state’ has no interests of its own. So it is very difficult to
be critical of Bush’s foreign policy in terms of the national interest, because you
accept that those individuals in power define the national interest. Consequently, is
your critique of the Bush administration essentially therefore a moral one? How
much of your realism informs the critique?

RG That is fair: a good question. Two issues are raised: one is morality; the other
is the question of national interests. I will take up the question of national interests
first.

I think many realists believe that there is an objective national interest and they
know what it is. I think somewhat differently. Looking at the United States, I think
crises and great debates lead to a definition of national interests any particular time.
We have had two such defining crises or great debates in US history. The first was
the clash between the Jeffersonians and Hamiltonians at the time of the French
Revolution. Jefferson wanted to intervene on the side of France; Hamilton wanted
to stay out. The issue was settled by Washington himself in his Farewell Address,
and his ideas really established the foundations of US foreign policy until the period
after the Second World War. The First World War did not have a big impact on
America’s definition of its national interest: we fought the war, we came home, we
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did not join Wilson’s League, and we went back into isolation. That war was a blip,
and did not constitute a major turning point in American foreign policy.

The second great debate over the national interest came in 1948. Isolationist
forces rallied around Senator Robert Taft on several important issues. President
Truman, on the other hand, favoured an active international role for the United
States. A ferocious battle took place, and Truman won. The US foreign policy elite
– Truman, Marshall, Eisenhower, Nitze, Kennan, Clayton and Acheson – provided
a new definition of the national interest. The United States must have alliances with
the European and Asian ‘rimland’ in order to better pursue policies of containment
and deterrence. This goal then defined the national interest until 1989 and the end
of the Cold War.

President George W. Bush is using the doctrine of preventive war and the ‘war
on terrorism’ to change the definition of the American national interest. But this
time there has been no great debate on the question. I think, right now, that we do
not know what the national interest is in the United States because there has been
no political struggle to make that determination. And there is no consensus. We
cannot just go on with a foreign policy made at the highest levels of government in
secret, with lying and deception, as has been happening in the Iraq War.

There has to be a huge debate on the definition of America’s future national
interest. From such struggles the national interest is defined. So, historically, the
United States has had two definitions of its national interest: one set down by
Washington, the other set down by the groups surrounding Truman. Bush is now
trying to create another foreign policy, one which is much more aggressive, inter-
ventionist and military-oriented. A real debate is difficult; people are uncomfort-
able expressing strong criticisms of the current administration during the war.

IR So, here again we have ideas in contestation. Is it back to ideas as the motor
of change?

RG That is partially right. Take the role of Israel in current US policy. If Israel’s
security is protected by the United States, to that extent we have an ideologically-
based foreign policy rather than an interest-based policy. This is one reason why
many realists oppose the Bush doctrine; they want interests to prevail and not
ideology.

IR Let us go back to the beginning, and your early years in the field. What do you
consider the significant developments in international relations as a discipline
when you started?

RG That is a difficult one. When I was doing my graduate work at Berkeley with
people like Ernst Haas, Paul Seabury and others, the New Social Science was
dominant, and this was evident in Haas’s work. His After the Nation-State espe-
cially is filled with references to works by David Easton and other social scientists;
the field of international relations was moving away from law and organization and
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diplomatic history, and instead group theory and other aspects of behaviouralism
were prominent. Then, for a while, books on systems theory appeared by people
like Oran Young and Richard Rosecrance. Today Robert Jervis and Ken Waltz have
made important advances in the use of systems theory. I myself have never become
committed to this approach.

IR Why was that? Was it because you saw yourself as a different sort of realist?

RG I believe it was because of the lingering influence of Hans J. Morgenthau. He
emphasized that we must look at international politics from the perspective of state
actors, their behaviour, their interests, power and so forth. The emphasis on a
system based on certain rules or logics, in my opinion, left out too much. Waltz’s
Theory of International Relations was without doubt a major contribution to the
field, even though I preferred an actor-oriented rather than system-oriented realism.

IR Do you think Waltz’s first book, Man, The State and War, is more important
than Theory?

RG I think Man, The State and War is a classic. That book had a big impact on me
when I read it as a graduate student. There are those who say you cannot make the
sharp distinctions he makes, but it is much more to my tastes in trying to concep-
tualize how people think about international relations than his later book.

IR Tell us more about Morgenthau; you seem to suggest that other theorists in the
field come and go, but his realism goes on forever? Is that your position?

RG I was influenced by Morgenthau, but I was not one of his students. I think
Morgenthau made important contributions, and if I were to single out one of his
books, it would be Scientific Man versus Power Politics. It is a real classic, written
shortly after he arrived in the United States. He was trying to explain the failure of
the liberal powers in Europe to understand the nature of the Nazi threat. I have
always been curious about the shift in his thinking between this more philosophical
book and his textbook, Politics among Nations. I enjoyed reading this text, but it
has many intellectual problems.

When Morgenthau wrote Scientific Man, he was not at Chicago. When he went
to Chicago, however, he found it dominated by the social science fashion of the
time; he apparently realized that if he were to make an impact, he had to learn and
write social science. He decided that international politics had to aim to become an
objective science; I think he was influenced by those in comparative government
and other sub-fields pushing the idea of an objective science of politics. Paradox-
ically, when you get to the end of Politics among Nations it is a moral tract on how
states should behave. I do not think it possible to put the objective and the moral
together in the way he tried to do. E. H. Carr, in The Twenty Years’ Crisis, was much
more successful in combining morality and a realist perspective.
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IR This juxtaposition reflects the political tensions in Morgenthau’s thinking. The
national interest was at the heart of his thinking, but he advocated a world state; he
theorized the balance of power but advocated the abolition of nuclear weapons –
for many realists, the ‘ultimate deterrent’.

RG Absolutely. He was anything but an objective, cold-blooded analyst. He had
very strong opinions about ethics. I remember when I was a Congressional Fellow,
and was working in the office of Senator Gore’s father. This was right after the
American U2 spy-plane had been shot down by the Soviet Union. I called
Morgenthau for his reactions to these events. He was utterly terrified at the way the
situation was developing, and argued that the United States had to make amends.
He feared that it might be the beginning of a major war unless some serious steps
were taken to wind down the tension. He was passionate about this; he did not
conform to the image of a cold-blooded realist.

IR How do you think he balanced his ideas about state interests, which you
mentioned earlier, and his ideas about a world state?

RG I think Morgenthau’s views on this subject are very interesting: he does not
rule out the possibility of a world state, but realizes there must be some political
mechanism to achieve it. A world state will come into existence only through the
same political processes that have always motivated and worked through human
beings. It will come about only if it is in the interest of some group that has the
power to create such a state. It will not come about as a result of some sort of
transformation of human consciousness or human thinking, which would suddenly
make people realize: ‘Ah, we are all one humankind, and so let us have a world
state.’ It might come about through conquest and domination, but it will not come
through some intellectual or moral conversion of people to a world state. The vast
literature today on international governance is based more on hope than on reality.

IR Were there any others who influenced your thinking significantly?

RG I have been very influenced by Marxist thinking, by some British writers, and
also very much by the study of history. My intellectual mentor, Lewis Feuer, had a
profound impact on my thinking and particularly my love of scholarship.

E.H. Carr greatly influenced my thinking about the whole question of gover-
nance. His lucid discussion of it appears in The Twenty Years’ Crisis. And Hedley
Bull was also important. He was one of the few non-Americans whose work has
been widely recognized in US books on international relations. He was a dear friend
and a outstanding scholar of international relations.

IR You may want to be careful admitting to this influence, because if it gets out
you will be co-opted into the reconstituted English School!

RG Aside from the influence of particular individuals, questions of continuity and
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change have been crucial in my thinking. This is why I have always thought history
is important; if one looks back, it is possible to see much of the present in the past.
It is possible to see processes and behaviours that one can identify in the present
world. We can understand what people in the past wanted and how they tried to
achieve their goals. This is the case whether it is the Italian city-states, gangs in Los
Angeles, or international relations today. There is a universality to politics. In this
regard I have been greatly influenced by Thucydides. If you recall, one of the very
first lines of his famous book goes something like: ‘I am writing this because the
story I am telling will repeat itself over and over again throughout history.’ That is
a very daring statement and he grounded it in his conception of human nature.
Thucydides viewed mankind as driven by three things: honour, security and wealth.
These are the dominant motives we find in human beings and they will produce
similar results throughout history, such as international rivalries and the rise and fall
of dominant powers.

When I was teaching, I would assign the first chapter of Thucydides, and I would
pose these questions: ‘Was the Peloponnesian War inevitable? Could it have been
stopped? How could it have been stopped?’ It is amazing how many students said
it was inevitable because they were so convinced by the arguments of Thucydides.
I then would say: ‘Well, what if this or that had or had not happened in the diplo-
macy before the war? Would it not have set things on a totally different course?’ My
view was that diplomacy and foreign policy could, at certain points in his narrative,
have intervened and have prevented the polarization of the system that resulted in
the outbreak of the war. I tried to suggest where those historical diplomatic turning
points were. The challenge for statecraft is to prevent a situation from reaching a
point of no return in the escalatory process where neither side sees an escape: the
costs of not going to war come to be seen as greater than the costs of war. And at
that point, yes, war becomes inevitable. (I should point out that I did subsequently
learn that the Greek word that is translated as ‘inevitable’ in English actually means
something more like ‘highly probable’ than ‘inevitable’. Perhaps Thucydides was
not so absolute in his claims as many of us now think.)

IR What about influences in terms specifically of international political economy?

RG There were a number of works in the late 1960s that influenced me: Susan
Strange on sterling, for example, but I do not think she had a general impact on US
thinking. Richard Cooper’s work on interdependence in the North Atlantic region
was important. His work – he is a very good international economist – looked at the
world in terms of the play of economic forces. If you look at Morgenthau, there is
no economics whatsoever. To be more exact, there is one thing: he does talk about
the need for state power to have an economic foundation, but he has only about one
line on the subject. Raymond Vernon’s book, Sovereignty at Bay, in which he intro-
duced the multinational corporation as a challenge to the state, was also important
at the time. Then Robert Keohane and Joseph Nye made their important contri-
bution on transnationalism in world politics.
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On a different but related track, Graham Allison’s The Essence of Decision was
significant because in it he fragmented the state. He showed that decision-making
does not take place in the black-box that realists tend to assume, but instead is the
result of competing bureaucratic interests. This means, for example, that one set of
interests in one state could cooperate with similar interests in another state; this
became important in a certain school of thought about arms control in the Cold War.
Some discussed the prospect of US arms control interests joining with Soviet
agencies with similar interests, and together plotting the end of the Cold War.

IR What did you think about the relationship between economics and security at
the time?

RG It was close, and could be seen in US relations with Europe. My interpretation
of why the Germans would not support de Gaulle against the Americans was
because of the German dependence on US power for their security. What is more,
it was the security tie between the United States and Germany that provided US
corporations with access to Europe. If de Gaulle had had his way the corporations
would have been shut out. It was therefore the security arrangements between the
United States and Europe that made possible the economic phenomenon called multi-
national corporations. Some at Harvard – notably Ray Vernon and Robert Bowie
(who had spent most of his career in the State Department) – argued against me at
the time, claiming there was no connection between what was going on in the world
of economics and the world of security. They implied that I was a Marxist; this was
amusing, because at Princeton I was considered the last of the Cold Warriors.

I knew there was a connection between politics and economics, and I knew I was
not a Marxist, and that stimulated me to learn more about this subject. I started
reading very systematically in economic history and economic theory. I was, for
example, greatly influenced by Hawtrey’s book Economics of Sovereignty. He was
a monetary theorist in the 1920s, and wrote a wonderful book on the interplay of
economics and security. I read other things on the interplay of economics and
politics, and then I discovered a book on mercantilism and said to myself: ‘Ah!
That’s what I am!’ I began to realize that you could have a realist view of world
economics without being a Marxist.

IR A central theme in your writings on IPE has been that to get an effective
international economy there has to be the political framework. What does this imply
today, and your prognosis for the global economy and global capitalism? Is there
hegemonic stability, with American power being in a sense more dominant than it
has ever been, and so creating the political preconditions for economic stability?
Or are you doubtful about the long-term stability of the global economy?

RG Charles Kindelberger was the originator of what Keohane subsequently
called the ‘Theory of Hegemonic Stability’. The argument was that there would be
economic instability if there were no leading power managing the world economy.
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Kindelberger was a wonderful man, a liberal economist who saw the United States
pursuing cosmopolitan goals. It was not for him a policy driven by interests but an
ideological projection of our belief in free markets. Steven Krasner and I shifted the
argument from this being a cosmopolitan goal of the United States to being a goal
in the national interest.

IR What is your general verdict on globalization?

RG Globalization has been essentially American-led and most have considered
this to be in the American interest; however, I think there is a shift in thinking going
on in the United States towards a more protectionist outlook. I would say that in the
United States the trend is away from globalization.

In any case, I have also thought that globalization has been greatly exaggerated.
The world economy is still primarily made up of national economies, and lots of
things that are going on have a lot more to do with technology than with open
markets. What is more, if you look at the whole world, most of it is outside the
sphere of globalization. The anti-globalists say: ‘globalization is leading to the
impoverishment of the people of the world’. The fact is that most of the people in
Africa, rural India, rural China and so on are not in the system; there are millions of
people who are just not part of the global economic system. They are very poor, but
their poverty and wretchedness cannot be blamed on globalization when they are
not even a part of the system. Africa has something like 1 per cent of world trade.
So when it is claimed that globalization is somehow responsible for world poverty
and so forth, I want to know the supposed mechanism by which exploitation by
globalization takes place. When we are talking about globalization we are talking
about a fairly circumscribed phenomenon, and it can be reversed, as has been
argued in the work of my colleague Harold James, who has written a number of
books on the collapse of globalization in the 1930s.

IR Can we shift from the workings of the world economy to your writing about it?
Of which of your own books are you most proud?

RG Oh dear!

IR We know pride is a deadly sin. Which are you most pleased with?

RG I think, probably, War and Change.

IR Good choice.

RG That book took a long time for me to think through. The individual who put
me on that track was my late senior colleague Harold Sprout. He wrote an essay in
World Politics about scarce resources and overstretch, and once in a seminar raised
these issues. That is what got me thinking about this whole question of the ebb and
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flow of history. My book was a long time in the gestation stage. Another person who
influenced me very much was Frederic Lane and his work on Venice. The Venetians
were very clever at shifting resources from the economic sector to the military
sector as needs arose. This is why they flourished for so long. They never had the
problem of overstretch because they balanced their resources and survived for a
thousand years. In part the Venetian success was possible because they did not have
the sorts of enemies faced by the Dutch, who ran into major economic problems
they could not solve because of the strength of British competition. This made it
necessary for the Dutch to put so much money into defence that the commercial side
collapsed, and then that was the end of the great Dutch eighteenth-century empire.

Today, the management of resources in the United States is extremely distorted;
one day the country will have to pay dearly for today’s reckless fiscal behaviour. I
do not think the Bush administration, even though they are supposed to be clever
businessmen, are managing the American economy well.

IR Thinking about War and Change, how far do systems change? At the time there
seem to be major changes, for example when the Cold War ended and a ‘new world
order’ was announced, and again it seemed that September 11 ushered in a new
era: but when we look back we sometimes wonder how much change there has been.
You draw the distinction in War and Change between change within the system and
change of the system: when did we last have a change of the system?

RG In terms of the distinction I make in War and Change between change within
the system and change of the system, I think the self-destruction of the Soviet Union
removed, at least temporarily, a very powerful player from the system, so I would
say that was the last major systems change.

IR Do you think current US foreign policy is also in the process of self-
destructing, given your comments about the neglect of the domestic economy?

RG US economic and foreign policy have been irresponsible, and the country’s
economic foundations and its relative position have deteriorated. Let me give one
example. A decisive change took place in the early 1970s when the US position
with respect to world oil shifted. Before that time we broke Arab boycotts of Israel
by just pumping more oil out of east Texas. In 1972 we were producing oil at full
capacity, and the control over the world energy market shifted from the United
States to Saudi Arabia. I think that was a major change in world politics and it gave
rise to the two OPEC embargoes. I think that the changed American position
regarding oil has proved to be very important in its effects on American relations
with the Middle East ever since.

That was an example of change within the system. It is always difficult to recog-
nize developments that will become extremely significant and will lead to major
changes. I remember reading that the most important discovery of the sixteenth to
seventeenth centuries was Peruvian bark or quinine, which made possible the
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colonization of tropical lands by white people, the Europeans. Quinine made
possible the expansion of Europe and the West; it made imperialism and colo-
nization possible. Obviously, many other things went into the story, but without
quinine, permanent white settlements in the tropical lands would have been much
more difficult.

I used to teach a course on technology, in which I tried to follow causation from
a particular technological development to particular political and social devel-
opments. I would ask my students such questions as: ‘What technology caused the
women’s liberation movement?’ Of course, all my students said: ‘The pill.’ I
responded ‘the typewriter’, which, long before the pill, began the liberation of
women; before the typewriter, all clerks were males, and the major occupation for
women outside the home was prostitution. Somehow the typewriter became identi-
fied as a female technology and this took the woman out of the home, and gave her
an independent source of income. So I said that if you really want to celebrate
female emancipation, you should celebrate the typewriter. Of course, I was
speaking somewhat facetiously, but the point is that it is very difficult in human
society to identify the first cause in a chain of developments. This makes predicting
the future particularly problematic.

IR What do you think about more recent theoretical developments in academic
international relations?

RG Let’s consider constructivism. At one level it is saying that ideas, concepts,
intellectual concepts are important. Of course they are. The notion of ‘the state’ is
a conceptualization in people’s minds; so is the notion of ‘identity’. Constructivists,
however, frequently claim too much and neglect the role of material factors. There
is more to international relations than just concepts; there are real things out there.
In my book I noted that for over 500 years, Great Britain had one major goal, shared
by all the regimes in that period, i.e. to keep the Lowlands out of enemy hands. This
goal was considered a vital interest essential to British survival. This was an
objective security problem created by geography and more fundamental than
simply a construct. Material factors like changes in economic organization or mili-
tary technology seem to me to be much more significant than are constructs per se.

IR You may have a point. Would it be true to say that for you it is probably
material factors that help explain the ideational, whereas constructivists want to
leave the ideational content with more autonomy, not determined by the material?

RG I agree. I am not a Marxist and do not believe that the material substructure
determines the superstructure of ideas, but you certainly cannot ignore the sub-
structure of resources and interests and so forth. You cannot change the existing
world by thinking into existence the world that you would like to have. There are
certain realities that are there and you bump into them, hard, if you do not take them
into consideration.
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IR If you find constructivism problematic, can we take it that you find post-
modernism and poststructuralism even more problematic?

RG You guessed it right. These ideas were extremely popular in the United States
for a while, but I think that has pretty well passed. Deconstruction took hold partly
because of the discrediting of Marxism; it provided a different way to criticize
society and policy, while still believing that everything is infused with politics,
exploitation and so forth. Such thinking particularly appealed to those who were
inclined to the left and if one believed that Marxism had failed as an analytical tool.
I think deconstruction or postmodernism took a beating in the academy in the United
States when it was discovered in 1983 that Paul De Man, professor of the humanities
at Yale and a key deconstructionist, had been responsible for collaborationist and
anti-Semitic journalism in his native Belgium during the Nazi occupation.

In the United States, English departments were central to the postmodern
movement. One of my colleagues, an English professor, claims that if anybody
really wants to know what is happening or going to happen in American academia,
you should always look first at the English departments, and see what they are up
to, as they set the tone for the future. In this regard, deconstruction has now gone,
and I am not sure what the latest fad is. Chaos theory perhaps.

IR What about the discipline of international relations and its ethnocentrism? You
have given us some hints earlier, and you mention it in the preface to War and
Change. Is international relations still ‘an American social science’ and if so is it a
good thing or a bad thing?

RG I think there is a strong feeling that the discipline is still American-led, though
to a lesser degree than in the past. The leadership role for Americans is closely
related, I believe, to the scale and resources of American universities. I myself
became sensitive to American ethnocentrism through my research and writings in
Europe and in East Asia.

IR How does the US domination of the discipline manifest itself?

RG There is gatekeeping in journals. There are particular intellectual styles. The
whole rational choice approach is very, very powerful in the United States today,
i.e. the view that it is possible to transfer ideas and methods from the field of eco-
nomics into thinking about political science. Almost every major department in the
country is split on this question, between more traditional ways of thinking and
those who want to make international relations a science like economics. I do not
know where the battle stands right now.

Notes

1 See Robert Gilpin, ‘War is Too Important to Be Left to Ideological Amateurs’, International
Relations, 19(1), 2005, pp.5–18.
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